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Introduction

Finding a character you want to write about again and again isaways athrill for me. | say “finding” rather
than “creating” because when such a character emerges on the page, he (or she) dowly revedshis
persondlity, strengths and weaknesses, likes and didikes. He matures and devel opslike achild, over time
enriching the experience of both the writer and the reader. He dmost has as much input into hisstories as
the writer, until it nearly becomes astuation where the writer turnsinto a secretary, merely taking down
dictation from the character.

For me, Brenddl has become such a character. | have always been fan of such fantasy authors as
deCamp, Pratt, Leiber and others from the late 50's to early 70's, and | believe Brendell would have felt
quite at home with the Gray Mouser. But while there are precedents for rogue charactersin fantasy or
sciencefiction (Laumer's Retief and Harrison's Stainless Steel Rat for example), hisimmediate spiritua
ancestor isnot from fantasy at al. When | wasfirst investigating the Brenddll character, thefictiona
template that came to mind was Jonathan Gash's L ovejoy, the antiques deal er/detective who has become
s0 beloved by mystery fans. If Loveg oy were placed in amore primitive world, what would he have
become? | believe you will soon read the answer.

Brenddl is an gpprentice thief to the Thief's Guild, and as such he is often taken advantage of ... by his
Guild and by hisclients. Oneloyd reader complained that, after the first four stories appeared, Brendell
had not yet become ajourneyman, the next logical goa for anyone involved in atrade union. | know
peoplein trade unions and their apprenticeship can be along and arduous process. And while Brenddll
livesin afantasy world, it isaworld that hasits own rules which must be adhered to, aworld that has
dowly become exposed and developed from one episode to the next. Does Brenddll findly earn his
long-desired journeyman's card? That will be revealed later in this book.

Many of these adventures have gppeared earlier in various e-zines. Brenddl made hismaiden journey in
the pages of the late, lamented Eternity On-Line. His presencein the premiereissueisan honor | take
some pridein. It isnot often that a beginning writer is published in the first issue of any magazine, and
while| had placed afew stories previoudly, it was thefirst e-zine story | received any compensation for.
Before Eternity closed itsweb site, five different Brenddll stories appeared there; in order “ Slipped
Disc,” “Contract Flaw,” “Ritesof Tenure,” “Thief of Hearts,” and * Scepter Fidelis.” None of these
doriesisgtill available on the ‘net (at least not to my knowledge and certainly not legaly). Three other
Brenddl adventures have gppeared dsawhere; “Guardian Angle” (in Tavern Wench Journal) “ Statue of
Limitations’ (in The Wandering Troll) and “Tiny Losses’ (in Twilight Times). Except for some middling
“tightening up” to which | and most other writers are prone, | have left the previoudy published stories as
they origindly appeared. The other stories are new for this anthology.

The chdlengein doing a continuing character is keeping the sories fresh while maintaining the internd
cong stency demanded by the character and hisworld. Most of the stories are essentidly mysteries,
magic isinvolved in about haf of Brenddl's adventures. Brendd| survives and conquers by using hiswits
and talents learned at the Thief's Academy, not by strength or skill with weapons. The Storiesare
presented in roughly chronologica order, which is not the order in which the storieswere originaly
written. There are adozen tdestota in this volume (Brendell for some reason doesn't lend himself often
to stories under 5,000 words. He is atakative sort after al).

What lies ahead for who | liketo think (I have delusionslike everyone e se) isthe Internet's favorite thief?
| believe that is hinted at in the Epilogue, so new for thisvolume. | hope you enjoy Brendell. | have had
awonderful time chronicling his adventuresand | for one wish to spend more time with him. I hope you
will aswel.



Travd wdll.

—Patrick Welch, January 2002



Slipped Disk

Dachné's best inn, the Maid and the Unicorn, was unusuadly quiet for an early afternoon. Two wayfarers
were engrossed in aconversation near the hearth while the saloonkeeper and several farmerswere
contentedly gambling the day away. Even the serving wench was more attentive to her hair than to her
customers. Which suited me perfectly.

| sat in adarkened corner Spping my wine whilewaiting impatiently for my client, Freik. Nestled in my
satchel, thejewd pressed against my leg ... the jewel | had been commissioned to stedl. | was eager to
trandfer it to its new owner. In exchange for aconsiderable amount of gold, of course.

"Why not just bring it to my establishment?’ Fretk had complained when | explained the arrangements.
“Because | do not trust you,” | replied honestly. Signed contract or not, | had learned long ago that a
thief who wishes along and profitable career trusts no one. Even, on occasion, himself.

Thusthe Maid and the Unicorn. Still not aperfectly safe location, but a public one and neutral aswell. Or
50| thought.

Freik entered fifteen minutes late. His attempt at disguising himsdf was laughable; the cowled cloak only
caled more attention to himself. Y et the othersin theinn paid no notice as he made his cautious way
back to my table. He seemed only dightly reassured when he saw | wasdone. “You haveit?’ he asked
immediately, taking the chair acrossfrom me.

"I wouldn't be meeting with you if | didn't,” | replied evenly. “Do you?
He pulled a satchd from his pocket and emptied 50 gold crownson the table. “Let me seeit.”

"Put those back in your pursefirgt,” | said, nodding at the currency after counting it. After he complied, |
opened my own satchel and withdrew the jewel. It wasared ruby aslarge asaman'sfist; | could
understand Freik'sdesireto ownit. | held it out long enough for him to seeit, then returned it to
safekeeping. “We will now set our purseson thetable. | will take yours, you will take mine. Then you
leave and our businessis concluded.”

Fretk nodded and obeyed. “ Just one second,” | seized his hand as he was seizing his hard-bought
property. | opened his satchel and poured its contents on the table. A shower of lead coins tumbled out.
“| see you must have made amistake and taken out the wrong purse,” | said casualy even as| increased
the pressure on hiswrigt.

Freik grimaced and nodded quickly. “ Yes, yes, so | did. Here,” hefumbled in hiscloak, “thisisthe right
one"

Still clasping hiswrigt, | opened the new purse with the blade of my knife. Gold coins glittered within.
Nodding, | released his hand and took my payment. “ A pleasure doing businesswith you, Frelk,” | said,
quite Sincere. “If you ever require my services again, you know how to contact me."

Freik favored mewith agrimace, then rose and left hadtily. | stifled alaugh as the door closed behind
him. Such an amateurish ploy to cheat me of my payment! | had noted he pulled the satchel with the gold
from hisleft pocket, yet he pulled the second from hisright. | could have done the sameto him, of
course, but that was againgt Guild rules. Honest thievery under contract was one thing; chesting your
patron was quite another. Besides, the gold was more vauable to me than any jewd.

| was dtill savoring my wine and dreaming of my new fortune and waysto enjoy it when aman



approached my table. He must have entered while Freik and | were in negotiations because | had not
noticed him before. And hewasaman |, or anyone, would have noticed. He towered before me, nearly
astdl and wide asapony. Y et the voice that emerged was surprisingly soft and high. “Y ou are Brendell,
| believe? A member of the Thief's Guild?"

"Yes” | saw no reason to lie since the man obvioudy knew who | was.
He studied me like awoman perusing fruit at amarket. “Y ou don't look like much of athief,” he snorted.

In truth | do not. Except for my long, curling hair, | am about as nondescript as a person could be.
Watery blue eyes, thin lips and nose; hardly handsome or notable in any way. Which was an asset in my
professon. “ Y ou are hereto insult me?*

"Of course not. | have abusiness proposition to discuss.”
"Then gt. Buy usboth somewine."
He shook his head. “Not here. Too many know me here. Thereis another tavern down the Street..."

| glanced around the nearly empty establishment. There could be few places more private than this. “1 am
currently employed. | cannot accept any commissions at the moment,” | fabricated smoothly.

"That is not what Freik said.”
| fdt achill. “Frek? The nameisunfamiliar.”

"Redly.” The smile he gave wasfar from inviting. “ Freik isthe man who left your presencejust afew
short minutes ago. They,” he nodded at the two men by the fire who were now watching usintently, “will
attest to that."

Thisis proving to be a most interesting day. “Since you know that, you must so know | was under a
legitimate Guild contract and in hislega employ. Y ou must be the man from whom | stole the jewd.”

He nodded.

| finished my wine. “In that case you must aso know | cannot stedl it back for you. Conflict of interest.
There are other Guild membersyou can hire..."

The man, who | now knew was Greymark, shrugged. “1 wasimpressed by your work, if not by your
success. | have adifferent proposition in mind. Again, | cannot discussit here” He gestured. “Come with
me. | have no animosity towards you. | have contracted thievesin the past mysdf.”

| noted that the two “wayfarers’ were purposaly approaching our table. They were doubtless under
contract aswell. Assassin's Guild? “| had planned asabbatical,” | said gaily, risng. “1 hear Parinphd is
most lovely thistime of year. But,” | glanced at the two men now standing behind Greymark, “if you
ingg."

| continued chatting as we left theinn and started down the Street. “ It's not often that | find employment
from one of my providers. | will haveto thank Freik the next timel seehim.”

"Y ou will see him soon enough,” Greymark said with asnarl. “ Down here,” and he shoved me roughly
into an dley. Wefound Freik, held motionless by two other men, a the end of it. Confident | wasn't
going anywhere, Greymark walked up to Freik. “Y ou are acoward and afool, Frelk. Trying to take
something of mine. Using a petty thief.”



"I'm no petty thief!” | retorted instantly. The remainder of my riposte was cut off by the unmistakable
pressure of asword pressing against my back.

Greymark glared at me, then returned his attention to the merchant. “Now whereisit?’ He searched my
erstwhile employer. He tossed away the satchel of worthless coins, then smiled as he withdrew the ruby.
“Thereisno law againg stealing back my own property,” he grinned a Frelk.

"Actudly thereis” | pointed out. “Unlessyou are alicensed member of the Guild..."

"Enough,” he waved me slent. He approached, opened my own cloak and saw my knife hanging at my
gde. Hewithdrew it and admired the heavily inlaid handle. “ Y our Sgil | takeit?’ he pointed to the
deegping dragon engraved with slver thread in the ebony handle.

| had sdlected the symbol for good luck. It was meant to ensure that my victimswould be aslax in their
watchfulness as the resting creature and make my task considerably easier. The Sigil was as unique asmy
sgnature ... and as well-known. “Of course.”

"A most unfortunate occurrence,” he said as he walked up to Freik. “We have withesses that saw you
and the deceased arguing in the inn. About some sort of contract or payment | believe.” One of the men
holding Freik pressed his hand over the latter's mouth while Greymark waved my blade before his eyes.
“Heleft, you followed, cornered himin thisaley and killed him like s0.” He drove my blade deep into
Freik's sscomach, then pulled upward, ditting him open like afish. Freik was allowed to collgpse lifeless
on the ground, my dagger till buried within him. Greymark used Freik's cloak to wipe the blood from his
hands, then returned his attention to me. “Most unprofessiond, Brendell. A violation of Guild rules, |
bdieve"

Hewas quite correct on that. “It isaso aviolation to interfere with a contract once it has been
successfully completed,” | took painsto point out.

"But it wasn't. | have my property,” he said and held up the ruby mockingly. “Now hereismy
proposition. Y ou perform an assgnment for me or wewill go to the authorities.” He glanced once  the
dead man. “Murder isacrime herein Dachne. The argument. One of my men finding your knife near the
body. Caredless of you.” His men rolled the murdered merchant over, removed my blade, cleaned it and
handed it to Greymark. “A beautiful weapon,” he said. “It will be your payment for successful completion
of your contract.”

The sword in my back was becoming increasingly uncomfortable. | took astep forward ... and was
immediately saized. “Enough,” | said, offering only atoken struggle. “What isit you want meto sted ?'

"A mogt interesting bauble,” Greymark began.

| threw another limb on thefirein afutile attempt to keep warm. Nearby my horse nickered sadly. | hate
riding and avoid it whenever possible. Now it showed in every aching muscle. “ Y ou couldn't liveina
village like anorma man, could you, Coberan?’ | muttered.

Thanksto the Guild and itslibraries, | knew where Coberan lived; amanor degp within the Elgin forest.
The Guild was dways eager to provide information to itsmembers ... at afee, of course. They werefar
lesswilling to provide assistance or protection against Greymark beyond promising that Greymark would
have difficultiesfinding a Guild member for future gainful employment. “Then what am | paying duesfor?’
| had argued with the secretary. He had only shrugged and suggested | take it up at the next mesting.
Whenever that was.

It certainly would be well after | had to return with the jewel or find mysalf accused and wanted for the



murder of Freik. Not that | couldn't avoid Dachne; | didn't want to. Greymark had broken the rules.
Freik may have provided additional employment; at least areference or two. Then Greymark had stolen
my knife, one | had paid dearly for. Greymark had to be taught that one does not steal from athief.
Worse, the money | was spending for the horse, use of Guild resources and miscellaneous was coming
from my purse. Thiswas not acceptable.

And | had to spend the night in the forest! This galled methe most. A Guild member should never haveto
endure such anindignity. | wastrained to open locks, avoid guards (human and otherwise), lift purses,
bribe, impersonate, counterfeit. Not how to build a campfire. Like | said, not acceptable.

| munched glumly on rock bread and sdted pork and stared into the fire, planning. Theinformation
gleaned from the Guild had been thorough ... asfar asit went. The floor plans of Coberan's estate were
clear and easily memorized. | knew that Coberan was reputed to be adabbler in arcane arts. | knew that
the “bauble’” Greymark craved—an obsidian disk etched with gold and diamond runes—was locked
within Coberan's secret library. The disk itself was reputed to have powers of its own. More troubling
was the rumor that Coberan employed demonsto guard his property.

"This cannot be verified,” the report had stated. “ However, there have been no contracts successfully
completed on the Coberan residence. We recommend al Guild members consider this carefully when
negotiating an agreement with a prospective employer.”

For the Guild, such a pronouncement was the equivaent of a 100-foot sign screaming “ Hands Off."

"Good advice,” | whispered. “Wish | could takeit.” Instead | threw afew morelogs on thefire, curled
up within my blanket and tried to get some deep. Tomorrow | would go to work.

From my perch high inthetree| looked over the sylvan setting that was Coberan's estate. The
three-story stone estate was surrounded by awide vista of well-groomed grass. A brick-inlaid laneran
invitingly up to the oak and mahogany front door. Visualy the building was asthreatening as afirefly and
asinviting asawhore.

| knew better. | knew there was a cellar below where Coberan kept tools of torture. | knew a contingent
of assassinslived within the resdence. And for his seemingly unarmed fortressto resist the efforts of the
Guild for so long could only mean he indeed had otherworldly resources available. “ Assassins by day,
demonsby night.” | had no interest in avoiding demons. Which meant only one course of action was
opentome.

Guards were dready awaiting me when | walked up brazenly to the front porch. “Is Mister Coberan
here?’ | greeted them pleasantly. “| have anissuel wish to discusswith him."

One stepped forward, weapon drawn. “Master Coberan speaks to no one. Be on your way."
"I've come along way. | realy need to speak to him. Tl him it's about the Disk of Gnarunia.”

| was il finishing my sentence when the guard pressed his sword against my throat. “What do you know
of thedisk?’ he demanded.

| gurgled areply.

My captor nodded to his comrade, who immediately went inside. He remained, his sword till pressing
periloudy againgt my jugular. If he sneezed or hiccuped he would kill meingtantly. We stood thusfor a
seeming eternity, he not moving, me not daring to. Findly the other returned. “Bring him to the library.
The master will interview him there.” They searched me roughly, found no wegpons, then shoved me



indde.

The sword in my back guided me down the long hallway, past the dining and sitting rooms (and | was
relieved to see that the Guild's maps were accurate about those at |east) straight to the library at the far
eastern corner of Coberan's domicile. Coberan was seated at adesk, several tomes open before him, as
we entered.

Coberan looked up from hiswork and studied me reluctantly. He was an old, frail man, no threat to me
or anyone. His chargeswere. “What do you know of the Disk of Gnarunia?’ he demanded in a
deceptively strong, deep voice.

"Why, nothing,” | replied, which was dmost the truth. “I was sent by my patron to inquire if you would
liketodl it, that isdll."

"And who isyour patron?’ | told him. “Y es, Greymark. Of coursg, it isaways him. And he wantsto buy
it?” Helaughed. “Asif the disk would ever be available for any sum!” He nodded to his guards. “ Take
him to the stocks. Weéll torture him later.”

"Wait,” | protested desperately asthe guards dragged me from the room. “My patron is prepared to
offer you aprincely sum. 200 gold crownd Or if that isinsufficient...” Therest of my argumentswere lost
behind closed doors.

| was quick-marched to the basement, where | was treated to a close-up view of various instruments of
persuasion while being pushed towards the cdllsin the back. They stripped me, searched my clothing,
found nothing, then chained meto awall and locked the cell door. They were laughing and telling jokes
among themselves—about my fate most assuredly—as they |eft meto my own devices.

| had several. The leg and arm irons were uncomfortable but loose; | was easily able to find the lock pick
| had hidden within my own flowing locks. With lessthan aminute | was free to roam within my cell.

| decided personal congratulations were in order. One of thefirst Guild lessons was that a manor,
business, palace or whatever was designed for protection from break-ins. Once you werein, getting out
was much easier. Not that my approach was one my instructors would have recommended, granted.
“But it worked,” | said to therat eyeing me hungrily in the corner.

Now it wastime to get dressed. But not in my own clothing. | easily picked the prison lock and stepped
into the narrow stone corridor. | was fortunate no others lingered here; Coberan's well-earned reputation
effectively deterred uninvited vistors. | crouched behind the heavy wooden door separating the two
rooms and peered through the keyhole. One guard was keeping languid watch. Perfect.

It was more difficult from the opposite sde and | had to be more dert, but within five minutes | had
picked thislock aswdll. | reached under the sill and doooowly pulled the door back, watching the guard
al thewhile. He, however, was more interested in hisnoonday meal and paid no attention as| was able
to open it enough for asmall object to get by. Likearat.

| padded back to my cdll; luckily my roommate was till there. “Here, kitty, kitty,” | cooed as|
approached it. It looked at me, snarled, then darted past me out of the cell. “Not that way,” | told it asit
ran into an open cdll. | chased it from there and athird aswell beforeit findly got the ideaand ran
straight toward—and past—the chamber door.

| was right behind it, although | stopped at the portal. Once again | watched the guard through the
keyhole. He jJumped asthe rat raced past, swore, then turned and noticed the door was gar. Swearing
again, herose and briskly waked towardsit, removing the keys from hisbelt ashedid so. | pulled the



door back just afew inchesfarther and held my breath. Come closer, sweetheart, | ordered silently.

Hedid. | brought the door back another foot. He approached another foot aso, placing himsalf well
within the doorway. Which iswhen | jumped up and dammed the door shut with al my strength.

| was rewarded with agasp and aloud crack of flesh and bone against wood. The guard was stunned
but still on hisfeet when | reopened the door, but not for long. | grabbed his sword and knocked him
out, then pulled him back inside, shutting the door behind me. Quickly I undressed him and, for good
measure, chained him in my erstwhile cell. Hewas bigger and taler than I, but hisuniform fit well enough.
And the hedmet would hide my feetures adequately.

On theway out of the catacombs | stopped long enough to finish hislunch, lock the door to the fina
chamber, hide the keys (thistook lesstime than it sounds; the food was dmost gone). | even found aquill
and some parchment, which immediately inspired me, After jotting aquick note, | waked confidently into
the next room. The guards in there were surprised to see me. “Where are you going?’ one demanded.

"Bathroom,” | said curtly, not turning to look at them. | continued right past them, up the stairs and onto
thefirgt floor. It wastimeto steal the Disk of Gnarunia

The manor was bustling with guards, but none paid me any attention as | made my way directly and
confidently toward the back of the building. | reached the library and knocked on the door timidly.
“What isit?’ Coberan demanded from within.

"The prisoner,” | explained as| entered brazenly. “We found a note we thought you should see.” |
walked up to his desk and handed him my hastily scrawled message.

"Couldn't thiswait until we question him?’ he complained. He grabbed it roughly and opened it. “'Duck.’
What doesthat..."

| brought the flat of my sword down on the top of his head just as he was |ooking up. He collapsed with
asatisfying thud across his desk. | ripped hissilk shirt into shreds and bound and gagged him to hischair,
then walked over to the library wall on theright. According to the Guild, the secret door to the secret
room was accessed through here. Somehow.

Even though | was sure no guard would have the courage to interrupt us, | locked the library door
anyway, then studied the shelves which contained the hidden entry. A diding book perhaps? A lever
attached to one of the ornamental bookends that were so pervasive? | returned to Coberan's desk but a
quick search told me nothing. Then | sudied Coberan. Old, feeble, and much shorter than |. Anything
higher than the fourth shelf would be difficult for him to reach, and stooping, at hisage, was surely a
painful endeavor. | returned to the shelves and concentrated on the third and fourth shelves. | stripped
two shelves of books and other objects; nothing. Then aglobe caught my eye. | spunit idly and was
rewarded with a soft click; the top opened and | was presented with two small levers. | pulled the left
and nothing happened. | pulled theright ... and the panel next to me did open softly. | had found the Disk
of Gnarunia.

| entered the smal chamber. The walls were covered with heavy black velvet curtains; candles burned
everywhere. | ignored most of the other items because | saw my intended amost immediately; on atable
directly in front of me rested an engraved obsidian disk. Next to it stsood asmall demon. “Hello, how are
you today?’ | said.

"Ssstopp,” it hissed, it's four eyes focusing on me. It'stail curled up and four taloned arms waved
threateningly. “Y ou not belong here.”



"I'm sorry, | must have gotten lost. Wheream 1? Say, isthat the Disk of Gnarunia?’ | pointed toit.

"Come no closssser.” It took one step toward me then stopped, waving itsarmsin what seemed to be
demon frudtration.

Why doesn't it come after me? | sdled to my right five or Six feet. It tried to follow, but stopped well
short. “Y ou can't go any farther, can you? Is Coberan afraid you'll stedl the silverware?” | asked,
gpproaching but remaining well out of reach. It hissed in frugtration and affirmation. “Nothing persond,
but | redly need that disk. | hateto do this, but..."

"Doo what?’ it snarled, now even more frustrated.
"I have my own demon. Brocephus, take care of thisfor me."
"Brossephusss? | do not know that name.”

"Y ou don't know anything, you butt-ugly excuse for ademon,” avoice caled from elsewherein the
room.

The demon turned to theright. “Who isss that? Who dare enter this sssanctuary?"
"Y our magter, fool. Bow down and pledge your alegiance now!"

The demon turned to the lft, to the right again. Y et two of his eyesremained fixed on me. | remained
fixed exactly where | was. | sssee you not. Sssshow yoursssdlf. | demandit.” Itstail dammed againgt the
table and for asecond | thought it would be knocked over.

Again the voice responded from an indeterminable direction. “Be glad you can't see yoursdf. You are
oneugly critter."

"I demand you sssshow yoursssdlf!” it screamed.
"Then look behind you, brain of stone,” the voice mockingly called.

"Yesss,” it roared, turned and grabbed for ... nothing. Which gave me enough timeto legp forward and
seizethedisk. When it turned back, | was once again beyond the range of it'sinvisible tether.

"Thanks,” | said, showing it the disk. “I'm leaving now. Don't worry; I'll take Brocephuswith me.” | was
trailed by a stream of harmlessinsults and curses as| |eft the room.

| chuckled as| closed the secret pand; ventrilogquism had been one of my eectives at the Guild
Academy.

One morething to do. The disk fit uncomfortably within my uniform, but to escape | needed adiversion.
And aroom filled with booksin a home within aforest and protected by amoat of grass provided a
perfect one. An ail lamp rested unlit on Coberan's desk. | removed the top, then scattered the contents
of the reservoir across severa shelves of books. The candle on his desk provided the flame. While the
books began to smolder | untied Coberan; | had no interest in killing the man, but | hit him once again
with my sword to make sure he would stay unconscious. | threw severa more books into the flames,
waited until the conflagration was suitably initiated, then walked calmly to the door.

Taking adeep breath, | opened it and raced into the corridor screaming. “Fire!” | yelled at the first guard
| saw. “Thereisafirein the master'slibrary!” | grabbed hisarm and pointed behind me. We both could
see smoke beginning to seep out the door. “I'll get the others,” | assured him. “Help the master.”



The man looked at me for asecond, prepared a question, then changed his mind and raced for the
library. | continued racing the other way, down the hal, yelling “Firel” at the top of my lungs. One guard
tried to stop me. “Who are you?’ he demanded even as he started towards the back of the manor. “Just
assigned last week,” | panted, wresting away from hisgrasp. “Firel” | continued as| ran past him. Past
the dining area. Out the front door. Down the winding lane into the sanctuary of the woods.

My horse and supplieswere waiting patiently for me. | threw off and hid the guard's uniform. In my
saddle bagslay the hooded robes of a priest, complete with afase beard. | donned the disguise and
started back towards Dachne.

"Tdl mewha thissays"

| was gtting with the Guild archivigt in aprivate room off the library. My journey back had been
uneventful except for my encounter with afarming family who asked meto blesstheir cattle. | mumbled
some mumble and made silly motions with my hands and they | eft satisfied (and provided a suitable
donation for my church). | wasrelieved to find a package waiting for mein my room at the Eight Knights
Inn; it's contents would make my continued existence less problematical. Now | was using the services of
the Guild to discover exactly what Brendd | had wrought.

"Mogt interesting,” the squire offered as he rubbed his chin to emphasi ze the difficulty of his assgned
task. “These runes are quite ancient; the language one that has long been buried in time and forgotten.”

| was confident he was providing thisinformation to justify his exorbitant fee. “1 thought as much,” |
assured him. “But can you trand ate?’

"We may havethe resources,” he said after a suitably long ponder. “ At the Guild we spare no effort or
expenseto assist the endeavors of our membership.”

Soare me the salestalk. “I need to know soon, tonight if possible. Thefeeisimmaterid.” | dmost
choked on thelast.

He nodded, satisfied. “Wait here.” Heléft, only to regppear within minutes with a ponderous tome. “I
believe wewill find our solution within these pages,” he said. Dust flew as he set the book down on the
table and | sneezed involuntarily. “Catching abit of acold, arewe?’ he asked offhandedly as he began to
peruse the parchment. “Ah, herewe are,” he said. “ The glyphs of ancient Myotaca. A most interesting
culture, but,” he added, peering over hislooking glassat me, “1 suspect you are not interested in its

higory."
"Judt inthese runes.”

He snorted; an academician disgppointed in his student'slack of enthusiasm. | had heard that snort often
during my academic career. “Let me see.” Helooked at the disk, back at his book, the disk, the book ...
you get the idea. Then he clgpped hishandsand smiled. “Yes, | haveit. Most unusua, however."

"Indeed, what doesit say?'

"The diamonds merely form various congtdllations of the heavens, mostly decorative | would think. The
slver symbols are another matter. Basically they mean ‘boundaries,” he pointed from one symbol to the
next, “'forbidden’ and ‘travel.” Loosely trandated, it says* From within these wals you may not stray.’
Most curious.” He favored mewith araised eyebrow. “Y ou do know that the Guild isinterested in
artifacts such asthis. Unless your acquisition is contracted for, we would be happy to make you afair
offer.”



For one-hundredth itsreal value. | shook my head, then studied the disk for several minutes. “ Answer
methis"

He listened, nodded, wrote on asmall piece of parchment and handed it to me. “May | ask why?'
"No.” | managed to smileas| paid him much morethan | could afford. “1 want it to be asurprise.”

My next vigt wasto asmith. The Guild often used him to eval uate merchandise or occasiondly purchase
uncontracted items. In thisinstance | needed histrade skills. *Y ou may be destroying the vaue of this
piece” he explained after | told him what | wanted.

"I hope s0. Canyou do it? Today?!
"Of course.” More gold crowns exchanged hands. But when | |eft | was ready to meet Greymark.

Two guardsled meinto Greymark'sinner office. | had gone straight to his residence and vociferousy
demanded an audience. The merchant was very surprised to see me. “Y ou actudly haveit? Y ou actudly
have the Disk of Gnarunia?"

"Of course. | dwaysfulfill my contracts.”
"Let meseeit.”

| made to reach into my jerkin but my armswere immediately seized by the two guards. “1'm not going
for aweapon,” | complained sharply.

"Let him go,” Greymark ordered. They obeyed reluctantly but kept their own weapons ready as|
removed the disk and handed it to him. An expression between love and greed flashed across hisface as
he admired the obsidian treasure. “ The Disk of Gnarunia,” he breathed. “Y ou actualy were ableto ted
it

"I did graduate third in my class"

"Indeed.” He gazed into the disk. “Thewondersyou and | shal accomplish,” he whispered. Then he
returned his attention to me. “I am most pleased with your success, Brenddll. It just so happens| have
another assgnment for you."

"I think not. | find your patronage, in fact your very presence, unpleasant at the least.”

Hiseyesturned toice. “Are you forgetting something? Y our unfortunate encounter with Freik?Y our
dagger found near the poor deceased's body?*

"Oh, that.” | smiled and opened my jerkin so he could see the dagger hanging safely at my side. My
dagger. “I arranged to have it stolen while | was gone. The Guild was most happy to cooperate,
especidly sincel offered Freik'sruby as payment.” 1 winked. “Y ou should find that's missng aswell."

Hisface darkened and he trembled in muted rage. “In that case | have no further use for you. Guards, kill
him"

One raised his sword but histaller companion stopped him. “We are not under contract to do that,
Magter,” he said. “We are here to protect you from harm. This man is not threatening you. However,” he
smiled, “we can negotiate a contract acceptable to the Guild that will dlow usto carry out such an
order."

"No need,” Greymark said after aminute's consideration. “1 will handleit myself.” He set the disk



carefully infront of him. “If you had only known what thisis, Brendell, | doubt you would have ever
brought it to me. Thisisabridge to the other worlds. Y ou are about to witness an event that very few
have. | assureyou it isnot one you will survive™

He began to make arcane gestures over the etched plate while speaking syllables of some forgotten
tongue. At first nothing happened, then | thought | saw the surface of the disk begin to cloud over. It was
not my imagination; the air above the disk was darkening, then beginning to smolder. A shapewas
forming with theroiling cloud, ashape that dowly grew both in size and definition. Greymark grinned at
me. “Y ou are about to enjoy afirg-hand experience with the Netherworld, Brenddll."

"No, thanks; I've dready had one.” | rose dowly, waiting for the guards to stop me. But they were as
entranced and fearful as|. “ One thing you should know, Greymark."

"What isthat?’ His eyes never |eft the growing cloud before him. The burning shape was codescing into
acreature of fangs, talons, wings and glowing eyes. Within seconds it would be fully emerged.

"I took the liberty of dtering that disk. Instead of ‘forbidden,’ it now reads‘ permitted.” Then | bolted
towards the door. Greymark's screams followed me until | was far from hisresidence.

The Maid and the Unicorn was particularly crowded that evening. The favored topic of conversation: the
unusua events which had occurred in the residence of the merchant Greymark earlier inthe day. Still |
had found asmall table in the back of the room and was enjoying my wine when someone | recognized
entered. It wasthetall guard who had been at Greymark's earlier that afternoon. He saw me and walked
over.

"That was anasty trick you pulled on Greymark today,” he greeted me with agrin. “Wasthat part of
your contract?'

"It was arider | added on my own. By the way, thanks for getting back my dagger.”
Thief Guild member Phardoun shrugged. “ The ruby was more than fair compensation.”
"I was surprised to find you gtill there. Nice disguise.”

"Yes, it was effective, wasn't it?” He grabbed a nearby serving wench and ordered a bottle of their best
wine. “1 was still doing research for the Guild, just in case another contract was taken out against
Greymark,” he explained, then frowned. “ Guess that is unnecessary now."

That news disturbed me. Y ou dways hate to lose a prospective employer, even if only for another Guild
member. “ So Greymark isno more?”'

Helaughed. “'Y ou might say theré's more of him, scattered al over the room like he was. That was one
very angry demon he summoned. Once the carnage was complete, the creature returned to ... wherever.
We destroyed the disk immediatdly after.” Our wine arrived; he gracioudly filled up histankard and mine.
“To commerce,” hetoasted.

"To commerce,” | agreed. Fortunately, my classmate was thirsty that evening, and rich aswell. For old
time's sake we drank and sang old college songs and lifted purses|ong into the morning.



Contract Flaw

The cat eyed me with suspicion and curiogity. It knew | didn't belong here but it hadn't determined if |
werefriend or foe. So it maintained its perch next to the hearth, content—for now—to watch.

Now adog would be different. Asaprofessond thief, | didike dogsintensdly. And whilemy Guild
offered extengive training in handling canines, | had yet to find acircumstance where their advice actualy
worked.

A cat, however. No one used watch cats unless they were magically enhanced, which was doubtful . Still
it troubled methat | had not been informed there were animasin thisresidence. A smal detal, true, but
small details can lead to large and unpleasant consequences. What else hadn't | been told?

Time enough to worry about that |ater. The firewas small but provided sufficient light so | could admire
the many treasuresin the vast library. The merchant/Baron Mardou was not shy in displaying hisriches;
the room was littered with slver and golden artifacts, rich paintings and tapestries, jewd-encrusted
goblets and many other temptations. Those, however, were not part of my contract. And no matter how
I might wish otherwise, | was obligated and permitted to retrieve only one object.

A large portrait of the Baron hung prominently on the west wall. Guild records disclosed that behind it
wasasmall safe. | gpproached it cautioudy, then pulled on the lower |eft corner and the painting swung
away fromthewall. As promised, arecessed panel protected by ameta door and lock wasreveded. |
picked the lock within seconds and opened the door.

And was greeted by an eruption of sand and pepper. | fell back sneezing violently, desperately rubbing
the sand from my eyes. My foot caught the leg of the table behind me and | fell, knocking it and the urn
on top over with aterrific crash. The cat screeched and ran from the room while | huddled on the floor,
gl sneezing, il trying to regain my Sght.

| could hear loud voices and approaching guards as | managed to regain my balance. | searched the
room for aplaceto hide, but | had not the time even if a prospect had been available before two guards
burst into the room, swords drawn. And there| was, still sneezing, till helplessly rubbing my eyes,
standing next to the open safe. Brenddll, gpprentice thief, had been caught.

"Alert the Baron, then the authorities,” one commanded. His comrade | eft; he remained with his sword
drawn and pointed at my heart. “Do not move,” he ordered.

"I can't helpit,” | protested, sneezing again to punctuate my excuse. | nodded at the safe. “ That wasa
crud trick. Clever, though,” | admitted.

The guard grunted.
"Doyou think I might 5t?’ | tried to smile while spitting sand. “I hurt my kneewhen | fell.”
The guard, not much of aconversationaist, just shook his head.

"Look, you could put your sword down. It must be getting just abit heavy right now. I'm not going
anywhere anyway."

"NO_"

"Suit yoursdlf. | for one am going to make myself comfortable.” And | sat cross-legged on the floor.



We remained thusfor agood ten minutes, he avoiding al my attempts at conversation, me still gecting
pepper from my nose a anoisy rate. Finaly | heard the sound of more voices and footsteps
approaching. Four men entered; two were dressed as guards, one was a constable. The tallest, and
angriest, had to be Mardou.

"What isgoing on here?’ he roared. “Why was my repose interrupted?’ Then he noticed me. “ And why
isthat man gill dive?'

"l saw no reason to kill him,” the man guarding me replied. “He has no weapons, heisno longer athreat.
And we have caught himintheact.”

"Sowe have,” the Baron said, stroking his goatee as he walked over and studied me, then looked at the
open safe and laughed. “ Our little surprise worked quite well, | see. Now,” he pulled out ablade and
dangled it before me, “which of my competitors hired you? Andessey? Basill€? The Caluga Cartd ?*

"I can't tell youthat,” | replied after another sneeze. “ That is privileged information protected by
thief/dient confidentidity."

"Youwill tedl meor youwill die” he said, histhree chins quivering as he brought hisknife closer. “1 shdl
kill youin any event.”

"Y ou cannot do that, Baron,” the constable spoke for thefirst time.

Mardou turned and stared at the officer. “What are you saying? He broke into my house. He was caught
trying to sted my property. And you say | have no right to kill him?"

"Until | arrived you could have done anything you wished. Now that | am here, however, we must follow
established protocols.” The constable shrugged. “1 am sorry, Baron, but that isthe law.”

"Thelaw?’ The Baron threw up his hands. “How can there be alaw for thieves?'

"Actudly | am bound by anumber of rulesand regulations,” | offered. “I cannot stedl from my own
clients or accept later employment from my contracts, for example. That would be conflict of interest. |
can only steal what the contract stipulates. Personal violence beyond salf-protection is not permitted. If |

"Shut up!” the Baron said, then glared at the congtable. “1swhat he's saying true?"
"If hésamember of the Guild, yes."

"I have the contract with me,” | offered quickly and reached towards my pocket ... and stopped
immediately when the guard's sword was thrust within inches of my nose.

"Search him,” Mardou said.

The guard complied roughly and removed my lock picks, my dagger and the contract. | had nothing else.
He handed his spoilsto hisemployer. The Baron read the contract quickly. “Thereis only one nameon
this. Brenddll. Isthat you?"

IIY$II
He pointed to the bottom. “Why is your employer's name missing? Why isn't it Sgned?’

"That isonly acopy to protect hisor her anonymity,” | explained. “The origina, Sgned contract isin
Guild archives. Only those with proper credentials may accessit.”



The constable took the paper from the Baron and read it. “Thisisavalid Guild contract.”

"Sowhat do | do now?’ Mardou asked, his hands trembling in frustration. “Y ou say | can't have thisman
killed. Y ou say someoneisout to sted my property and | can't force him to tell me who or what? 1 can't

do anything?"

"I will take thisBrendell with me,” the congtable said, trying to cam him. “ The Guild frowns on members
who fail their contracts. Their punishment will be quite harsh. This may not prevent his employer from
hiring another, however. Y ou may have to increase your security.”

"That isnot how | do business. | will have him killed now! That should discourage the Guild.”

"The Guild does not take violations of business law and accepted protocolslightly,” | warned Mardou.
“They have been known to place open contracts on those who kill or otherwise unjustly harm their
members”

"I will be forced to arrest you, Baron,” the constable added.

"May your daughterswork the streets,” Mardou said. “ Get this cresture from my sight. Braft,” he looked
at the guard guarding me, “you and | have much to discuss. And wake the kitchen steff. | fear | shall
enjoy no morerest thisevening!”

"My dagger,” | protested as the constable seized me. | paid dearly for it."
The Baron picked it up and briefly admired the wegpon. “I suppose | haveto return thisaswell?'

"Yes,” the constable nodded. “It isevidence. All Guild members have signature designs on their daggers.
It isfurther proof thismaniswho hesaysheis"

The Baron sighed. “So beit. But you,” he glared at me, “you and | are not finished.”

| ignored histhreat as the constable ushered me out of the manor, onto the streets and into the waiting
arms of other officers. | aso ignored their chuckles as they shackled me and threw me roughly into the
back of their cart. Ingtead of protesting, | snuggled back into the straw piled within and permitted myself
adight smile. On the whole everything had gone quite well. | had left with part of what | was under
contract to obtain. Tomorrow | would begin steding the rest.

"The Guild frowns on its members getting captured during the completion of a contract.”
"Of course. And | appreciate your assistance in obtaining my release.”

The Guild Secretary shook his head. We were seated in his office reviewing the evening's events. “And
you knew about the safe! Y et you till opened it.”

Thanksto the Guild's archives, | knew nearly everything | needed to know about the Baron. “It was
necessary for my plan,” | sneezed for emphass.

"Your plan, yes. Y ou seem to have aunique talent for planning Brenddll. After the fiasco with Greymark,
| would have thought you would adopt the traditional methodology you were taught at the university.”

The merchant Greymark had become amemory mostly through my efforts. Murder, no matter how
justified, was not considered an acceptable Guild practice. After dl, you can't obtain additiona contracts
from acorpse. “Thisisamost unusua contract. It requires unusua means.”

The Secretary looked at the form in front of him and nodded reluctantly. “Y es, it probably should not



have been given to an gpprentice such as yoursdf.”
"l didn't ask forit."

"But you were the only member immediately available.” He placed the originad document back in hisfile.
“I trust our intervention will no longer be necessary.”

"l hope not."

"Sodol, if you intend to earn your journeyman's card. Isthere anything else?’ | shook my heed. “Then
good-bye.” He returned his attention to the mound of officid Guild business piled on hisdesk whilel
made ahadty exit.

The meeting with the Guild had gone better than anticipated, | decided as| waked down the waking
sreets of Lynnwall. Contacting the branch office of the Guild had been easy enough despite the early
hour and arepresentative had me out of jail amost immediately. The mark on my record would be easily
expunged ... if | was successful in my assgnment. “Which meansit'stimeto go to work,” | prodded

mysdf.

| found a street vendor and left with awarm roll and flask of tea, then found a comfortable tree across
from the Baron's expansive bazaar and sat down to wait. Within 15 minutes the merchant arrived,
surrounded by atrain of guards and assistants. | suppressed a chuckle while they wrestled with the lock
to the great wooden doors protecting his establishment; | could open them in seconds. Instead | waited
patiently, Spping my teaand nibbling on the nearly tastelessroll until the Baron was officidly open for the
day'sbusiness. Then | strolled confidently inside.

His establishment was atota assault on the senses. The rich sweet scent of cinnamon, cedar, blackwood
incense, bouquets of numerous flowers, perfumes and ointments was nearly overwhelming. Exotic birds,
chimes, bells, musica ingtruments and human voices atacked the ear while the eye was bedazzled by
countless objects ranging from the most exquisite to the most mundane.

An attractive woman saw me and gpproached. Shewas clad in layers of colorful silks and satins; on her
forehead adiamond set in jade gleamed invitingly. “Might | help you, sir?’” she asked in acaming yet
enticing voice.

"Perhaps. | recently experienced amost unfortunate misunderstanding with my paramour. | thought a
bauble of some such might arrange atruce.”

She nodded knowingly. “Yes, in aaffairs of the heart, the true path is often revea ed through the glow of
jewds. It just happens that we have recently received a shipment of most fabulous wares from the mines
of Zangea. If you would follow me.” She led me through the maze of aides and waresto adisplay of gold
and slver ornaments. She sdected amost stunning broach. “This particular piece was designed
specificaly for us. The emerdds and jade are absolutely perfect, the setting is solid slver intertwined with
ebony. A gift such asthiswould surely thaw the coldest heart.”

| admired it for severd moments. “ And the cost?” Shetold me. | immediately turned my attention to the
smple stone bracelets nearby. “It's the thought that counts,” | said, choosing one.

Her reply wasinterrupted by afamiliar voice. “What isthat thief doing in my establishment? Get away
from him, woman!"

She stepped back, then looked at the Baron, confused. “But heis a customer, my husband.”

Hetowered over us, seething. “Heisno customer. Heisathief!”



" am merely hereto purchase something for my lady,” | lied.

"Y ou will purchase nothing! Y ou are not welcome in my establishment!™
| tried to placate him. “Look, about last night..."

The Baron stopped me with aglare. “ Y ou should bein jail or dead!"

"I wasonly trying to fulfill alawful contract.”

Hejabbed hisfinger into my chest. “Y ou will stay away from my wife, my estate, my business. Or you
will die"

| ignored the threat and turned to hiswife. “How much isthis bracelet?” Shetold meand | counted out
the appropriate coin. Then | spoke to the Baron. “As| tried to tell you last night, once | have been
deterred in the pursuit of my contract, | am required by the rules of the Guild to abandon the same.
Anything you see that you own isforbiddento me.” | paused. “And by theway, Baron. Thelock to this
establishment can be undone by any trained pick within minutes. I'll prove it to you tomorrow morning.” |
then nodded to hiswife. “ Good day, madam,” and walked out of his establishment.

| was smiling as| ambled down the street. | had told him the truth. Just not dl of it.

Later that afternoon | returned to the Baron's domicile. | scaled thetall tree across the street and admired
my handiwork. Armed guards, adozen in al, marched around the grounds. | was confident at least that
many wereinsde. Just as| had expected, the Baron had increased his commitment to the Assassin's
Guild, an expensive commitment at that. Anyone trying to enter the grounds through the gete or the
towering trees would be caught immediately. That, of course, was not how | planned my access. Instead
| followed the tunnels below—tunnels | had learned about courtesy of the Guild library—and broke into
his home once again. Thistime | was not there to take anything. But | did leave something behind.

Trueto my word, | waswaiting at the Baron's establishment the next morning. The Baron frowned when
he and his entourage arrived. “You! | havetold you to stay away from me and my property!” He nodded
and two of his guards started towards me.

"Before you do anything rash,” | said and shook my head. “Baron, you have many rare and vauable
waresinthisbuilding. Areyoutruly sureit is safe from thieves?'

The Baron's eyes darkened even more. “1 commissioned the finest locksmith available to creste that
door!"

"Thisdoor?’ | pulled the handle and it swung open. | had unlocked it as soon as| had arrived.
The Baron's temper was beyond boiling now. “Impossible! Y ou have broken into my establishment!”

"No, just opened the door isall. Here, I'll show you.” | took out my picks, closed the door and locked it
again. “Check for yourself.” The Baron nodded and one of the guards tugged on the door. It didn't
move. “Now, with just afew practiced movements,” | said, bending over thelock, “well have you insde
in,” | stepped back and opened the door, “no time.” | winked at him. “ Any second year Academy
student can do this.”

The Baron stared at me, at his open establishment. “1 paid afortune for that door!” he moaned.

"Every lock can be opened. After dl, that's what they're designed for. Now you could hireawizard to
attach aclosure spell, but then he would have to come every day to removeit. Very costly. | suggest you



employ asmdl contingent of guardsto patrol thisareaa night. Otherwise.” | shrugged. “1 have thingsto
do. Good morning, Baron."

"Hold, please.” Hiswife gpproached me, holding afamiliar object. “ Did you not purchasethis
yesterday?'

| glanced at the stone bracelet. “Y es. Unfortunately my beloved would have none of it, or mefor that
matter. | wanted to return it but since you were closed for business...”

She glanced a her husband. “1 found thisin my room last night.”

Suddenly the Baron redized what had happened. “Y ou broke into my house again!”
"Not ‘brokein’ exactly. The door to thefruit cellar was open..."

"Guards, kill him now!"

| held up my hand. “Asl| told you, Baron, | cannot take anything from your home or business. Actudly
I'mtrying to help you. If I, amere apprentice thief, can enter your properties so easily, just consider your
imperilment a the hands of a master thief. Y ou may want to hire additiona guards.”

As| walked away | could hear the hested discussion between him and his entourage. | knew the
Assassin's Guild would be delighted to provide the service—at asignificant fee, of course.

Later that afternoon | received amessage at theinn | was Staying. | smiled; the Baron was reacting just
as| had hoped. Tonight would prove most interesting.

Thegreat gaming hall of Lynnwall was bursting with therich and influentia of the city. | wandered around
admiring the lavishness of the displays put on by both the establishment and its patrons. If only | wasn't
still under contract, | sghed mentally as| catalogued so many richeswhich could so easily become
mine. But what was an honest thief to do?1 tingled in frustration and avarice as | searched through the
crowd for the Baron.

Hewasnt difficult to find. He and asmall party of strangers were enjoying the fortunes of the Carnum
whedl. | found space on the opposite side of the table so | would bein clear view and waited.

It didn't take long. The Baron was warming his chips on the chest of one of therichly clad women with
him—presumably for luck—when he saw me. His demeanor changed immediately. “ Thief!” heroared
and pointed a me. “Thereisathief in this establishment!”

Those next to meimmediately backed away. Several guards and hall personnel approached me quickly
but after abrief conversation they stepped back. | smirked as one went over to the Baron and held a
hurried discussion. He did not enjoy the news. “Y ou let known thievesin your hall?’ he protested above
the din of the spinning whesd!.

"Tonight heismerely apatron,” the hal representative explained. “ He registered as a Guild member
when he entered. Do not concern yourself, he will be under our constant survelllance.

| decided it was time to enlighten the good Baron, so | approached. “1 am sorry to see my presence so
upsetsyou,” | said. “Just for your information, there are at least five other Guild members herethis
evening, each of us courting the favors of Madame Fortune.”

"That iscorrect,” the hall representative said. “ They come here often. Aslong asthey regidter, they are
welcometo enjoy themselves.”



"Just so you know, we are under certain restrictions,” | added. “We are not permitted to wager on
games of cards or dice or any pastime where we physically might have any control over the outcome. But
at the Carnum whedl, my talents can have no more effect on the path of the ball than yours."

My explanation appeased him not. * Y our presence disgusts me. Since | cannot have you ousted, ply
your skill at another table,” he said coldly.

"Thereisno other Carnum whed "

"I am aregular patron here.” Heturned to the hall representative. 1 want this creature removed from my
presence immediately!"

"That is quite true, and we do vaue your patronage,” the man tried to placate him. “However thismanis
aso amember of aGuild. It would be detrimental to our businessif the Guild learned we had evicted one
of itsmembers merdly for enjoying what al our customers are entitled to."

TheBaron's eyes narrowed. “I cannot entertain mysalf in thisman's presence. If you will not remove him,
| will remove mysdf. Y oursis not the only establishment in Lynnwall.” He gestured to his entourage.
“Come.” The crowd parted like agood haircut as he led histrain out the building. After an appropriate
delay, | followed.

The Baron was correct; Lynnwall did have other gaming establishments. By the end of the evening | had
vidted al of them. The scenario a each was Smilar; enraged accusation, quiet confrontation, immediate
frustration, loud threats and an abrupt leave-taking. | was smiling, and abit intoxicated, when, latein the
morning, | headed towards my inn.

| didn't get there. | was passing an alley near my temporary residence when two men jumped out,
grabbed me and pulled me back in the darkness. One clasped metightly, a hand over my mouth, while
the other opened my cape and pulled out my dagger. He waved it before me. “The Baron is displeased
with you,” he said, bringing it closer. “He has ordered you to leave him be. Apparently you do not take
ordersvery wdl, Brendell."

He hit mein the somach for emphasis. | was alowed to fal forward to my knees, gasping for breeth,
where| wastreated to a close view of his boots, even closer when he kicked mein the face, rattling my
teeth and my senses. My assailant bent down beside me. “ The Baron has asked usto give you his best
regards. Y ou will not be troubling him again.” He brought up his huge hand...

...which wasimmediately seized by a huger hand.

The carnage was rapid and total. The shadowy figure forced my attacker's hand back to an impossible
angle, driving him to hisknees. My savior swung something, therewas aloud crack, and then thefirst
assailant fell forward and collapsed. His comrade released me and tried to flee, but only traveled two feet
before he was rammed into thewall. He did silently to the ground, unmoving.

"Stand up, Brendell. Y ou're safe now,” the remaining figure ordered.

| did so dowly, il clutching my stomach and gasping for breath as| was helped out into the well-lit
street. “What took you so long?”

"I had to wait until they attacked you. | had to be sure you were in danger,” my hired member of the
Assassin's Guild shrugged.

"And them?’ | pointed to my slent assallants.



"Scabs” he said and spit in disgust. “We had told Mardou we could not smply kill you because of
accepted Guild courtesy and practices. Especidly since you weren't threstening him or his property. The
Baron has dways had aviolent temper. Apparently it has not camed over the years.” He rubbed his chin
thoughtfully. “He has committed amost serious breach of contract.”

"Indeed.” | rubbed my soreribs and grimaced. “|1 thank you most kindly for your assistance. If thereis
anything | cando..."

"Thereis. Appear at the Baron's estate tomorrow morning. Our representatives will be holding most
serious discussons with Mardou. We will need you as evidence.” He grimaced as he glanced back at
what he had wrought. “Them aswell, unfortunately.” He returned my dagger. “Be prompt,” he ordered,
then returned to the dley to do ... whatever.

| smiled through the pain as | returned to the inn. My contract was amost completed.

Promptly at sunrise | was standing before the Baron's gates. Even more guards were present, but these
men were marching outs de brandishing Signs condemning the Baron. “1'm hereto seethe Baron,” | told
one.

"Goonin,” hesaid and pointed toward the open gate. “Wewill do nothing to stop you."

| walked camly insde the estate, through the front door. Loud angry voices emanated from one of the
rooms. | followed them and found myself once again ingde the Baron's sudy. Two men in Assassin's
Guild uniforms—one my benefactor from the evening pas—were standing before the humbled Mardou,
berating him endlesdy. They turned when | cleared my throat.

"You!” The Baron was surprised and apparently not pleased to see me. “Y ou have ruined me!™
"You are Brenddl?’ the Guild representative | didn't recognize asked.

"es"

"Heisathief!"

"And arecognized and honored member of the Guilds,” he scolded Mardou. He studied me. *Y ou were
attacked lagt night?*

"Wes"
"Threatened and beaten by non-Guild members?

"es"

"| can corroborate that,” my contract employee said coldly.

Thefirgt glared at the Baron. *Y ou have breached your contract, Baron, by hiring scab labor to perform
the lawful and licit duties of the Assassin's Guild. All agreements between our parties areimmediately null
and void. Wewill no longer provide our servicesto you."

The Baron stared at them in shock and fear. “ But, you cannot. Y ou cannot do that! | will be at the mercy
of every petty thief in the kingdom!” He pointed at mefor emphasis. | smiled shyly in response.

"Y ou should have considered that before you broke our agreement,” the Guild memberssaid dmostin
unison. “Our pickets shdl remain in place at both your residence and business until we decide your
punishment has been adequate,” one concluded.



"l am ruined!"

"Perhapsthere is another solution,” a soft voice called. Wedl turned and found hiswife standing in the
doorway.

"What are you doing here, woman? Thisis none of your business,” the Baron said and grimaced.

"Thisinvolves my livelihood and well-being aswell,” sheflared a him. “My husband has been under
much stresssincethisthief,” sheflung the epithet at me with awave of her hand, * broke into our
residence. The laws have offered us no protection whatsoever. My husband has become a desperate

"I told you both | was forbidden to stedl anything..."

"Enough!” she waved me silent. She walked over to the Guild officids. “'Y ou say you will enter no longer
into Sgned security agreements with my husband. Will you enter into such with me?’

The Guild agents|ooked at each other, frowned, then held awhispered conversation.

"Thiscannot be! My business, my wedthis mine. Y ou have done nothing to earn any of it!” the Baron
sad, pointing a hiswife.

"And you were not aBaron until you married me,” shereplied coldly.

"If your wife isindeed a business partner of yours, the Guild would be comfortable accepting contracts
under her aegis,” one of the agents said.

"Thisis unacceptablel” The Baron stood, stared in rage at each of us. | received more than my fair share.
“You aredl trying to ruin me. Destroy me and my business!™

"l amtryingto save it,” hiswife said camly. “1 am trying to save our home, our possessions. Our
marriage.” She emphasized the latter.

The Baron'seyes giill held their fire, but it was quickly cooling. There was along silence before he spoke.
“I will be undoneif | do not accept your terms. So beit. Woman, you may make any agreements you
deem necessary. | can seel am no longer needed here.” He rose and staggered from the room. He
stepped around me as he made his way out the door and up the stairs.

"Brendell, your presenceis no longer required,” the senior Guild officer said.

| nodded and left aswell. When | returned from breakfast there was a note for me demanding a mesting
at two that afternoon. | wasinstructed to go in disguise.

| entered the Crested Falcon wearing awig and long, flowing dress and velil. | saw my employer seated
at asmall private tablein the far corner; | approached and nodded in greeting as | took the chair across
from her.

"You did very well, Brenddl,” the Baron'swife smiled. “Much better than | had any right to expect.”

"Stedling his peace of mind was much more difficult than | thought.” | rubbed my ribsruefully. “And more
painful.”

"My husband does have abit of atemper.”
"So I've noticed. So how ishe?!



"He will manage, he will adjust. No longer will he treat me like so much property, you can be assured of
thet."

"Yes.” For amoment | basked in her amile, her eyes, the diamond in her forehead. And her character
that was as strong and intricate asthe jewe shewore. In some ways | admired the Baron—his success
and business acumen. But under his new working relationship, | felt pity for him aswell. “ So our business
isconcluded?"

"Indeed.” She handed me her copy of our contract, now signed and dated asfulfilled. Along with a hefty
satchel. “ And the cost is most reasonable, even if payments to the Assassin's Guild have been quite
steep. But | suggest you stay away from Lynnwall for quite sometime to come.”

"Understood. Good day, my lady."

She nodded and left. | carefully counted out my payment of 75 gold crowns. | quickly subtracted
expenses. room and board and miscellaneous, Guild dues and service fees. Which left me atotd of ... 13
crowns. | shrugged and smiled. | never claimed to have become athief merely for the money.



RitesOf Tenure
"Good morning, sudents.”

"Good morning, professor,” four happy voices and one very frustrated one responded. Mine was the
|atter.

"I think I know most of you from undergraduate classes,” Professor Grimmire smiled as he perused the
classligt. He paused. “Brenddl, isthat redly you?"

All eyesturned to me. | smiled shyly and nodded.

"Well. Thisclassis Methodology 417, Successful Contract Planning and Completion. Y ou should dl find
thisclassinteresting and practical.” He paused. “Especidly you, Brendell."

My classmates giggled as the Professor continued hisintroductory lecture. | was surprised how quickly |
reassumed my classroom mode of attentive eyes, enthralled smile, blank mind ... it had been three years
gncel had left the university, presumably never to return. But then | had been summoned by a Guild
secretary while | was looking for employment in Gazwader. | had assumed she had a contract to offer;
instead she informed me that because of my spotty successin the field the powers that be had determined
| should return for one more credit course.

| was furious. “I've been successful with every contract I've been given!™.

"With mixed results,” she had responded coldly. “ One long-standing client was dain due to your direct
actions. Y ou were caught opening asafe during your last assgnment. | don't think those qudify as
successes.”

| bit my tongue. In both cases| felt my actions had been necessary. “And if | don't?"
"Y ou will never earn your journeyman's card.”

So that'swhy | found mysdf gtting in astuffy classroom listening to the droning voice of Professor
Grimmire. My mind snapped back to attention when | heard him say, “ Please study chapters one and
two for our discussion tomorrow. Brendell, | need to see you after class.”

My fellow classmates eagerly closed their texts and scurried from the room. | approached his desk
reluctantly. *Y es, Professor?’

"I've studied your records, Brenddll. Y our career thusfar has been, how shall | say, unique?’
| assumed that was an insult. “Y ou aways taught us, Professor, that we must be prepared to improvise.”

"On the contrary. If you plan carefully—and | will teach you that—improvisation should be unnecessary.
But I'm not here to debate the efficacy of your methods. | shall do that later. | have determined who will
be my teaching assistant for thisterm. That would be you.”

| suppressed agroan. | had planned to use my required stay at the university as an unpaid leave. Now |
was going to have to work?“ Thank you for showing such confidenceinme,” 1 lied.

He pointed to apile of materids on hisdesk. “Y ou will handle the workshop component of Introductory
Property Redllocation and Disbursement. | suggest you go over thisinformation tonight as your first class
istomorrow & nine. Later | will have another assgnment for you. That isdl.”



| staggered from the room under the load of books, papers and whatnot. It was raining when | got
outside. The dark clouds suited my mood perfectly.

| looked out over the sea of unfamiliar faces|ooking back a me. Novices | muttered under my breath.
Do you all really think you will graduate? Each year the Thief's Academy attracted alarge enrollment
of eager young men and women committed to entering the exciting and rewarding field of thievery. By the
end of thefirst year only a handful would remain. The Guild, after dl, could only obtain steady
employment for alimited number of members. Still the tuition underwrote the operation of the school.

| cleared my throat and tried to look as officious as | could. “Good morning, class. My nameis Brendell.
| will be leading the workshop section of Professor Grimmire'sintroductory course.” | glanced down at
thelist of namesand set it aside. “1 will not be taking attendance. Y ou may cometo any of these sessions
youwish.” The last was greeted by auniversal sigh of relief. “Unfortunately | am required to give you
three tests. The professor has requested | give you the first one next week.” | held up a sheet of paper. “I
have made out the test with answers aready. Most of the material is covered in your texts. Today we
shall review thefirst chapter of the book. After class, if anyone has further questionsthey can seemein
my office”

Later that afternoon | sat back in my chair, propped my feet on my desk in my office, actudly a
converted closet, and smiled. Every student had stopped by, ostensibly with some meaningless question
or another. In truth each was reconnoitering. | had expected it, | would have been disgppointed if they
hadn't. “ Y ou're al so painfully obvious,” | whispered. But then what else was| to expect from smple
freshmen? Had | been that naive at that age? | shuddered away the thought. Instead | whistled happily
as | went about setting my bait and traps, then locked my office door behind me. | had an appointment
with Professor Grimmire,

"Thank you for joining me, Brenddll.” We were seeted in the Gray Fox, afavoriteinn for University
personnd. He had invited me out to dinner and an “important conversation” as he had put it.

"Umm, sure,” | mumbled between bitefuls of roasted stallion in wine sauce. “It's quite good,” | nodded
towardsmy rapidly diminishing med. “Thank you."

"l can't have my assistants working for me on empty stomachs now, can 1?7’ He toyed with hisown medl.
“Y ou know, Brendell, I'm quite pleased you decided to attend this semester.”

"Uhun"

"Yes, you'rejust the person | need to assist me.”

"Um"

"With your help | shdl satisfy the remainder of my tenure requirements.”
| looked up. “Um?"’

He sat back and folded his hands. “It's one unfortunate aspect of the academician'slife. We often have
so much to do at the Academy we must by necessity forego the true nature of our calling. Onel have
been remissin doing far too long.”

| took aquick swallow of wine and reluctantly set down my fork. | suspected one syllable responses
would no longer suffice. “Which is?"

"Thievery of course! The policy of theuniversity is‘Thieveor Leave.” | have acontract which | must
fulfill; otherwise | will be ousted from the department.” He smiled. “Which iswhy | had you brought back



to the schoal "
My med immediately lost its gpped. “Y ou had me brought back?"

He nodded, ill smiling. “1 needed someone who has shown talent, been successful. Yet | couldn't ask a
qudified journeyman. An apprentice, however. Y es, Brenddl, you are the perfect candidate for our little
assgnment.”

| poured myself another glass of wine before responding. “And if | refuse?’

"Y ou won't pass my course and you'll never qudify for your journeyman's card.” Hefilled hisown glass.
“It'squite smpleredly. Help me succeed and you passimmediately. No more classes, no other
assgnments, no questions asked. | think it'squite afair arrangement.”

Fair for whom? “And what isyour contract?'

He reached insde his coat and handed it to me. “Nothing terribly difficult | would think. We may be able
to complete thiswithin the week. After we finish here welll reconnoiter tonight.”

It was alegitimate contract, with thief, client and contract filled, sgned and notarized. Two of the names|
recognized. “Why bother? We have the name. Surely the Guild library..."

"Tut tut. Firg-hand knowledge is dways the most religble. After wefinish we shdl visit our contract.”

Whichwedid. A carriage deposited us one block from our intended: an usurer who underwrote and
insured shipments of valuable merchandise to far foreign lands. The skieswere darkening rapidly aswe
made our way down the clean cobbled Street. In ashort time we were standing outside the walled
residence of our intended.

"How fortunate,” and my professor rubbed his hands glegfully. *Y on tree stretches well over the
parapets. Scaleit and tell mewhat you see”

| looked up. Thetree was easily climbable from our side and onelarge limb hung out invitingly above and
over thewadl. Too invitingly. “Wouldn't it be better just to open the gate? Or return in the morning in
disguiss?’

"Come, come Brendell. Tree climbing is one of the most basic methods for obtaining intelligence. Surely
you know that."

"So doesthe Assassin's Guild. | can only assume that this domicileis protected by their forces.
"So what of it?Let's not daly. Up the tree with you."

| looked at the tree, then Professor Grimmire, “ Give me your belt first."

"My bet? Why?" Still he complied.

"| didn't know | was going tree climbing today or | would have come better prepared,” | said, dinging his
belt over my shoulder. | jumped, grabbed the lowest limb and hoisted mysdlf up. A few more minutes
and | was perched on the limb that led over the wall and into the domain of our contract. | hesitated.

"What are you waiting for?’ he called out softly. “We can't be standing in the street dl night.”

"Inaminute.” | hooked his belt and mine together. One end | secured loosdly around the branch, the
other tightly around my ankle. Not theway | would have preferred it, but it was better than nothing.



"Wheat are you doing?'

"Just abit of insurance.” | ood and began to inch my way forward, making sure my shackled foot
gretched far behind me. The belt did rductantly dong the branch as | progressed.

"That isridiculous, youll take dl night. Just get out there and observe.”
| ignored him. Instead | continued dowly, moving above thewall, then onto the other side.
"What do you see?’ he asked. “Are there guards?'

"Nothing yet.” | took another step. “1 can seethe grounds.” Another step. “No guards asyet.” Another
gep. “I think..."

That's when the branch gave way with a crack and a crash.

| was flung forward as my perch loudly tumbled to the ground, immediately followed by the barking of
guard dogs. The belt around my ankletightened as| flew out in the air, then it stretched taut and swung
me back painfully toward the tree, where | managed to grab the stub of the limb and pull mysdf up and
over. | didn't have timeto dawdle, the dogs were closing fast. | cut through the belt with my dagger then
retraced my steps and jumped over the fence to the safety of the other side. My landing, however, |eft
much to be desired.

"What happened?’ Professor Grimmire panted behind me as he trotted and | hopped down the street
back to our waiting carriage.

"What | wasafraid of,” | muttered between gritted teeth. “ They had sawn the limb nearly off. Oncel put
my weight onit, it collapsed.”

We heard voices shouting angry orders as we turned the corner and reached our waiting carriage. “Move
it,” | ordered the driver as| clambered in behind the Professor. The driver snapped hiswhip and we
were sent careening within the cab and down the street. | glanced out the back window and saw a group
of angry and frustrated guards looking our way. | cursed softly. Now they knew.

"That was most enlightening,” the Professor said after catching his breath. “Now we know they have
guard dogs."

| rubbed my throbbing ankle and grimaced. “We could have tossed a bone over the wal and learned
thet."

"First hand knowledge, Brenddll. It isawaysthe best. Well.” He patted my hand and smiled. “On the
whole | would say this has been amost successful evening.”

| glanced down at my ankle, which was swelling rapidly. Successful indeed.

"Good morning, class” It wasthe following week and | was now waking with only adight limp.
Fortunately Professor Grimmire had been too busy with regular assgnments to engage in any more
nocturnal escapades. | wasn't sureif | would survive another.

"Good morning,” they responded.

"As| promised, today isour test. Have you al prepared?’ | suppressed agrin asthey shared knowing
glances among each other. “Yes, Sr,” their voices rose in near unison. “Excellent. Please get paper and
quill ready. | will read the questions and you will write your answersin the order given. Areyou ready?’



After amoment al smiling faces nodded. “ Question number 1: whet villageam | from?"

The faces unsmiled. There was an immediate buzz of consternation among the class. “Hey, that isn't on
thetest!” one husky lad in ared jerkin called out from the back of the room.

"Itisn't? And how would you know that?"
"Because, because.” He stopped, then glared at me. “Because we stole your test, that's why!"
"Yes, | know. Which iswhy | took the liberty of changing it."

The students gaped at each other, guilt written on every face. “How did you know?’ the brunette wearing
the gorgeous silver broach asked. | notice thingslike that.

"Quitealot of reasons, actually. One, | had put bootblack around the lock to the door. There were
marksin it when | opened it. Y ou better start practicing your lockpicking skills more stringently.” |
suppressed agrin when al eyesturned to the lad in red. His face soon matched his clothing. “Two, | had
tied avery thin string to my chair and desk. It was broken."

"'Someone cleaning your office could have donethat,” one protested.

| ignored him. “1 had set asmall vase on apile of books so the base overlapped the bottom right corner.
When | returned it did not. Fourth, and most obvious, the test was returned to its hiding place upside
down.” Therewas acollective groan from the class at that. “ And finaly,” | grinned, “you told mejust one
minute ago.”

"Thisisatrick,” theboy inred raged. “Y ou knew we were going to stedl that test. In the real world..."
"Thisistherea world,” | interrupted. “Sir, what isyour name?"

"Algorph.”

"Algorph, and the rest of you, there are two types of thievery. Oneisovert theft. Y ou don't careif the
owner knows his possession has been seized or not. That isrelatively easy. The other is clandestine theft,
where the owner must not know his possession isno longer under his possession. That type of contract
is much more difficult because you must do everything in your power to delay that redization aslong as
possible” | let the book | was holding fal on the desk. “Y ou have dl failed thistest. Class dismissed.”

"Wait,” onelad ditting by himself in the back protested. “1 didn't stedl anything. | didn't cheat!”
"Then you fail because you lack the courage to do what thieves must do. Class dismissed.”

The students muttered among themsalves and favored me with dark glances as, one by one, they filed out
of theroom. One lagged behind, however.

"That was an unfair trick,” Algorph said as he stood near the door.
"Theworld isunfair, Algorph. Especidly to athief.”

"That isnot arevelation, Brendedll.” He started out the door, then paused. “ And to answer your question,
you come from Mistmourning.” Then he walked quickly out of the room.

| shook my head as| watched hisretreating back. He reminded me so much of mewhen | wasan
undergraduate. | hated him.



Thefollowing afternoon Professor Grimmire summoned meto his office. 1've had over adozen students
inmy office protesting your teaching methods, Brendell,” he greeted me brusquely.

| shrugged. “1 never claimed, or asked, to be ateacher.”

"At least string them along awhilelonger. We can't flunk out my entire class before hdf thefirst termis
over. Otherwise they will be entitled to refunds. Anyway that's not why you're here. Later this afternoon,
you and | must enter thelair of Mestikof."

Mestikof was the name of the usurer and the contract. “ Y ou and |, Professor?"
He nodded. “Absolutdly.”

My ankle twinged at the thought of our last episode. “Perhapsit would be better if | went done,” |
offered.

"Nonsense! Granted, | may be abit rusty at climbing trees, but that should not be necessary for thislittle
adventure.”

"And how do you propose we obtain entrance?"

"Quitesmpleredly. A method tried and true.” | groaned mentally as he told me. This afternoon promised
to be adisaster.

Which it was. “I don't understand; tax assessors are always permitted entrance to ahome or business,”
Professor Grimmire raged as we walked down the street away from the Mestikof residence.

"There were two of us. Two isamost dwaystoo many.” | could have said more but refrained.
"We must get into that residence. We must reconnoiter!™

"Usethe resources of the Guild library,” | said. “ Surely he and his residence have been studied for future
contracts.” The Guild collects and—for afee—provides voluminousinformation on dl therich and
famous. | have found it invauable in the pagt.

"That information is not aways up to date,” he said and snorted. “1 can't believe they denied us access!”

We had gpproached the home dressed most officioudy, with officious-looking documents to match. The
guards, however, had informed us brusquely that the assessor had been there just two short months ago.
Apologizing vigoroudy for the unnecessary visit and putting al the blame on some poor incompetent

secretary, we had hurried out the gate before they became more curious. Or, worse, became concerned.

"We need to go as someone Mestikof will want to see,” | said. “Y ou dways said that the disguise should
match the progpect.”

"| don't recall ever saying that."
"I must have read it in the book."
"I wrote the book, Brendell.” The professor paused at the corner. “Thisis getting most frustrating.”

"Let mego back in afew days. In adifferent disguise. It isn't necessary that you are involved directly in
every agpect of contract completionisit?”

He stroked hisfake goatee. “No. And | do have plenty to do at the school right now. Liketrying to



appease your students. So beit. What isyour plan?’ | told him. “That might work. Fine. Keep me
appraised.” Then he boarded our waiting hansom and left, leaving me to find my own way back. | cursed
softly as| began waking. My ankle was starting to act up again.

"Y ou are Algorph from Komera?'

"Yes,” | said to Megtikof, handing him the documents that supported my contention. It was now three
days after my last vigit to hisresidence. Thistime | had come as amerchant requesting ameseting with the
usurer. | had been ushered into his study dmost immediately.

The bald man glanced at my support through thick lenses. “ According to this you have a shipment of silks
and spices bound for Genavre leaving on the ‘ Lady Agtora at the end of the week."

| nodded. “And avery vauable shipment. Whichiswhy | want to insureit.”

"Quite understandable. Ocean voyages are fraught with dangers. Pirates, scorms, reefs, mongters. A
prudent decision. We should be able to handle thislittle assgnment. Let me see.” While he began to
cadculatefigures | gazed around his study. Nothing ostentatious to be sure; afew paintingson thewall,
shelvesfull of booksin the back. And over the fireplace a smple carving of aman and woman
embracing. Which waswhat the contract called for.

| pulled out my own pad and quill and pretended to doodle. Actualy | was making avery crude sketch
of the gatue. “ A gentleman named Oginan recommended you. A busnessassociate | takeit?"

"Oginan?’ He ruminated as he worked. “Not aname | recognize. But | do work with so many. | am
pleased he was satisfied with my service. Just as1'm sure you will be.” He glanced from time to time from
my fake bill of lading to his own figures. Then he sighed and sat back. “ This should cover your investment
adequately.” He smiled and handed me a piece of paper.

| accepted it and placed it among thosein my brimming satchd. “ These figureslook most acceptable.
Once we sign the contract my coverage isimmediate, no?'

"Absolutdy.”

"Then give me aday or two to talk this over with my co-investors. | don't believe there should be a
problem.”

"Excdlent.” Herose and offered his hand. “I look forward to doing businesswith you, Algorph.”
"Asdol.” | accepted it and shook heartily. “ Thank you for your courtesy. | can find my way out.”

He nodded and returned his attention to hisbusiness as| |eft the study. | did find my way out, but only
after wandering the ground floor, seemingly lost and confused, for about fifteen minutes. Findly afriendly
serving wench shooed me out of her kitchen and pointed me towards the front door. | took the hint and
was soon on my way back to the Academy. Later that day | posted a message to Mestikof expressing
my regrets but | had found another who would insure mefor less. That, | was confident, would alay any
lingering suspicions.

"Most excellent work, Brendell.” Professor Grimmire set down my sketch of Mestikof's home and first
floor layout. “What about the guards?'

"| saw noneingde hisresidence. I'm sure that changes during the evening.”

"Then we shdl| attack while the sun beams down to light our path to fame and glory!” He rubbed his



hands vigoroudy. “Thisismost exciting, Brenddl. Most exciting!"

| refrained from telling him that excitement was exactly the last reward | desired from a contract. Instead;
“I would prefer the evening. There are few guards, and the dogs can be avoided with proper care.”

"I will congder that. Let me study thisinformation for afew days. When we meet again | will have aplan
guaranteed to assure our success.”

| groaned as| left his office. Fortunately | had my own plans... and | had much more confidence in them.

My class|ooked upon me with deep trepidation. With good reason; it was mid-term and | wasto assign
each of them a practicum project to complete within two weeks' time. | set apile of cards on my desk.
Individua assignmentswere written on each. Onein particular was very important to me.

"I'm glad to seeyou are dl heretoday,” | greeted them. Their response was far fromwarm. “ Thusfar in
this course we had dedlt with the theoretica aspects of thievery. Both Professor Grimmireand | arefirm
believersin the practica gpplication of the knowledge and skills you have gained in this class.”

"What knowledge and skills?’ avoice muttered from somewhere. The classtittered but quieted
immediately a my glare.

"That is something each of you will haveto discover for yoursdlf,” | said coldly. | took my pile of cards
and walked into my circle of charges. * Each of these assgnmentsis designed to teach you some aspect
of thievery.” | stopped in front of one young lady. “ Please pick one.”

She complied, looked at it, paed dightly but remained silent. | continued thus until | reached Algorph.
“Your turn,” | held the cardsin front of him.

"Doesit redly matter?’ he sghed. “Just give methetop one.”

"Fine.” | made an effort to pull it out and dropped al my cards on thefloor. “ Sorry.” | collected and
restacked them and handed him the one requested. Then | completed my rounds and returned to my
desk. “If you have any questions, you may see mein my office. Otherwise class dismissed.”

| had bardly reached my little home away from home when Algorph was knocking angrily on my door.
“What is this nonsense?’

"Nonsense? Let mesee.” | accepted my assignment from him. “ Seems pretty sraightforward to me."
"The otherswere told to stedl objects, lift purses, pick locks. Y ou have me doing thig!"

| shrugged. “I don't care how you do it. The professiond thief must utilize a multitude of skills. Not
necessarily hisown.”

"Y ou did thison purpose, didn't you? The dropped cards.”

Of course | had; | was going to force the card on him except his request had eliminated that possibility.
But | wouldn't tell him that. “ Just do agood job. | expect this completed on time."

He nodded coldly and left. | didn't reglize until later | had made an enemy for life. At another time,
another place, | would cometo regret that.

"I'm afraid you will haveto do the climbing.” Professor Grimmire and | were standing in the back of the
Mestikof residence. | was armed with along piece of rope and grappling hook. His“tried and true” plan
involved his creating adiverson whilel used my armament to climb the roof, gain accessto the



residence, stedl the statue and leave. In broad daylight. While doubtless Mestikof was at work in his
study.

"Why don't we sart afire or something, get everyone out of the building?’ | complained.

"No reason to cause any more damage than necessary, Brenddll,” he scolded me. “The Coberan estate
nearly burned to the ground.”

| had used fire as adiverson during that assgnment. It wasthefirst | learned of how thorough adiversion
it had become. “Y ou'll have to make sure Mestikof isout of hisstudy.”

"Do not fret. | do amarvelous drunk. Performed on stage actudly. Give me afew minutes and begin your
assault.” Then he left meto my own thoughts.

Which werefar from pleasant. Storming abuilding in broad daylight. Ridiculous. “ Tried and true indeed,”
| muttered as | hoisted myself onto the wall surrounding the estate. It was wide enough where | could
stand and swing the small hook easily. Fortunately the residence was only two stories. Whether | could
swing it far enough to wrap it around the chimney so | could climb up to the roof remained to be seen.

"Hey, migter, what'chadoing?’ asmdl voice cdled out.

| stopped swinging the rope and looked down. A lad of about six was staring up a me. “Chimney
sweep,” | said quickly. “1 haveto clean out that chimney,” | pointed. “ Should you use aladder?"

"Don't have onelong enough.”

"Couldn't you go ingde? Climb out through the window. That's what the chimney sweep doesat my
house."

"My equipment might get dirt in the home. If you don't mind, I'll just do it the traditiona way.” | grunted
asthe grappling hook arced in the air, thudded usalesdy off the roof and fdll to the ground. Muttering
curses | began retrieving my rope.

"Where's your broom? | don't see your broom."
"It's on the other side of thefence.” | tried to gauge the distance. More rope, | decided.

"What if you bresk awindow or something? Will you get in trouble? | broke awindow once. My mother
gpanked me."

| looked from the chimney to the child. It was hopeless. “ Perhgps you'reright,” | agreed, climbing down
from thefence. “I'll go indgde and climb out the top window.” | patted him on the head. “ Thank you for
the sound advice.” | draped the rope and hook over my shoulder and waited on the corner. About
twenty minutes later the professor joined me.

"That was most enjoyable,” he said, beaming. “ The performance of alifetime! | had every guard trying to
persuade meto leave. Well, whereisit? Whereis my statue?’

"l couldn't get it,” | said. “Some kid saw me. Therewasnoway | could break in."
Heglared a me. “Brendell, that is most unacceptable! | provided you an ample diverson, ampletime.”
"Was Megtikof there?"

"Mestikof? | don't know; | assume s0."



"Tdl, thin, bald as an egg and glasses thick as ham hocks?"
Hefrowned. “I'm not sure. There were so many mingling about.”

| shook my head. | would have been caught in any event. “Listen, Professor, too many thieves spoil the
stew. Perhapsit would be better if only one of us perform the actua theft."

Hefrowned. “I don't know, Brendell. | am not as limber as| used to be."
"Then let medo it. Sub-contracting is till an acceptable practiceisit not?!

"Yes,” he said after due consideration. “But the plan must be mine! Or, at least one | approve of,” he
finished softly.

"There is nothing wrong with your plan. Unfortunate circumstancesisall. Y ou cannot expect unattended
children to be wandering around peopl€'s homes after al. | can succeed after dark | am sure.”

"What about the dogs?’ he asked as we made our now-familiar way down the sireet.

"Let afew catsloosein theyard. Right out of your textbook."

"Theguards?'

"Guards haveto deep. No problem if oneis careful.”

"Y ou haven't always been careful, Brenddl,” he reminded me. “When can | expect completion?”

"We should let them relax, become comfortable, less concerned and aert. Some evening next week |
would hazard."

"All right then,” he said as a carriage stopped for us. Thistime | made sureto enter first.

| towered before the nervous brunette. “Y our assgnment, please.” She handed methe card dong with a
beaded purse as prescribed. “Now you did stedl this, you didn't just buy it?" | asked.

"Yesdr, no dr,” and she shook her head emphatically.

"Very good.” | went onto my next student. Unlike most sessions, everyonein classwas here, with some
object gtting next to them. | gave most of them only cursory glances as there was only one student | was
concerned about. “ Algorph?’ | paused before him.

He removed the cover from the object on his desk to reveal astone carving of aman and woman
embracing. | glanced at my drawing on the card, then at the result. “Excellent, Algorph. Infact,” | turned
totheentire class, “you dl did an excdlent job. | am quite encouraged. Professor Grimmire will be
presenting your final exam in two weeks. Now unless there are specific questions about the test, | will
dismissclassfor the remainder of the term so you will have moretime for your studies.”

That was greeted with cheers and a ssampede of happy students heading out the door. | tossed the
collection of purses, ornaments and miscellaneous into a basket and repaired to my office. The purses, as
| had expected, had been emptied of al save afew coins, none of the jewe ry would fetch more than the
cost of asmal med through any legitimate intermediary. | set the statue on my desk and compared it to
my sketch and my memory. Not a perfect counterfeit to be sure, but it should suffice.

The following morning | set a package on Professor Grimmire's desk. * So you have been successful,
Brenddl.” He rubbed hishandsin ddight after opening it. “Y ou must tel methe detailgl"



"Not muchtoit,” | said and shrugged modestly. “A few alley cats lowered over the wall took care of the
dogs. | hopped the fence, threw arope up to the second floor balustrade, climbed up and went inside.
The noise outsde attracted the interest of the guards, which gave me opportunity to enter Mestikof's
study and replace the statue with acopy | had made. Then out theway | came.”

"Why did you have a counterfeit made?"

"Firgt, to dlay suspicionsif any guards or Mestikof became curious. | aso thought Professor Oginan
might find it amusing the next time he visited Mestikof.” Oginan had taken out the contract on Mestikof.

"Not very likdly,” Professor Grimmire said. “1 doubt the Professor has seen Megtikof more than afew
timesin hislife”

Theinformation didn't surprise me. “If | ask, why did he give you this contract then? The gatue isnot
particularly vduable."

"Professond courtesy. Asaprofessor here a the academy, | am only an honorary member of the Guild.
The chancesthey would give me alegitimate contract are asrare as aPhoenix egg.” He smiled at my
dare. “Wedo it dl the time, whenever one of our members must meet hisor her practica requirements.”

That information allayed any of my lingering doubts. “So | am done? Our agreement is satisfied?”

"Most assuredly.” He opened his grade book. “Y ou have passed my coursewith a” he wrotewith a
flourish, “B. | would have given you a higher grade but you did not follow my ingtructions exactly. | do
trust our little escapade, along with your course work, has taught you the value of using accepted
methodology during contract execution.”

"Absolutdly. And | thank you, Professor.”

"l will passthisinformation onto the Guild,” he said absently, dismissing me. “They will determine what
other requirements you must meet to earn your journeyman status. Good day."

That evening | enjoyed mysdlf in the student lounge, dining and wining on whét little | had been abdleto
earn from my classes' efforts. On thewhole | was quite satisfied. The professors need never know thet |
had never returned to the Mestikof residence; they were in possession of the counterfeit, not the usurer.
Not atrue contract completion to be sure, but then, it hadn't been my contract. And under the
circumstances...

A familiar voice gregted me. “Y ou lower yoursdlf by dining with sudents.”
"Good evening, Algorph. Have aseet. Let me pour you somewine.”

Algorph remained standing. “No thank you. | only share wine with company | enjoy. Why did you give
me that assgnment? It was for you, wasn't it?"

| nodded. “1 told you; thieves use every resource available to them. Y ou were available to me. You did
an admirablejob, by the way. Perhaps you have found your true calling.”

"That carving cost me dearly. Money | could not afford to pay."

His complaining was becoming wearisome. “ Shouldn't you be spending this evening studying? Professor
Grimmirestests are most demanding.” That | knew from first-hand experience.

"I will not be pursuing my degree here. | have decided thievery isnot aprofession | would prefer to



enter."
"Not everyone hasthe mettle to be athief. Have you made any further career decisions?!

"Yes,” and he gave me awithering stare. “1 will apprentice for the Assassin's Guild. | hope someday our
paths cross again, Brenddl."

"Good luck toyou,” | said sincerely. “If you don't mind, | would liketo finish my med whileitisdill
warm.” He snorted and findly left mein peace. | wondered briefly how many other students | had
discouraged from my profession, then shrugged the thought aside. The less competition the better.



Statue Of Limitations

"Most impressed, most impressed indeed,” the master of Harjung beamed as he shook my hand. “The
Guild wasright about you, Brenddll."

| blushed as my arm was nearly torn out of its socket. To be truthful, the Thief's Guild had chosen me for
other reasons, but Tijor Bhen and the council of Harjung didn't need to know that. “It wasamost ...
interesting assgnment.”

"Yes, I'm sureit was. Please, you must tell me how you accomplished it!”

Again | smiled shyly, but thistime not from modesty. Guild members are by necessity private about their
methods. But then again this particular contract was by no means a standard one. | debated, then
decided the Guild would not be angered if | revedled at least some of the story. “| redlly must be leaving;
my trangport departs within the hour. And,” | pulled out my purse, “I have yet to be compensated.”

"That we shdl rectify immediately.” The council master fumbled afew minutes opening anearby
safe—one | would have unlocked within seconds—and pulled out asack of gold coins. “For ajob well
done,” he handed it to me.

| quickly counted them and dropped them into my own purse. “Now if you have somewine, | will briefly
recount the details.” He did, amost excellent vintage by the way, and therefore | did. Later that evening,
safely aboard my ship and out to seg, | sat in the small lounge with aflask of plebeian wine and reviewed
my fabrication. Once Bhen and the rest of the council learned the truth, they would be angrily contacting
the Guild. I knew | would bein for asession with a Guild Secretary, so | decided to rehearse for the
inevitable

It was a contract nobody wanted, the Guild Secretary of the Ravenshead office had explained as she sat
me down in her office. “What the council of Harjung isrequesting is, well, probably impossible.”

"Thenrefuseit.” | had been summoned from nearby Taonrest and was il tired from my ride.

"That isnot Guild procedure and you know it, Brendell. Every client, if they have the funds, deserves our
best efforts.”

"And yet you are hiring amere gpprentice?"

She amiled for thefirgt time. “ The Harjung council need not know that. We will merdly explain afterwards
that the contract istoo difficult for anyone to succeed.”

Thiswas not going in any direction | wanted to follow. “Isit particularly dangerous? Is magic involved?
Assassan'sGuild?!

She shook her head. “The object is the problem. They want us, you, to steal the Weeping Nun.”
"I'm sorry, never heard of it."

"It ischiefly of locd interest. Y ou can research our archivesif you wish. But do it soon; your ship sallsfor
Harjung thisevening.”

| sighed. The Guild chargesfor its assistance. If, as my superior was saying, thiswas afool's errand
anyway, there was no need to increase my expenses. A fool took the contract from her desk and placed
itinmy saichd. “I'll read it later,” | said. “And thank you."



| managed to hide my anger until | was outside. Again the Guild was taking advantage of my apprentice
sature! The Baron Mardou, Professor Grimmire and now this. Asmy boat set sail | vowed that if the
Guild expected metofail, | would fail in the grandest manner possble. Which, in hindsight, was exactly
what | did.

| was ushered into the offices of Tijor Bhen within an hour of reaching Harjung. He was startled by my
appearance, obvioudy expecting an older thief, but became dl business when | handed him the contract.
“We must havethat Satue,” he began, damming hisfist on hisdesk. “It must grace our village, our
courtyard!"

"Yes, you should,” | said. Now tell me why.
Instead he asked, “What are your plans? How soon will it be here?!

"l have to do some reconnaissance first. There are severa agpproaches I'm considering but | haveto
determine which will bebest.” Actudly | had no plans, having spent most of my voyage in the company
of amost ddightful and eager serving wench.

"So you will beleaving for Cardinaul soon?"
So that's where it was. “Within the hour.”

"Then may the beneficence of Our Lady Wisterialead your every step.” Within minutes | was out of his
office and searching for agtable. Lessthan twenty minutes later | was following the well-worn path to the
village of Cardinaull.

| found the Weeping Nun dmost immediately after finding the hamlet. The difference between the
respective towns startled me. Although Cardinaul was no larger or more strategically located, its
prosperity was evident everywhere. Shopsthat circled the town square were gaily painted and festooned
with banners and ribbons, their windows promising avast array of rare and expensive waresinside. No
lessthan three inns were available for weary travelers, aswell as severd taverns. Unlike Harjung, the
streets were crowded with people, mostly well-dressed. The streets themselves were brick, not the dirt
and rock common in most villages. Capita, thy nameis Cardinaul, | thought as | found a stable to bed
my horse. | returned to the village square and studied the statue of the Weeping Nun, placed prominently
initscenter. It was easily thrice my height, dthough not much wider, and gpparently carved from granite.
A smal moat surrounded it and | noted severa peopletossing in coins, probably for ablessing. Making a
counterfeit, aploy I've used successfully in the past, would be futile.

| was walking to the back of my intended when afriendly passer-by stopped me. “Y ou aretoo late, my
friend,” he sad. “ Shewill be crying no morethisday.”

"Shecries?'

"Of course. Every day when the sunishigh. Like clockwork sheis. A most beautiful sight, most
beauttiful."

"Then | shal return on the morrow,” | returned hissmile. “Traveing dl thisway, | would certainly not
want to missthat.”

He nodded. “That iswhat they dl say, and most delighted they are when they witnessthe holy event.
Praised be Our Sigter."

Later that evening | relaxed in one of theinns. Crowded it was, and not just with the residents. Clothing
and accents told me that most of the patrons were from e sewhere. Which meant something in Cardinaul



had attracted them and | was confident the Weeping Nun was the reason. | considered my options. Now
| knew why the Guild was cautious about the contract; outright theft wasimpossible. It would take a
team of men, equipment and horsesto haul it away. And what use would the statue be to Harjung? Once
it was discovered, the good citizens of Cardinaul would demand itsreturn. After another hour of
congderation | could cometo only one conclusion: the citizens of Cardinaul must give me the Weeping
Nun.

The growing din from outside woke me much earlier than | desired. | looked down from my room and
saw acrowd amassing near the statue. If | hurried | could probably till find agood place to stand.
Instead | enjoyed aleisurely breskfast and Ieft theinn well before noon.

By now the village square was bursting with the curious and the faithful and | tingled with greed as| made
my way amongst them. If | wasn't under contract, | could have easily come into possession of awedth of
jewelry and purses. Since | was, | could only admire and sigh in frustration.

| noticed agroup of red-robed men standing off to one Side near the moat. They were engaged in casua
conversation, ignoring the growingly-impatient crowd around them. | aso noticed that it was getting
increasingly warm and uncomfortable, that some among me had neglected to bathe, that flieswere
beginning to gather. If something didn't happen soon, | was going to haveto return to theinn and relieve

mysdif.

Suddenly trumpets blared from behind us. Everyone hushed as the men in robes made an arc near the
statue. | turned and saw the crowd parting as another group of brightly-clad men started a procession to
the statue. The leader was an old man wearing atal white hat and carrying a golden staff; hisretinue
were clad in the same red robes as the men now standing at the moat. No one said aword asthey made
their dow way to the Weeping Nun. The leader turned and stepped forward, hisfollowers fanning out
behind him. Then they stood silent and waited.

The crowd was waiting aswell, as silent and still as well-behaved school children. And waited and
waited. | noticed a drop of sweat on the end of my nose and began to wonder when it would fall when |
fdtadight tremor.

It wasn't my imagination or my breskfast. The leader suddenly raised his staff, then abruptly turned and
pointed it at the statue. And the crowd gasped and screamed as the statue suddenly began to weep.

It only lasted a minute, but there was no question. Water streamed from her eyes, down her robes, into
the moat below. The crowd was silent throughout the spectacle, then broke into cheers and tears. Their
work done, the robed entourage made their dow way back through the rapidly dispersing crowd. |
lingered, watching asthe faithful approached the moat, knelt before it and prayed. | was growing
impatient when the last of the pilgrimsfindly left, leaving only asmall group of the robed men to remove
the offerings from the moat. That was when | approached.

"Hello, wayfarer,” one greeted me. “Have you come to honor Our Lady Wisteria?!
"That isthe name of the Satue?"
"Indeed. It isthe pleasure of our order to serve her."

"l see” | looked up at the statue. The heat had already dried her completely. “Does she do that every
day?’

"Y es. Each day sheweepsfor our Sns. Areyou abdiever?



| blushed. “I follow adifferent path.”

My comment troubled him not at dl. “Aslong asit leadsto your salvation, you are indeed blessed and
welcome."

"I thank you for your kind words,” and | handed him agold coin. “For your order and your continued
good work."

"Thank you. May Our Lady smile upon you aways."

WEII see. | looked up at the statue one more time, but could learn nothing helpful from here. Which
meant that later | would have to go there.

It was |ate the following evening, well after the pubs had closed and self-respecting people had goneto
bed, that a non-salf-respecting person left hisroom. | couldn't go through the lobby since | was dressed
in black and carrying along rope, so | lowered mysdlf over the front porch and down into the quiet
dreets. | quickly made my way to the Weeping Nun and walked around the moat. Trying to throw the
rope up and over would be nearly impossible, so | tied one end around my waist, then waded into the
moat and wrapped the remainder around her. Then it was asmple matter of pulling mysalf up, finding
some purchase, loosening and then flipping up the rope, then climbing up some more.

Wéll, not that smple, not on the smooth surface with wet shoes. | dmost dipped once and when |
bounded briefly off the statue | heard amuffled boom. That's when | redized the statue was not stone at
al, but metal. And hollow.

Still 1 reached thetop of Our Lady inlittletime. | hung before her severe countenance, clenched lips,
beak nose, heavy eyebrows. “What is your secret, young lady?’ | whispered as | ran my free hand aong
her features. Then | found it beneath her jutting eyebrows. Slits, hidden from view, over each eye. Large
enough for meto insert afinger and fed the smooth, hollow interior.

| was amiling when | sarted back down. Even my eventua fall into the moat didn't dampen my
excitement because now | knew how | could steal the Weeping Nun.

Oneweek later | returned to Cardinaul. Actualy it wasmy third trip, Snce | had made abrief vist the
night before. Thistime | was dressed in humble brown robes, ragged growth of beard, rope belt and
woven sandds. | made sureto arrive early before the crowds gathered, but not so early that the
brotherhood of Our Lady Wisteriawouldn't be present. | found them making their benedictions before
the statue and preparing for the upcoming ritua. Which would be quite different thisday.

| took a deep breath, then ran up to them. | was markedly sweating and out of breath when | reached
them. “Good friars, good friars, | have fearful news,” | said between gasps.

They looked at me asif | was some stray dog invading their garden. “What isthis? What are you saying
and who areyou?’ one demanded and approached.

"Danger, great danger,” | said. “ Something dire is about to happen. | must talk to your leader."

The man frowned. “My nameis Koros and you shdl tak to me. Y ou haven't answered my question.
Who are you?"'

"Brenddll. Of the order of the Most Holy Thidtle. | have traveled long to warn you.”

"| do not know that order."



"Wearefar from here.”
Koros sniffed. “And what isthis danger you are babbling about?

"I don't know. Not totaly,” | added quickly as he began to turn away. “I had avision of an evil darkness
striking Cardinaul. A curse has been placed uponyou, | fear."

"A vison, you say. A curse. Areyou sureit wasn't something you ate?’ And he laughed.
"l was sent by my order to help you. My leader inssted upon it.”

"Y ou are not being very specific.”

"Vidons are never specific, asyou well know."

"Yes” Helooked back at the village square. Already the people were gathering to witnessthe daily
miracle. “We can't have you running around aarming the good people of Cardinaul with tales of your
‘vison.” You will stay with usuntil the ceremony is over, then you can talk with our leader.”

"Thank you, thank you,” | said and knelt a hisfedt.

"Stand,” he whispered. “ Thereis no reason to cdl attention to yoursdlf.”
"Yes, master.” | rose and dlowed mysdf to cry in appreciation.

"Stay near me,” and he e bowed mein the somach. “And be slent.”

| nodded and followed him as he returned to the rest of the now curious monks. Y et we remained Slent
asthe expectant crowd grew and the sun climbed toward midday. | was beginning to regret my choice of
apparel when Koros whispered harshly, “ Stand straight and be quiet. The ceremony is about to begin.”

Soitwas. Agan | heard the trumpets and saw the procession approach us. | waited until everyone had
taken their positions, then | turned to my benefactor. “Madter, | canfed it. The evil! Something terribleis
about to happen.”

"Shut up. Y ou can take your concernsto our leaders after we are done.” Another elbow to my ribs
convinced meto obey.

Onceagain | fet that dight tremor, once again the old man turned from the crowd and pointed his staff at
the Our Lady Wigteria. Once again the people gasped as she began to weep for their sins.

Then their gasps turned to screams as they realized that what flowed from her eyeswas not clear tears
but an angry red liquid.

The monks stared in amazement as the moat around her began turning red aswell. “My vison,” | let my
scream join with the others, “ my vision was correct. The Weeping Nun is becursed!”

The monks huddled in stunned confusion even as the square began to empty, the onlookersflegingin
fear. “What is happening?’ the old man with the scepter asked anyonein earshot.

"My visondidnt lie. A great evil hasstruck Cardinaul,” | yelled.
Heglared at me, then looked at the monks. “Who isthis man?’

"He clams heis Brendell, from the order of the Most Holy Thistle,” said Koros.



"l had avision...” | began but was cut off.
"Not here,” the old man said. “In private. Come."

No ceremony now; we walked quickly and directly to atall brick building at the edge of the town square.
No one spoke until we were seated insde around alarge table. “What isthis all about, Koros?’ the old
man asked.

"l have noidea, Mayor. This,” heturned to me, “ Brendd|l inssts he was sent here because of some

vison.
"I dreamed your village was cursed,” | confirmed.

"Ridiculous,” the old man said. “How can ageyser become cursed?!
So that'stheir secret. “Not the geyser,” | said quickly. “ The statue.”

"But why would our statue become cursed? How?” The old man shook his head. “ This makes no sense
adl”

"Y ou saw what happened,” Koros said. “ Something is not right.”

"Obvioudy.” The old man sat back and sighed. “And what do we do about it?"
"My vison,” | offered.

The Mayor glared a me. “Now what?"

"Part of my vison. | saw mysdlf in the company of atal dark figure. Now | know it was referring to My
Lady Wideria"

"What are you saying?’ the Mayor asked, leaning forward.
"That | must remove the Weeping Nun from your village. Only then will the curse be lifted.”
"Thisisridiculous,” and the Mayor sat back with folded arms. “I do not believein curses.”

"It matters not what we believe,” said Koros. *Y ou saw what happened. The people panicked. The
word will spread. They will believe unlesswe take immediate action. | do not necessarily believein
visons ether, but Our Lady has protected us. Now we must protect Her and Cardinaul. What this
Brenddl proposesjust might accomplish that.”

"And if we don', our vistorswon't come back,” the Mayor mused. “Our prosperity will be ruined.”
"The geyser will il be here. Y ou can commission another satue,” | said.

The old man rubbed hischin. “Yes. It will be expensive but it can be done.” He dammed hisfist onthe
table. “And it will. Koros, do what is necessary. Brenddll,” helooked at me and for thefirst time smiled,
“thank you for your courage.”

The leaders of Cardinaul were as good astheir word. Early the next morning the monks were busy with
block and tackle. | came from my room to find the moat drained and the base of the statue aready
loosened. A sturdy cart and team of horseswaited nearby. | watched as the Weeping Nun was raised
and secured to the cart, revealing the geyser and the dirt around it that had been stained by the dye | had
poured into the statue through its eye dits two nights previous.



"That soil iscursed aswell,” | said and pointed. “Dig it up and placeit in barrels so the enchantment can
betotally removed.” They obeyed and within the hour | wasready to leave.

"You are abrave man, Brenddll,” Korossaid as | sat in the wagon eager to leave. “Please give my
heartfelt regardsto your order.”

"I will, and thank you. | am sure you will have nothing further to worry about.” With that | gave awhistle
and tug on thereins and | was on my way from Cardinaul in possession of the Weeping Nun.

Tijor Bhen was ecstatic when | made my dow way into Harjung three days later. “Y ou've succeeded,
you've actudly succeeded!"

"Of course” | amiled shyly. “What shal | dowithit?"

"Wewill put her in our town square, of course,” and his eyes gleamed with avarice. “ Soon our village will
befilled with pilgrims coming to worship at the feet of the Weeping Nun!”

Not if you don't have a geyser. Not if you don't remove the curse. “I'll leavethat uptoyou,” | said as
| got down gratefully from the wagon. “L et us conclude our contract. My ship leavesthis afternoon.”

Whichwedid, and | did. And two days later | was summoned again to the Guild headquartersin
Ravenshead. “What have you done, Brenddl?’ The secretary greeted me not at al warmly.

"| fulfilled my contract.” | gave her apuzzled smile. “ The Weeping Nun Stsin the square at Harjung even
aswe spesk.”

"Y ou were supposed to fail! "
My smile became even more puzzled. “| don't understand.”

"Why do you think we used amere apprentice for this assgnment? The people of Cardinaul have granted
the Guild many lucrative contractsin the past. Thanks to your interference, their prosperity is now
ruined!” Then she sighed. “Perhgps Harjung will make up for that.”

"Not very likely.” And | told her what | had done.
When | finished her frown was even deeper. “ Then | will be hearing from Tijor Bhen very soon.”
"I would expect so. What will you tdl him?"

"What can | tell him? The contract wasfulfilled. There were no other conditions.” She dammed her fist
on her desk. “But don't think for one minute that the Guild will congder it fulfilled."

| groaned as| |€eft her office. The payment was mine. Y et it was not going to help me achieve my most
cherished desire: my journeyman's card. As| made my way to the docksto wait for my ship arriving that
evening, | wondered if that same serving wench would be aboard. | could only hope.



Thief Of Hearts

"Y our resumé looks quite impressive,” the agent for my prospective employer smiled. “Third in your
class, five successful contracts. | can see why the Guild suggested you.”

| forced myself to remain cam, to ignore the dat of the chair pressing into my back. I've dways hated
formal interviews; better acontract come directly from the Thief's Guild Secretary or the employer
himself. Working through an intermediary was never pleasant. “1 am quite confident | will be able to fulfill
whatever dutiesyour client requires.”

"Yes,” the representative said. “Most impressive. However, as I'm sure you can understand, thisisa
most delicate matter that requires the utmost care in determining the proper emissary. We are currently
interviewing two other gpplicants. | would beremissif | did not offer them the sametime and
condderaion | am giving you."

"Of course.” | forced asmile. “1 will be staying a the Dragon's Nest for the next few days. Y ou may
reach metherefor further discussons or to findize the agreement.”

"Thank you.” He shook my hand perfunctorily and | left hisoffice. Once outside | let my smileturninto a
frown. Two other applicants. Rare was the client who asked the Guild for achoicein hirelings. Which
meant thiswas amgor undertaking. One, | was certain, that would quaify me—finaly—for journeyman
datus. If | was hired.

| walked out into the teeming streets of South St. Tiusglumly. | had spent two daystraveling here at the
Guild's bequest and my expense. | may have refused if | had known | was competing with othersfor the
contract. With nothing to do but wait and mope, | headed towards the inn near my temporary residence.

| was brooding into my third glass of wine when ahusky female voice whispered in my ear, “Buy alady a
arink?'

"Loveto.” | turned. “Whereis she?"

Ameddya laughed that tinkling liquid laugh | remembered so well from my school daysat the Thief's
Academy and took the seat next to me. “L et me, then,” she said, Signding for the barkeep. “ Thisis
courtesy of that gentleman two seats down from us."

"Should | give him my regards?"

"Probably not. He doesn't know it yet. So,” she continued after we were served, “what bringsyou to St.
Tius?'

"I would imagine the same thing that brought you—a possible Guild contract.”

"Ridiculous, isnt it? Why do they need to interview three?’ She shook her blonde curlsin frugtration. “It's
S0 aggravating sometimes. Because you're awoman they don't think you're qudified.”

Onething Ameddlya was is qualified. Class vaedictorian, journeyman status within two years of
graduation. If | was competing with her for the contract my prospects were bleak. “ So who dseis
interviewing?'

"Noidea” Shefinished her wine and laid severa coins on the bar. Then she hugged me and kissed me
lightly on the cheek. “ Good luck, Brendell. If | don't get the contract | hope you do.” | watched her
pause briefly and converse with astranger before leaving. Probably lifting another satchd | decided and



returned my attention to my wine.

She wasn't. Within seconds strong hands seized me and ripped me from the bar. “Whereis my purse,
thief?” 1t wasthe stranger she had just talked to.

"Your purse?| don't know what...” My protest wasinterrupted by aknife on my throat.

"Thelady said she thought she saw you lift it when you camein. And now | find mineismissing. Let us
see” Hereached in the left pocket of my jerkin. Nothing. Right pocket ... and he smiled as he pulled
fourth an unfamiliar satchd. “Thisismine,” he said, dangling it before me.

Amedelya. “Areyou sure?’ | asked brightly. “That isacommon looking purse. No identifying sigil or
initids, just aplain leather pouch. It could be yours. It could be that gentleman’s over there. It could in
fact be mine. Can you prove it'syours?

"Thisismine,” hesaid.

"Thereisan excdlent way to find out.” All eyeswere watching us now. “Ladies and gentlemen,
gpparently thereis or was athief amongst us. Thisgentleman ingsts| lifted hispurse. Isanyone else
missing any vauables?'

| watched as hands hurried into vests and pockets. “My bracelet isgone!l” one woman screamed. Two
other men yelled in rage when they redlized they had been victimized aswell. “ Thisismogt distressing.” |
showed my intense concern. “ Perhaps our innkeeper can explain why he alows petty thievesinto his
establishment.”

"You stolemy purse!” my accuser snarled through gritted teeth.

"But if | indeed stole your purse, would it not belogical | stolethe othersaswell?’ By now we had a
crowd of interested onlookers around us. He nodded reluctantly. “Asyou can see,” | continued as |
emptied each of my pockets, which indeed were empty, “I have no other possessions on me. Except,” |
grabbed his satchd from his sartled grasp, “my own purse. | suspect that perhapsthered thief is
someone e se. Perhgps someone who has dready | eft this establishment.”

There was amuttering among the crowd as they considered my arguments. They assuaged my accuser
naught. “I know that ismy purse!”

"Fine. Then let usgo to the authorities and let them make their decison.”
"He doesn't have my purse,” one man noted. “ Or my bracelet,” the woman added.
"He gave them to someone e se, an accomplice,” my knife-wielding friend protested.

"Such acomplicated plot just to lift afew purses, earn afew coins? My experience has been that thieves
prefer to work aone. But tell methis; areyou avisitor to our fair city?"

The man frowned. “Y es, why?"

"I would hate that a stranger to St. Tiusleave under the impression we are but alawless group of ruffians
eager to prey on the unwary. Let me give you my purse. Thiswon't compensate for any money that was
taken but at least you will have apurse. And, hopefully, more pleasant memories of your stay here.”

The crowd cheered at that. The man looked at them, then at me. Then, reluctantly, he sheathed his
weapon. | presented his satchel to him grandly. “ And let metreat you to aglass of wine as further



compensation for thislittle misunderstanding.” He agreed to that aswell.

Othersin the crowd thanked me and congratulated me on my warmth and understanding. | endured it all
with asmilewhile | seethed within. Amedelyawas going to regret this. Somehow. When | returned to my
inn much later than | had planned there was a message. The Guild wanted to see me.

"Almost caught stedling amere purse? What kind of professona are you, Brenddl?” The Secretary for
the S. Tius office was enraged.

"I guessI'm abit out of practice. How did you hear of this?'
"Another of our memberswasthere. Thisismogt distressing.”
Amedelya perhaps? | wanted to ask but couldn't. “No harm done. No authorities were called.”

"l don't see how we canin dl good conscience consider you for this assgnment,” he said. “We will be
withdrawing you as an gpplicant tomorrow."

| felt aterrible sinking feding in my income. “ That hardly seemsfair. Shouldn't the client be dlowed to
make up hisown mind?’

"Failurereflects on the Guild. Thisistoo important a contract to entrust with someone who can't even lift
apursein abar without being caught!”

| choked back my protest. Explaining the circumstances and Amedelyas involvement would only brand
me more incompetent and atraitor to Guild honor aswell. Indeed they would reward her for her
credtivity. “ Thiswill not go on my record?’ | asked instead.

"Thefact you have been withdrawn from consideration, yes."

| winced. My journeyman card was becoming more and more an unreachable dream. “ Are there any
other contracts up for consideration in St. Tiusthen? Since | am aready here? One,” | gritted my teeth,
“asmple gpprentice thief may be able to complete?’

"I will keep that under advisement.” He dammed shut hisregigter. “ Good evening, Brendell."

Later that night | sat in my room and stared at the ceiling. Somehow | was going to have to repay
Ameddya

But | didn't haveto look for her; she found methefollowing day. | was having asmal lunchin the
Dragon's Nest when she entered. The glow in her eyestold me everything | needed to know, but she
insgsted on telling me anyway. “1 got the contract!” she breathed excitedly. It was amagnificent sght and
| breathed excitedly aswell.

Then my anger returned. “Much easier when you remove the competition.”

She patted my hand. “I'm sorry, Brenddll, | really am. But you were the only one | was worried about.”
She shrugged, another magnificent sght. “A girl must do what agirl must do.”

"l wish you the best.” At least | could be sincere about that.
She brushed back a stray blonde curl. “1 suppose | should treat you to lunch. | owe you that at least.”

"Unnecessary. Asyou say, agirl must do and so forth.”



"At leadt let usenjoy morewine.” She signaled the serving wench, who returned quickly with afull flask.
“So what will you do now?’ she continued after filling our tankards.

"Stay herefor afew days, seeif another contract becomes available.”
"Would you beinterested in working for me?"

| glanced up from my medl. “Work for you? Subcontract?"

"Exactly."

Thiswasasurprising turn of events. Subcontracting was done; | had while helping Professor Grimmire at
the Academy. But not often. “What will the client say?"

"No need for him to know. And he won't care aslong as we are successful.”

| ruminated. | wouldn't get credit towards my journeyman's card, that was certain. “Haf apieis better
than nothing,” | agreed findly.

"Actudly | wasthinking ten percent. But the payment is substantial and | doulbt it will take long.”

| won't even recoup my expenses. But | had no solid prospects either. “I couldn't eat half a pie anyway.
When do we start?'

"Tomorrow. Meet me at the Queen's Boudoir in the morning.” Then sheleft. And left mewith the bill for
our wine,

It was raining and my wrap was doing a poor job of kegping me dry while | waited outside the inn for
Ameddya. | was having second thoughts dready when shefinaly appeared agood twenty minutes late.
“Where are the horses?’ she greeted me without apology.

"What horses?'

"Y ou expect usto walk al theway to Cagtle Blackhorn?'

"Isthat where we're going? Y ou never told me.”

She paused. “Oh, that's right. I'll wait here; go to the stables and get them.”

Muittering curses, | dogged through the streets and negotiated what was an obvioudy unfair fee for the
renta. | was aswet asafish by thetimel returned. “I'll take the one you'reriding,” she decided after
sudying the animas. “Y ou will carry the supplies.” And we were off. And | still had no ideawhat it was
we were going to stedl.

| soon discovered why she had subcontracted me. * Setting up camp is not suitable work for awoman,”
she sniffed when we stopped for the night. She remained perched on alog and performing her toilet while
| collected wood, built the campfire, prepared our dinner, fed and brushed the horses, cleaned up our
utensils, gathered water, pitched her tent. “ Aren't you going to tell me about the contract?’ | panted after

| wasfindly finished with my nightly labors.

She made amoue. “I don't know if that's necessary. Sufficeit to say that we are going to the Castle
Blackhorn. What we are seeking is hidden within."

"And you have aplan to bresk in?"



"Absolutdy."
"Whichis?'
"They'regoing to invite usin.”

Three days later we arrived. The castle sat on the fork of ariver; surrounding it was asmal village made
up mostly of tents and small wooden buildings, the homes and businesses of the people who worked for
the ruler of the fiefdom. We noticed soldiers everywhere as we rode dowly through the squalor, private
mercenaries, not Assassn's Guild members. Whoever lorded over thisredlm must have felt securein his
power to blatantly display his contempt of the Guild so openly. It dso meant that whatever small
protection our Guild membership provided when dedling with fellow Guilds was non-existent.

Amedelyawrinkled her nosein disgust. “Don't these people ever wash?’ she muttered. The townspeople
watched, curious and suspicious, as we wended our way among the scattered tents and huts. It was
obvious by their behavior that vistors wererare here.

| could see why when we were approached by armed guards. “What is you businessin Castle
Blackhorn?’ one demanded harshly. Four others stood behind him, bows drawn and aimed.

"My brother and |,” Amedelya nodded at me, “are traveling mingtrels here to entertain the good people
of Blackhorn with amost amusing performance of juggling, song and dance.”

"You are not dressed like mingtrels,” the guard said.

"Such finery isingppropriate for traveling. But if you can show us somewhere to change into our working
apparel, we will be delighted to provide a demonstration. For free, of course,” she added with asmile.

The guards held abrief conversation, then thefirst stepped forward. “Follow us,” he said, then turned
and immediately started walking through the forming crowd.

"Traveling mingrels?’ | whispered. “ That isyour plan?”

"Look at thisplace. A merchant or traveler would have difficulty gaining accessto that,” and she pointed
at theforeboding castle which dominated the landscape.

We stopped before asmple mud-and-straw hut. The guards went inside, within minutes the family which
lived therewas outside. “Y ou may usethisto do what is necessary,” the lead guard said coldly.

"Get my things,” Amedelya said and dismounted. | dragged her baggage off my exhausted mount and
followed. The hovel smelled just likethe village; rotting mest, dirt, poverty and despair. “Try not to touch
anything,” she sniffed as sheinched carefully dong the dim interior. | found asmdl table and hoisted her
bag on that. It creaked but held. She opened her bag and perused the contents. “Wear this,” she said,
handing me a colorful vest. “Oh, and you'll need these,” and she handed methree balls.

"For what?'
"For juggling, of course” she replied while choosing her own gppardl.
"l don't juggle"

"What?' She gtared at me. “Y ou took that class! | remember when you signed up for it. Every other
electivewas closed.”

"I dropped it two weeks later.” | tried to play catch with two bals, but they soon succumbed to my



clumsy fingersand gravity.

"That'swonderful,” she muttered while she removed amandolin packed carefully within her clothing. “I
told them you were ajuggler. Wdll, just what can you do?"

| threw one bdl intheair, let it bounce off my heed. “I guess| can beaclown.”

Which | became. A crowd quickly formed when we stepped outside. Now clad in aflowing skirt dit up
to her waist and aflowered silk blouse, Ameddyaintroduced The Magnificent Brendell to the expectant
horde. | began with one ball, no problem; two bdls, abit chalenging; three bdls, impossible. | let them
bounce off my hands, my chest, my nose, my noggin as the crowd aternated between disgust and
amusement. Then | put the balls away and mimed the exact same routine. Thistime the laughter of
derison turned to laughter of amusement as | improvised. | ended by pretending to heave seven ballsinto
the air, then huddled on the ground hel pless as they were imagined to crash around me. When | arose
and brushed the mud off my clothing | was treated to heartfelt gpplause.

Now it was up to Ameddya. | kept time with atambourine while she sang, accompanying hersalf
adequately on the mandolin. Occasiondly | waked among the crowd holding out my tambourine for any
donations. | even put in afew coins mysdlf so they would get the hint, but the residents of Blackhorn
remained obliviousto the concept. One of the guards, however, left and | saw him enter the castle just
beyond. He had returned by the time we completed our performance and approached Amedelya.

"The Magter extends hisinvitation for you and your brother to join him this evening for aprivate
performance. Please get your equipment and follow me."

"We are most honored,” Ameddya said. She gave me ady wink aswe gathered our belongings: told
you so. Within afew minutes we were welcomed into Castle Blackhorn itself.

"Now what?’" We had been ushered into a massive bedroom to repose and prepare ourselves. Since we
were brother and sister, our host saw no reason to give us separate rooms. Our accommodations were
quite austere for a castle, the only ornamentation a portrait of a hawkish-looking female. | had noticed
other paintings of the same woman scattered throughout the castle as we had been led here. The guards
had ignored al my questions about her, about their master, about the castlein generd, so | had findly
admitted defeat and kept my mouth shut until now.

"l suggest you work on your act. It might amuse the yokels but not alord and his entourage. Meanwhile |
plan to enjoy abath."

| winced. | thought | had improvised quite effectively. “1 meant what do we do to fulfill the contract?'

"After the resdents go to bed, well begin. | have thorough diagrams of the castle from the Guild libraries.
| have apretty good ideawhere we haveto go.”

"And whereisthat?’ | tried not to look while she undressed, then wrapped hersdf in atowd. | didnt
succeed dl that well.

"Thewinecdlar."

The lord of the manor greeted uswarmly with a sumptuous feast and flattering guests. He made sure that
Ameddyawas seated on hisright while | was shunted below the sdt. She played up to him well, laughing
at hisjokes and alowing him an occasiond caress or view of her ample décolletage. Meanwhile | tried to
initiate conversations with those around me but they remained steadfastly interested in their plates. Finaly
| decided rudeness was called for. 1 notice the mistress of the manor isnot dining with us” | said to the



wench on my left. “Is she away on ajourney?’

She wiped away most of the stew on her mustache before replying. “Our poor Lady Robinfine died of
the Blight this past winter. Her passing has most distressed our lord and hisfollowers. His crown jewd he
caled her, the star of hislife. We have been praying he would take another as his paramour but that has
not cometo pass.” She glanced towards the head of thetable. “Asyet.”

Did Amedelya know this? | glanced at the couple on the dai's, eagerly engaged in awhispered
conversation, then at the faces around the grest table. The local women were attractive in their own way,
hearty working stock, could probably outdraw adraft horse. But al paled in the glow of my partner's
beauty. | felt atremor in my stomach, one not caused by the greasy food | was egting. | would haveto
find away to pass aong thisinteresting bit of intelligence.

But not asyet. Thelord clapped his hands and servantsimmediately sprang forth to remove our plates. |
had just enough timeto stuff aroll in my pocket for later when he spoke. “ And now, my friends,
followers and subjects, tonight we are going to be treated to amost unusual and stimulating evening of
entertainment. May | present the lovely Ameddyaand her assstant, Bandle."

| shrugged; I've been called worse. | began my routine but discovered quickly that al eyeswereriveted
on the lord and my partner. Which probably was just aswell. Maybe it was the grease that was upsetting
my stomach. | cut my performance short and cleared my throat. “L adies and gentleman, dames and
lords, | would now like to introduce you to the songbird of the Northern skies. A woman who has
entertained in castles and capitals both near and far. My own lovely sster, Ameddlya.”

The applause was immediate and thunderous as she stood and bowed to the crowd. Her voice echoed
well within the dining hall as she roughly negotiated a selection of balads and severd bawdy dance hall
songs. The crowd and their lord were totally enthralled, however, and avarded her astanding ovation
when shefindly set down her mandolin. | made my way to the front and joined her on the third encore.
“Was | that good?’ she whispered as she smiled and bowed anew.

"No, but they don't seem to mind. We haveto tak. Let's get out of here.
"Not yet. The Lord and | have much to discuss.”

| glanced at him and forced mysdlf to smile. He was an imposing figure, made even more so by hislavish
robes and handsome throne. But | noticed morein his eyesthan smplelust or appreciation of
Ameddya's ample beauty. Cunning, and ahint of knowledge | did not like. “Fine. I'll meet you in our
quarters. Be careful.” And | Ieft her to the further ministrations of the crowd.

Themoonwas highin the sky and | was dready pacing the room when shefinaly arrived. “Enjoy
yoursdf?'

She shrugged and started removing her work clothes. “It was bearable. The Lord, | think, was abit too
eager in showing his gppreciation. Nothing I'm not used to."

"Or encouraged? Y ou are aware his highness lost hiswife last winter? That perhaps he'slooking for
another?'

"Redly?No, | wasn't. | assumed he was atypica married man doing what typical married men do.” She
quickly donned her work clothes: lesther pants, dark blouse and cotton vest. “Matters not now.” She sat
heavily in achair and sghed. “Well wait haf an hour to give them timeto fal adeep. Then we snesk
downgtairsto the wine cdlar. Do you have any charms on you?"



"Charms?No. Why?'

"The Guild clams our lord might be adabbler in the mystic arts. If true he may have supernatura
guardians a work.” She shrugged. “It's probably just arumor.”

| groaned. | don't like demons much. “And what ese haven't you told me?| still don't know what were
after.”

"Why, hiscrown jewels of course.”

Sneaking through a darkened castle, one possibly guarded by demons; | shook my head and cursed
softly as| followed Amedeyathrough the unfamiliar building. Making my way quietly through darkened
buildings| was used to. | was not used to relying totally on someone el se, someone who continued to
provide aslittle illumination on our task as possible. How were we going to escape? How would we
trangport our prize? Just some of thelittle details | would have liked to know.

But | wasaso willing to give Amedelya credit. She wouldn't want to be caught either. And thusfar, | had
to admit, her planning had worked wonderfully. | would file away the traveling mingtrel gambit for use at
alater time... if therewas one.

"It'sthisway, | think,” she whispered, grabbing my arm and bringing me back to the here and now. She
opened the door cautioudy and we found ourselvesin the kitchen. The full moon provided amplelight so
we could see the doors |eading into the dining hal, the rear entrance and one dong the left wall. “ That
goesto the cdlars,” she nodded towards the last. Each of us grabbed a sharp kitchen knife as we softly
went to, then opened, the door. There were no lit torches here, but she was prepared. Shelit the candle
shewas carrying and within minutes we found oursdvesin thewine cdllar.

Amedelya set her tapir on aconvenient table and studied the collection of bottles and casks. “Now,
which oneisit?'

"They surely wouldn't be foolish enough to place acrown in acask full of wine,” | offered. “Thewine
could damageit.”

"Unlessthey wrapped it in canvas or something. But you're probably right. Let'slook for an empty cask
firs.” Whichwedid ... and found none. “ Guess well have to empty them all,” she mused. But after
spending another ten minutes wading through rivers of wine and reaching into cask after cask we
remained unsuccessful. Ameddlyacursed. “It has to be here. Thereis no other possbility!"

"Isthat what they told you? That it was hidden in thewine cellar?’
"Not exactly. But it can't be anywhere else. Thisisthe only place the script could refer to!™
My confidencein her began to waver. “ Exactly what does it say?"

She frowned. “It doesn't say anything exactly. Here,” and she reached into her tunic. “Tell me what you
think."

| studied the small scrap of paper. 1t had apparently been ripped from ajourna since it wasin script, not
cdligraphy.
"ord Blac
rown jewe
inecask"
wasthe only writing legible. “Lord Blackhorn and crown jewe s are clear enough,” | agreed.



"And ‘winecask.’” It can mean nothing elsal”

| considered it another minute. Then my brief conversation with the subject during the feast struck me.
“Do you know if this castle hasa crypt?'

"Of course. What castle doesn't?"

| was convinced | wasright as| returned the note. “1 was told that our host referred to his departed wife
ashis‘crownjewd. | don't think that note refersto awine cask. It refersto Lady Robinfine's casket.”

She studied the sparse writing, then me. “ Are you sure?!

"If the crown jewels are hidden in awine cask somewhere €l'se we may never find them.” But Blackhorn
referred to hiswife as his *crown jewel.” Why would our client want us to find a coffin?

Something else troubled me aswell. “Don't you think it odd we've seen no one on our way here?Ina
cadtlethislarge, there should be night guards, wenchesin the kitchen, servants cleaning. I'm beginning to
reconsider this contract.”

"Nonsense,” and she shook her head emphaticaly. “1 don't quit on an assignment no matter how difficult.
If you'reright well find the jewels and we will be gone.” She removed another paper from her pocket
and perused it. “The crypt isn't far. We can get there from here.” Sheretrieved her candle and we were
on our way.

We arrived shortly. Unlike the other rooms, the crypt was well-lit by hundreds of candles. The lord must
gill bein mourning for hiswife | decided as we made our way down the twisting stairway. Lady
Robinfine's sepulcher stood in the center of the room; there were no others. It was surrounded by fresh
flowers and even more candles.

"I think you'reright,” Amedeya offered aswe approached. On thelid of the sepulcher the serene smiling
face of Lady Robinfine stared sightlesdy at us. “ She was beautiful, wasn't she? Let's get thislid off and
complete our contract.”

Whoever had carved the stone had taken liberties with the countenance echoed in paintings throughout
the castle, but | held my tongue. | had more pressing concerns. “Hold. Something isnot right. Thishas
been too easy.”

"Y ou worry about thewind, Brendell,” she hissed. “Y ou are under my employ. Now help me removethis
lid.” Using our knivesto loosen it, we soon had it did over enough to revea the beautifully carved wood
and gold casket within. “ Good. Let's open this, get the jewels and get out of here.”

| stopped her. “Unusua place to keep jewels, don't you think? Why would the lord, who so obvioudy
worships hislate wife, keep his crown jewe swithin her coffin? She was his crown jewd, after al. Would
he be willing to commit sacrilege every time hefdt it necessary to display them?”

She weighed my arguments. “ Y oureright,” she agreed reluctantly. “Thisisnot asit seems. Let'sclose
thisup and leave."

"And not fulfill your contract? What will the Thief's Guild say, Ameddlya?’ Lord Blackhorn's voice came
from behind us.

Weturned and stared at him. He was standing at the bottom of the steps, completely at ease. That
bothered me. “Y ou. You hired me,” Amedelyaredized.



"Yes. And | expect you to fulfill your contract. Now open that coffin! Or they will destroy you.”
Suddenly columns of smoke began appearing around us, columns that were quickly solidifying into
demons armed with fangs and swords. Within seconds they would be on us.

"I think not, Lord Blackhorn,” | yelled as| shoved Amedeya away from the coffin. Then | lunged
forward and lifted itslid.

A scream rose from somewhere, maybe it was from me. | saw something rise out from the coffin, felt
something envelop me, enter me, permeate my body, my soul. For afew seconds| saw though
another's eyes, thought another'sthoughts. Then | felt intense surprise, darm, sudden despair and
overwheming resignation. And then the unknown presence disgppeared and | was again Brenddll,
athough quite the worse for the experience.

That'swhen | realized the screams were not from me. Lord Blackhorn now sat huddled on the steps, his
facein his hands, sobbing uncontrollably. Ameddya stared at him, then at me. “What happened?'

| noted the demon guards were beginning to dissipate, the lord's control over them broken. Just ashe
was now broken. “I'll tell you later. Get usout of here."

Lord Blackhorn made no effort to stop us as we ran back up the gairs; his plans and his dreamswere
now mere dust. The guards were surprised at our early leave-taking, but they had never been informed of
Blackhorn'sintentions so they alowed us egress. Still we rode as hard as long aswe dared before finally
pitching camp.

"Whet did you do, Brenddll?” Amedelya asked after we had finished asmall lunch. Thistime she
volunteered to cook.

"| destroyed Lord Blackhorn'sdreams. And | suspect | saved your life."
"How s0?'

"l believe that when Lady Robinfine died, thelord imprisoned her soul within her coffin.” He certainly
imprisoned something in there. “I think his plan was that you would open that coffin. When you did,
her soul would be released to possess you. That changed when | opened it instead. Apparently she did
not want to, or could not, take control of aman. | suspect my actions released her irrevocably to the
other world. Lord Blackhorn redlized that, which iswhy helet usgo.” To love a woman that totally,
that hopelessly. Could | ever love anyone that way? | shuddered at the thought.

Amedelya considered my explanation, then laughed. “1 can understand why she wouldn't want to be a
man.” Then she frowned. “But how did you know?"

"I did not. | just knew that if he was so ingstent, you could not be the one to open that coffin."

She ruminated another minute. “I would have gotten that contract no matter what, wouldn't 1?I'm sorry,
Brenddl."

| shrugged. “1 would have done the sameto you.” Which was possibly true.

"Thank you anyway. For your help and for saving me.” We ate in sllencefor along time before she
spoke again. “We make a good team, you know."

"ltwas... interesting.”

She poured hersdlf agoblet of wine, then remembered to pour me one aswell. “What are we going to



tell the Guild? A failed contract will not look good in our dossiers.”

| raised my eyebrows. “We? | will tdl them nothing. My nameis not on the contract. Any agreement we
had wasverbd only.” | dlowed mysdf adight amile. “ Surdly the Guild would question why ajourneyman
would require the ass stance of amere gpprentice.”

The sudden firein her eyes shamed our campfire. “Brendell, you can't do that to me. My falureistotaly
your fault!"

| winced and steadfastly ignored the rest of her harangue, then her pleading, then her enticements. It
promised to be atrying ride back to South St. Tius.



Scepter Fidelis

| sat ingde my smdll cdll and studied my surroundings. As promised, the brig was bare of dl saveasmdl
cot and bucket. Thiswas not how |, Brendell, apprentice thief, had planned to spend my ocean voyage!
Therewaslittle | could do as yet, however, to remedy my circumstances. With nothing better to do, |
reviewed the events of the past few hours, events which had totally disrupted and forever changed my
planned itinerary.

The angry voices and vigorous pounding on my stateroom door would have been enough to wake the
dead. | wasn't asfortunate; | groaned as | staggered from my bed to answer the commotion outside. My
ship was three days out from Pyliaand | had yet to gain my sealegs. Thelast two days| had spent lying
inbed ... when | wasn't leaning my head outside the porthole. | opened the door a crack and peered out
at the collection of guards hovering beyond. “What?’ | croaked.

"You are Brenddl?’ one asked.
"YS"
"You are under arrest. Get dressed.” | staggered back as the armed guards surged into my tiny room.

"What isthisabout?’ | asked as | began searching for my clothing. Arguing with the Assassin's Guild was
afruitless endeavor.

"Later.” The guard whom | had to presume was the leader turned to two of his comrades. “Y ou two
search hisroom. You,” heturned back to me, “comewith us."

"And ddlighted | am to do s0!” Perhapsit was the shock of their intrusion, but | was beginning to fed
better than | had in days. Well enough, in fact, to add afew potentialy useful itemsto my wardrobe. |
ignored the curious and angry stares of my rudely awakened neighbors watching from their staterooms as
| wasled down the hall. My guides were going to tell me nothing so planning was currently afruitless
exercise. Ingead | maintained my innocent smile and whistled mindlessly as we wandered aft and
upwards, onto the deck and then into the Captain's quarters.

The Captain waswaiting for us. Even at this late hour he was impeccably dressed in his ftiff pressed
uniform. He was seated regally behind his desk and before him was aleather-bound folder. | was pushed
into the chair across from him. The guards remained standing. “ Thisisthe man?’ he asked.

"Yes, dr,” the guard leader responded.

The Captain studied me, a hunter gauging its prey. He spoke in soft, caming tones to foster unguarded
optimism before he buried the knife. “ Y ou are Brendd|? A member of the Thief's Guild?"

"Asyou well know, since you have the manifest beforeyou.” | fdt it timeto let my anger erupt. “And |
demand to know why | was so ruddly rousted from my quarters.”

"It'sredly quite smple. According to these august gentlemen, you have stolen the Scepter of Ghonea.”
The Scepter of Ghonea. Hiswords chilled me. “I don't know what you are talking about.”

"Come now, Brendell.” The Captain offered awarm, encouraging smile. “Y ou are aprofessond thief.
Only aprofessiond thief could stedl the scepter. Just tell uswhere you hid it and we can dl enjoy therest
of our voyage together.”



"Redlly, Captain, do you think | would be so foolish asto register as an honored Guild member if | were
intruth aboard to stedl this* scepter? Or anything else for that matter?!

An unexpected yet remotely familiar voice rose from behind me. “Actudly it would be in kegping with
your methodology, Brenddll. Y ou once said the best disguiseis often no disguise at dl.”

All of usturned to the speaker. “Y ou know thisman, Algorph?’ the guard leader asked.

Algorph grinned at me. “Yes. | had the unmatched pleasure of being in one of his classes during my stay
a the Thief's Academy. By proclaiming his profession so openly, he could be hoping to divert our

uspicions”
"So good to see you again, Algorph,” | nodded. “1 am pleased you have chosen aprofession morein
keeping with your limited talents."

His knuckles whitened as he grasped his sword, then herdaxed. “1 think you shdl fed differently very
soon. Once we find where you have hidden the scepter.”

"It shal not be very soon at dl as| did not takeit. Y ou are right in one respect; parading mysalf so
openly could deflect suspicion. Although the Captain will agreethet it is common Guild protocol and
courtesy to identify oursalvesto each other. But think. Why would | stedl the scepter now? We have at
least two more weeks at sea. That isalong time to successfully hide such alarge object in such limited

My further arguments were interrupted by aknock at the door, followed by the entrance of two more
guards. They held awhispered conversation with the head guard, who expressed his displeasure with a
snarl. “Then go back and search again! Thisisa professond thief we are dedling with. Algorph, go with
these men. Perhapswhat you learned at the Academy will be helpful.”

Thethree nodded and |eft. The Captain favored the guardsman with afrown. “ They found nothing?’

"Thusfar. But we know he only had afew minutes to break into the room and stedl the scepter. He could
not have had thetimeto hideit safely.” He glared a me. “Y ou didn't expect usto discover your thievery
S0 quickly, did you?'

If I had stolen it he wouldn't have discovered the theft at all. “How was the act accomplished?’ | asked
instead.

"I would like to know that mysdlf,” the Captain offered. “ The scepter was under guard, wasit not?"

"Yes” | noticed that the guard's haughty tone had changed dramaticdly. “Wewere keeping it in the small
library off the King's stateroom. There was aguard at the door and we checked the room every 15
minutes.” He smiled weekly. “We saw no reason to maintain a man within the room because our
contingent is smal and we must be concerned with the physicd safety of King Zenora. We bdlieve he)”
he pointed at me, “crawled in through the stateroom window and took the scepter while no guard wasin
theroom.”

| nodded asit isexactly what | would have done. Although | would have done something else aswell.
“Hisroya highness must be quite upsat.”

The guardsman glared a me. “Not if we retrieve the scepter. Which wewill."

"Well, you won't get it from me because | am not the perpetrator.” | stood defiantly. “If our little
conversation is concluded, | would like to go back to my stateroom.”



"Y ou shdl remain here until we have cleared up thislittle matter,” the Captain said. Then heturned to the
guard. “I trust you will be able to offer more evidence than suspicions based on this man's profession.”

The man's response was interrupted by another knock and then the return of three guards. Their cheerful
demeanor immediately darkened mine. “Wefound this” and Algorph displayed aruby ring proudly, “Itis
His Mg esty's and was kept with the Scepter.”

Why didn't you find it the first time? “1 never saw that before.”

The head guard nodded. “1 think thisis sufficient proof. We demand he be tortured until he tellsus where
the scepter ishidden.”

The Captain frowned. “I'm afraid we areill-equipped for that. We are, after al, a passenger ship. And |
do not like thieves who practice their craft on my ship.” He dammed the folder shut. “1 have avery
smple policy, anyone who breaks the law aboard my vessel must walk back to port. After we wrap
themin chains, of course” Hegrinned a me. “If you can hold your bresth long enough, you might reach
shore”

"If | stole the scepter and if you kill me, you may never findit,” | told them.

"I believe that punishment would be too merciful,” the head guard offered. “ The dungeons of the King are
fully equipped and our men are magterfully trained in the art of information retrieval. Y ou do have abrig,
don't you?'

"Of course.” The Captain sat back and sipped at agoblet of wine. “But my shipiscrowded and | am
undergtaffed. Y ou will haveto supply the guards.”

"That shouldn't be necessary. Men, search him.” | wasjerked roughly to my feet and eager hands began
sripping me, searching through pockets, shoes, trousers, whatever. They succeeded in finding what |
wanted them to find and proudly handed my lock picksto their leader. He nodded in satisfaction as|
feigned frudgtration while redressing.

"Hold.” Algorph approached. “One of the few things Brendell taught uswas that athief should dways
carry two setsof lock picks. And | suspect,” he began running hisfingers through my long curly hair,
“that he hid another set,” he stepped back, triumphant, “here.” A new set of picks now dangledin his
hand.

So you weren't degping in class after dl, | thought darkly as| wasled outside and back down into the
bowels of the ship. Within minutes | found mysdf stlanding in afour-by-eight foot cage in a darkened,
otherwise bare room. Only the moonlight seeping in from the portholeilluminated my new residence.
Algorph grinned as he dammed and locked the metal door. “1 promised you we would meet again,
Brenddll. | so do hope you enjoy therest of your journey.” Then he laughed and followed the remaining
guardsmen out of the room. They were kind enough to lock the outside door aswell, leaving me done
and safe ... and righteoudly irate.

So much for the past. What little information it offered did not make for pleasant contemplation. Another
thief was aboard the Lady Medina. And he or she could not be amember of the Guild. For one, they
would not have put mein jeopardy. They would certainly have not stolen the scepter so early on our

voyage.

The Assassin's Guild leader was correct, successfully hiding the scepter for over two weekson a
crowded vessel would be difficult at best. Y et whoever had performed the theft had aso planned very
carefully. How did they know | was aboard? Was my presence an unexpected benefit they had



immediately taken advantage of, or something they had known and prepared for from the beginning?
The latter particularly troubled me. For | was under contract to stea the Scepter of Ghonea.

| decided those conundrums could be answered at another time. First | had to gain egress from my new
accommodations. | cursed as| tugged at a particularly stubborn button on my jerkin. Algorph was
correct, | told my classesto carry at least two sets of lock picksat all times. My long, untamed locks had
proven asuccesstul hiding place in the past, but thanksto him | would have to find another. “'Y ou should
have taken the advanced courses, Algorph,” | muttered as| finally undid the recacitrant fastener. Unlike
the others, this button was attached with strong thin wire. | straightened it and within minutes had
fashioned a serviceable pick. Another minute and | was standing outsde my cage. “If I'm going to have
to spend the remainder of the voyage here | better get arefund,” | said to no one.

Firg | listened at the door but could hear nothing. Which did not mean a guard wasn't posted on the
other Sde, dthough if the Assassin's Guild contingent was as small asthey professed, | suspected they
would rely on the brig and locked door to keep me at bay. Still | had no intention of leaving that way. |
padded softly around the bare interior and quickly proved to my satisfaction it wasindeed bare. | sSighed,
therewas nothing more | could do thisevening. | returned to my cdll, closing and locking the door behind
me. To deep, perchance to dream.

| was awakened by the clash of metal on metd. | groaned as| dowly unwound. The cot was sufficient
only for apre-adolescent ... ashort one at that. Algorph stood proudly on the other side, atray in his
hands, agrin on hisface. “Good morning, Brenddl! | hope you enjoyed your repose.”

| stood dowly, trying to stretch out the knotsin my body. “ Have you found the scepter yet? I'm innocent,
you know."

"Don't move.” | remained by my cot while he unlocked the door, then opened it wide enough to push the
tray ingde with hisfoot. “Y ou know what, Brenddll?" he said as he relocked my enclosure, “I don't care.
Just seeing you hereisnearly ample reward for dl that you did to me.”

Truth betold, | had been unkind to him during our shared stay at the Thief's Academy. Any reparations
on my part would haveto come &t alater time, however. “ Since you were such an attentive student, you
should redlize that | would have never stolen the scepter in such amanner. To place mysdlf at such open
risk."

Algorph merdly broadened his amile. “I've studied your career, Brenddll. | know how you refuse to do
what is ... expected. Actudly thisis exactly how I'd expect you to stedl it. But we will find it.”

"Redlly?’ | balanced mysdf on the cot and the tray on my knees. Therewas no silverware so | had to
enjoy my gruel usng my fingers. “Where have you searched so far?

"The storage areas of course. Y ou trave rather light, don't you?'
"No sdf-respecting thief would hide stolen property in his own baggage.”

"Weve checked it all.” Hefrowned. “Asyet it remains unfound. But that will change.” Then he glared a
me. “Enjoy your repast, Brenddll. It isdl you shdl eat thisday.”

| finished my med in silence and handed him the remains through the cage. He checked to make sure |
hadn't stolen either of the two articles, then strutted from my room. Once again there followed the
unmistakable sound of the locking door.

| continued to lick the pasty messfrom my fingersas| considered. | had absolute confidence in the



Assassin's Guild. If they couldn't find the scepter, it wasn't where they were looking. Could the thief have
|eft ship, perhaps rendezvoused with another? If so | was doomed. Dispensing with that possibility, |
weighed others. Theft by amember of the Royd entourage? Perhaps, although the Guild would put them
under intense scrutiny aswell. | doubted the act was committed by a Guild guardsman asthey were
notorioudy gpolitica and committed to their employer. Unless onewas athief in disguise, adifficult role
consdering the status of their patron, that possibility led nowhere.

Which meant the thief was either a passenger or crew member and still on board. Which meant the
scepter remained aswell. My only option wasto find it before the guards did or before we reached port.
| Sghed. | had much to do that evening.

| began screaming for attention asuitable time after night fell. After fifteen minutes of non-responsel
stopped. No guard had troubled me the previous evening and | was convinced none would trouble me
tonight. Within seconds | was out of my cell. Since the Lady Medina was a passenger ship, the portholes
were more generous to alow escape in case of fire or attacks by pirates or seadragons. Once | was
abletoreach it, it wasasmple matter of opening it and climbing outside, where | found mysdf dangling
with both hands over the side of the ship.

Thiswouldn't do. | pulled mysdf up, then managed to scuttle to the porthole above mine. | peered in and
found | was outside an occupied room. | cursed softly and looked around me. Above the ship was
curving outward, scaling that would be impossible without additiona equipment. Fortunately that wasn't
necessary. | deeply appreciated the smal ledge that ran dong the side of the ship, presumably to smplify
exterior maintenance. | sidled dong that past severa more portholes until 1 found one fronting a darkened
room. Once again | used my diver of wire to undo thelatich and | crawled insde.

It was just a storage room. | grabbed a mop, opened the door and began whistling as| made my way
down the hal. Thistime of the evening there were few people about, passengers only. | nodded and
pretended to push my partner asthey sdled by to their staterooms. But while my mop might get me past
them, it would not dissuade the Assassin's Guild. Which meant | had to get a better disguise.

Fortunately | knew right where to get one. Before embarking, | had studied the plans of the ship thanks
to the resources of the Guild libraries. It was that research that had convinced me to make my own
attempt at the scepter after we had landed in Coronobo. The laundry room was aft on the fourth deck,
the opposite direction of the King's quarters and his Guild protectors. | proceeded there directly, stole
and donned a server's uniform without difficulty and within minutes was bregthing fresh sea air.

There were few gtrollers out this evening. One area of the deck had been festooned with tablesto
encourage passengers to enjoy the sights and briny chill of amoon-lit ocean, but few were taking
advantage of its entertainment vaue. | gpproached one well-dressed couple and bowed. “May | get you
and the madam anything?'

The man toyed with hisglass. “ Another flask of wine, | suppose. Make sureit's better than the last.”

| nodded and approached the man stationed at what sufficed for the bar. “More wine for the gentleman
and lady. Our begt, if possible

He snorted and began filling aflask from the keg behind him. He paused as he handed me my order.
“Wait, | don't recognize you.”

| shrugged. “Usudly work in the kitchen. They asked metofill in tonight because aregular waiter took
ill.” 1 knew that on such voyages the young often bartered their labor for passage. | would be considered
just another temporary hel per by the professiond staff and studioudy ignored.



"We hardly need additiond help, thanksto the Guild and that theft,” he Sighed. “ The King's entourage
never leave their staterooms and the other passengers are too darmed to spend more than afew hours
up here. We haven't even opened the gaming tables since it happened!”

| commiserated with anod and returned to my patrons. “On the house,” | presented their wine grandly.
“| do wish there were more passengers up enjoying the view."

The woman snorted. “ Thanksto the King's guards, we can rarely leave our cabin. This hasbecomea
mogt distressful voyage!™

"They ill haven't found the scepter?”

"| just hope they do, and soon! Ruining our trip like they have. They actualy interrogated usfor three
hours. Three hours! Asif we could have anything to do with something 0 ... disdainful.” She sipped her
wineto remove the taste of the unpleasant thought.

"They've searched our rooms, ransacked our belongings; | would complain to the Captain but it would
do no good,” her companion added morosdly.

"Itismost unfortunate,” | agreed. “Let us pray they find it soon.”

"The Guild couldn't find their way to an outhouse,” the dame said and snorted. “ And now wetravel in
fear of our own possessond”

"l suspect the thief was only interested in the scepter. Y ou should have little to worry about.” | decided |
had learned dl | could from thesetwo. “If you'll excuse me. Cal meif you need anything ese” | quickly
returned to the bartender. Two other waiters were a so there standing and chatting. None of us had much
todo. “Doyoumindif | leaveearly?’ | asked him. “I've dready put in afull day below decks.”

He shook his head. “ Go, we don't need you.” The other waiters complained amost good-naturedly as|
set my apron on the bar. | nodded good-bye and made my way aft, where | found agroup of brawny
crewmen hauling anet into the ship. “Need any help?’ | asked them.

One turned and chuckled when he saw me. Y ou want to dirty that nice white uniform with the smell of
fish?"

"Wethrow back catch assmall asyou,” another remarked and they al laughed.

"So that'swhat you're doing, catching fish?'

"It'show we get fed,” thefirst said with atouch of bitterness. “ The Captain gives al the food stored on
board to the guests. We haveto fend for ourselves. Watch it, mates. All together now.” One heave and
the net came crashing onto the deck, sending its cargo dithering and splashing everywhere.

| lifted my feet as severd largefish did by. “So you have netsout al the time?”

"For themost part.” Only the one crewman deigned to converse with me, the others busy snagging and
sorting their harvest. | watched with interest as one man grabbed a rope hanging over the side and began
pulling it up. At the end was ajug, which wasimmediately seized and opened. He took a hefty swallow
and passed it around to his mates. My new-found friend got his turn, then looked over at me, cautious
but also sociable. “Y ou won't tell the captain about this.”

"About what?"



Hewinked. “He doesn't want usto drink on board. Which iswhy we keep our grog off the ship. The
ocean keepsit cool."

"Redly?’ | consdered the possihilities. “ So you must have ropes hanging dl over."
"Not at the bow. The jugswould break against the side of the ship. Would you like some?"

"No, thank you. Enjoy.” | yawned expansively. “1'm sorry, must be getting tired. I1t's been along day.
Don't worry, | won't say aword to the Captain.” | quickly returned below decks, hid the uniform with
the mop in the closet, then headed back to my cell. | ill had no ideawho had stolen the scepter, but
now | suspected whereit was.

Theremainder of theweek | spent planning my next excursion. Algorph greeted me each morning with a
sneer and more cold gruel. His conversation wasincreasingly abrupt and | imagined the Guild was
coming under growing pressure from the King to solve the crime before we reached port. Even though
no guardsman ever checked on me during the day, | still remained safely locked in my cage while my
nocturna excursons| limited to getting something to edt.

Except for one. In the storage hold was a crate being shipped to aMr. Marghandi in Coronobo. | had
packed and sent it myself. My initid plan wasto retrieve it in disguise when we landed. Now it held two
items | needed, awalking stick and wooden globe. | breathed asigh of rdief when | found them
unharmed. Inside one was agold-plated rod nearly afoot long, within the other afaux-ruby bal. Once
put together they were a passable counterfeit of the real Scepter of Ghonea. | placed them safdly within
my jerkin and headed back to my cage. | hoped to have ause for them soon.

Therain tore around me, clawing a me like an angry cat while the wind threw me againgt the sde of the
roiling ship. | cursed the gods as| dangled over the side of the Lady Medina. | had wanted it to storm,
but not this mightily. But time was growing short; Algorph had warned me we would reach landfdl within
the week. And thiswas the first bout of bad wegther we had enjoyed.

The escape from my cell had been more difficult, but | found the top deck basically deserted when |
reached it. Even the crew fishermen remained below and the few on duty were easily avoided as| made
my way aft. Along therailings| found a series of ropes lashed securdly and dropping down into the
ocean. Somewhere on the ship, | was sure, dangled arope that held the stolen scepter. The question was
where.

| studied the ropes before me. Would the thief have attached the scepter to one of them? Doubtful asthis
crime had been too well-planned for him (or her) to alow mere chance to ruin him (or her). Therewas
one place and one place only where someone could hang arope over the ship and risk nearly zero
chance of discovery. Which meant | had to go over theside.

Which I did. Which waswhy | was dangling in thewind and rain as the storm raged about me. From the
satchel on my back | grabbed a spike, pounded it into the side of the ship, pulled myself over to it and
looped the rope around it. Then | pulled out another spike ... pound, pull, loop; dowly but steadily |
moved around the boat until | was at the rear of the Lady Medina. Above me the staterooms on the first
two decksjutted out majestically. The lower three decks were recessed and relatively flat. A rope
hanging from, say, a portholein these lower decks could not be seen by anyone unless they were
dangling outside at the end of an increasingly dippery rope.

At least here, under the overhanging decks, the rain and wind couldn't reach me. But it also meant |
couldn't rely on the storm to drown out my pounding. | attached one more spike, tied the remainder of
theropeto it, then attached the rope looped over my shoulder to that. | descended until | was below the
last line of portholes and looked across the rear of the ship. | smiled as| saw it, arope hanging innocently



below one of the lowest portholes.

All the roomswere dark so | was able to traverse the distance quickly. | pulled the rope out of the water
and discovered a canvas-wrapped package at the end. A few more minutes of work and | started my
journey back. For thefirst time during thisvoyage | was a happy man.

Algorph noted my change in demeanor the following morning. “Isyour gruel particularly deliciousthis
day?’

"Exquidte.” | durped my fingers clean. “Have you discovered the scepter asyet?!

"No,” hesad with asnarl. “But once we have you within the King's castle I'm sure the information will
flow fredy.” He grinned. “Enjoy your last hours, Brenddll. After tomorrow, you have so few left.”

Which told methe Lady Medina would be reaching port tomorrow. With one less passenger, if | had
anything to say about it.

| grimaced as | studied mysdlf in the smdl mirror. The fisherman's hut was smdl and ill-equipped, but it
would haveto do. My midnight swim ashore had been an invigorating two hour journey avoiding the
flotsam and jetsam—and occasiona boat—that littered the Coronobo harbor. Then | had chosen ahome
secluded from the others so | would have moretime to prepare mysdlf. After that it was merely amatter
of waiting, first for the man to make hisway to the beach and boat, then hiswifeto leave at sunup to
spend the next hour or so in the marketplace of the nearby city. Which would give metimeto clean up
and makemy disguise.

First went my hair. | hacked away at it with akitchen knife, then evened it with the fisherman'srazor.
Mixing some cod dust in water darkened it considerably. Not the best transformation, but it would have
to do until | could retrieve my possessions. The beard, the result of my imprisonment, | kept, merely
trimming and darkening it. In the back of acloset | found along ragged overcoat. | couldn't wear the
owner's clothes but the coat would hide my own still-soaked and filthy attire. He dso had aworn hat,
which | immediately confiscated aswell.

Finaly there was the matter of money. Minewas gtill on ship. | ransacked their belongingsand found a
smdll horde of gold coins hidden in abox underneath aloose floorboard. 1t was, | was sure, al they had
and | cursed as| took it. | hate stealing from the poor, and not for the obvious reasons. My own
childhood was one of poverty, areason, | suppose, why | had chosen my profession. If thingswork out
wdll, | promised the absent ownersas| left, you will have this returned. And much more.

| had reserved aroom in the luxurious Wayfarer's Inn under my own name before | set sail, but | couldn't
go there. Farther from the harbor, in aless prosperous area, rested the Barking Sedl, where Mr.
Marghandi had aroom waiting. The clerk paid little attention as | registered. | gave him agold cointo
assure that my baggage from the ship would be brought to me. Severa purchases and awelcome bath
later | felt like anew man. In many ways| was anew man. | now sported short blonde hair, a
fashionably knotted goatee, velvet cloak and handsome walking stick. Immediately | went to the
Wayfarer's Inn to enjoy alate breskfast and the chaos Brendell had wrought.

| was savoring acup of teawhen the King's entourage entered. The monarch swept into the lobby like a
ravenoustide, usurping dl available help while continually chagtising his guards. Severd followed the ruler
to hisrooms, the others left unhappily. | was sure they were returning to the Lady Medina in one more
futile attempt to find the scepter. After leisurely completing my medl | returned to my own quarters, but
not before leaving anote with the desk clerk. | till had much to do thisday.

"Y ou should be meeting with my commander or one of the King's emissaries, not with me.” Algorph sat



reluctantly acrossfrom mein an inn near my lodgings. It was near midnight and dready the crowd around
uswas thinning. Less chance to be overheard, less chance Assassin's Guild members could arrive
unnoticed.

"This could grestly help your career, returning the Scepter of Ghoneato itsrightful owner and al.”
Hefrowned before nodding. “Y ou haveit, then?'
"I haveit now. | just want you to know | did not stedl it.” Not the way | intended anyway.

Algorph laughed. “We knew that al along. Not your style. If anything, | would have expected you to
make an attempt after we arrived at Coronobo."

| winced. “ So why did you imprison me?’

"We needed your help. But we certainly couldn't ask for it. What better way to catch athief than to use
another thief?” He leaned forward. “ So tell me, who redly took it?"

| sipped my wine, which had turned bitter with this new-found knowledge. Now | had been used by both
my employer and the Guild! Thiswasturning into amost disastrous contract. 1 suspect you know.
There was one other passenger missing from the original list when you docked was there not? One with a
stateroom at the rear of the ship, lowest deck?’

He nodded. “He used an dias of course. Probably disguised aswell.”

"And probably climbed overboard to awaiting ship once we reached harbor.” One fact till troubled me.
“How did you know | could break out of that brig?’

"If you wouldn't have had your own resources we would have eventudly provided you some. The fact
you didn't seem to suffer from your limited diet convinced us you were successful. Where did you hide
the pick?"

Another disturbing revelaion. So clever | was! “Y ou should have stayed at the Academy longer,
Algorph. That subject is covered in the third year. Now, are my terms acceptable or not?"

"I believe so. If not to the King at least to our Guild. Either way you will receive your compensation.
Tomorrow at ten, then.”

"Tomorrow & ten. Y ou have my belongings, | assume?”
llYall

"I would like them sent to the Barking Sedl before then.” He nodded and |eft meto finish my wine aone
with my thoughts. Which were darkening considerably with every passng minute.

Just after sunrise there was aknock at my door. | found my chest waiting outside. Within the hour | had
removed the last vestiges of my disguise and dressed in my own clothing. Brendell, apprentice thief, was
ready to go to work.

Promptly at nine | presented mysdlf to the residence of the man who had signed my contract. The servant
was surprised at my unexpected demand for ameeting, but reluctantly led meinto asmall waiting room.
After agood twenty minutes he returned to guide me to the study in the back.

| didn't recognize the man waiting for me but | didn't expect to. The Guild had handled all arrangements
of the contract, and if | would have seen him on board the Lady Medina he would have been disguised.



Stll I held out my hand and greeted him aswarmly as an old comrade. “Mr. Ormandean, so niceto
findly havethe pleasure.”

He accepted my handshake reluctantly. “And you are Brendell? What is it you need to speak to me
about?"

"The contract.” | pulled it from insgde the vest. “ The Smple matter of the Scepter of Ghonea. | believe
you owe me 80 crowns."

He looked at the contract and frowned. “ Oh, yes, the Scepter. | do remember. But I'm afraid that
agreement isnull and void.” For thefirst time he smiled. “ For you did not stedl it. And it isaready onits
way toitsrightful owner."

| feigned outrage. “But | was under contract! Who else could have accomplished the deed?”
Ormanddan grinned shyly. “Why, me, of course. By theway, why areyou ill dive?!

Thistimel let red anger enter my voice. “You are aware, S, that you have broken abonafide Guild
contract? We do not accept interference from our own clients.”

"Do you think | could trust the theft of something as valuable as the Scepter of Ghoneato amere
apprentice thief? No, you were necessary, but only asadiverson. Which you did quite wdll, | must
admit.”

"Y es, planting that ruby ring in my room was a nice touch. After the guards | eft the firgt time doubtless.
But why isthe Scepter so valuable? The gold, the jewel, not really worth that much.”

"What the Scepter represents, you foal! It isthe symboal of the legitimacy and ultimate power and divine
right of the ruler of Bhandivi. For too long it has been in the possession of ausurper.” Hesmiled asif he
had redlized his grestest fantasy. “No longer. That incompetent King will be quite surprised when he
returns and discoversthe people have rdlied around their true heir to the throne.™

| shuddered; palitics. “I hopethey are paying you well. The Thief's Guild is not an enemy you should
cultivae"

Ormandelan laughed. “Do you think | care about your petty Guild? Once King Zenorais permanently
dethroned, | shdl return in triumph and reclam my rightful position asaleader in the court. Y our Guild
cannot touch me."

| waited until hishumor had cooled. “I must admit, from aprofessiond’s viewpoint, that you performed
quite well. For an amateur. Tying the scepter in canvas and hanging it from your stateroom window,
indeed that did confuse the Assassin's Guild. It never occurred to them that the scepter was not on board
theship.”

The pridein his voice disgppeared. “How did you know that?"

"Because| found it.” | pulled out my dagger and set it on hisdesk. “Notethissgil.” | pointed out the
deeping dragon etched in slver on the handle. *Y ou will find this engraved on the bottom of your

‘ Scepter of Ghonea.” His eyeswidened in fearful awarenessas| continued. “Y ou have the counterfeit |
had made. | have aready returned the real scepter to the King.” 1 winked. “I wouldn't be making travel
plansfor Bhandivi anytime soon.” When | |eft he was shouting ordersto his sartled staff. But not for
long; | passed a cadre of the King's guards on my way oui.

| sat on my bed and carefully counted out 20 gold coins. It was more than thrice what | had stolen from



the fisherman, but it was only a pittance compared to what the King of Bhandivi had given me. | would
ddiver the gold persondly that evening.

"Y ou should fed likeahero,” Algorph had told me after paying me and retrieving the true scepter. In
truth | did not. | had been used, first by Ormandelan, then by the King and the Assassin's Guild. Worse, |
hed failed in completing my contract, even though the Guild would not punish mefor it. “Y ou will never
become ajourneyman thisway,” | scolded myself.

| shook the thought away. Such dark ruminations were uncalled for. | had been handsomely rewarded
and, indirectly, saved akingdom. If only | wouldn't have had to cut my hair...



Diary Case

Thefull moon wasasdlent senting asit cast itsreflection into the library of Alos Stinh. On one hand it
was ablessng asit gave enough light for meto navigate the unfamiliar room. However, | would have
preferred a bit more darkness, being as | wasthere to steal the man'sdiary. And the orb's resemblance
to agiant eye did nothing to cam my nerves.

My client, Meriz UlIMerr, had been quite specific and expangve on what he wanted retrieved, so |
considered mysdlf well-prepared for this assgnment. All | need do was open the drawer to anightstand
and take the leather-bound book. Simplicity itsaf, especidly sncel had so little difficulty entering the
Stinh manor. No guards, he had assured me. Nothing to be concerned about. So why was | concerned?

"Thisisunprofessona, Brendell,” | scolded myself under my bresth. Still | favored the moon with an
angry glare before proceeding to the front of the room. The nightstand was exactly where UlIMerr had
told me. Onelocked drawer and the book inside. | withdrew my picks and within seconds the lock was
open. | pulled on the drawer...

...and immediately something enveloped my hand. | tried to step back, to pull away, but it was asif my
arm was embedded inawall. No, not awall. The air around the nightstand suddenly began to glow, a
cloud gppeared and dowly solidified. And | found mysdlf staring a a demon whose mouth was clenched
firmly over my wrig.

"Nicedoggy,” | said and tried to smile. “And what isyour name?"'
It looked at me with itseight eyes and said nothing.

"l don't suppose | could gpologize and you'd let me go? | promise | won't take anything.” Again, no
reaction.

Obvioudy it wasn't going to cooperate and | wasn't going anywhere. Which left me only one option. And
| beganto yell asloudly as| could.

It took agood ten minutes but | finally heard muttered curses and approaching footsteps. Then the door
opened and an old man carrying a candle entered. “What is going on down here? Ah, Szzyll, | seeyou've
caught yoursdlf amousel” He glared a me. “Couldn't this have waited until morning?'

"I don't know if your pet would have gotten hungry beforethen. Tell himto let mego or I'll start
screaming again.”

"Please. The hour islate and | need to get my deep.” Stinh made hisrickety way to his desk and sat
behind it. Then he studied me. “Y ou are aprofessond thief | takeit?

"A Guild member in good standing. Now would your pleasetell your pet to let me go? He'sdrooling on
my deeve”

"All in good time. Tell me, who hired you?"

"You know | can't tell you that. Client confidentiaity.” My back was beginning to ache from bending over
and | shook mysdlf to relax my muscles. “Look, | won't hurt you.”

"Littlefear of that. Not with Szzyll holding you. Still, you are correct. | am being apoor host. Szzyll,
rdeasehim.”



With that the demon opened hisjawsand | nearly fell as| stepped away. | shook my hand to relieve the
numbnesswhile | tried to hide my anger. UlIMerr knew about the demon. Had to. So why hadn't he
warned me? “That's anice little watchdog you have there. Does he do tricks?"

"Morethan you might imagine. What isyour name?"
Noreasontolie “Brenddl.”

"S0. Brendell. Y ou were sent here to steal something of mine.” He pointed at the nightstand. “My diary |
asume”

No reason to lie about that, either, and | admitted as much.

"Odd he or shewould want that. Not when there are more valuable items here.” He sat back and folded
his hands. “ Thisisindeed aconundrum. I now have an enemy sending thievesto threaten my wedlth and
peace of mind. Thiswill not do, | fear. An example must be made."

That | did not want to hear. “1f you know anything about the Thief's Guild, you'll know that oncel am
thwarted in pursuit of acontract | must abandon it. Y ou have nothing more to fear from me.”

"Perhaps. But then he may just hire others. No, thiswill not do. Y our employer must be shownin no
uncertain termsthat | will not betrifled with. Szzyll."

| stepped back but there was no place | could run or hide, no way | could defend myself. The demon
gorang at meand dl | could do waswatch helplesdy as he actudly grew in mid-air until hewaslarge
enough to swallow mewhole.

Whichinasense hedid. Suddenly | found mysdf enveloped in an unearthly, oily mist. Sounds, colors
and smdlsweredightly muted asif | were suddenly viewing the world from within afoul, opague mask,
and | could sense the presence of another in my mind. The demon had enclosed me asthoroughly asa
well-fitted jerkin.

"Now that that's over, Brendell, | ask you again. Who is your employer?”

"l cant...” Therest of my statement degenerated into ayelp of pain. It wasif my entire body wason fire,
courtesy of Szzyll. It only lasted afew seconds but it was sufficient to drive me to my knees. It took me
severd minutesto catch my breath, regain control of my racing heart and stagger to my feet. That was
not an experience | wished to endure again—could endure again. “Meriz UlIMerr,” | said through
clenched teeth.

"The nervel” and he dammed hisfist on hisdesk. “I've actudly invited that man into my home and he
hiresyou to sted from me?"

Now | knew why UlIMerr had been so precisein hisingtructions. But why hadn't he warned me of the
demon? “Thisis unnecessary, Stinh. As| told you, | have to abandon my contract.”

"Now you have another contract. Y ou are going to steal something from UlIMerr. Szzyll will seeto that.”

| groaned mentally. Memories of my forced indenture to Greymark came unbidden. “Y ou redize athief is
not alowed to stedl from hisemployer?”

"Breaking therules of your Guild istheleast of your concerns, Brenddll. Or should | have Szzyll offer
encouragement?'



| shook my head quickly. “If UlIMerr employs magic aswell, | might need help.”
"Szzyll will help you. Unless, of course, you try to go back on our agreement. Then hewill kill you.”

"I could usethis.” | opened my satchd tied to my waist and held up aleather-bound book. “1 was going
to replace your diary with thiscopy | made. | could givethisto UlIMerr to put him off hisguard.”

"Let meseeit.” | handed my faketo Stinh. “Y es, that might have fooled me. Until | opened it, of course.”
He handed it back to me. “1 have a better idea. Take my red diary.”

"Redly?’ | walked back to the cursed nightstand, all the time looking over my shoulder at Stinh. Taking a
deep breath, | opened the drawer. Szzyll made no protest as| removed the diary. | looked at the two
books. Yes, | had made a decent copy considering | had never seen the original. | pup onein my saichel
and the other back inside. “But UlIMerr will surely read this. Y our secrets...”

"Hardly secrets” he dismissed my concern with awave of hishand. “A few minor spellsisadl. | don't
even know why he would want it, except perhaps to embarrass me. And hewon't keep it in any event,
no matter what might happen to you. Behold,” and he opened a desk drawer and removed asmadll
medalion. “ Attach thisto theinsde of the book. Anyplace will do. It isamagicd tether. | can retrieve my
diary any timel please.”

| dutifully attached it to the inside cover and returned the book to my satchdl. “Now what am | supposed
to sted 7'

"Szzyll will tell you that when you get to UlIMerr. Now | suggest you be off. Do not try to cross me,
Brenddll; Szzyll can see and hear everything you do. If you are not back in two days, he will haveto end
our working relationship.”

Later that night | ruminated before my smal campfire. | could reach UlIMerr by the following afternoon.
What siill puzzled mewaswhy. Why hadn't UlIMerr told me the truth about Stinh? Meanwhile | could
fed the presence of the demon down to my very soul, an oily darknessthat even made my light meal
tasteless.

"Magicians,” and | uttered a curse. Perhapsit was my fault. Perhaps more thorough research in the Guild
archiveswould have warned me, athough what little | had done had sorely failed to prepare me as|
found not the dightest hint Stinh was amagician. And | had to presume UlIMerr was aswell. But this
wouldn't be thefirst time aclient had not been totaly forthcoming. And | had signed alegd contract. One
| had to fulfill somehow, because the Guild frowned upon failure. But until | rid mysdf of the demonic
presence, that would be impossible. And | sadly suspected the only person who could help me was my
untrustiworthy employer.

So | wasfar from happy when | reached UlIMerr's manor early the following afternoon. His servant led
meinto the library to wait, but | had little interest in the wine or fruit that was available. The presence of

Szzyll was becoming increasingly unbearable but | knew | couldn't do or say anything to UlIMerr. | was
certain Stinh'swarning was no empty threst.

UlIMerr arrived with agreat smile. He must have been eager to see me because hewas clad in aflowing
blue cape. “ So you have returned! Whereismy prize?'

| patted my satchd, reluctant to say anything.

"Indeed. Then let merelieveyou of that.” Abruptly he made a gesture and uttered some unfamiliar
phrase. Just as abruptly | felt something pulling a me, aforce that could not be denied. No, | redized



amogt immediately. Not at me. At Szzyll. | could see acloudy shape flowing dowly from me, could fedl
the demonic presence leaving aswell. It was over in seconds, leaving metingling asif | had just jumped
into ice cold water. | stared at UlIMerr. “What did you just do?"

"l just removed an unwanted interloper. Unwanted by you, at least.”

| continued to stare a him asredlization dowly dawned. “ That wasit dl the time, wasn't it? Y ou didn't
want Stihn'sdiary. Y ou wanted his demon.”

"Very good, Brendell.” UlIMerr poured himsdf a hearty portion of wine. “Very perceptive. Some wine?!

| shook my head. My initid apprehension was quickly being overwhelmed by anger. “Y ou could have
least told me. That the contract was a sham.”

He chuckled and stroked his goatee with aring-encrusted hand. “Come now, Brendell, would you redly
have signed a contract if | had told you the truth? Stealing ademon is very difficult. Only with the proper
magic and equipment"—and he pointed at hisrobe—"isit even possible. Fortunately for you, | possess
that power. Much more power than that fool Stihn ever suspected.”

"How did you know that Stihn would ... cooperate?'

He shrugged. “1 didn't. Frankly | suspected he would have killed you immediately. But | would have just
kept hiring thieves until he did just what he did to you. Nothing personnd, just the cost of doing

| shuddered. Using the Guild like that was beyond comprehension. UlIMerr would haveto pay. | fought
to keep my voice level. “What about the diary?*

"Worthless. Oh, it hasafew spelstheinitiates might find useful. Nothing of interest to me. Which,” and
he paused to open a drawer and remove a satchel, “brings up an interesting point.” He pulled something
from it which | recognized immediately. “ This contract you signed. It says nothing about ademon.”

"It does mention the diary,” and | patted my satchdl.
"Doesit, now? Tdl mewhat thissays,” and he handed the document to me,

| skimmed it. Now my anger changed to cold, righteous rage. “What did you do, UlIMerr? This contract
mentions some medalion. Y ou and | both know the contract we signed specified hisdiary.”

"A sample spell, at least for someone like me. The wording on al copies of the contract has changed. And
itisgill perfectly legd.” Hetook a hearty gulp of wine. “Y ou have not completed your contract, which
means | owe you nothing. And | will be more than willing to tdl the Guild that if you try to object.”

"Stihl knowsit was you. He will merely send another demon.”

UlIMerr laughed. “Hardly likely. Controlling even one demon is nearly impossible except for the most
powerful magician. He was fortunate to obtain the services of Szzyll. Heis powerless now. Whichisasit
should be.” He finished hiswine with one swalow. “Now | need my rest. Szzyll and | will havealot of
work to do tomorrow. Good day.” With that he left the library.

| sat in stunned silence. | had risked my life, had done everything alying employer had asked, to
complete acontract. And now he was even refusing to pay me! Totally unacceptable. | was debating
whether to stedl one of the golden goblets when an armed servant entered to encourage my exit.



| spent the early evening in the nearby forest staring at my campfire and consdering my options. With the
demon gone, | had no fear of Stinh. | could easily get rid of the book with its magicd tether in my satchd,
but I wasn't sure | wanted to. And UlIMerr. He had to be taught once and for al that one does not cheat
an honored member of the Guild. And | knew just how to do it.

"You returned just intime, Brendell,” Alos Stinh greeted me. Once again we were segted in hislibrary.
“Otherwise Szzyll would have had to punish you.”

"That isnot going to happen.”
He paused, his pipe hdfway to his mouth. “What are you talking about?"
"Szzyll isno more. UlIMerr hashim. It. Whatever. Turns out that's what he wanted all long.”

Stinh paled. “Impossible! UlIMerr does not have that power. Szzyll!” And he made some awkward
movementswith his hands.

| smiled as nothing happened. “We were both used, Stinh."

"No!” He pounded his desk, which proved amistake as he had forgotten he till held his pipe. It
shattered, sending pieces of clay and charred tobacco everywhere. “I must have Szzyll! Y ou must get
him back!"

"No. | told you before, Stinh, that | cannot steal from former employers, no matter how badly they treat
me. | will not break Guild protocol. However, | did leave aspecid gift for UllMerr that you might find
usful.”

He frowned even as he swatted out the glowing embers on his desk. “What are you talking about?’

| patted my satchel. “ The tether you had me place on the book? I've removed it and attached it to
something that UlIMerr usesfrequently. A bluerobe.”

Stinh's eyes widened, then he dowly smiled. “ Of course. He must wear that when he practices magic to
protect himsaf. And | will be able to sense when heisdoing so. Most excellent, Brenddl! | can seel
have abit of planning and work to do so | can properly accommodate my guest.”

"I was hoping as much. Now if you'll excuseme,” and | rose, “I'll just put thisback and I'll be on my
way."

Stinh paid little attention as | took the book from my satchel and swapped it with the book in the
nightstand, deep as he wasin dreaming about his upcoming encounter with UlIMerr. Still | didn't hesitate;
| rode long into the evening and only dept for afew hours before continuing on to the nearest Guild office
in nearby Cormanden Cove. | still had work to do.

"That ismost disturbing,” the Guild secretary said. | was seated in her office and had provided a brief
description of my dealingswith Meriz UlIMerr. “Wewill haveto interview him, of course, but | suspect
wewill berefusng any future contractswith him."

"There may benot beany if Stinhissuccessful.” I'm sure he will be.
"Indeed. So,” and she held up the diary. “What do we do with this?'

"That's proof | did fulfill my origina contract. It does contain some magic spells and such. | was hoping
the Guild archives might pay for it.” At about atenth of itsvaue, | thought darkly. But since UlIMerr



wasn't going to pay me—would soon be unable to—the Stinh diary might earn me something for my
efforts. Stihn never suspected that | had never taken hisred diary with me when | went along with Szzyll

to see UlIMerr, had instead switched it with the fake | had made. | had switched them back when | 1eft
hismanor. By thetime heredized it...

| shrugged mentally. Cormanden Cove was not the first town | would have to avoid. Just another cost of
doing business | was certain UlIMerr would say.



Symbol Logic

It was apleasant fdl day, the leaves beginning to fdl, the ivy turning brown on the many stone buildings
on campus, a breeze as crisp as fresh lettuce. Groups of eager students were scattered around the
courtyard, some studying, some merely enjoying each other's company. | made my way dong the familiar
wakwaystrying to hide my disgust.

| had spent too much time at the Thief's Academy, first as an undergraduate, then as areluctant assistant
to Professor Grimmire. | had vowed never to return, especially after the second time. But then the Raly
was something even | could not ignore.

| had traversed athird of the quadrangle when an attractive coed approached. “Can | help you, Sir?’ she
sad with abright smile,

| returned it. Shewas, after dl, pleasant to look at. “ Perhaps. | am searching for the Counsdl Hall."

She put afinger to her lips. “I could give you directions, but the University islarge and confusing to
strangers sometimes. Let me take you there.” With that she put her arm around my waist and began
leading mein adirection | knew well. We reached it within afew minutes and she smiled & me again.
“Herewe are. | do hope you enjoy your vist."

"Sodol,” | ssidas| removed her hand ... and my purse, that had somehow found itsway into her grasp.
“Y ou shouldn't stedl from afdlow thief,” | scolded her mildly. “ Second year?”

"Third,” she said and blushed.
"l had agtring tied toiit,” | explained. “ Something you might consider,” and | handed her her purse.

"Thank you, Sir. Sorry, sir.” Head down, she hurried away. | chuckled as| climbed the steps. Later she
would open her purse and discover | had removed one gold coin. Fair payment for thelesson | had just
taught her.

Inside, the great hall was aswarm with my fellow Guild members. | saw Professor Grimmire in deep
discussion with afew older men. Fellow academicians or master thieves? | wondered as | quickly went
to the other sde of the room. | had no interest in reacquainting mysalf with my former ingtructor. Odds
were he had yet to discover thetrick | had played on him, but | saw no reason to take the risk.

| helped mysdf with aglass of punch and was standing done and searching the room for familiar faces
when afamiliar voice grested me. “Brendd|!"

The greeting was unkind and | turned reluctantly. “ Amedelya, so good to see you again.”
"Y ou nearly cost me my journeyman's card,” and her eyesflared with vehemence.

"l dso saved your life,” | said, recdling our shared adventure in Castle Blackthorn.
"Perhaps,” she said, but her anger remained.

"So | take it you're here for the competition?”

"Of course. And | plantowinit. Since | won't be burdened by you."

"I wish you the best.”



| had hoped that would end our conversation, but she had one more dagger to bury. “1'm surprised
you're here. With dl the journeymen and masters engaged in the contest, you just might find yoursdlf a
contract or two. Simple ones, of course.”

"You may beright.” | bowed. “If you'll excuse me, | think | see Garrose over yonder. Been years Snce
weve spoken.” | hurried off without saying goodbye. Obvioudy | had made alife-long enemy of
Ameddya. Unjudtified, | fet, but dsoin away understandable.

But Amedelyawas correct in one regard at least. The competition sponsored by the Thief's Guild
occurred every five years. The challenge was different each time, but the reward—to be honored asthe
outstanding thief among al Guild members—wasimpossibleto ignore. | recognized severa master
thieves and many journeymen aswell. With so many engaged in the contest, there would be contracts
open for mere apprentices like myself. And againgt such august competition, my chances at success
would be minima a best. A smart thief would take her advice and use the time to enrich hisown purse.

I've always lacked common sense aswell. | instead spent the remaining time Spping punch and giving
perfunctory greetingsto those who acknowledged me until abell rang out. All conversation in the room
ceased, al eyesturned to the smdl stage and the four figures seated there.

The dean of the university rose. “ Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen. And welcome dl of you to the
35th Acquigtion Raly.” Cheers broke out and he held his smile until the tumult diminished. “Fird, let me
introduce our panel of judges.” Again polite applause as each professor was named. “ Now, before we
begin, let ussing to our beloved dmamater!”

Voicesrose in rough harmonies as we stumbled through the words of the school song. Even | was
fighting back atear when the dean findly waved usslent. “ This year's competition will be abit different
that thelast,” he began. “ Asthose of you who have participated before know, we customarily select and
hide some object on this very campusto smplify rating and so forth. Thistime, however, your
ingtructions and objective will be quite different ... and far more chalenging. The prize, however, remains
the same,” and he held up a golden bowl. “Our champion will have his or her name engraved upon the
Braznell trophy for dl theworld to see and admire.”

Brazndl. Thefamiliar name made my heart quiver. Thethief of al thieves, the man who had
sngle-handedly raised our profession to recognized Guild stature. To be associated with such agenius,
even peripheraly, was high praiseindeed. Again cheersrang out and | noticed severd men and women
being heartedly congratul ated, people, | assumed, who had already earned that honor. The dean set the
trophy aside, then reached down and placed a pile of sealed satchels on the table. “Insde these are your
ingructions,” he began. * Each of you will be given one. | know you are al busy men and women and are
eager to begin. Please approach the table in an orderly fashion and we will digtribute them."

| held back out of deference to my superiors, biding my time with glasses of punch until the queue had
thinned. | was beginning to fed the effects of the drink when | findly made my way to the judges. | was
reaching for one of the few remaining satchels when Professor Grimmire happened to look up from his
writing and saw me. “Brenddl! What are you doing here?'

| smiled shyly, my hand poised inches from my target. “I'm hereto participate in the contest.”
"I think not!” and he dammed his book shut emphatically. “ This competition is not open to gpprentices.”

"I am amember of the Guild,” | said after | recovered from my surprise. “ The contest isopen to dl
members| believe

"Not thistime,” and the professor turned to the dean and whispered something.



The dean looked at me. “Y ou are aprovisona member only, Brendell. Only journeymen and above are
alowed to compete. Especidly thisyear.”

| stepped back. “It was never that way before.”

"Thisyear it'sdifferent. Thisyear thereis more a stake. We cannot have amere gpprentice jeopardizing
thisundertaking.” The dean studied me closgly. “Unless you can convince meto change my mind, you
are forbidden to participate.”

| consdered hisremarks. “And if | can?'

He shrugged. “Then | for onewill grant you the opportunity. Gentlemen?’ The others at the table
eventudly nodded, albeit rluctantly.

"Thank you, sir. And professors.” | nodded and left. To come all this way and not be invited to play?
| sat outside under atree and considered. If | had to convince the dean, then convince him | would.

Two dayslater | was standing nervoudy in the dean's office. His secretary had deterred me asbest he
could, but | wasfinaly given two minutes of the dean'stime. “What isthis about?’ the dean asked as
soon as | was granted audience.

"Youtold methat if | could convince you, | would be dlowed to jointhe Raly."

"Yes, and | regretted that decision as soon as| madeit. I've looked over your service record, Brendell.
I'm beginning to wonder why we graduated you."

"I've succeeded in nearly every contract | was given,” | said, biting back my anger.

"I would hardly call some of the results ‘ successes,” but be that asit may. Y ou say you're hereto
convince me. How?"'

| reached in my satchel and pulled out ascroll. “This hasthe ingtructionsfor the Raly. | stoleit from
Professor Grimmiré's home.™

He recognized it immediately. Hisface turned red just as quickly. “'Y ou had the audacity to sted from
oneof us?How dare you!"

"That'swhat you taught me to do. Among other things."
"Yes, sowedid.” Helooked at the scroll amoment longer. “And what if | fill refuse permission?”
"I currently have no pressing engagements. | hear Hawk's Hollow is quite pleasant thistime of year.”

Hawk's Hollow was the Site of the Rally. He considered my remarks, then suddenly smiled. “Exactly
what Braznell would have done were he still with us, | suspect. Fine” He returned the scroll. “ Go ahead,
Brenddll. | won't wish you luck because | want you to fail. Especially because you stole from Professor
Grimmire. But | won't stand in your way, either. Good day.”

| 1eft his office, then breathed asigh of relief. But | didn't have anymoretime to congratulate myself. My
fellow thieves dready had atwo-day head start. By mid-afternoon | had a horse and was on my way to
Hawk's Hollow.

Hawk's Hollow was a good week's journey from the Academy and by thetimel arrived | wastired and
hungry and desperately in need of arelaxing bath. The outdoorsand | do not get dlong and | was
becoming much more proficient in making acamp than | had any desireto be. Still 1 lingered at my small



cooking fire and read the stolen scroll one more time before | made the final milesinto the city.

Our target was one Albenzer Herradiu. The gentleman had hired a Guild member to retrieve avauable
bauble. When the contract was completed, however, the landowner not only refused payment, but turned
her over to the authorities as athief. Thelawsin Hawk's Hollow are quite harsh and dl Guild effortswere
futile. She was hanged amid much ceremony as an example for the good citizens of the city.

Understandabl e the Guild was outraged and that reparations had to be made. Our charge wasto stedl a
“gold sign.” Whatever that was. Jewelry perhaps? Coins? | suspected the instructions were deliberately
obtuse because the Guild's goa wasto ruin Herradiu. There was nothing more to the ingtructions, no
details on the resdence, no mention of guards or magic or anything € se save the name Hawk's Hollow.
Inanormal contract | could have consulted the Guild Archives and obtained additiona intelligence, but
asthiswas a contes, it would be up to each thief to gather necessary knowledge for him/herself. Which
wasfine, sncel did not want to invest any additionad money on this venture anyway.

After reading the scroll once more, | threw it into thefire. In the event | was caught, | didn't want to give
Herradiu any warning about his predicament. Then it wastimeto don adisguise. Since | had every
intention of obtaining lodging and abath, | made do with the humble attire of afarmer. | lft the week-old
beard intact, packed my few belongings and was on my way.

Hawk's Hollow was bristling with activity as| made my way toward it's center. The town rested on a
river and its docks were busy loading grain from the large estates surrounding it. One of those edtates, |
knew, belonged to Herradiu. The center of the town was devoted to commerce, so | had to travel on
until | found an inn and stables. Actudly threeinns, since thefirst two were unexpectedly full for thistime
of year. Most of the viditors, | was confident, were my fellow thieves.

After awelcome bath and brief nap, | walked back to the city proper to explore. | noticed quite afew
richly dressed merchants and a surprising number of friarsand smilar ilk. On one corner | chanced upon
Ameddyastrumming her mandolin, ahat filled with coins at her feet. Once again she was using her
mingtrel routine as ameans of entering Herradiu's resdence. | dropped alead coinin her hat but she
ignored me as| passed.

Theinteligence, however, wasworth the smal price. If shewas till in Hawk's Hollow, it meant that the
golden whatever had yet to be stolen. Fortunately it was harvest time, so | went down to severd of the
local inns and inquired about which estates might be looking for field hands. The owner of thethird eyed
me criticaly. “You look abit scrawny to be cutting and baling whest."

"I'mwiry,” | said. After | overpaid lavishly for my wine, he gave methe names and directionsto the
farmholds beyond the city. One of which was Herradiu's. By late afternoon | was talking with the
foreman of hisedtate,

"I'm not sure | should be adding new men,” he told me as we stood outside watching the field hands at
work. “Weve had agreet dedl of difficulty lately with things disappearing.”

| bet you have. * Surdly amanor aslarge asthis must enjoy Guild protection.” Large it was. Herradiu's
homerivaed asmall castlein sze and hisfields stretched far beyond the horizon in al directions.

"We have no usefor the Guilds. We protect our own."

Such arrogance deserved to be rewarded. | looked at the men toiling in the fields and wondered how
many might be fellow Guild members. Probably none, | decided. Journeymen and master thieveswould
not want to use such plebeian disguises.



| didn't particularly relish being afarm hand, either. Growing up in Mistmourning, | spent many hours
toiling in our small field and otherwise helping out asbest | could. It gave me asevere aversion to
physical [abor, one of the reasons, | am certain, | had entered my chosen profession. “If there have
indeed been problems, | would be happy to help with security.”

"I think not. A stranger? No, you will work in thefields and that isthat. Grab ascythe and get to work.”

| whistled as| walked into the thriving fields of wheat. Step one was accomplished. Now | had to get
into Herradiu's home.

That night | sat awake in the barracks that were provided for the seasona help. Every muscle ached from
my long day wielding the scythe and | was still unsure whether to be pleased or disappointed that after
only an hour my long-forgotten skillswith the tool had resurfaced. | fought to ignore the snores erupting
from those around mewhile | consdered. The Raly was till ongoing. With the head start my
competitors had enjoyed, more than one master thief had entered and made off with Herradiu's property
... asupposition supported by my foreman's statement. Now | regretted having burned the ingtructions,
perhapsthere was a clue there | had overlooked. But | had memorized nearly every word and | couldn't
uncover one.

Wasthe desired object particularly well hidden? Or something so overt and ordinary that it would be
easly overlooked? The more | considered, the longer | was kept from deep by the cacophony of my
roommates, the surer | wasthat the  gold Ssgn” was something mundane. How that conviction would help
me, however, remained as eusive as my rest. One thing was certain: | wouldn't find the answer in the
barracks.

But | didn't find it outside, either. As soon as| opened the door, | was greeted by three guards. “Where
areyou going?’ one asked, asword in hishand.

"To the outhouse."
"Gaz, gowith him."

A shorter man, so armed, grabbed my arm and began leading me away. “ Thank you,” | said cheerfully.
“I'mnot sure | could have found my way."

He grunted but said nothing el se as he led me to the outbuilding, then back.
"Don't come out again,” thefirst guard said.

"I won't,” | said and went back insde, seething. There were no windows in the barracks and no other
door. And the small fireplace offered no exit either. Which meant | had no way of avoiding the guards.
Which meant my current disguise was going to be of little help.

So the next morning | proceeded to get myself unemployed ... after enjoying a hearty breskfast, of
course. It wasnt difficult as| just made sureto loll around with my scythe any time the foreman looked
my way. After asevere scolding, he took me off the payrall.

As| ambled past the vast wooden manor, | noted the patrol of guards resolutely on duty. They were
inordinately busy dedling with the many traders making deliveries, loading wheat and other goods and so
on. | enjoyed the shade of anearby tree as| watched. No one paid any attention, involved asthey were
with the rigors of commerce. It would be easy enough, | decided, to don the guise of amerchant and gain
entrance. But | also knew that had aready been done ... more than once. And if no master or
journeyman thief had yet to discover our prize in the manor, then | was growing more and more



convinced that it was not there.

So it wastimeto explore. Herradiu's holdings were vast indeed. Beyond the fields of wheat wasthe
grazing land for cattle, horses and sheep. There were men working at the corras, men working at the
barns and alone shepherd watching hisflock. | decided the latter would be more approachable and
amenableto conversation, so | plodded up the hill. “Hello,” | called out when | got within range.

Heturned, sartled a my approach. “What do you want?’ He was dressed in light brown robes, and
even from my distance | could see the rough cloth moving. Fless, | realized, acommon &ffliction for those
of hisprofession. He held alight brown wooden Shepherd's Crook, which he raised and pointed at me.
He repeated his question.

"Sorry. I'm astranger here and got lost. I'm looking for the Herradiu estate.™

"Down theroad,” he pointed with his staff. In the sunlight it dmost glowed and | had to look closer to
make sure it wasn't made of metal. Not metal, just well-worn wood that had been bleached and backed
by the sun until it was nearly yellow. Or gold.

"Thank you,” | nodded and started in the required direction. But only a short way. Assoon as | was out
of sght, | scaled a convenient tree. Fortunately it was afruit tree, so | had something to eat whilel
watched the shepherd perform his duties. Which appeared to be nothing more than stand and watch his
flock.

The afternoon dragged on and | was soon losing any taste for gppleswhen hefindly gave awhistle and
started down the hill. Obediently the flock followed him as they made their way back to the pens. Then
the shepherd entered one of the vast barns. When he returned he was no longer carrying his crook.

| was convinced then. “Gold sign” had to refer to his staff. One that looked like—yet was not—gold. A
crook that was the sign of his profession.

| stayed at my perch well into the evening. | was relieved to see that the guards were more concerned
about protecting the manor and the field handsin the barracks. And rightfully so. A smple matter, thus,
to bresk into the barn and make off with the crook. And the next day | was returning to the Academy.

"So how did you know this was what we wanted?” asked the dean.

"Severd reasons, actudly.” | tried not to blush as | sank deeper into the plush chair in hisoffice. “ Thefact
no master or journeyman thief had found it convinced meit was not in the manor, and that in dl likelihood
it wasn't avaluable item one would expect. The clue, while vague, did fit the object. And, honestly, |

took achance."

The dean nodded as he admired the Shepherds Crook sitting on his desk. “Very observant. And very
well done. We will send messengersimmediatdly that the competitionisover. You will be ableto stay for
the ceremonies| presume.” | tingled as| nodded in agreement. “Excellent. In that case our work is done.
Please do not spesk to anyone about this. The announcement of the winner isawaysasurprise.”

| could hardly hide my pleasure as| eft. Only later did | learn how prophetic his last words were.

It was nearly two weeks later that we were convened once again in the Counsel Hall. The topics of
conversation dedlt either with frustration or speculation on who the winner was. For my part | kept to the
sdelines, speaking only with nods and waves. It would be so much more dramatic, | thought, to maintain
my secret aslong as possible.

So | remained in the back as inconspicuous as possible while the dean and judges made their dow



entrance to the front. They waited until the crowd quieted, then the dean stood. “ Ladies and gentlemen,
thank you al for joining us on this most auspicious occasion. We are pleased to announce that our Rally
was a huge success. We understand this was perhaps more difficult than most, but you will be delighted
to know that a significant portion of property has been rightfully reallocated to the Guild. For those who
may be interested, the open contract upon Mister Herradiu remainsin effect.”

| gnawed nervoudly on afingernail. As an apprentice, | was not alowed to undertake such contracts. But
let the others destroy the man. | was more concerned with what wasto follow.

"Now | know you are growing impatient,” the dean continued. The undertow of conversation ceased
immediately. “We are most pleased to announce the winner of our Raly. A man we have all known and
honored for years. Master Thief Theru Mnene, please come forward.”

The applause that erupted drowned out my own gasp of surprise. Had | been wrong? | fdt likel was
faling into a bottomless canyon as | watched the crowd part to alow him passage. | had heard his name
before, of course. Theru Mnene had been a successful thief for decades. The white-haired man who
made his unsteady way to the dais, however, could never have successfully stolen acoin off afloor, let
alone a protected artifact. The emptiness| felt was dowly being replaced by rage as| watched him
receive congratul ations from the dean and judges, then from my fellow Guild members. | managed to
work my way out of the hall without anyone paying undue attention. Then it was amatter of biding my
time.

One hour later | was back in the dean's office. He had been expecting me because the golden crook was
gill on hisdesk. “Why did you lieto me?’ | asked even before | sat down.

"l did not. Y ou did indeed stedl the required item.”
"Then why did you give the prize to Theru Mnene?'

"| told you at the very outset, Brendell, that this Rally was closed to apprentices. Can you imaginethe
uproar among the Guild if aprovisona member were dlowed to win?"

| gritted my teeth, knowing he was correct. “ Then why did you choose Mnene? Anyone with eyes could
see heisphysicaly unableto pick hisnose, let donealock.”

"Theru Mnene has enjoyed along and successful career as amaster thief. Moreimportantly, he haslong
been a supporter and benefactor of our academy. He deserves this honor. More so than you ever will."

"So he bought hisreward.”

The dean frowned. “ Thereis no reason for anyone to know the truth. It will accomplish nothing. And if
you attempt to dander Mnene, | assure you you will regret it. If you truly desire to become a
journeyman, you will keep this discussion between us.”

"Of course” | rose diffly. “1 will be leaving tomorrow.”

"A wise decision. There are many contracts out there looking for an apprentice to complete. Good day,
Brenddl."

| was trueto my word; | did leave the academy the following day. But not before doing something the
night before.

The Breznell Trophy remainsin its honored position in an enclosed showcasein Counsd Hall. Itis
adorned with the names of the winners of the Raly, including Theru Mnene. But there is one addition not



eadly noticed, adeeping dragon carved on the base. One very similar to the sigil that adornsthe handle
of my dagger.



Tiny L osses
"Isthe wine satisfactory? May | offer you something to eet, Brendd|?'

"Thewineisquite good. Thank you.” | swirled the excellent vintage in the golden goblet and nestled even
deeper into the comforting leather chair. | was ensconced in the manor of Cyran D'Nell and totally
enjoying the wedlth and charity of my new employer. Evidence of hisfortune surrounded me, from the
tapestries on thewallsto the gold and silver works of art that littered the tables and shelves. A virtua
treasure trove of enticements that made my nerves quiver at the possihilities.

Unfortunately they were denied to me, asheand | both knew. | wasworking for him and Guild rules
prevented me from plying my trade on him either now or in the future. But then, Guild ruleswerethe
reason | was herein thefirg place. “ Should we discuss your situation now?"

"The morning will do. I am sure you are quite tired from your journey.” D'Nell was an expansve man,
both in girth and largesse, and | fet mysdlf taking an immediate liking to him. Which was a pleasant
change, since quite often my clients are on the distasteful sde. But then, | wasn't under contract to stedl
for him.

Which made it quite unusud, and | had told the Guild secretary the samein Thuria

"Quitetrue, Brenddl,” and he played with the contract on his desk. “We would not normaly honor such
arequest.”

"Then why arewe?’ | knew it had to be more than just D'Nell being an occasiond client. The Thief's
Guild will work for nearly anyone aslong asthey pay. Previous employment does not assure future
protection except from the specific Guild member hired.

"Someoneis stealing from Cyran D'Nell, and that person is not amember of our Guild. There are no
contractsinvolving him currently. Which meansascab isthe thief. And we cannot alow that!™

| nodded intotal agreement. It isvita our Guild protect the reputation of our profession. There would
aways be the occasiona amateur or Thief Academy failure plying our trade, and one of our obligationsis
to catch and discourage every one we found. Whoever was stealing from D'Nell was not an honored
Guild member. Therefore he or she had to be stopped. “ So my task is?'

"Discover who is bresking Guild rules and prevent them from doing it again.”
"Does D'Néll have any suspicions?’

The secretary shoved a satchel across hisdesk. “Most of the information we havein the archivesis here,
asareour past discussions. | would rather you approach this assignment with an open mind, however.
Any preconceptions might lead to your overlooking thered culprit.”

| nodded and took the package. “I will study thistonight and go to his manor in the morning.”
"Excellent, Brenddl. The Guild thanks you for your assstance in thisimportant metter.”

| nodded and returned to my room at theinn to read. | discovered D'Nell had carved himself asmall
empire made by insurance, banking and usury. He owned avast manor in the Bantekia forest, one
protected by acontingent of the Assassin's Guild. Quite rich, which made him an inviting target for any
thief. Beyond more persond information and estate floor plans, however, the report was vague. The
Guild secretary had been dmost too dedicated in preventing me from forming any preconceptions, but |



saw hispoint and agreed. If D'Nel was hiring me to be a security consultant, then it was best | gathered
maost information on my own.

So thefollowing morning | was on horseback making the long journey to the manor. It wasn't difficult to
find. Theroad leading to it was wide enough for four wagons. The building itsef jutted literdly from the
sde of amountain and spread out into the surrounding forest. One outbuilding held the stables, while
another served asthe living quartersfor the household staff and contingent of Assassin's Guild. | was
greeted by three of thelatter long before | reached the manor proper. | identified mysdlf, then waited
patiently while one was dispatched to check my credentials. The othersrefused my effortsat light
conversation, which didn't surprise me. Even though we are fellow Guild members, our respective
memberships often find themsalvesin conflict.

Soon enough | was given clearance, which didn't please my guards overmuch. | wasled to the stables so
my mount could be tended to, then to the manor proper. And, within minutes, to ameeting with D'Néll.

Our session was degenerating into casua conversation when there was a knock at the door and a
teen-age girl entered. D'Nell greeted her with awide smile and massive hug. “ Brendell, let meintroduce
my daughter, Chorigta.”

She looked at me with wide, blue, disgpproving eyes. | knew shewas D'Ndl's only child, hiswife having
died in childbirth. He had never remarried. “What is he doing here?’ she asked, refusing to speak to me.

"He's hereto help me solve aminor problem.”
"I don't like him. He smellsfunny.” And she snuggled againgt her father for protection.

"He rode along way to meet me,” he said, stroking her hair. “Y ou should treat our guests a bit more
avilly."

Shewrinkled her nose. “He should at least bathe."

"I'm sorry, my lady,” | said, biting back my anger. “Y our father and | had to meet immediately. | have not
had time to clean up. | will take care of that now. Master D'Nell, could you have a servant show me
where!'ll be staying?'

"Of course.” Herang abell and dmost immediately one of the many liveried saff entered. A brief
conversation later | was being led from the room while father and daughter still huddled together.

Later that evening | relaxed in afeathered bed with satin sheets and considered some of what | already
knew from the report. D'Nell claimed someone was stedling from him, constantly and in small amounts.
He had avast staff, including the Assassin's Guild. Unless amaster thief had taken out his own contract,
the culprit amost had to be at the manor. Would | have to investigate everyone? | hoped not because this
contract was not that lucrative. | decided D'Nell and | would have along discussion on the morrow.

Although that soon proved difficult. D'Nél spent his entire breskfast meeting with his saff to give
ingructionsfor that day, ignoring me completely. So | tried to strike up a conversation with his daughter,
who was seated next to me. She, however, was more interested in making sure her eggs were cooked
just s0 and sent them back three times before they met with her satisfaction. The servants wouldn't talk
beyond amereyesor no, so | finaly contented mysalf with eating ... not an unpleasant way to passthe
time. Everyone was fed and the dishes were removed before D'Nell first spoke to me. “Come, Brendell.
Timeyou earned your keep."

| followed him obediently to the back of his manor. Here the home abutted the nearby cliffsand I quickly



learned why. Therear held alarge loading area, and dready there were cartsfilled with cargo waiting to
be unloaded. There was a contingent of armed Assassin's Guild membersaswell and | wasn't certain if
they were there to protect the goods being unloaded or to watch the many servants milling about.

"Thisisour warehouse,” D'Nell said unnecessarily. “ Everything we are paid to protect is brought here
until it istimefor later shipment.”

"Thisiswhere the thefts have taken place?’ | asked as| tried to avoid the laborers scurrying around us.
With their master here, | was certain they were working more eagerly than normal.

"No, inthevault itsdlf. Thisway.” We srolled past table after table of clerksinventorying the shipments
until we came to alarge wooden door attached to the very side of the mountain. Another contingent of
guards stood beforeit. “Let usin,” D'Ndl said.

"Wait,” | said, stopping one from unlocking the door. “Let me.” | pulled out my picks and within seconds
| had the door open. “Not the most securelock available,” | said to D'Nell, who stared at me with anger
and respect. “ Could be part of your problem.”

"WEell see” and he brushed past me. “Close and lock it behind us,” he said to the guards. | shrugged and
followed himinto the vaullt.

Which | discovered to be anatura cave. There were more clerksin here aswell, plus still another
contingent of guards. There were torches on the wall and candles on the table, so there was enough light
to deter anyone from hiding successfully in the shadows. Goods were scattered everywhere in bales,
boxes and crates. Along thewalls, shelves held even more wedlth. The clerks sat at tables busily
inventorying piles of jewels and coins. Standing behind them, one for each clerk, an armed guard
watched. Every man working in the room was naked. “ This is where the thefts have occurred,” D'Nell
sad.

| looked at al the wedlth in thisroom and shivered. If only | wasn't under contract! “Tell me, what has
been taken and when did it happen?'

"A variety of itemsactualy. | have the completelistin my library. We noticed the losses beginning about
four monthsago.”

| walked over to one of the shelves. This one held open bag after open bag of gold coins. There was as
much wedlth herein open display asin asmall kingdom. Of course, most of it wasn't D'Ndll's, but that
hardly mattered. | picked out a coin and admired it for asecond. Then | noticed a guard start toward me
s0 | dropped it immediately. “How did you discover the theft?"

"We continuoudly inventory what we have in here. Absolutely necessary for our clients,” and he pointed
at the men hard at work at the tables. “Firgt it was afew gold coins. Then severd ringsand smdl gems.
Severd itemsamonth.”

"And havethey,” | nodded at his help, “been questioned?

"The Assassin's Guild has been most thorough in that respect. Both their members and my staff, but their
attemptswerefruitless.”

| noticed the mark of the lash on the back of one of the clerks and nodded. The Guild was quite effective
inther inquidtions. “Mind if | look around?’

"Il comewith you."



| shrugged as | wandered to the back of the room. | was, after dl, aprofessional thief, so | understood
his concern even if | didn't appreciateit. The caveitsdf did not stretch that deeply, and the back area
ended at animposing wall. “Isthere another entrance?’ | asked as | rapped onit.

"No, whichiswhy | choseto build here. And that wall is quite solid.”

"Soitis” We continued our tour, interrupted only by the continuous click of metal on metd. | paused in
front of one of thewadls. Therewasasmall hole, much smaller than my hand, carved into the rock.
“What isthis?'

"Air hole. For ventilation. The vault door isquitetight.”
| bent down and looked into it, but | saw no light from the other end.

"It'scut a an angle,” D'Nell answered my questioning look. “It goes down so rain won't enter. Just SO
you know, that wall is over ten feet thick."

"How often do you inventory?’ | asked aswe waked away.
"Nearly continuoudy. Anything that is not shipped out is confirmed at least twice amonth.”
"Isit possible the items were merdly misplaced? Thereis so much here”

D'Néll stopped so abruptly | amost bumped into him. “Let me explain something to you,” he said coldly.
“I hired you because you are an expert in your field. | am an expert in mine. Thismay look haphazard to
you, but | assureyou it isnot. | and my men know where everything is. Except, of course, what has
been golen.”

| blushed. “Sorry. | think I'veseen dl | need in here.”

D'Nel merely nodded. He was till angry when we reached the vault door. He knocked five quick raps.
Someone on the other side knocked four times. He did the same and within seconds | heard a click and
then the door swung open. It was shut and locked immediately after we left.

"Arethere guards posted al night?’ | asked as we made our way back through the warehouse.
"Of course
"Inddethevault?'

"Not necessary. Thevault islocked securely and the chamber isthoroughly checked each morning when
we open. No one could hidein there all night and escape. The door cannot be opened from theinside.
Thereisno other exit."

Hewasright about that. If there was no other entrance, then the thief surely had to come in through the
guarded vault door. “I would like to be here in the morning when you open, if you don't mind. Maybe I'll
see something you missed.”

"Of course.” All residua anger was gone from hisvoice. “ Do you have any suggestions?”

"Y ou could double or triple lock the door. But unlessthe Assassin's Guild is somehow involved, that's all
| havefor now."

He nodded, abit disappointed. “1f you'll excuse me, | have other work to do. Y ou have freereign of my
manor during your stay. Y ou may talk with anyone you wish."



"Thank you. | think | will exploreabit. If | find anything, I'll let you know immediatdly.”

With that he left me to my ruminations. Which were many. | walked outside and found some shade under
agpreading tree. Theloading areawas still busy, and probably would remain so throughout the day. That
would be the most obvious place for the thefts to take place. At least, that's where | would. But D'Néll
indsted they occurred within the vault itsdlf. And why just a few items, and at different times? That's
what confused me the most. A master thief would have made one mgor heist and be gone. The thief had
to be someone who worked for D'Nell, someone who was on his staff. Unless there was an impostor on
the Assassin's contingent, | could discount them. They were as honor-bound by their Guild'srulesas|
was by mine. A clerk? They certainly had the opportunity, but they were also well-supervised. Perhaps
there was more than one, working together. But even that didn't answer my find question: how?

Getting more frustrated by the minute, | decided to take awalk. It turned into along one. | wanted to see
the cliff for mysdlf, and | was dready swesting and hungry by the time | made my way around the front of
the manor to the mountain proper. | soon satisfied mysdlf that it was secure. Steep, high and wide; no
onewas going to get in from the top and none from the back. And | knew from the Guild report that
there were no tunnds running anywhere under the manor.

So much for the obvious. | headed toward the stables but stopped when | met one of the guards. “How
areyou today?’ | greeted him.

He frowned, unsure how to treat my civility. “Why do you ask?"
"Actudly | have alot to ask. Master D'Néll told you why I'm here?
"Wewereinformed.” His hand never |eft the hilt of hissword.
"Have you been here since the thefts started?!

"No. Our contingent was only assgned in the last month.”

"All of you?"

"es"

| could sympathize with hisfrustration. It wastheir duty, after dl, to prevent such annoyances asthievery.
“Have there been any thefts ance your arriva?"

"Yes” Headmitted it with utmost reluctance.
"How often are you rotated?"
"Every month. We have dways done so. Master D'Néll has dways insisted upon that."

"Thank you,” and | left him to his solitary duty. D'Nell waswiseto do that; evenif athief wasposingasa
Guild member, it would do him no good when sent elsewhere. Now | was convinced no one from that
Guild wasinvolved.

After | |eft the stables | was convinced no one there was, ether. But at least | was assured my mount
was being treated well. | gnawed on afingernail as| waked back to the manor to eat something more
filling. Themore| considered, the more | was convinced that D'Néll's staff would havelittle or no
opportunity to beinvolved. Only asmdl group were directly involved with the banking activities and they
were closdly watched.



The kitchen staff was more than willing to prepare me alight lunch, but | hardly noticed it as| ate. Right
now | had no idea how the thefts were being done, let done who. And | suspected D'Nell would have
little patience waiting for an answer. And if he is unhappy, my Guild will be unhappy. | decided to
avoid my employer the remainder of the evening. Perhaps | would learn something the following morning.

Which 1 did. | learned just what | expected: no one could hidein that vault al night and leave undetected.
| was there when they opened the vaullt. | followed ateam of naked guards, who lit the torches and

thoroughly searched the chamber before allowing the al so-naked clerksto enter. | even checked the
back wall once again but | found absolutely nothing to suggest it wasn't solid and secure. | dlso endured a
thorough search mysdlf when | findly left. Again, standard protocol, and | applauded D'Néll's atention to
detail. So what detail washe missng?

Deciding | needed something to inspire me, | took walk in the woods behind the estate. There were
gardeners about but | ignored them. | just wanted to find aquiet place to think, but an angry yet familiar
voice caught my attention. | followed it to aclearing, where | found anumber of pensfilled with small
animas and onefrugtrated young lady. “Good morning, Chorigta. Isthisyour menagerie?"

Sheturned her attention from the caged rabbit and immediately favored me with afrown. | was beginning
to believe it was her favorite and sole expression. “Oh, itsyou. What are you doing here? Why isn't there
aguard with you?'

"Y our father gave mefreereign of the place, you know.” | knelt down beside her. “We have amost
perplexing problem to solve.”

"Thethefts?” She shook her brown tresses adorned heavily with jewds. “Y ou will never find him."
"Redly?Y ou know I'm athief mysdf.”

"Hetold me,” and she wrinkled her nose. “Y ou can't be avery good one.”

"And why do you say that?"

"Because you haven't found the thief yet!” Her voice was heavy with exasperation and contempt.
"Intime.” | turned my atention to the animasaround her. “ Arethese dl yours?'

"Of course. | catch them and train them.”

"Redlly?’ | poked my finger in the cage and stroked the nose of the rabbit. “What did you train thisone
to do?'

"Y ou can't train rabbits, slly."

"So you mean, say, horses? Dogs?"

Shelaughed. “ Y es. Horses and dogs.”

"Y ou caught dl these?’ There were nearly adozen cages with various animals around us.
"Most. My father bought me the rest. He buys me about anything | ask for."

Memories of my own impoverished childhood arose unbidden. “Must be nice to have afather like him.
Get you anything you want."

"He doesn't get me anything | want!” and her lower lip trembled in frustration.



| didn't want her angry a me, not with adoting father at her beck and call. “I'm sure there must be a
reason."

"Hes dfish! He can beavery sdfish man.”

It was time to change the subject. “ So, Chorista, which oneis your favorite?'
"Rosebud,” she said with atouch of pride.

"Rosebud. Isthat the rabbit's name?

"Not therabbit! Thisis Rosebud.” She opened another cage and pulled out aferret. It scampered up her
arm and rested on her shoulder. Then it noticed me and chittered.

| held out my hand so it could sniff me. “Hello, Rosebud,” | said softly and petted it. It grabbed my hand
and gnawed lightly on my thumb, then jumped back and hid behind Chorista. Then it turned its attention
to abaublein her hair and began trying to unloosen it with its paws.

"Rosebud, stop that!” and she dowly but firmly pulled her pet off her shoulder. Then she glared a me
anew. “Y ou scared her!”

"Sorry, didn't meanto.” | stared at the ferret, who stared just as openly back at me. “Well, you obvioudy
have alot to do hereand so do | if I'm going to find that thief."

"Y ou aren't smart enough.”
"Well see. Perhaps|'ll seeyou at dinner tonight.”
"Inthat case I'll eat in my room.”

| laughed and |eft her to tend to her pets. | now had an ideaand plans of my own, but they would haveto
wait until later that evening.

Dinner became agtrained affair dmost immediately. D'Nell was expecting me to have some solution and
Choristawas favoring me with adark stare. | suspected she was not joining us under her own accord,
but at least she was here. Still the meal was excellent and | prolonged my announcement so | could enjoy
asmuch of it as possible. When she asked permission to leave, however, | knew | couldn't wait any
longer. “You'll be happy to know, Master D'Néll, that | have taken care of your thievery problem.”

"Redlly?’ Somehow D'Nell managed to smile and frown at the sametime. | noticed out of the corner of
my eyethat his daughter had returned to her seat. “Who wasit? How?"

"I really don't want to say now,” and | nodded at her. “It'sabit ... troubling. But you can be assured
therewill be no more thefts"

"Thet ismost excdlent news!"

"If it'strue,” Choristaadded and snorted.

"Itis. | just have onething to do. Then | can leave tomorrow.”

"Make sure he doesn't take anything, father. Y ou know thieves can't be trusted.”

He gave her adoting smile. “I am well aware of histdents, princess. Y ou can goif you wish."



"Thank you.” She gave her father akiss on the cheek. She favored me with one more glare as she left.
D'Néell leaned forward eagerly as soon as the door closed. “ So, what isit? What do you haveto tell me?”
"l suspect magic. But | have to confirm my suspicions.”

"Magic?’ He scratched his chin. “What type of magic?'

"I want to be surefirst. But I've seen it before. | need your permission to do one thing."

"Of course. What isit?'

"l need to stay in the vault tonight.”

| sat huddled over the single candle | alowed mysdlf. It was cold in the cave, cold and damp and all the
wedlth insgde failed to warm me. D'Nell had needed alot of persuading. So had the Assassin's Guild.
Outside the locked door they waited, eager, | was sure, to find metrying to steal something.

If I waswrong, of course, | would ook like a complete incompetent. | just had to hope the person |
suspected would find the chalenge too enticing to avoid. So there | sat in the stillness, with only the dight
hiss of the candle giving any sound.

There was no way to tell how long | waited except for the ever-shrinking candle. Then | thought | heard
something. | held my bresth and strained to listen. Yes, | definitely heard something. A scratching sound
that echoed around the chamber so it could be coming from anywhere.

But | knew. | was seated at atable right across from the single air channel carved through the cavern.
The scratching sound was getting louder, followed by an occasiond titter. “Comeon,” | whispered.
“Provemeright.”

Another minute and afurry head popped out of the small vent, followed by an equaly furry body. “Hello,
Rosebud,” | greeted the thief.

Sherecognized me. She dlowed meto pull her from theinlet and curled up in my hands. Therewasa
leather leash tied around her, but | |et that be. Instead | placed her on the floor and stepped back.
Satisfied, sheimmediately made her way to one of the shelves and quickly scaled it. Thenit wasonto
one of the piles of gold coins. She grabbed one, put it in her mouth and started back down. Then |
intercepted her. “ Sorry. Takethisone.” She protested, but when | offered her adisk, one that contained
agpecial message, she obediently seized it and started her journey back.

| could leave aswdll, but | wasn't ready to. Instead | sat in the near darkness, heavy with depression. On
one hand | had to admire Choristals cleverness. Training the ferret to steal small jewels and coins, one of
the few animasthat could negotiate the narrow air vent. Yet she had just about anything a person
could want! How could | tdll her father that his own daughter was stedling from him? A daughter whom
he loved more than anything in the world.

Of course | couldn't. But | could make sure she didn't do it anymore. At least not thisway. | went to the
door and knocked the prearranged signal. | had one more task to complete.

"You say that will stop it?” D'Nell pointed at the metd grating | had placed over the ventilation channdl.
The one previoudy unguarded entrance to hisvaullt.

"Yes. It will cancd the magic tethers that have been placed on the items.”



"But who? Why doesit haveto be there? Isit strong enough?”

"Who' could be anyone. Y ou receive vauables from al over theworld. Y our clients receive vauables
from others. I've seen magica tetherswork inthe past.” That, a least, wasthe truth. “The magician can
useit no matter how far away or how well-protected the object is. This charm will prevent that."

The charm was actualy made earlier that morning by asmith in the nearby village. He had wondered
about the design | had sdlected—a deeping dragon, one similar to the Sigil on my dagger—but was
willing when a suitable payment was made. And it was necessary that the grate look like something more
than just agrate.

He gazed at it once more. “Will it be strong enough? Doesit need to be recharged or anything?*
"No. Just makes sureit saysthere.”
He stepped back, still suspicious. “How do | know you are tdlling the truth?!

| waslosing patience. “Y ou have asigned Guild contract. If something disappears again, it will bea
smple matter to complain to them. Y ou will get your fee back and | will be punished most severdly. Is
that proof enough?”'

"Yes, | supposeitis” D'Nell led mefrom the vault. “Tdl your Guild that | will wait amonth to seeif you
are correct. If so, | will pay the fee then.”

| could have argued but my heart wasn't init. D'Nell had done enough business with usthat he wouldn't
try to cheat me. Unless he learned the truth. “I'll be leaving then. I'll inform my Guild of our arrangement.”

"Excdlent. Your horseiswaiting for you.” With that D'Nell returned his atention to the busness around
us. | started toward the stables.

| was deep in thought so she had to call my name three times before | turned. Choristawas standing by a
tree with Rosebud on her shoulder. She beckoned me over, then held up the disk | had given Rosebud to
deiver. “That wasacruel trick,” she said as soon as| got within earshot.

"And yourswas quite clever,” | said in al honesty.
Shedlowed hersdf asmile. “Yes, wasn't it? | make agood thief, don't |7

| decided to tell her the truth. “No, you don't. Y ou're too impatient. If you had waited aweek or o, |
would have been gone and you could have continued. Probably for years since your father would have
lost al confidencein my Guild. But | knew you couldn't resst the chalenge | gave you last evening. I'm
sorry, but you'll have to teach Rosebud anew trick."

Her eyesflared fire. “I hate you, Brenddll. | just want you to remember that.” Then she turned and
Staked away.

| drove my horse harder than | needed to as| left D'Néll's estate. The Guild wouldn't complain about my
arrangements because they would be paid. And | had completed another successful contract, putting me
one step closer to my journeyman's card.

Choristahowever. | shook my head. If she learned patience, could control her greed, she would make an
excdlent thief someday. Whether she was amember of the Guild or not.



Guardian Angle

At the Thief's Academy, they taught us every lock has akey. Which only makes sense, snce the ability to
retrieve your vauablesis aprerequisite for any storage device. Then again, | thought as| studied the
wooden cubein my hand, the Academy taught many thingsthat had later proven to be questionable a
best ... a least in my experience.

| held the cube higher so the moonlight could illuminateit fully. No cracks or ssamsof any kind. Y et
when | shook it gently, something rattled ingde. Not something actudly. A ring, my client had assured
me, an old and vauablering | had been contracted to stedl.

| cursed softly as| set the cube down on the desk. Think, Brendell, | scolded mysdlf. This hasto open
somehow. Yes, | could just steal the box. But that would mean the owner would know the ring was
gone. If | removed the ring and replaced it with something small—like the pebble in my pocket—the
odds were my actions wouldn't be discovered for weeks, perhaps longer. And that would be better for
both my dient and mysdlf.

| ran my fingers aong the cube, pressing amlesdy at one point then another. Nothing. | tried twisting,
pulling, pressng ... tono avail. | bit my lip in frustration. | had aready spent two hours snesking into the
manor and avoiding the obvioustraps. | couldn't come thisfar and be defeated by a smple puzzle box!

| studied the cube anew. | had tried the sSides. Perhaps the corners. Not at dl confident, | dutifully
rapped each corner of the cube on the desk, then again held the enigma up to the moonlight. And found a
smadl crack running long onesde.

Smdll indeed. Too smdll to get any purchase. So | withdrew my dagger. | had paid dearly for it, and |
briefly admired my sgil, adeeping dragon etched in silver on the handle. At firgt | tried inserting the knife
point, but the crack was too narrow. One dip, which was amost inevitable, and | could accidentally dash
my wrist. Or worse.

Fortunately my dagger was no ordinary weagpon. Part of the price had involved a specia feature | had
ingisted upon. | pressed down on the second of three silver studs at the base of the handle. Therewasa
soft click, which meant the catch had been disengaged. Now the blade easily did back into the handle,
leaving only thetip exposed. | was ableto force that into the small dit without overly damaging the cube
or risking my own health. Seconds later the cube was open and, as promised, thering was free. A mere
matter, then, to replace it with the pebble, close the cube and return it to its rightful position on anearby
bookshelf. And Brendell had completed another contract.

"Excdlent, Brenddl, excdlent,” said Lord Sidean as he admired thering. | had hurried to his manor the
following morning, since there was no reason to enjoy the hospitaity of Port Anzimor any longer than
necessary. He was an old man, as dry and frail asastrand of dead reeds. He was not accustomed to
being roused from his dumber soon after daybresk and he was till clad in hiswhite dressing gown. “This
will become amost enjoyable addition to my collection,” he continued after along sip from hisgolden
goblet.

"l am pleased you are satisfied,” | said as| squirmed in the uncomfortable chair. The Lord was oblivious
to most common pleasantries. When | arrived he had ignored my suggestions for breakfast and was now
unwilling to share hiswine. “My ship shall be leaving this afternoon. If you will pay mel shal beon my

way."

"No hurry, no hurry,” he brushed my request aside with awave of his hand. “Y our services have been
exemplary. | just may have another contract for you."



Another contract? | shivered with avarice. For someone like mysdlf, just beginning hiscareer asa
professiond thief, contracts were few and far between. If it isas simple asthe last one ... “I might be
interested,” | said, fighting to keep my voice disinterested.

"I hoped as much. Although | dare say this adventure may be hazardous."
"Redly? A fortress guarded by Guild Assassins?’
He spped morewine; | swalowed involuntarily. “No. A crypt.”

My stomach churned. My last visit to a crypt had been most unpleasant, involving alord determined to
bring his deceased wife back to theliving. “ And what isinsde this crypt that is so valuable?” | had no
intention of stealing asarcophagus.

"A mogt vauablering. A mate to the one you've just obtained, in fact. It is on the finger of the sole person
entombed ingde.”

| consdered for amoment. “It sounds easy enough. Why do you expect it to be dangerous?’
"There are rumors, nothing more than that | am sure, that the crypt is guarded by ademon.”

Of course. “Theftsinvolving magic require additional compensation. Asyou would know from the Thief's
Guild fee schedule”

He nodded. “And | will do more than that. Obtain the other ring for me and | will pay you four times
what | owe you now. Or,” he shrugged, “you may refuse the contract and our businessis concluded.”

Four times? But | could be dealing with demons, my common sense argued. We will receive 100 gold
crownsif we succeed, my business sense responded. We should be content with what we have, my
common sense replied. We will receive 100 gold crownsif we succeed, my business sense responded.
Stated in those terms, there redlly was no decision to make. “ Tell me everything you can about this
assgnment,” | said and sighed. Common sense has never been my strong suit.

Five dayslater | was again ensconced in aroom in the Port Anzimor. Lord Sidean had provided awedth
of information, but when demons could be involved there can never be enough information. And whét |
had learned from the Guild libraries had been troubling indeed.

"They appear to be more than rumors,” said the Guild archivigt. Immediately after agreeing to take the
contract | had left Port Anzimor and made ahurried journey to Glenhalow, the nearest town with a
Thief's Guild office. For their normally outrageous fee they had agreed to research the Crypt of
Cynamond, which iswhere| would find the ring. What little enthusiasm | had built for my task was
rapidly eroding under the scolding gaze of my researcher. “ According to our records, no lessthan five
contracts have been entered into by Guild members. They have dl failed.”

That was not what | wanted to hear. “And why isthat?"
"We have no idea since subsequent reports were never made. We can only assumethe worst.”
"S0 you are saying demons are involved?'

The archivist closed the annals. “I can't say for sure. Rumors do not interest me. And | lack the
information to offer other dternatives. Y ou may consider arming yourself with charmsand spells™

| suppressed alaugh. | had yet to see acharm or spell accomplish anything remotely positive. “ Perhaps



I'll just cancel the contract.”

What little concern had been in the archivigt's eyes vanished. “Y ou do not have that choice, Brendell.
Y ou have entered into alegitimate Guild contract. To resgn now would virtually guarantee that you will
never be consdered for journeyman.”

| shivered. “Tel me onething. Who had hired the other members?’

When | |eft the offices | was deep in thought. Their employer had been Lord Sidean. And in every
instance, the contract had been Sgned after a successful engagement involving another theft.

The moon wasfull. Not what | would have preferred, sneaking around an overgrown graveyard as|
was. Finding the crypt was smplicity itself since it was the only one among the scattering of tombstones
and other small monuments. Lord Sidean had assured me there were no guardians outside the crypt, and
my three nights spent in reconnai ssance had confirmed that.

Yes, | could have done this during the day, which would have been better for my nerves. Unfortunately
thissmdl graveyard was near the main road into Port Anzimor. Between the travelers, the nearby
shepherds tending their flocks and a caretaker committed to ensuring the crypt was eterndly free of bird
droppings, | had no red choice.

So herel was, standing in the moonlight and knee-high thistles, arope and hook draped over my
shoulder, picking the lock to the Crypt of Cynamond. Any first-year sudent at the Thief's Academy
could have accomplished this, which did not fill me with confidence. The door opened easily and without
protest, another bad sign. This entrance was used, and frequently. Suddenly the thought of renouncing the
contract—and my future as ajourneyman—uwas gaining appedl.

| shook my heed. | had come thisfar. And the thought of 100 crowns remained an overriding argument.
Someday, | scolded mysdlf as| walked into the crypt, I'm going to have to learn to control my greed.

From the outside, the crypt appeared no larger than the room a my inn. Thelong stairway, however,
made it clear that most of it was hidden underground. Another fact Lord Sidean had neglected to tell me
... if infact heknew thetruth. I lit my oil lamp, then covered it so only adiver of light escaped. Thewalls
were stone and otherwise featurel ess. The steps, however, were free of dust. Someone—the rumored
guardian perhaps?2—was an excellent housekeeper.

| crept down thelong doping stairwell, pausing occasiondly to listen for any sound coming from the
darknessbelow. | estimated | was agood fifty feet below ground when the stairway led me to another
door. It was open dightly and light seeped in dong the sde. Another bad omen. | doused my lantern
sncel had no more need for it and entered.

| found mysdf in avast circular room. The floor was sand, the sone walls festooned with lit torches,
tapestries, paintings, various weapons and other works of art. There were footprintsin the sand, but |
had no intention of approaching the crypt that way. Too easy to hide apitfall. Instead | searched the
ceiling for something strong enough to hold my weight. My initia plan was to use the rope to gpproach
the sarcophagus from above, then drop down like the proverbia spider.

My initial plan amost immediately proved usdless. “Took you long enough,” afamiliar voice rang out, and
Lord Sidean stepped out from the shadows.

| set down my lantern and rope, my surprise being rapidly replaced by righteous anger. “Y ou could have
made it easier. There's a passage from your manor to this crypt, isn't there?'



"Of course.”
"And these are your possessions?’ He nodded. “ Then why the charade?"
"Because you were successful stedling from the Earl of Thannoban. Which makesyou athreat to me.”

Now | was beyond anger. “ Y ou've used the Thief's Guild in the past. Y ou know that | am forbidden
from ever taking a contract to steal from apast employer. Since | am not athrest, | demand you pay me
so | can be on my way."

"I don't trust thieves, Brendell. No matter what your contract may say. Now if you want your payment,
you have to stedl thering you are obligated to stedl.” He pointed to the sarcophagus. “It'sright in here.
Fulfill your sacred contract. If you can.”

| studied the sarcophagus resting invitingly 20 paces away. What game are you playing, Sidean?|
wondered, but | didn't see any option. Since | hadn't planned to open the sarcophagus thisway, | was
unprepared. | looked at the collection of objects on the wall and selected asword to useasalever. |
approached the sarcophagus and wedged the blade under the lid while standing as far back as| could.

Unlike my last adventure in a crypt, the danger did not arise from the coffin. Instead there was a sound
like muted thunder. | turned. And found the guardian | had been warned about standing behind me.

It was dressed dll in legther, itsface totally concealed by amask. It held asword much larger than mine
in one hand while alarge dagger dangled at itswaist. “1 guessit wasn't arumor after al,” Lord Sidean
said, then chuckled.

Whatever | was facing was much larger than | was. And, | surmised immediately, a much better
swordsman since | am execrable at best. We stood staring at each other for severa minutes. Or at least |
was, | had no ideawhat it was doing. Except waiting. But | knew | wasn't going to leave the crypt
without a battle. “ Come now, Brendell,” Lord Sidean mocked me. “ Surely you aren't afraid of my
guardian now, are you?"

"I'm glad you find thisamusing,” | said between gritted teeth. | took afew stepsto the side, hoping |
could get it to circle around me so | could make a dash for the stairway. No such luck. It followed me,
keeping itsdlf solidly from my one known way of exit.

Reluctantly | brought up my sword and held it over my head. Why hadn't | taken fencing as an elective
at the Thief's Academy? | scolded mysdlf. It felt like | was holding atree trunk. With nothing better to
do, | swung with both hands at my enemy.

Our blades crashed together and it took al my strength not to drop my weapon. | staggered and
received adight bit of satisfaction to see the guardian stagger aswell. Encouraged, dbeit briefly, | svung
for hislegs.

And had to jump back asits blade just missed my kneecaps. A distraction, | decided. Maybe if | could
get it to converse. “Y ou know, thisisn't redly necessary. I'm only following your master'singructions. |
won't take anything. Promise.”

The guardian was unmoved. Or perhaps desf. | made ahalf-hearted swing, which it parried easily. Why
don't you press the attack? | wondered as | took severa more stepsto the Side. Again it remained
adamantly in front of me. Out of the corner of my eye | could see Lord Sidean. He was enjoying himself
immensdly. | toyed with theideaof going after him, then dismissed it. | was reasonably sure the guardian
would intervene before | posed any redl threat.



"On the contrary, Brenddll, thisis entirely necessary,” Lord Sidean answered for his protector. “Now get
onwithit. Thehour islateand | must get my rest.”

| crouched and my opponent immediately adopted asimilar position. | made afeint toward itsright arm,
then had to jump back as hislonger blade nearly reached mine. No style pointsfor you, | scolded mysdif.

And nonefor my foe, either, | realized. Maintaining my guard, | took a step back. The guardian retrested
on step aswell, apparently preferring to counter-attack. “I hope you brought your supper, Lord Sidean.
We could be heredl night.”

"No matter. Youll diein theend in any event.”

| made another swing at the guardian's head. Again our blades clanged together and again | amost lost
my wegpon. Thisisridiculous, | thought. This guardian was evidently the dayer of five Guild members,
yet it wasfighting like arank amateur. It wasamost asif | wasfighting...

| took adeep breath. If | waswrong, | could be dead within seconds. | lowered my wesapon ... and was
relieved to watch the guardian do the same. “I'm not aswordsman,” | said to Lord Sidean. “Let's see
how good your guardian iswith daggers.” | dropped my sword. When the guardian did the same, | knew
| had to beright. At least | had better be.

| withdrew my dagger. As expected, the guardian did dso. Its knife was much longer than mine, but |
suspected it did not have the specia feature mine had. | pushed the center sllver stud in the handle. “Our
battleisover,” | sad, thenimmediately plunged my dagger into my stomach.

Even though the blade did easily into the handle asit struck my leather jerkin, the force of my blow drove
me to my knees and knocked the air out of me. | gasped for breath and it took nearly aminute before |
was able to stagger to my feet.

Which was more than the guardian could do. Asit had throughout our battle, it mimicked my movements
to the very end. Now it was lying unmoving on the sandy floor, the haft of its blade sticking out fromits
stomach. Therewas no blood, but already it was beginning to disspate like amelting candle.

| turned to Lord Sidean, till standing at the far side of the crypt. His face was now as pae as hisrobes.
“Interesting trick,” | pointed to the rapidly disappearing guardian. “Not ademon, but amagica construct.
One designed to copy exactly the movement of itsfoes. Too bad,” | held up my dagger so he could see
the receded blade, “it didn't have aknifelikemine.” And fortunate for me | am not a better
swordsman. “Now, Lord Sidean, | demand my payment. Unless you care to summon another one.
Which will only suffer the samefate.”

Hewas|eaning againgt thewall for support. “I don't have 100 gold crowns,” he whined after hefinaly
collected histhoughts.

| approached the sarcophagus. “I figured as much, since you never expected, or planned, to pay me. Or
the other thieves you had hired. No matter. | suspect | will find adequate compensation in here.” With
very little effort, and no interference from the now shattered and terrified Lord Sidean, | opened thelid.
Inside was no rotting corpse, however. Instead it was nearly bursting with gold and jewels and silver and
other treasures. The wedlth he had accumulate, or had others stedl for him, and entrusted to his guardian
to protect.

| pursed my lips. “Let mesee.” | rummaged around and finally selected aruby necklace, onyx bracelet
and severa gold and diamond rings. “ This should be adequate compensation for both what you honestly
owe me and the treachery you have shown.” With that | closed the lid and started towards the stairway.



The | paused and turned to him. *'Y ou know, Lord Sidean, you have betrayed me and my Guildina
most distasteful manner. Y our utter disregard for contract law must not go unpunished. | will be making a
complete report on thisincident, including al the details of your ‘ guardian.’”

Hisface, dready white, managed to achieve severa deeper shades of pae. “What are you saying?'

"Once | make my report, every member will know where you keep your wealth and how to defeat your
guardian. And because of your treachery, | suspect the Guild will put out an open contract on you and
yours. | suggest you find another place to keep your wedlth, or another type of guardian. Better yet, an
attachment of the Assassin's Guild. They are quite expensive, | hear, but consder the alternatives. |
would hazard within aweek, every enemy you have made and every member of my Guild will havean
interest in acquiring your possessions. Good night. Enjoy your rest.”

Hedidn't try to stop me as | made my way up the stairwell and to my awaiting steed. Although as one
bow to safety | did not stay in Port Anzimor that evening. Within two days | had made my extremely
thorough report to the Guild. My predictions were correct in al aspects save one.

It took less than aweek before the raids on the Crypt of Cynamond had begun.



The Claws Of The Dragon

The rgpturous aromas of baking bread, Smmering meats, boiling vegetables; the continuous din of
clanging pots, damming doors, scurrying staff; the nearly overwhelming heet emanating from
overburdened ovens and hearths:. all these | ignored as | perched on the small three-legged stool and
concentrated on my task. Master Chef Horgeld had been most specific in hisinstructions for peeling
potatoes. Hold the tuber in your |eft hand, thickest side down. Take asharp knife and insert it just under
the surface at the top. Holding the knife steady, begin turning the potato whileraising it dowly. If done
properly, you were rewarded with one continuous coil of skin and little wastage.

| glanced down at the bucket in front of me. My efforts proved | had not taken cooking classes at the
Thief's Academy. Indeed, each resident was gouged and scarred asif shaved by a spagtic barber. |
sighed, held up my next victim and began the process anew.

"Bikken!” It took three repetitions of my assumed name and awhack from aladle before| turned. Chef
Horgeld was towering over me, hisred facein stark contrast to hiswhite uniform.

| winced, dropped my knife, began rubbing the back of my head. “What?*

"Y ou're taking too much time,” he said and pointed at my unimpressive pile of naked potatoes. “The
Lord and his guests expect afeast tonight, not amidnight snack! | need those,” he nodded &t the pile of
innocent tubers beside me that was astall asayoung child, “ready within the hour.”

"l antrying.” | hung my heed, properly chadtised. “It'sjust that..."
"No excuses!” He grimaced. “I don't care how you doit, just get it done."

"Yes, gr.” | watched him storm away, then attacked my assgnment with increased vigor. Pedl and potato
flew everywhere and the result of my carnage was a finished piece one-third the Size of the origind. But
at least | wasfadter. | grabbed another, renewed my assault, and under my breath cursed every cursell
knew. Each was aimed at the Thief's Guild.

|, Brenddll, apprentice thief, was not in the domain of Lord Bandikane by choice. | had been in Port
Challort seeking employment when the local Guild Secretary summoned me. By now | should have been
wary of any direct meetings with them, considering how they had abused my status as apprenticein the
past. But | had no option. He met with me immediately upon my arrival, his demeanor leaving no question
on the seriousness of our upcoming discussion. “Brenddl, you have an assgnment,” and hethrew a
bulging satchel & me.

| caught it asit bounced off my chest. “Redly? It just SO happens| have dmost findized an agreement...”
"Thistakespriority,” heinterrupted my fabrication. “Thisisofficid Guild busness.”

| forced mysdlf to smile eagerly, but | was seething ingde. Official Guild business meant little or no
compensation. “May | ask..."

"No. Read that firgt. In your room,” he added quickly when | began to remove the satchd's contents.
“Return that to me tomorrow. | will answer what | can then.” With that he turned his attention to the
paperwork on his desk. Obeying hisslent dismissa, | muttered a soft curse and padded from his office.
That evening | spent with abottle of cheap wine, asmall fire and the Guild's gift. It did not make for
entertaining reading.

The eventsin the kingdom of Bandikane had begun over ayear ago. Apparently Magter Thief Alanzac



had somehow heard that the lord of the realm possessed dragon claws, which, it was rumored, gave him
nearly magica powers. Now Master Thieves enjoy privileges amere gpprentice like mysdf can only
dream off. While we are allowed to stedl the occasiond purse or jewd to provide funds during our
endless search for contracts, the Guild discourages us from thievery for thievery's sake. Otherwiseit
might put our profession in abad light.

Master thieves, however, are free to pursue any item they desireif they are not under contract. And
Alanzac decided to pursue the claws. Since thiswas a discretionary assignment, the Guild learned of it
only by accident. Master Thief Wysco had cometo Alanzac's estate on a prearranged visit. When he
learned the master had yet to return from a project, hewasinitialy furious, then curious. He discovered
Alanzac'sjournd inthelibrary and read of his plans, then immediately contacted the Guild. Alanzac had
left nearly four months previous; it should never take aMagter Thief that long to complete an assgnment.
With the Guild's knowledge and permission, Wysco went to Bandikane to investigate. Three months
later, ajourneyman thief was commissioned and sent to learn what had happened to the long-absent
Master Thieves. She did not return either. And now they were sending me.

| wasin the Guild Secretary's office immediately upon opening the following morning and threw the
satchel on hisdesk. “1 am only an apprentice,” | said, not trying to hide my anger. “If two Magter Thieves
cannot stedl the dragon claws, then how can 1?7

"We don't want you to sted them,” he replied. “We merely need information. On the castle. On Lord
Bandikane, any information you can provide for the Archives."

"So I'mjust there to reconnoiter?”

"Exactly. We need you back, Brendell. Y ou must tell uswhat has happened a Lord Bandikane'srealm
S0 we can stopit.”

That much | understood perfectly. The Guild prospers on its reputation for success and client
confidentidity. If it became common knowledge that a prospect had thwarted the best efforts of three
Guild members, public confidence in our abilitieswould be shaken. And that would be bad for business.
“What else can you tell me?"

He sghed. Preciouslittle, I'm afraid. Lord Bandikane does not commission the Assassin's Guild, so they
are of no hdp."

| frowned. “I would think the Guild would be quite upset about that.”

"On the contrary. Lord Bandikane's neighbors are fearful of hisintentions, so they have invested heavily
in Guild representation. The arrangement has been quiite lucrative for the Assassin's Guild."

"Are our memberslocked away in some dungeon, kept chained within the castle walls?!
"We do not know. We suspect...” He paused and sighed. “...theworst.”

| shivered at that, even though | had expected that response. Thieves are not aways treated warmly by
their hogts. Still one question remained. “And what if | can return with the claws?"

He dammed hisfist on the desk. “Perhaps| didn't make mysdlf clear, Brenddll. You areto obtain
information only. Once we know what we are up againgt, you can be sure the Guild will obtain them.”
Then his voice softened. “However, if by some fortuitous chance you do steal the claws, | can guarantee
the Guild will immediatdly grant you journeyman status.” He noticed my involuntary smile and grimaced.
“Y ou may have dl the confidence in the world in your abilities, Brendell, but | caution you once again.



Three thieves who are much more qualified than you may ever be havefailed. Y ou know your contract,
Brenddl. Please fulfill it."

So that'swhy | wastoiling in the kitchens of Castle Bandikane. | had researched the careers of Alanzac
and the others before | left. Alanzac preferred the guise of a successful merchant, one which normaly
gained him access to the rich and powerful. Wysco liked the least ostentatious; ajuggler perhaps, or
traveling friar. | wanted to be asinteresting and notable as afly speck, so | had arrived asafarm lad
seeking fame and fortune in the big city. Horgeld's kitchen had a (quite understandable) high turnover in
help, s0 | was ableto find immediate employment. But | certainly wasn't enjoying it much.

"Areyou finished, Bikken?’ the head chef's voice shettered my reverie.

| looked at the wreckage around me. | had toiled mindlessy while | had recalled the events of the past
month. The mound of unaltered potatoes was serioudy diminished, thosein my bucket serioudy
wounded. “ Almogt."

Horgeld clucked as he studied my progress. “I can only hope you sheared your sheep with more care
than you ped potatoes, Bikken."

"Yes, your ... chefness.”
He sighed. “ Bring them to me when you're finished. We can aways dice them | suppose.”

Later that afternoon Horgeld assembled usin the kitchen. | was exhausted and wanted nothing more
than to get some deep. Mogt of the staff felt the same way. The chef, however, had other plans. “ Our
guestswill be arriving soon after six. | expect each of you to be cleaned up and clad in server'slivery
before that. Thisisavery important occasion; | expect, no demand, that each of you perform to the best
of your abilities. Whatever transgressons our Lord may overlook you can be assured | will not!” With
that cheerful newswe were dismissed.

| suppressed a smile as we dogged to our quarters outside the castle. | had been in Bandikane's domain
for nigh on three weeks, yet the demands of my position and Horgeld's watchful eye had provided little
timefor intelligence gathering. Tonight, however, would be different. It would be my first opportunity to
seethe Lord in person, aswell as areas of the castle beyond the kitchen, pantry, fruit cellar and staff
living quarters. | had to stop mysalf from whistling as my comradesin food preparation and | primed
oursavesfor the evening'sfestivities. Brendell wasfinaly ready to go to work.

And work it was. Lord Bandikane had apparently invited every dignitary, merchant and land owner in his
realm to partake in the celebration. Of what | had no idea. Some, the ladiesin particular, sported
diamonds and gold and jewelsin outrageous display, and it was dl | could do to stop mysdlf from
shaking in avarice. The great hdl was nearly bursting with long tables which groaned under the weight of
the culinary ddights Horgeld had so diligently prepared. Above them al, reposing regally on the bal cony,
Lord Bandikane and his Lady observed their charges.

| wished to observe aswell. The number and placement of the tapestries, the locations of various doors,
gtairways and windows leading to and from the room, any nook or cranny where athief might hide.
These and other details were the sort of intelligence the Guild would expect in my fina report.

But the demands of the guests alowed little time for that. AsHorgeld had promised, the horde began
arriving promptly at Sx and made immediate demands for wine, food, wine and morewine. The Lord
and his Lady did not make their entrance for nearly two hours and by the time they arrived to glowing
pronouncements and thunderous applause, most of the guests were firmly inebriated, Horgeld wasfirmly
incensed and the serving aff firmly exhausted. “ Insufferable loutsl We may aswell be serving entrailsfor



al it mattersto them,” he raged as a continuous stream of help brought in half-consumed platters of food
and | eft with more flasks of wine.

"At least hisworship and our Lady will notice,” | tried to commiserate as| scraped the wreckage of a
picked-at pheasant into the trash.

"They are no better.” He looked at the fowl, one someone had spent severa hours preparing, and
grimaced. “Why | continueto try to elevate their tates? It islike trying to teach the tide.” He studied the
commotion around him like afarmer surveying aflooded field. “It didn't useto bethisway."

| shrugged and hurried off with more wine; | should learn more among the party-goers than in the kitchen
in any event. But asthe evening continued, the atmosphere became increasingly unfestive. The
entertainers were ignored or physicaly abused, arguments broke out among the guests and severd
becameinvolved in acurtailed duel. Attempts at conversing with the attendees were abruptly dismissed
with demandsfor morewine. Aboveit dl, the Lord and Lady remained aloof and uninterested, asif they
were being forced to attend a very bad play.

Findly midnight arrived. The Lord and Lady stood, bowed and departed abruptly to a handful of
gpplause, but by thistime most below were too drunk to notice. Almost immediately soldiers arrived and
began escorting the guests to the doors. The staff was | eft to dedl with the carnage.

"A most enjoyable evening,” | offered as | helped one of the serving wenches clean off atable.

She snorted as she bent over atray. Thefront of her livery bore the stains of cruder guests who had
rudely sought her attention. “Y ou should have been here before, Bikken. These halls used to echo with
laughter, be filled with sunshine. No longer. Not since our Lady hasarrived.”

Really? “And when did thiswonderful event take place? | imagine the wedding must have been
Spectacular.”

"Not at all. Our Lord went on an expedition about three harvests ago and when he returned the Lady and
her daughter were with him. We know nothing about her.” She sighed as she placed another ruined
goblet on her tray. “ She has been ablight about the kingdom of Bandikane and al who dwell within her
borders.”

Further conversation was interrupted by the arrival of Horgeld. “ Quit dawdling. The hal must be cleared
and everything cleaned and stored within the hour! We have much to do tomorrow.”

| should have been exhausted, but as| lay on my cot later that evening, the information offered by my
cohort continued to echo within me, demanding attention like a persgstent child. What it meant and how it
could assgt me | knew not. | was il frustrated when | findly fell into afitful deep.

Two days later, Lord Bandikane held a hanging. For a change the kitchen was il asthe Lord
demanded everyone attend. So there we stood, clad in our uniforms and shivering in the drizzle while our
Lord held forth in the center of the courtyard. | noted that except for afew villagers, family of the
accused | assumed, only castle staff was present.

Lord Bandikane stood proudly before usin full regdia. At hissidewas not hiswife but his step-daughter.
| guessed her to be about 14, shy and awkward as any young teen and embarrassed by the attention. If
she was destined to inherit the features of her dame then it would be best that she marry young. It was
thefirgt timel had seen her during my prolonged stay at the castle and | wondered why. Behind them and
framing them was the castle gallows. By the activity of the workmen, | gathered the equipment had been
inregular use.



"Ladiesand gentlemen, my loyd servants,” the Lord began in his bullfrog voice, “once again the
prosperous lands of Bandikane have been threatened by those who would endanger our freedom and
way of life. We have been set upon by assassins, conspirators, thieves and criminals, al dedicated to
bringing ruin to our glory and honor that isthe envy of theworld. Y et once again the diligence and
watchfulness of your master has prevailed; once again the evil that threatens us has been thwarted. The
justice and vengeance of the kingdom of Bandikane shal now be meted out.” He turned and nodded to
the men at the gallows. “ Servants, please begin.”

We stood, shivered and watched in silence as the prisoner was escorted to the gallows by two guards.
His hands were bound behind him, hislegs shackled inirons. A lesther mask with only ditsfor the eyes
covered his head. Lord Bandikane waited until the noose wasin place before continuing. “ Alstance of the
kingdom of Bandikane, you have been found guilty of perdition and plotting againgt the sate. Itisthe
judgment of your Lord that you have earned the ultimate punishment. No longer shal you thresten the
peace and tranquillity that isthe right of every subject who dwellswithin my domain. Chief Executioner,
give him the reward he has earned.”

There was a scream then, not from the accused but from asmall group of villagers. | turned my head as
thelever was pulled. | suspected now the fate of my own Guild brothers. The kitchen staff was unusualy
quiet aswefulfilled our dutiesthe rest of the day.

It was not that way in our barracks. Aswelay in our cots, the room wasfilled not with the usual
whispered conversations and snores, but loud chaotic chatter. “I knew hisfamily. Heand hiskin have
aways been loya to the crown!” onevoice caled out. “Loydty?’ another said with asnort. “How can
onebeloyd to atyrant? One who continues to raise taxes until thereislittle to eat but dirt, little to wear
but rags?’ “Peace and tranquillity he says,” came athird opinion. “What peace? | hear another farm was
attacked, itslivestock killed, just afortnight ago. He triesto blame the rebels, but those cattle were torn

apart!”

| tried to ignore them while | thought about the day's events. | had always understood the danger of my
profession, but | had never fully appreciateit until | saw those gallows. Y es, my life had been threatened
more than once, but | had always felt confident | could escape. But if Lord Bandikane ever |learned of
my true intentions...

| forced my gloom aside. Instead | tried to reconcile what | had learned first-hand about Lord Bandikane
with the information available from the Guild libraries. They had characterized him as pompous and
self-centered, uncaring perhaps but not conscioudy crud. A sdf-styled scholar with an interest in the
occult, athough there was no evidence he was a practitioner. A bit of an adventurer. A man who roughly
three years ago went on ajourney and returned with awife and step-daughter. A man who possessed
the dragon claws. A man who had gradually transformed into a cruel, despised despot.

A loud voice interrupted my ruminations. “ Shut up, Halrod! The Lord has spies everywhere!” Thedin of
conversations dimmed, to be replaced by unintelligible whispers. | grimaced. So that isit. Now |
understood why al my attempts at ingratiating myself had been greeted with stone ears. They think |
might be a spy. Which meant indl likeihood areal spy wasin our midgt. It wastime, | decided, to fulfill
my contract.

| 1eft the parlor satisfied with my reconnaissance. Thislate there were few palace staff to worry about; the
guards, not as many as | would expect in acastle, were concerned about the exterior and even the
cleaning gtaff had returned to their quarters. | was on punishment detail, aresult of accidentally spilling a
kettle of boiling stew at the feet of Horgeld. My reward wasto finish cleaning the kitchen and dining hall
by mysdf. Which wasjust what | wanted.



| was headed toward the grest library when a voice stopped me. “What are you doing here?”’

| turned and spied ayoung femae silhouetted by moonlight streaming through one of the arched
windows. “Your highness,” | said and bowed. “1 am most sorry. | am new here and | became confused.
Could you tdl me wherethekitchen is?"

"Y our highness?’ Lord Bandikane's step-daughter giggled. “Funny, | don't feel like ahighness. But you
didn't answer my question. “What are you doing here?"

"I becamelogt,” | mumbled and hung my head. | was ordered to clean the kitchen and greet hdl. It has
taken longer than | thought.”

"My father does not like strangers skulking around his castle at night. We have been besieged by thieves
lately. Perhaps| should tell him."

| felt my heart ank and my throat tighten asif there was anoose around it. “1 am no thief, your ladyship. |
merely work in your kitchen."

"Good!” The coldness and suspicion in her voice vanished ingantly. “ Then fix me something to eat!”

"It would be my pleasure.” | led her to the kitchen while cursing silently. There would be no more
investigating this night. “What would you like?’ | asked as| showed her achair. “We have somefresh
vegetables, some bread.”

"I don't like vegetables. What are those over there?” And she pointed to a pile of cages where rabbits
dept unmindful of their awaiting fete.

"Wild hares for tomorrow's dinner.”
"I'll have one of those."

| have some experience preparing wild game, even if not by choice. | soon had the animal dressed and
the oven heating. Now it was amatter of waiting, o | sat acrossfrom her. “ Quite late for amidnight
snack,” | said, trying to initiate a conversation while fighting the anxiety | dill felt from meseting her.

"My step-father does not feed me often. | have to fend for myself.” Then she studied me. “What isyour
name and where do you come from?”

"l am called Bikken. My family are farmersto the north. | cameto the castle because...” | paused, asif
the memory was painful.

"Becauxe?'

| cleared my throat. “I comefrom alarge family. It was becoming difficult for my father to feed usal. |
thought it time to go off on my own. Lighten hisburden.” In someways| wastdling the truth.

"Burden. Yes, weareall burdens,” she said with a bitterness and understanding far beyond her years.
“That iswhat | should do; leave Castle Bandikane. If only | could.”

"But you areaprincess! Y ou are young; soon you will haveroya suitorsfrom al over thisland.”

"l don't fedl likeaprincess. | fed trapped, like yon rabbits. Y our are lucky, Bikken. Y ou are no dave,
you can leave thisland any time you want. |, however...” She stopped and shook her head.

| could not help but fed compassion for her. In this crud kingdom | could easily fed compassion for



anyone. “ Surely patience will win out. In afew yearsyou will have the freedom to do as you wish, and
the power to go with it."

"If only it weretrue. The Lord likes me not. He treats me most cruelly.”
"Then your mother..."

"My mother cares not awhit!” She dammed her fist on the table and her eyes glowed with anger. “1 am
an encumbrance to both of them. If only someone could help me."

We sat in slence then, waiting for the oven to do itsduty. | maintained mine until she finished egting.
“What kind of help are you seeking?’ | asked as| dumped the remainsin abucket.

"A hero!” she breathed, then chuckled. * Someone who can take me away from dl this."

"I don't know if ‘hero’ istheright word,” | began cautioudy. “But | must admit | have been considering
my decision to cometo Cagtle Bandikane. | might enjoy abrighter future e sawhere.”

"Take mewith you!"
"The Lord would surdly come after us."
"Not if you day him!"

"No, no,” | shook my head emphatically. “I am not a murderer. But there might be away to dissuade
him."

"How?’ Inthedim light her eyes glowed red with excitement.
"Wewould need adiversion. Get the Lord away from the castle for afew days.”
She frowned. “That would achieve nothing. The Lord ingsts| travel with them everywhere.”

But if I can obtain the claws ... “ Still adiverson would be hepful. And when you return then we could
arrange for your escape.”

She sat back and considered. “1t might be possible. | overheard my mother and he discussing apossible
trip to the southern territories. There have been reports of rebelsthere. | might be able to encourage them
todoit soon.” Shegrinned. “1 have never seen the southern territories.”

"If you can, perhaps| can help you."

She smiled smugly. “1 will take you a your word, then. And | must be off to bed before they begin to
worry.” She started to the door.

"Wait. Y ou have not told me your name.”
Sheturned and smiled. “No, | haven't. Good night, Bikken."

| returned to the barracks an hour later, my labors complete and with much to consider. Did | have an
unexpected dly, or had | doomed myself to the gallows? 1 fell adegp knowing the answer to that question
would come soon.

Which it did three days |ater. Horgeld gave us the welcome news that morning. “The Lord and his
Ladyship will betraveling to the south of Bandikane this afternoon. We have much to prepare for their



journey. Hereiswhat we must do.” He then passed out assignments, some to search out wild game,
some to prepare rabbits and chickens, some to shop the markets for the freshest vegetables, someto
bake an array of breads and desserts. | was given my usual task of peeling potatoes, which bothered me
not. Indeed | waswhistling as| took my accustomed seat on my accustomed stool.

The day disappeared in acloud of smoke, heat and curses from the always demanding Horgeld. Still
even hewas amiling asthe supplies were findly loaded and the caravan led by the Lord and his Ladyship
disappeared through the gates of Castle Bandikane. My comradesin cutlery were cheering asthey
returned to the kitchen; with the master away, their duties would be gresatly eased. | joined them but for
entirely different reasons. Soon | would be able to complete my assgnment and leave the castle forever.

| began that night. My barrack mates decided to make arare vist to the village outsde the walls. Despite
their offers, | pleaded exhaustion and illness and remained, waiting patiently for nightfall. Therewerea
few of the cleaning staff when | entered, but snce| wore the samelivery they paid melittle mind. Indeed
it offered me added opportunity to visit each room on the ground for since they assumed | was dusting or
whatever. By thetime | felt it necessary to return to the barracks, | had enough information to satisfy the
Guild and mysdf the dragon claws were not hidden on thefirst floor.

The second evening was different. Again my comrades visited the village, again they sumbled back under
the influence of wine. | waited patiently until al the laughter, curses and moans had turned into snores,
then | sneaked away and entered the castle. The serving staff was gone but | proceeded cautioudy
anyway. Mogt of the guards had accompanied the Lord and Lady, the few remaining easily avoided. This
time | ascended to the third floor. The second floor was devoted to guest lodgings and administrative
offices. If the clawswerein the castle proper, | was sure they would be hidden in the private rooms of
theruler.

The first room was Her Ladyship'sand | was stunned by its starkness. A smple bed, asmal dresser; no
full-length mirror, no eaborate curtains or tapestries or artifacts, no collection of jewedry and finery.
Except for the small and smplewardrobe in acloset, | would have suspected a homely maid dept her.
Certain thisroom did not contain the claws, | went to the next, which | assumed would belong to the
Princess. But that room was empty. | shrugged; if what she said about her parentswas true, they may
have trundled her off to rooms down below.

The Lord's bedroom was next ... and more in keeping with what | expected from royalty. A silk-covered
canopied bed dominated the heart of the room while an elaborate covered two-thirds of the east wall.
Trophies from successful hunts festooned the walls, while afar bookcase was cluttered with vases,
carvings and other souvenirsfrom his (now less) frequent expeditions. | scanned through the bookcase
but, not surprisingly, no dragon clawsthere. If they were that valuable, they would be well hidden.

But | didn't want to spend al my time searching for them, so | went on to the study next door. Not too
promising, either, just abookcase on the east wall holding asmall selection of volumes and the desk in
the center, bare of everything save an inkwell and quill. The drawers were unlocked but only parchment
wasingde.

| went back outside and was proceeding further down the hal when amental darm rang. | paused,
returned to the study, then counted my steps between the door of the study and the door to the Lord's
bedroom. It'sahabit we are taught at the Academy in Introductory Surveillance—counting your paces
between rooms when reconnoaitering. | had done it amost by ingtinct and the numbers weren't adding up.
In the Lord's room, there were roughly five paces from the doorway to the east wall; in the study, the
west wall was right against the doorway. Y et | had counted 12 paces between the two rooms. Which | eft
more than enough space for another room. A hidden room.



| immediately returned to the study. Thewest wall appeared solid enough. But then | appear to bea
smple kitchen servant. | walked to the desk and tried to move the inkwell, but it wouldn't budge.
However, it did turn. And seconds |ater a section of that suspect wall did aside, reveding asmall acove.
And resting on asmall stand, two ornately carved dragon claws made from silver glowed in the
moonlight.

| was at the threshold and ready to retrieve them when | paused. Something just wasn't making sense. If |
, amere gpprentice, could find the claws with such relative ease, then surdly a master thief would have
them before completing breskfast. And | had al the confidence in the world that Alanzac and Wysco
would have required no expedition by the Lord to find thisroom. The dark irregular stain on the floor
convinced me, but to make sure, | went to the bookcase, retrieved avolume and tossed it in the hidden
room. Assoon asit hit thefloor, the diding wal immediately dammed shut. Asit sped by the end of my
nose, | could seethe sharpened sted that lined it. At least one of my peers, | was certain, had fallen
victimto the Lord'strap.

Y et the dcove had been small and there remained enough space for another hidden room. But not here. |
immediately returned to the Lord's bedroom. His great dresser occupied al but three feet of the east
wall. | stood in front of the bare section, knocked oniit ... and was rewarded with a soft click asthewall
swung open. Another trap? | doubted it; the Lord was vain and extremely sdlf-confident. And he would
want to access this room whenever necessary.

No moonlight could enter here, so | lit acandle and edged inside. Thisroom was bare aswell, but on the
back wall was asafe. | suppressed asmile as| retrieved my picks and quickly opened the lock. Lord
Bandikane had put too much faith in his clever trap. | reached in, expecting to retrieve the dragon claws.
Instead | pulled out a parchment document.

No, not parchment. Something older, something that felt like hide. Or cured human skin. | studied it inthe
dim light. The runes| couldn't decipher but the handwriting was clear enough. A smple paragraph with
two sgnatures at the bottom, declaring that the holder of this document would have total and continual
magtery over ... | whistled softly. The dragon clause.

| could have escaped then. | could have taken thistreasure and fled the castle, at least partidly fulfilling
my contract. But now | had additional obligations. To the Princesswho had helped me. To my Guild
members, who had died trying to retrieve this contract. And nagging questions remained, questions that
had to be answered. “Y ou areafool, Brendell,” | cursed myself even as| studied the parchment which
was not parchment, trying to memorize every detail. An old adage from my Ethics class came unbidden
and unwelcome to mind: “ Curiogity killsthethief.” Instead of taking my own advice, | returned the
document to the safe, then made my way back to my barracks. The following day | found an excuseto
vigt thevillage. | till had work to do before the Lord returned from his southern sojourn.

Lord Bandikane and hisretinue returned four days later to cheers and fanfare. He made aformal and
ornate oration about the continued good fortune and prosperity of hisdomain and particularly the peace
and good-will he had enjoyed among his southern subjects. No reference was made to the rumors that
had preceded him, rumors of unexplained and particularly vicious attacks on severd farmholds and
livestock. Instead he declared there would be a ceremonial feast later that evening, news that sent
Horged into apanic and me into a depression. Another long afternoon of pedling potatoes awaited.

Horgeld was startled when | |ater volunteered for the clean-up crew. “Areyou sure, Bikken? | was
actualy going to compliment you on your performance today. | think you've findly grasped the technique

of proper potato peeling.”
| blushed and grinned modestly. One unexpected benefit of my chosen career: you obtain skillsand



knowledge on avariety of fieds. “1 have had plenty of opportunity to rest over the past few days. |
would like to put myself to the further service of His Lord and Lady."

"Sobeit.” Severd of my crewmates, present as punishment, gave me curious glances as, later that
evening, we removed the remains of the repat. | ignored them even as| continued to whistle cheerfully
while clearing away flagons and plates. | dawdled as much as possible and even volunteered to finish up
thelast severd tables mysdlf, awish greeted with relief and heartfelt gratitude from the others. | watched
from the kitchen door until the last was out of sight, then rushed back to the great hall and up the stairs.
There was one sure way | knew to get the Lord's attention.

My journey was interrupted by the Princess. She stepped from the shadows on the second floor and
intercepted me. “ So, Bikken, are you ready to help me now? Or have you forgotten our agreement?’

"Not a al, my ladyship. Infact | waslooking for you. Meet me behind the kitchen in half an hour. I will
have two horses ready.”

Shefrowned. “| like horses naught. Thereisa stream and small clearing west of here. | will meet you
there”

"Itisnightfal,” | cautioned. “And | am not familiar with that area of Bandikane. | might not find it."
"No need to worry. | will find you.” With that she turned and started up the stairway.

| suppressed a shudder as | gave her an appropriate head start. If what | now suspected wastrue, | had
no doubt she would be as good as her word. Ten minutes later | made my way to the Lord's study.

| opened the hidden door, stood at the threshold and held my breath. There would be no turning back; if
| waswrong, | was dooming mysdlf. “But I'm not,” | said and legpt into the acove.

Even with my foreknowledge | felt the blade on the door's edge brush my jerkin asit flashed by. Then
there was aresounding thud and | was|eft in total darkness. | reached down and fondled the silver
dragon claws. Vauable indeed, but not as valuable as the document in my satchel, the document | had
stolen and replaced the night previous. | leaned againgt thewall and relaxed. It shouldn't take long.

It didn't. | heard the uproar of angry voices, the somping of feet, then aloud click and the door did
open. Standing before me, tired and outraged, stood Lord Bandikane. Next to him, expressionless,
stood Her Ladyship. | suppressed a chuckle as he glared at me for several minutes. The Lord was short
and stocky and, clad, in his nightclothes, hisface red with rage, he resembled nothing lessthan aroogter.
Hefinally gained control of himsalf and his snarl was replaced by asmug grin. “ So, once again my trap
has foiled amember of the Thief's Guild. Y ou are amember, are you not?"

"Of course”

"Y ou gppear unhurt. The others were not as fortunate.” He shrugged off his disgppointment. “It matters
not, my subjects aways enjoy agood hanging.”

"Don't go to any trouble on my account.” | walked confidently from the hidden room, even brushing by
him on purpose. “1 won't be here that long for you to make the arrangements.”

His outrage flared anew. “Y ou dare enter the sanctity of my domicile, then chalenge me? Y ou are
correct, whoever you are, you won' live long enough for ahanging!”

"Brendell, My nameis Brendell.” | turned my attention to the Lady. Her closeness made my skin crawl.
A snigter darkness seemed to surround her, effusing the very air with papable evil. She gazed in my eyes



and | suddenly fdt like abird staring at asnake. | shook my head and returned my attention to the Lord.
“Arent you going to cal your guards?'

Helaughed then, ahearty, terrifying laugh. “I have no need for guards. Madnizaroc, destroy him!"

| watched with awe and fear asthe Lady began to change. An opague cloud suddenly surrounded her as
she began to shrink and lengthen at the same time. Her skin and clothing dowly turned into green scales;
her face grew into along snout, pointed ears and fangs, claws erupted from her hands, wings from her
back. The dragon Madnizaroc had returned.

"Before you do anything foolish,” | said, reaching into my satchel, “I just want you to know | havethis.” |
proudly brandished the contract with the dragon clause before them. “Madnizaroc, prevent the Lord
from pursuing me.” | turned and ran from the room. Seconds later, the Lord's screams followed.

With the commotion erupting from insde Castle Bandikane, it was not difficult to avoid the panicked
guards and flee the grounds. Trueto my vow, | traveled west and soon found the small stream. |
followed it until | found aclearing. | made acampfire and waited.

The nervous whinny of my steed derted me. Then | heard thrashing in the underbrush and within minutes
the Princess appeared. For someone who eschewed horses, she had made very good time. But then |
knew she hadn't walked, either. “Good evening, Madnizaroc,” | greeted her.

Her eyes glowed red and not just from the campfire. “Good evening, Brendell. Thank you for waiting."
"Y our disguiseisno longer necessary. Y ou can shed it if youwish."

"Thank you.” Again | wastreated to the unholy transformation as my horse neighed and bucked in terror.
After afew minutes, her full, terrible beauty was on display. She curled hersdlf around the campfire and
gazed a me. “Thank you for freeing me from thet evil Lord Bandikane."

My horse continued to paw the ground, aresponse | gppreciated fully as | could fed the waves of evil
that flowed from her, evil that was nearly overwheming. If one werein its presence continually ...
“Y ou had been under his control for, what, three years?"

"Y es, amost trying and painful experience. What he made me do...” She shook her great scaled head.
“Now, with your continued assistance, perhaps| can be free forever!”

"And how would | accomplish that?*

She jerked her head up, her eyesflaring briefly. “ Destroy the contract! The cursed document the
magician tricked meinto Sgning. Only then can | befully free"

"Yes, the contract.” | pulled it out, idly read it, then returned it to my satchel. “It is quite harsh and
demanding.”

"Brenddl, you must...” Then the anger and demand in her voice faded into pleading. “What | was forced
todo | deeply regret. | had no choice! But you are aman of honor, Brendell. Y ou have the power to
freeme. Y ou owe me"

| pretended to consider her remarks. “that istrue. Y our assistance was invaluable. | assume you had
offered it to my fdlow Guild membersaswell."

"Tooneat least. But | was hampered inwhat | could do. Asyou should know."



"Not warning them about the trap. But, asyou say, you had no choice.” | sat on alog across from her
and spped somewine. “ It wasn't necessary to kill Lord Bandikane."

She emitted apuff of satisfied smoke. “Y our instructions were open to interpretation.”

The answer | expected. | reached into my satchel and removed ascroll. “Y ou may destroy this,” and |
tossed it to her.

"Thank you,” she hissed. She gave it acursory glance, then snorted asmdll burst of fire. The document
immediately turned to ashes. Then sheinched closer, until her great snout towered inches from me. “Y ou
have been most generous. Unfortunately for you, | am not.” And she reached for me.

"Stop!” Her eyes glazed over in shock when she found hersalf suddenly unable to move. | rose so | could
look her inthe eye. “ Y ou see, Madnizaroc, | knew the Lord would check his safe on hisreturn, so when
| stolethe dragon clause, | replaced it with acopy. It'sjust as easy to make two copies asone.”

Sheroared then, agreat bellowing roar followed by astream of angry fire. But that was directed to the
heavens, not at me. “Y ou tricked me, you lied to me!” she raged, thrashing her tail and scattering the
campfire acrossthe clearing.

"Yes, and | haveatask for you. | want you to fly directly to Mount Perjheus and wait for me."

"Mount Perjheus?’ Her eyes clouded over as she understood my order. “But thereis nothing there! Just
snow and glaciers. No humans, nothing to hunt!"

| no longer felt compassion for the creature, only fear and disgust, emotions that made my command easy
tojudtify. “There are rabbits and mountain goats, | hear. A more suitable diet for adragon than helpless
livestock or farmers, don't you think? Now go! "

Roaring with helpless rage, she uncoiled her body, spread her wings and leapt into the sky. | waited until
the beacon of angry fire she spewed disappeared into the night sky before | finally relaxed. | should have
fet dation; | had completed the ass gnment and now the Guild would surely grant me journeyman's
satus. But | couldn't shake the despair | felt for Lord Bandikane. | understood now why he required so
few guards as Madnizaroc was more than equal to any army. And | also understood his change of
character. Her constant presence had been his undoing; the darkness of her soul had begun to permeste
hisaswell, dowly changing him into the evil equa of her. And | could have prevented his death. |
cursed mysdf for understanding that much too late. The dragon clause wasindeed a curse, onel would
be burdened with for perhaps the rest of my life. | went to deep troubled by dark dreams and dragon
screams.

"Congratulationsarein order, Brenddll,” the Guild Secretary said after finishing my report. “Y ou have
more than fulfilled your assgnment. | am proud to say you are now afull-fledged Guild journeyman.”

It was nearly aweek since | had fled Castle Bandikane. The Secretary had been pleased, although a bit
surprised, to see me. “Thank you. And the contract?’

"QOur archivists have dready studied it and confirmed your assumptions. It will be retained in the Guild
vaults. Only you will be permitted accessto it."

| felt great relief at that. The Guild was not above sdling its treasuresto the highest bidder. And |
certainly could not travel withit. “ Thereis nothing more?"

"No. Unlessyou are interested in a contract that just came across my desk."



"Not presently. | believe | need adight vacation &fter this."

"Understood.” He closed my report. “In that case | wish youwell. And, again, congratulations. The
necessary paperwork will be completed and forwarded within the week."

| nodded and |eft. Outside, the sun glowed warmly on the deepy town of Port Challort. | wondered
briefly if it was shining on Mount Perjheus aswell, then forced the thought aside. Instead | wentto a
nearby inn for food and drink. Still it took me three flagons of wine before | could congratulate mysdlf.
Brendell, apprentice thief, was no more. “ Journeyman thief, | whispered, two words | thought | would
never hear spoken together. Now al | had to do was become a master thief.

| shrugged. Time enough to begin that journey in the morning. | grabbed the serving wench and ordered
another flagon of wine.



Far Ste

"Morewine.” At least that'swhat | tried to say. By now my tongue was as cooperative as aladen
jackass, abeast | now identified with quite strongly. The serving wench understood well enough,
however, and my empty flagon was quickly replaced with abrimming one. And it wasn't like there were
many customers mid-afternoon. Merchants were busy tending their stores, farmerstilling their fields,
bakers baking, smiths smithing, my fellow thievesthieving, rulersdoing ... whatever they do.

And |, Brenddl, was Stting in this nearly empty tavern trying to drown the memory that | had just
sentenced a man to death.

Death doesn't bother me. It happens, it's an occupational hazard. My actions have even lead to the degth
of others before. But in those few instances the outcome had not been planned, athough usualy quite
deserved in my mind. Thistime however...

| cursed softly as| fingered agold coin, one of many the Guilds had awarded me for my efforts. Such a
smple contract. And now an innocent man was going to die.

Asusud, the Thief's Guild negotiated the contract. Now that | had findly achieved journeyman status,
contract offers were more plentiful and rewarding. That fateful afternoon the Guild Secretary had even
given me achoice of assgnments. So | redlly have no oneto blame but myself.

The Guild had been contracted by a L ord Rabolin about ameatter, as he stated it, “of most urgency.” It
had taken a good three weeks by ship to reach hisdomain in the Seafall provinces and once | arrived |
regretted it immediately. The Lord's“ream” conssted of asmal fishing village perched on thetip of a
peninsula, afew fields, astand of timber. The sdf-styled monarch dwelt not in acastle but inasmple
home just outside the village proper. Still, acontract isa contract and the reward was ample. Dragging
my small trunk behind me—the village was too smdll to even have a stable—I trudged up the road,
sought entrance, introduced myself and was soon ushered into the presence of Rabolin himself.

Rabolin wastall and thin to the point of emaciation. The velvet robes and headgear he deigned to wear in
poor imitation of areal monarch made him appear like an animated coat rack. No train, no group of
advisors or sycophants, and still he demanded | bow in his presence and remain thus while he reposed in
histhrone, actudly asimplewooden chair. “Y ou are Brenddl of the Thief's Guild?’ he asked in avoice
that needed ailing.

"Yes, your mgesty.” My kneeswere aready beginning to ache from the wooden floor. “| havethe
contract with me."

"And you area good thief?"

"The Guild would only send the best available for amisson of such utmost importance.” | dmost gagged
on my obsequiousness.

"Excdlent!” Hisvigorous assent threatened to unseet histhreadbare crown. “ Thereisawizard named
Ensten who dwellsin the village of Foxhaven. Heisin possession of amost wondrous instrument, aFar
Glass. That isthe object | wish you to obtain.”

A wizard? That had not come up in my discusson with the Guild. Little had, in fact. The Sesfall
provinces, stuck asthey are on aremote northern peninsula, are uniformly poor, sparsely populated and
uninteresting. The Guilds, including mine, maintain little or no presence in the region. Rabolin had been
forced to spend over amonth traveling to the nearest port where a Guild outpost was available, which



spoke of the importance of this assgnment to him. However, he had been vague during negotiations.
Nothing unusua about that, but my subsequent research in the Guild archives had been fruitless because
of it. “A wizard you sy ?'

"Yes. Mogt powerful. Y ou have successfully dedlt with magicin the past | takeit.”
"Yes” Unfortunately.

"Good.” Herose, allowing meto do the same. | was certain | would be limping for the next few days.
“Then be off with you. | want the Far Glass as soon as possible.

"Can you tell mewhat it looks like? Can you provide amap? At least ahorse?’ | pointed to my trunk
besdeme. “1 will need thisif magicisinvolved.”

"I can't tell you about the glass except that it exists. Asfor amap, just follow the sun. Y ou will come
upon Foxhaven eventually. A horse? Let me check my stables.” Two hourslater | wasleading a
recalcitrant mule out of Rabolin'slands and into the woods beyond. Limping west.

Mostly west anyway. Thefew farmholds | stumbled across were uniformly friendly and surprised to meet
asolitary traveler. Starved for company and perceiving me as no threat—which | wasn't, being under
contract—I found myself enjoying their hospitality at every turn. So what should have been athree day's
journey nearly trebled. Y et | wasin uncommon good spirits and uncommonly well fed when | findly
reached Foxhaven.

Which was as unaccustomed to visitors as the countryside. There was no inn, but the proprietor of the
tavern was willing to accommodate me, even if what he offered waslittle more than a pallet on the floor.
After storing my trunk in aback room, | joined him over aflagon of wine.

"And what bringsyou to our village, Bikken?” he asked after generoudy filling both our glasses. His
eagerness to converse with someone from the outside world was amost painful to behold.

| could have given my red name but saw no reason to. And this alias had served mewell in the past. “I'm
somewhat of ascholar,” | began. “| have heard rumorsthat amost powerful yet benign wizard dwellsin
the area. | have traveled many arduous milesto meet and study with him."

"A wizard?' He picked at histeeth and grunted with satisfaction as he removed a bit of breskfast. “I fear
those tales are untrue and your trek in vain. We have no wizard here. Can't imagine why awizard would
want to be here, actudly."

"Redlly? That ismost distressing.” | Sipped my wine, unsureif | should be relieved or disgppointed. “No
one named Engen livesin Foxhaven?'

"Engten?’ The man broke into laughter. “Oh, indeed, Ensten graces Foxhaven. But heisno wizard! A
madman, adreamer perhaps. A gifted tinkerer some might say. But certainly no wizard!"

Thiswas heartening news. Magic and | do not get dong. “ So the rumors are true! Would he be willing to
seme?!

"l can't gpeak for him, of course, but he seemsfriendly enough. His houseis at the end of the path leading
south of thewell. Y ou should have no difficulty finding him."

We spent the remainder of the evening drinking theloca winewhile | regaled him and those who joined
uswith marveloustales of the world that lie far beyond Foxhaven. Some of them were even true.



The barkeep had been right, | decided as| stopped at the boundaries of Ensten’'s home. The man was
indeed mad. The house stretched in al directions asif it had seeped from the ground. Rooms branched
off of rooms; gables and metal poles, some topped by metd figurines, festooned the roof; building
materias ranched from brick to wood to straw. Outside, various devices of unknown function spun,
sueaked and hummed. On top of atall tripod, awhed with wooden arms turned merrily. Another, a
tubular device made of hammered metal, groaned and hissed steam. | touched it and jerked away, then
began blowing on my singed fingers. Somewhereingdeit afirewasburning, | redized. Mad indeed.

Donning my most sincere smile, | walked to the front door and knocked. Silence. | knocked again. This
time | was rewarded by aclanging and clattering, amuttered curse, findly approaching footsteps. The
door opened and a scarecrow of aman peered out. He was wearing aleather apron and gloves and
nothing else. Hiswhite beard blended with hiswhite hair so that only hisnose and eyeswerevishble.
“What do you, ohit'syou! And late, | must say. Well, don't just stand there, bring it in! Follow me.” With
that he turned and abruptly started walking.

"Bringin... excuseme. Sir. Engten!” | chased after him but he ignored me until we reached aroom at the
rear of hishome.

"Put it there,” he said, back still turned, as he patted an empty table. “I just don't understand why it takes
s long.”

"Engen. Sir.” | tugged on hisarm until he findly looked a me. “I'm not who you think | am. | havent
brought anything for you."

Hefrowned ... | think. Hisunkempt hair covered hisbrow so thoroughly it was difficult to tell. “ And why
not? My order was clear enough. Don't tell me you don't have my supplies.”

"| don't even know what you are talking about. My name is Bikken. | am not ... whoever."
"Bikken.” He sampled my name asif it were an unknown fruit. “Y ou're not here with my supplies?’
| shook my head.

"Cursed be they! | need those materialsl” Muttering, he turned to another table, this one overflowing with
all sorts of unrecognizable objects and began working at something. “How can they expect meto
complete his?’ he said over and over as hetoiled avay.

| waited slently agood five minutes, expecting at any time for him to question mefurther. Then |
redlized; he's forgotten all about me! | cleared my throat loudly and stomped my foot. No response.
“Engten.” Ignored anew. Thistime | repeated his name and tapped him on the shoulder.

"What? Who?’ Heturned reluctantly and saw me again for thefirgt time. “Who are you and what are you
doing here?'

"Bikken. Likel told you, my nameis Bikken."
"And you brought my supplies?’
"No. I know nothing about your supplies.”

"They lost my order again? What idiots! Cotton. Flour. Cod. Lard. Salt. Paper.” He enumerated each on
afinger. “Do | haveto write this down or can you remember?"

"Y ou better writeit down,” | said weskly.



He harrumphed and seized aquill, then scribbled on abit of parchment and handed it to me. “ And don't
dawdle. | need theseimmediately.”

"I'll sse mysdlf out,” | said Snce hewas dready back to hislabors. If he had mistaken mefor an errand
boy | wasn't going to enlighten him. Not now at least. Instead | found my way outside, but not beforel
had given most of the house a cursory study. The chaos of the back room was echoed everywhere;
books piled upon books, drawings and observations scrawled on parchment and tucked away in other
books and nooks and crannies; bits and pieces of odd machinery; animas and plants stuffed in glassjars.
How he could retrieve anything was beyond my comprehension. Y et, by accident, he had discovered the
ideal method for thwarting me. How was| to find an object of which | knew only the name amongst the
flotsam and jetsam piled everywhere? Somewhere in Ensten's belongings was the Far Glassand | would
need hisheptofindit.

So | gladly retraced my steps to Foxhaven and its one store. Once | explained | was on amission for
Engten, the owner gladly filled the order. “ Engten didn't give me any money,” | apologized after we had
piled sacks of staples on my protesting donkey.

"Hewill pay me, he dwaysdoes. Evenif | haveto remind him occasondly. So, you are hisnew
assigant?'

"For ashort time anyway."
Hegrinned. “That isusualy the case. Be forewarned. He can be quite demanding aswell asforgetful.”

Not arevelation, | decided as | led my mount back to Ensten’'s squalor. But becoming his assistant was a
much better ruse than any | had thought of .

It aso quickly proved to be more strenuous. The merchant had been right, Ensten was demanding. Upon
my return he immediately dispatched meto the kitchen to stow the supplies. Done with that, | eventudly
found him working with ablack powder. He had run athin trail of it acrossatable and | watched ashe
put alit candle to one end. The powder sizzled, then burned itself up and out amost immediately. |
cleared my throat and he finally noticed me.

"What do you think?"

"Of what?'

He pointed to the ashes. “Of my fire sdt.”

"l don't know. What doesit do? What isit for?"’

"It burns of course!"

"| saw that. | mean, what do you useit for?"

He struck afinger on hislips. “1 don't know. | haven't gotten thet far.”
"Could you useit to, say, light acampfire?

His eyes brightened. “Y es, perhapsit could. Get me some wood. Tinder."

| returned quickly from my expedition outsde with an armload of wood, twigs, straw and dried leaves.
“Where should | put this?"

"Put what?" He looked up a my burden and frowned. “Why are you bringing that into my house.”



"| thought we were going to build acampfire.”

"Inmy house? Why would we do that when we have afireplace?!

He doesn't remember! “To seeif we could light it with your fire sat.”

He clapped hishands. “ Of course! Thank you for reminding me, uh, whoever you are.”
"Bikken."

"Soyou are. Bring that here"

In amatter of minutes we had assembled atidy pile of wood on the floor. Ensten sprinkled hisfire salt on
it, then ran asmall trail afew feet away. He reached for acandle but | stopped him. “On thetrail, you
won't have alighted candle with you. Y ou'll haveto useflint and sted.”

He nodded vigoroudly. “Excellent observation. Get some.”
"Where?'
He pondered. “Try the kitchen."

| did but found none. Rather than wasting the whole afternoon, | went to my trunk and rummaged
through my gear. “Here,” | said when | returned.

He took them, bent over the powder and began striking stone to metd. After afew triesthe sparks sent
the fire sat ablaze. Except for abrief puff of smoke, however, the wood remained unlit, the powder
burning itself out too quickly to igniteit. Ensten showed no disgppointment in the failure, however. “No
meatter. Maybe well try again tomorrow. |smy supper ready yet?"

Apologizing profusdly | raced to the kitchen. By thetime | had something prepared, hewasinvolvedin
another project and didn't want to be disturbed. He didn't speak to me the remainder of the evening.

| quickly fell into Engten'sroutine as | adapted to my unexpected role of assistant. He rose at dawn and
ate whatever | had prepared. Then he moved onto one of his experiments. Sometimes he needed help
gathering materia, moving something, putting something together or taking it gpart. Other timeshe
completely ignored me and | was|eft to my own devices, merely checking occasondly to learnif | was
needed.

| had no ideawhy | did most of what | did, mainly because Ensten rarely explained. Once| found him
outside near acage of pigeons. He was holding one and wrapping something around oneleg. A moment
later he released it. The bird hovered momentarily, then headed south. | favored him with araised
eyebrow. “It'show | correspond,” he said. “ A friend of minein Kestya has expressed interest in my fire
sdit. | wasjust sending him the formula™

"Wouldn't aship be better?”

"Not here. Not asfast or reliable. Unless, of course, the bird becomes another's meal during hisjourney.”
He never mentioned the fire sdt again.

So basicaly | had free reign to explore the Ensten household. But my more thorough investigations only
confirmed what | expected from my first day; | had no ideawhat | waslooking for and there were just
too many arcane objects about. In hindsight | should have catalogued what | uncovered for further use,
but | never expected the Guildsto have any interest in Ensten. Which later proved unfortunate to the



extreme.
Meanwhile | was becoming increasingly frustrated. | had to convince Engten to show methe Far Glass.

Which hefindly did. Near the end of my third week In Foxhaven | was cleaning up after breakfast when

| heard Engten call for me. | went outside and found him laboring over anew contraption. He had taken a
thin wooden frame and wrapped cloth tightly around it. A string wastied to the center and led to the
spool he was holding. He held the object up so the wind filled it like asail, then released it. It dropped
straight to the ground. Cursing, he tried again. Same result. He waved me over. “Bikken, | think we need
to increase resstance.” He handed me the contraption. “Hold this over your head and run towards yon
hill."

Raising hislatest invention behind me, | began loping toward the hill. Asthe string played out, the
cloth-covered frame did climb higher in the sky, until it was agood four feet above my head. Then it
suddenly began spinning wildly and crashed into the ground.

Engten trotted up, beaming like achild. “It'sworking. My flyer just needs something to baanceit.” He
looked at me. “Bikken, your shirt.”

"My shirt?’ | frowned but removed it.

Hetoreit apart, then tied astrip of cloth to one of the corners of hisflyer. “Yes, this might do. Now,
Bikken,” he handed the thing to me, “run asfast asyou can!"

| complied, dl thewhile thinking about my ruined shirt. Thistime the results were much more satisfactory.
Hisinvention rose dowly but steadily, climbing ever upwardslike asquirrel fleeing adog. The cloth
billowed and hisflyer steadied high above us, its only tether the string that ran taut to the spool Ensten
held. “Marveloud” heydled. “Thisisjust marvelous!”

Indeed it was. And it provided my fata inspiration. “It is unfortunate we can't observe it more closaly,” |
sad. “It'sso high, we can hardly seeit.”

"Y ou'reright. Fetch the Far Glass."
"The Far Glass? What's that?'

He snorted. “Have you learned nothing in dl these months? The Far Glass. It'sin the East Room, |
bdieve"

"Of course. And what doesit ook like?!
"Know you nothing? A brass tube. Glass on both ends. Now hurry and get it!"

| hastened to the room and after burrowing among boxes and piles of papers and parapherndial did find
it. Finally! | returned and gave it to Ensten. He in turn handed me the spool. “Hold it steady. Don't drop
it.” Hethen held one end of the tube to his eye and peered into it while | struggled to keep hisflyer doft.

“Amazing! Yes, thisismost satisfactory!"

| et him observe for about five minutes before clearing my throat. “Could | watch it?"
"Of course.”

We swapped and | brought the tube up to my eye. And gasped. Hisflyer suddenly appeared miles away,
not just feet. “What?



"| said you're looking through the wrong end.”

"Oh.” | turned the Far Glass around ... and gasped again. The flyer now appeared just afew feet away. |
could make out the pattern on the cloth, the strip from my shirt, the string and the frame. | could almost
touch it, it appeared so close.

| didn't redlize how long | peered into the Far Glass until Ensten gave agrunt. “I think that's enough for
now.” He began reding in hisinvention.

"Thisisamazing,” | sadin awe.

"My flyer?Yes intit?'

"No, this” and | held up the Far Glass. “Have you made others?"
"Just theone."

"But you can make more?’

He shrugged. “| have my notes. If | ever wanted to, | suppose. But why? My flyer is much more
interesting, don't you think?"

| helped him put avay his new miracle, made uslunch, tidied up and basicaly stayed out of hisway the
rest of the day. Now | had the Far Glass. Now | could fulfill my contract. But | wasn't convinced |
should. | dept little that evening.

| left the following morning. | explained | had to go to Foxhaven for more supplies, which troubled him
not at al. He never noticed my donkey was laden with my trunk. With the Far Glass safely nestled inside.
| was certain Ensten wouldn't notice my absence or hislossfor quite sometime, but | had greater
concerns, so that evening found me nearly athird of the way back to Lord Rabolin. | spent that night
garing at my campfire and the glass tube in my hand. Such an innocent looking device, | thought. And so
dangerous. Armed with these, lookouts could spot an gpproaching thief from milesaway. Or an
approaching army. Why Rabolin wanted it so badly | knew not. But | did know he couldn't haveit.

Two dayslater | led my mount into Rabolin'sfiefdom. | had avoided al farmholdsthistime as | wanted
this over with as quickly as possible. | sauntered up to the Lord's residence, knocked, and within minutes
was ushered into asmall room to wait hisroya entrance. It came with as much pomp as he could muster.
Which wasn't much. “What took you so long?’ he asked after hetook histhrone. Thistime | did not
honor him by knedling. “It's been weekd!"

"A most difficult theft,” | began. “The wizard had placed many traps around hislair and particularly the
Far Glass. Only by employing the utmost cunning and caution was | able to accomplish the deed. Buit |
warn you, wizards to not appreciate thievery. Some have been known to attach magic tethersto their
property. If he ever learns you possessthis,” and | held up the Far Glass, “you could find yoursdlf in
grave danger.”

"I will bethejudge of that.” He held out his hand and | gave him his prize. He pondered the brass tube
for amoment. “How doesit work?"

| pointed. “Just ook throughiit.”

He complied. And roared with rage. “What travesty isthis? Thisisno Far Glass! Y ou appear to be six
inchestdl!” Heremoved the tool from hiseyeto confirm my height. “Thisis not the Far Glass."



"Yesitis. It doesexactly what it'snameimplies. It makes objects appear far away."

"Impossible! Thisisnot what my sourcestold me!” He hurled the tube a me. | caught it and placed it in
my bet. “Y ou havefaled!"

"No | have not! Thisisyour Far Glass. And | expect my payment!"

He began rocking in histhrone asif it were trying to unseet him. “Y ou will recelve no payment from me.
And | shdl complainto your Guild!” If he had the wherewithal, | was certain he would have ordered my
immediate execution.

Hisimpotent rage was entertaining but | had to maintain my own facade. “Y ou refuse to honor this
contract?’ | held up the document.

"Absolutely!”

"Then | will complainto the Guild. And they will not bekind!” | displayed my rage until | left hismanor,
then breathed asigh of relief. | had taken agreat gamble, but | was dso honor-bound to do nearly
everything possibleto fulfill my contract. For the most part | had. And | had given him the object of his
desire. My Guild, | was convinced, would understand my ruse once | explained it to them. Now it was
merely ameatter of waiting in this barren paradise while avoiding Rabolin until the next ship came.

"Gentlemen, thank you al for coming. | redizethisis most unusud, but thisisamost serious matter we
must discuss.”

It was one month to the day since | had brought the Far Glass to the attention of my superiors. | had
expected them to take it off my hands and preserve it in the safe confines of the Guild archives. | had not
expected them to order meto remain in Port Andergauz ant their expense while they contacted other
Guildsto arrange an emergency mesting. Or for meto be the guest of honor.

Now, as| looked at the circle of stern faces studying me, | regretted anew my decision to take the
Rabalin contract. My own Guild Chief'sfinal remarks broke my brooding. “Now, Guild member
Brendd| will explain the threet he has uncovered.”

He nodded to me and sat. Clearing my throat, | rose on shaky legs and held up the Far Glass. “I was
commissioned to stedl this object by Lord Rabolin. He cdled it aFar Glass. As each of you will
discover, it indeed lives up to its name.”

It was passed among the Guild chiefs and representatives while | continued my explanation. | noticed
some were amused, afew openly admiring. Two, onein particular, showed their intense displeasure most
openly. “So | fet it in the best interests of the Guildsthat this object be kept in our hands,” | concluded
asthe innocuous brass tube completed itsjourney. | was ready to stop but my audience was not.

"Y ou say thisman Ensten made this?’ the Assassin's Guild chief asked.

"Yes"

"And he can make more?"

| shrugged. “If he had amind to. | suspect he wouldn't. | doubt he would careto.”
"But he did make notes?” my own superior asked.

"Mogt definitely. Nearly indecipherable, however. And the way he stores them, finding his notes on the



Far Glass, or anything for that matter, would be aminor miracle.”

"l don't believein miracles,” the Assassin's Guild chief said. “Do we have any cause for concern about
thisRabalin?'

"He's been dealt with,” my leader assured him. Indeed, the Guild had sent a representative and obtained
payment for my broken contract. At my insstence it was atoken payment only, but enough to discourage
others from breaking Guild agreements.

"I say Engten must be stopped.” The Assassin's Guild chief pointed at the Far Glass. “That wegponisa
threst to every member of my Guild."

"l concur,” my chief said.

"Please, gentlemen.” The Captain's Guild representative seized the floor. “ Thisisamost wondrous
object! It will be an invaluable aid to the safe passage of al my men and the passengers and goods they
convey across our treacherous oceans! We will be able to observe and prepare for pirates, reefs, sea
mongters and other dangerslong before we are in danger oursalves. | must protest! We need this Far
Glass"

"Y our points are well-made and will be duly consdered,” my chief said. “ Are there any other questions
or comments?'

"What other potential threats did you observe at Ensten's?’ the leader of the Miner's Guild asked me.

"None, actudly.” | discussed the odd objects on hishouse and in the yard, hisflyer, hisfire sdt and afew
others. “I'm not sure what most of them did or even if they functioned properly. I'm not sure Ensten does,
ether."

"Enough!” The Assassin's Guild chief dammed his heavy hand on thetable. “1 demand avote now. We
cannot delay any longer!™

"Agreed. Miner's Guild?’” my chief nodded at him.
"We see this as no benefit to us. We abstain.”
"Smith's Guild?'

"l concur. It isa most an amusement.”

So around the room they went. “And | say no,” my leader concluded. “ That leaves two againgt, one for
and four abstentions. The matter has been decided.”

"Excdlent.” Thevictorious Assassin's Guild chief smiled. “Wewill send a contingent to Foxhaven
immediady."

That was when | began to redlize what | had realy accomplished. “Wait. A contingent to Foxhaven? For
what purpose?’

"Our meeting isover,” my leader said and glared at me. *'Y ou may leave us now."

"No.” | rose shaking my head, asif that would somehow drown out what | was hearing. “Y ou can't do
this. Engten isno threat. To the Guilds, to anyone. He'sjust a gifted but lonely and possibly mad old man.
You can't do thid"



"What we do isfor the good of the Guilds, aswe have aways done,” the Assassin's Guild chief said.
“Order must be maintained. Ensten threatens that order. What must be done shall be done. Now |eave
us. Now!"

Out of the corner of my eye | saw two silent guards starting toward me. Taking a deep bregth, | bowed
and staggered from the room. Once outside | collapsed in achair. For the good of the Guilds. Those
words echoed in me like thunder in acanyon. What | had done was for the good of the Guilds.

What | had done was sentence aharmless old man to degth. A generous pile of gold coinsjangled in my
pocket as| left the Thief's Guild headquarters. | had been paid well for my actions, much more than what
Rabolin had contracted. | had been congratulated by my own Chief and assured that my journeyman's
gatuswas now firmly and irrevocably officid.

None of that mattered. Therewas no way | could reach Foxhaven before the Assassins, noway | could
warn aharmless old dreamer. No way. The sun was now high; our meeting had tarted at sunrise and
lasted far longer than | had imagined. | needed a bath, | needed amedl, | needed to rest. First thingsfirst.
| headed for the nearest tavern.

When | woke up, my mouth tasted like mud. | quickly redlized why, | waslying face downinan dley.
After amental reconnoaiter, | found my aches and pains could be attributed entirely to the wine. A
physical onewas far less assuring. My coinswere gone. So was the key to my room at theinn, even the
brass buckles on my boots. Someone | had met at that inn had treated me most unkindly. Perhaps even
the owner.

No time to worry about that now. | staggered to my feet and out of the alley. The sunwasjust risng o
few were out to admire my wavering progress back to my inn. After abrief discussion, they let me back
into my room, which | found had been thoroughly ransacked. No matter. The condition of my room
convinced me my unseen visitorsweren't professona thieves, and they hadn't found where | had hidden
the mgjority of my wedlth. | cleaned up, had a brief breakfast, then went on a purchasing expedition.
Perhaps | could do nothing for Ensten, but | had to do something. By mid-afternoon | was on aship
bound for Kestya.

"Y ou say your nameis Bikken? That you are here on the request of Ensten?” From acrossthe table,
Baron Vincin studied me over his golden goblet of wine. Oncel had arrived in Kestya, finding him had
required little effort. Mentioning Ensten to his servant had gained me an immediate audience. Now we
were seated in his spacious dining hall and | was being rewarded with amost excellent vintage. “1 confess
| do not understand the reason for Engten'slargesse. We have corresponded but never met."

You are his only confidante | knew about. “ Ensten had aways expressed great admiration for you. He
was confident you would want to continue some of his experiments.”

"Yes, mogt assuredly. | have found hisfire sat most intriguing.” Then his eyes darkened. “ Y ou ingst upon
gpesking of Engten in the past tense. Why isthat?'

It had taken me five weeks to reach Kestya. By now Ensten was past tense. “1 am afraid my former
measter has fdlen prey to amost seriousillness. The hedlers can do nothing for him save control hispain.”
| shuddered and allowed atear tofall. “A great man..."

"Indeed.” He opened the satchel | had brought and began removing its contents. During my voyage, |
had spent hours sketching from memory the many devices | had observed at Ensten's. Except for the Far
Glass. “These drawings are helpful but incomplete,” he said after asilent perusdl. “Y ou have no notes?

Y ou have no further knowledge on how they work or what they do?'



"Engten kept his notes in a.code known only to him. They would be worthlessto anyoneese” | smiled
weakly. “I was only with him ashort time. He rarely explained the purpose of his apparati.”

He studied me anew. “I don't believe you. | bdieve you stole these. How much do you want for them?"
| maintained my facade. “ Serving the wishes of my former master isreward enough.”

He grunted, satisfied. “If any of these prove asinteresting as hisfire sdt, then you have done me a gresat
sarvice, Bikken.” Herose. “| hate to be rude but | do have other engagements. Please stay and enjoy the
wine. | will have food brought if you wish."

"No need. Now that you have relieved me of this obligation, | must be leaving aswell."

He nodded and left with my satchel. | filled my goblet and sghed. Relieved? No, | wasfar from relieved.
| had just committed a grand crime againgt the Guilds. If discovered, | would at best be thrown out in
eternd disgrace. And if the Assassin's Guild ever learns of my treachery...

| finished the wine, then returned to my inn and removed my disguise. One thing was certain, | would be
unableto use the name Bikken again. A smdl priceto pay if Baron Vincin was successtul.

It took well over ayear, but the Baron was. He cdled his invention gunpowder.



Epilogue
| let my horse graze and rest while| sat on afdlen tree and looked at the valey below. Mistmourning.
How many hours had | spent herein my youth, playing with friends or hunting for mushrooms or dedding
down its gentle dope during the winter? From here the village |ooked no different than when | had | eft
nearly a decade past to seek my fortune at the Thief's Academy and beyond. | had changed. Taller
perhaps, severa wrinkles and scars, gray beginning to appear in my hair and beard. Well-earned | would

sy.

Not al the memoriesflooding back were welcome, however. The many hours spent in thefields or
barns, working with my siblings so our family could somehow survive. How many timeshad | goneto
bed hungry because my father had spent what little money he had on seed or animal feed? Assoon as|
could | left, as much to escape as to lessen the burden | placed on my family.

Thiswasthefirgt time | had been back. | had seen so much of the world, yet, despite everything, | felt
my heart swell as| watched the smal river meander through the valey and tiny village surrounding its
banks. Time to go. | got on my reluctant mount and made my dow way home.

Our farm was on the outskirts of the village. | rode up to find the fence faling gpart and my old homein
serious disrepair. | tied my horseto apost that looked relatively stable and knocked on the rickety door.
“Alous, areyou home?’ | ydled. “ Father?!

| heard a scuffling from inside, then the door creaked open. My father stood there and gazed at me
nearly without comprehension. “Who? Brenddl, isthat you?'

"Yes, Alous, itis. May | comein?'

He stepped aside and | walked in. | glanced around the main room and fought back atear. There were
only afew bare wooden chairs and one table leaning against the wall for support. The curtains werefilthy
and moth-esten. My father's clothswere in smilar condition. “What happened?'

"The king's assessors,” he sighed. “Come, have a sedt. It's been so long. Y ou must tell me everything.”

| did s0, dl the whiletrying to keep the shock and pain from my voice. Only after | provided aseverely
curtailed account of my career did | ask, “Where are the others?

"They'vedl gone, Brenddl.” His hand shook as he rocked dowly in hischair. “They left likeyou did.”
Therewas no recrimination in hisvoice, just resgnation. “Mistmourning held nothing for them.”

| digested this news like a poorly-prepared stew. All gone. | knew my sisterswould have married and
moved on, but surely one of my brothers... “Who isworking for you now?"

"No one.” Again he spoke without emotion. “1 cannot afford help. And eveniif | could, the assessors
would take the money anyway."

"But you have money. The money |I've sent you."

Heforced asmile. “That was your money, Brendell, not mine. I've never touched it. | was saving it for
you."

Never spent it. | had sent a portion of every contract to him, coins, severa jewelsand rings. “It was for
you, father. | didn't need it. There should be enough for you to hire help, put this house back together.”



"I'm afraid not, son.” Helooked at me and | could seetears. “It was stolen.”
"What?" My despair reached new depths. “How? Who?'

"l don't know. | went to the market. When | returned, someone had ... taken it."
My despair was being quickly replaced by quiet rage. “Where did you keep it?"
"In the kitchen, under aloose board.”

Of course. Thefirst place a professional thief would look. “Alous, | have some money. | want you to
takeit."

"Brenddl, | can't.” He quieted as| counted out 50 gold coins and set them on the table.
"No arguments. These are for you. Spend them wisdly, don't et anyone know you have them."
Helooked at the pile of wedlth, then at me. “Y ou're leaving, aren't you?"

"Yes. | have something to do.” My smile hardly hid therage| fdt. “But | will be back. Soon, | hope. And
I'll help you get our house back together.” | patted his hand. “Please, buy some food. Some clothes. This
isyour money now, father, not mine."

| stayed long enough to show him a better place to hide hismoney, then | rode off. Hannis Bay wasthe
nearest town with aGuild office and | pushed my mount hard to get there as quickly as possible. During
my journey, | tried to understand what had happened. Someone had taken out a contract. On me, on my
family?I've made enemies, an inevitable result of my chosen career. It could have been one of my
contracts. It could even be one of my Guild members, snceasmpletrip to the Guild archiveswould tell
them everything they needed to know about me.

Then | thought about my father. Living aone now, abandoned by his children, hiswifelong since
deceased. And never once touching the wealth | had sent him, spending not one coin to better his
life. It was not me someone had victimized, it was my father. And | vowed that deed would be avenged.

| had to wait an hour to meet with the Guild secretary, which did nothing to lighten my mood. “What can
| do for you, Brendd 7’ he asked when he finally deigned to see me.

"] want to know who took the contract out on me."
Hefrowned. “Whatever makes you think someone would do that?"

"My father was robbed. Either it was done by a Guild member or it was done by arogue. Neither can be
tolerated.”

"You know | can't provide that information, Brendell. Contract information is confidential between thief
anddient.”

"Bvenif aGuild member isthevictim?'

"It doesn't matter. Protocol must be maintained, no matter the situation. Otherwise the trust and respect
we have worked so long to establish will be destroyed.”

What troubled me the most was that he was right, and reacting just as| had feared. “Then | wish to take
out acontract.”



"That we can do.” He opened adrawer and pulled out ablank contract. “Y ou will betheclient |
assume?'

llYall
He grabbed his quill and dutifully made a notation. “ And who is the contract on?"
"Whoever golefrom me."

He sat the quill back in theinkwdll. “If you can't be more specific, Brenddll, | cannot help you. Only a
master hasthe right to take out an open contract. Until you reach that Satus, the Guild's hands are tied.”

"The Guild encourages theft among its own members?’

"This matter is persona and therefore not the concern of the Guild. Y ou may lodge acomplaint at our
next chapter mesting, but | suspect it will beignored.”

| bid him leave and ssomped out of his office. Later, over my campfire, | stared at the flames. All during
my career | had obeyed the rules of the Guild. | had been taken advantage of more than once during my
gpprenticeship. Even now, as ajourneyman, my Guild status meant next to nothing.

| sghed. | had dready broken Guild rulesin my dedlings with Ensten. | would go back to my father, help
him get hishome and affairsin order. Then | would complete my very persona contract.
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