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Brenddl: Rogue Thief
By Peatrick Welch



HannisBay

| held my breath and willed mysdlf till asatree when | heard the clicking sound come from somewhere.
It wasfaint but clear as glass, and for the thousandth time | reconsidered why | was here. But there was
no going back, not now. | pressed mysdlf against the wooden wall, trying to disappear into it as| heard
the sound again. Then | heard a scratching noise followed by a muted squeak and | dowly relaxed. It had
to be amouse.

Not what my nerves needed this evening, not when | was breaking into the Thief's Guild officesin Hannis
Bay. Difficult enough climbing up to athird floor ba cony and through awindow, then cregping down the
gairswhile trusting the residents would remain adeep and unconcerned. Worrying about traps megical
and mundane. Even aloose floorboard could be enough to ruin me. Sinking through an unfamiliar
building a night with no light. Findly reaching the downgtairs office. And now this.

Could it be amagica mouse, enhanced for sentry duty? | wondered inandly, then chuckled. Don't be a
fool Brendéll. | strongly doubted the Guild would protect itself with magic, not when there were many
more effective methods available. A contingent from the Assassin's Guild would suffice ... and be more
dependable. But | was counting on the Guild's own reputation and confidence in its power; after dl, who
would dare stedl from the Thief's Guild?

They were going to find out. And it was dl their fault for what they had done to my family and me.

Thishad dl started when | returned to Hannis Bay from my home in Mistmourning to learn who had
golen from my father. It had to be arogue thief, something my Guild would not tolerate.

The Guild Secretary proved mewrong. “It is alegitimate contract, Brendell,” she had told me after |
lodged my complaint. “We shall not interfere.” Once | recovered from my shock, the rest of our meeting
proceeded downhill at arapid pace. | findly bid her leave and scomped out of her office. Later, over my
campfire at my camp outside Hannis Bay, | stared at the flames. Only appropriate, Snce | saw my entire
life being consumed by the fire. Throughout my career as an honored member of the Thief's Guild, | had
obeyed their rules.... most of the time anyway. | had been taken advantage of more than once during my
apprenticeship, S0 like a puppy eager to do the bidding of its master. But | had done everything they
asked, fulfilled every contract they had often foisted upon me, to reach my god of journeyman.

Journeyman. All my time, effort and hopes summed up in one word, in one document | used to carry
proudly. I now knew beyond any doubt my Guild status meant next to nothing.

Nothing. | sighed as my small fire continued to consume my dreams. Someone had taken a contract out
on me. With the Guild's blessing and approva. Someone had gone to my father's home and stolen
everything | had sent him, money meant to help him enjoy thelast few years of hislife. And one of the
few things| had learned at the Thief's Academy | ill believed wasthis: you do not sted from athief. Not
without frightful retribution.

| tossed another limb on the fire and gnawed tastelessly on ahaunch of hare. They had given meno
recourse, | tried to reassure mysdlf. And, for once, that was relatively easy. | had aready broken Guild
rules before. Now | planned to shatter them beyond recognition.

Soon | would go back to my father, help him get hishome and affairsin order. Then | would complete
my very persona contract on the Guild member who had taken a contract out one me. But first | had to
learn who that was. Which meant areturn trip to Hannis Bay, but thistime at night when the Guild offices
were closed.



So now herel was, breaking my code of honor by stedling from my own Guild. Still my caution was
mixed with regret as | began to search the office. Nearly ten yearsago | had left my family and
Mistmourning to attend the Thief's Academy. | had bdlieved—then—in everything they had taught me
about my chosen profession. We were committed to serving our clients and fulfilling our contracts. Upon
graduation, we were to become honored members of the Thief's Guild, following their rulesand
regulationsreligioudy aswe advanced the honor and stature of thievery. Wewould respect our
membership and merit respect from them. If we were successful, we would move from apprentice to
journeyman and, eventudly, to the most vaued of titles: Master Thief. | had been trained to embrace
those idedlsjugt asthoroughly as | had been trained in picking locks, counterfeiting documents and other
items, creating disguises, breaking and entering, discovering and avoiding traps and pitfalls, reconnoitering
and so much more. And | had eagerly believed dl of it.

No longer. Not after what | had learned upon my return to Mistmourning and my lonely father. What |
was doing—what | had to do—would surely result in my banishment from the Guild. Or worse. |
withdrew my dagger and wedged the blade in the locked door on the desk, then paused. It was not too
late. | had not been discovered. | could still escape and no one would ever know.

| shoved down, breaking the lock irreparably. The drawer did open easily but | had no interest in its
contents. But that action aso unlocked the larger drawer on the Side, the drawer which held dl the
contracts released and approved through the Hannis Bay office. One of those contracts, | was certain,
had my name on it. And | had to know who had taken it out.

| did not want to risk a candle or spend any more time than necessary, so | removed all thefilesand
dumped them into my satchdl. Under different circumstances | would have arranged to replace the
origind with acounterfeit, or just read them here. Neither option was feasible. Since the robbery was
obvious anyway, | left the office window open when | crawled out. | hope it doesn't rain, | thought as|
made my way down the empty street to where my horse waswaiting. Then | changed my mind. They
had dready done nearly everything possibleto ruin my life. If astorm damaged their precious furnishings,
S0 much the better.

There would be no inn for me tonight. The Academy had aways taught that one leaves as quickly as
possible after a successful theft, especialy an overt theft such asthis. That was among ahandful of
lessons| consdered vaid in the real world of thievery. So | made my way out of Hannis Bay as quickly
aspossibleto the hillsand forest beyond ... and the camp | had aready set up. Although | would not be
staying there long, either. As soon as my mount was fed and the campfirelit, | sat down and began
reading what | had stolen.

Most were routine contracts and | set those aside for later. | waded through a stack of contracts,
invoices, standard bookkeeping records and so forth until | finally found what | was searching for.

As| sared numbly at it inthefirelight, | felt my world crashing completely into some black abyss of
hopelessness. A standard contract except with one noticeable difference: there was no name for elther
the employer or employee, just mine asthe contract.

| shuddered as| set it aside. | had heard of open contracts of course, had even been involved with one
during the last Thief's Rally. But | had never seen one before. A typica contract held the name of the
employer, the thief and the unwitting donor. Only aMaster Thief could take out contracts on hisor her
valition, but even those had to be signed and filed.

An open contract could only beinitiated by the Guild itsdlf.

| tossed it into the fire and watched it burn, and with it my career as an honored member of the Thief's



Guild. They don't want me, | realized. Perhaps they never had.

| continued to stare a the flames while | recalled the myriad of times the Guild had used mefor their own
purposes. Assigning me contracts that were consdered impossible, such as stedling aten-foot-tal statue.
Forcing meto return to the Academy to assist a professor in maintaining his own standing in the Guild.
Refusing to recognize me when | succeeded a winning the Raly. Findly granting me journeymean status
only when | accomplished what two master thieves had not.

Why? That was what | longed to ask but would probably never receive an answer even if there was
someone | could ask. Could it be because | had defied the Guilds and ensured that not al of the
inventions by the mad genius Ensten would be buried and forgotten? | suspected not; indeed, the
Assassin's Guild would have dready dispatched meif that bit of information were learned.

Onething was clear: my task had become a thousand times more difficult. | had expected to have one
person with their hand raised against me, not the entire Guild. But it mattered little. If they were going to
sted from me, then by the gods | was going to do the same to them.

So | started reading the other contracts. Each was typical, bearing the names of the employer and so
forth. I committed each to memory as, one by one, | tossed them into the fire. When | finished with
those, | threw in the remaining documents aswell. If somehow the Guild did find me, | wanted nothing to
suggest | had been involved. That would come later.

Only when al the papers had been reduced to ashes did | douse the campfire and scatter the remains.
Then it was on my horse and along ride through the night and early morning to my father'shomein
Migmourning.

"Y ou have to leave so soon, Brendel 1?7’ My father spoke the words without reproach, only resignation.

| reached acrossthe table and patted hishand. “Yes, I'm afraid s0.” In the darkness | could barely
discern hisfeatures, but | was certain he was crying. He didn't require light, having become nearly totaly
blind. “I have arranged for someone to help you. They will stop by each day and cook and clean for
you."

"That isn't necessary. Y ou cant afford that.”

"Yes, | can.” | could afford much moreif it became necessary, but | wouldn't tell him that. If the Thief's
Guild had not taken out a contract on me, the money | had sent my father would have been more than
enough to keep him in comfort until the inevitable. But they had, and it waslong gone. “Y ou will keep the
money where | told you, yes?'

"YS"

"l haveto contact Mesol, Kyra, Fenz and the others. Do you know wherethey are?” Those were my
brothers and sisters and they had to be warned. Although the contract contained only my name, the Guild
had dready proven it would endanger my family.

"l believe s0.” He rose and made his trembling way to asmall table. He opened adrawer and removed a
small box, then brought it back to thetable. “1 don't hear from them often,” he said as he handed it to me.
Agan hisvoice hed no recrimination.

| nodded dowly as | opened it. Severd letters from my sisters, nothing from my brothers. Or me. We
hed dl left Mistmourning for varying reasons and none of us had desired to return. But at least the letters
mentioned the townsthey lived in now. If | could get messagesto my sigters, they might be able to pass



the information along to my brothers. | wrote the town names on a scrap of paper and placed it in my
satchel, then returned the box to the desk. “It would be best if | leave now.”

"Y ou can't Say another day?"

| don't dare. For both of us. “I have avery important appointment to keep. | must bein Banik's Cove
within the week."

He stood and offered his hand. “ Come back when you can.”

"Of course.” If | can. | shook his hand, then hugged him. “Don't trust any strangers. Any strangers.” And
| left him to his solitude and memories.



Banik's Cove

| had told my father the truth; | was going to Banik's Cove. That was the location of the businessman
Gaus Norr, who had acontract placed on him by one of his competitors. Once, the Thief's Guild had
used me as a security consultant for one of their valued customers. | was going to become one again. But
thistime | was going to prevent the completion of avaid contract.

But first | had to contact my sisters. Unfortunate, | thought, that | couldn't use birdslike | had seen
Ensten use, the deranged genius whose death | had accidentaly but irrefutably caused. Instead | found a
shipping company which assured me the smal packages would arrive at their destinations ... someday.
Expensgiveto be sure, especidly since each package contained only aletter warning them, but | didn't
have thetimeto vist each personally. Someday I'll seethem, | vowed even as| knew that promise was
ashollow asabell. Then | caught the next ship to Banik's Cove.

Thiswas going to be afar more difficult task than any | had undertaken before, and | was astense asthe
drawstring of abow as my ship journeyed east. Before, | had always had the aegis and resources of the
Guild to help me. Even the Assassin's Guild, with whom we were often at odds, would honor aGuild
member even if caught in the act. The gallows may await, but they would not place the noose around our
neck. And the Guild Archives, despite the expense of using them, had proven invauable in planning thefts
or occasiondly digposing of unwanted or dangerousitems. Thistime, for the first time, | wastruly on my
own.

Thusl| left my ship like the abandoned orphan | was and strolled into Banik's Cove. It was the largest city
inthisprovince, and | noted with no small amount of trepidation the number of guards and Assassn's
Guild members patrolling the streets. Being the only port, it was the center of commerce and travel,
judtifiably deserving such aertness. The crowded streets, however, were actually of benefit if | wasof a
mind to lift an occasiond purse or bracelet. Under norma circumstances—that is, if | wasunder a
contract—I could not have done so as Guild protocol forbids freelancing while on assgnment. | was
under no such regtrictions but | had more important concerns, such asfinding and ingratiating mysdf with
the merchant prince Galus Norr. The man who was an unknowing target of another thief.

So | found aroom at one of the lesser inns, had a bite, then made inquiries until | found mysalf in front of
the store the merchant operated. It was unassuming on the outside, but once in the door dl that changed.
The merchant dedlt in jewels—something | would have known if | dared consult the Guild archives—and
the interior wasfilled with table after table of rings, bracelets, necklaces and other precious wares. Clerks
manned each one, assisting the small crowd of customers. | was more interested in the guards, who tried,
but failed, to remain unobtrusive. Assassin's Guild members? | wondered. Not that it mattered. | had
every intention of introducing mysdf.

So | walked to atable in the far corner and pretended to admire some imported bracelets. It only took a
few seconds before one of the clerks greeted me. “May | be of assistance, answer your questions?’ she
asked and gave meawarm smile.

"Perhaps,” | said, giving her only the dightest glance. “ This necklace here,” and | held up particularly
ornate slver and onyx piece, “whereisit from?"

"Byranyra. Asyou may know, their slversmiths are among the finest in the world."
"And it'scost?'

"80 gold coins. For that quaity and workmanship, it isindeed abargain. One your loved onewill treasure
for years™



"Indeed.” | made agreat show of replacing it, ensuring she would be distracted from my rea concern.
“Morethan | can afford, I'm afraid. Perhgpsaring.”

Her smileflickered briefly. “ Of course. Thisway.” Sheled meto anearby display of finger ornaments.
“Isthere a certain stone or setting you are seeking?'

| ran afinger acrossmy lips. “ Gold becomes her. It brings out the greenin her eyes.” | pointed to aring
on atray on thelower shdf. “That one looksinteresting."

She dutifully lifted thetray and set it before me. “Which one?’ | pointed and she removed it. “ Gold and
jade, amogt intriguing combination. Especidly since, asyou say, she has green eyes.”

| held thering to eyelevel. “I don't know,” | said after afew minutes of study. “If the stone were darker
perhaps. Her eyes are more the color of kelp.” Again | made abig show of returning thering. “1 don't
wish to take up any more of your valuabletime,” | apologized. “Let me browse abit and if | find
something, | likel'll let you know."

Thistime her smile faded completely. “If you wish.” | lingered amoment while she returned thetray and
went off to service another customer before | left aswell. | roamed from display to display, chatting with
clerks, the occasiona customer, admiring one piece of jewdry after another. |1 even bought an innocuous
trinket to appease aparticularly frustrated clerk and the guards, who were beginning to pay more
attention to methan | desired. For now at least. So | made my grand, dow circuit through the store until |
findly found mysdf near the entrance. Timeto get to work, | decided.

This closeto the entrance, | knew the guards would be especidly vigilant. | caught the attention of
another clerk and pretended to beinterested in anecklace. My red interest, however, was the
well-gppointed older lady examining wares at anearby table. The gold bracelet encrusted with emeralds
that dangled from her left wrigt particularly interested me. There was asimilar one on thetablein front of
me. | picked it up to admireit. A clerk arrived seconds later. “ A most beautiful piece,” he said and
smiled. “ Gold and emerad, wedded together to bring out the unique beauty of each. A bauble sureto
ddight the mogt discriminating taste.”

"Indeed. Quite expensive | would imagine.”
"But worth every coin.”
| returned it to its resting-place. “ Thank you for your help.”

The man's smile quivered noticeably as | walked away. | was now ready to introduce mysdlf to the
merchant Norr.

One of the guards straightened as | approached. “May | help you, Sir?"

"That woman,” and | pointed at the lady bent innocently over anearby table, “ stole abracelet. I'm sure of
it

Hefrowned. “Madam |zadora? | think your eyes are betraying you. She comes here frequently.”

"And probably steals frequently aswell. That bracelet sheiswearing. She switched it with onejust like
it"

He frowned. “And why would she do that?'

It was time to educate him on some of the tools of my trade. “ She switched the red bracelet with afake.



I've seen thieves do it in the past.” That much wastrue, as I've doneit in the past.
Hefrowned. “1 do not believe you. | have watched her and she did nothing of the sort.”

| shrugged. “If I'mwrong, then | apologize to you and will to her. But if I'm right.” | gave him amoment
to consder the possibilities. “I suggest you talk to your master.”

"Wait here,” he said gruffly and stormed to the back of the store. | leaned against awall, crossed my
arms and whistled softly. Sorry, | thought as | watched the woman go about her business, unaware her
day was going to be permanently ruined. The guard returned in good order with atal and reedy man.
Neither bore pleasant demeanors.

The newcomer stood in front of me, studying me severdly. “I am the owner of this establishment. You
clam that one of my best customersisathief?” he asked coldly after completing his evauation.

"Yes. | saw her switch afake bracelet with your real one.”

"And yet Merkin here,” and he placed a hand on the guard's shoulder, “saw nothing."

| shrugged. “Sheisvery professional. It happened in amatter of seconds.”

"And what do you know about professional thieves?” the man who | now knew was Norr asked.
"Because | wasone."

The merchant took a step back and frowned. “Y ou are athief? Of the Thief's Guild?!

"That isin the past. | have resgned and am now no more than an ordinary citizen.”

"But he'sdill athief,” said the guard as his hand dropped to the sword in its scabbard around hiswaist.
Norr turned to hisemployee. “ And has he stolen anything?'

The man blushed. “Not that | could tell."

"Excuseme,” | interrupted, “but it looks as though yon lady isready to leave.”

"I'll handlethis” Norr said. He intercepted the woman, held a brief discussion, then nodded as she lft.
“That issettled,” hetold us upon returning. “But you.” He studied me again. “What isyour name?"

| decided to usean dias | had used in the past. “ Bikken."
"Bikken. Comewith me.” Heturned. “Merkin, you may return to your duties.”

The man nodded and resumed his position near the door. | followed the merchant to his officesin the
rear. It wasarapid journey and | could only surmise Norr was upset. Which proved to be an accurate
assessment as soon as he closed the door behind us. “How dare you accuse one of my best customers
of thievery!” He shoved hisfigt in front of my nose and | wondered briefly if he meant to hit me.

"When | saw the fake bracelet among your merchandise and noticed she was wearing an identica one, it
wasthe only assumption | could make.” | kept my voice calm adthough | felt anything but.

His hand moved back severa inchesfrom my nose. “Y ou are an expert on fake jewel s?'

"One of the many subjects| wastaught at the Academy. But then, you know the one you are offering for
sdeisfekeaswdl.”



He paused, and | could see atinge of admiration in hiseyes. “And how do you know?'

"The stones. Thereisadight green cast to their reflection. From the copper used to make them. Redl
emeradswould not do that."

Heglared a me, then dowly smiled. 1t has been known to hagppen that an occasiond fraud will dip by
our inspectors.” He walked to his desk and sat, then bid me take the chair across from him. “It wasn't
necessary to libel thelady to gain an audience with me."

"Perhaps,” and | shrugged. “I just fdlt it necessary to establish my credentials. Oh, before | forget.” |
reached in my pocket and set four rings on hisdesk. “Those are red gems, by theway. Quite valuable
merchandise” | leaned forward. “Y our guards and assistants are a bit lax in their vigilance."

Norr looked at them, then a me. He quivered dightly from the anger he was fighting to contral, but his
voiceremained level. “So what are you doing here, Bikken?”'

"Looking for work. Honest work for achange.”
"| have enough guards.”
"But not,” and | pointed at the rings, “the most observant.”

He cupped hischin. “So it would appear.” He stood abruptly. “ So you are offering to train my staff on
the ways of master thieves?'

| tried not to blush. “Not ‘master’ perhaps. But | can certainly make them more effective.”

Norr glanced once more at the rings | had placed on his desk, then nodded. “ So beit. Be here tomorrow
a sunrise. You shdl begin with my guards.”

| rose, bowed and left his office. As| made my way through the shop, | noticed several of the guards
conversing together. They favored me with dark glaresas| strolled past. | paused before the one who
had summoned Norr. “Y ou might need this before you leave tonight,” and | handed him his purse, which
| hed lifted previoudy.

"What?" He gazed at it, then at me. “How did you..."

| cut him off with awave of my hand. “Tomorrow. Y oull learn everything tomorrow.” With that | walked
out of the store.

| looked at the deepy scowling faces of Norr's guards staring back a me. They were as pleased as| was
to be standing within Norr's shop while the roosters had yet to finish their morning song, and | was
reminded uncomfortably of my short tenure a the Thief's Academy as an assistant to one of my
professors. Y ou're doing well, Brenddll, | congratulated mysdif. In less than one day you've made mortal
enemies of every guard in Norr's employ.

But, | tried to console mysdif, it shouldn't matter as| didn't plan to stay herethat long. | forced asmile.
“Good morning.” A chorus of grumbles and muffled cursesrosein response. “ Y our master has asked me
toingruct you in the ways of professond thieves. After yesterday,” and | gave each man awithering
dare, “it appearsyou need it.”

Their gazes shifted from me to the guard whose purse | had lifted. | suppressed asmile; best they take
their righteous anger out on him. “So,” and | clapped sharply, “let us begin. What do you look for when
trying to determine which customer might indeed be athief?'



Their responses were amusing but predictable. Customers with oversize coats and satchels, customers
with children (which would serve as ditractions), cusomerswho lingered overly long at adisplay,
customers who appeared tense or nervous, customers who exited quickly, customerswho didn't
purchase. In other words, amateur thieves.

"Why didn't you stop me?’ | asked them when they had run out of idess.
"But wedid!” onetried to protest, then stopped when | chuckled.

"Only because | et you,” | told him. | pointed to the guard who had taken me to Norr. “ Ask your
comrade.”

The man blushed but nodded rdluctantly. “I wasgoing to let him leave,” he said softly.

"A professond thief knowswhat you arelooking for,” | began. “In dl likelihood they will usether first
vidit to reconnoiter. They will belooking for you just as surely asyou are looking for them. They may visit
two or threetimes, make several small purchases, wear nothing to attract undue attention. Almost
certainly they will come adone and quite often in disguise, especidly after their first visit. Now hereare
some things you can do to frustrate them.”

| told them that only afew guards should remain at their posts near the doors and more vauable displays.
The others should wander around the store pretending to be customers. “Y ou should change your
clothing severd times during theday,” | told them. “Rotate shiftswith your fellow guards. Even, on
occasion, wear afase beard or some other disguise. If aprofessiond thief doesn't know you are aguard,
you have amuch better chance of stopping him. Or her.” | emphasized the | atter.

"We have never donethat,” one protested. “Itisalot of extrawork."

"If you are reluctant to do your best to protect the interests of your master, then | am going to
recommend Norr replace you with Assassin's Guild members. They, at least, know how to follow
orders.

To their credit, they didn't take long to consider their options. “If Master Norr deems thus, we will do as
you recommend,” one said.

"Good. Thenthat isdl for now. | have some mattersto discuss with your master mysdlf. | will let you
work out the details on rotating stations and so on. Now if you'll excuse me, | could do with some
breskfast."

| 1eft them to question my parentage in peace while | searched for an openinn. It would be severd hours
before Norr arrived at the store himself, so | enjoyed aleisurely breskfast and bandied playfully with the
serving wench. When [ findly returned, the establishment was open and the guards were dready dutifully
following my ingtructions. Their attempts at appearing inconspicuous were, however, sill panfully
obvious. My main interest was not the store in any event, so | made my way quickly to Norr's officein
the back.

"You've caused quite astir, Bikken,” he greeted me from behind his desk when | entered.
| shrugged. “ Couldn't be helped. I'm afraid I'm going to roil the waters even more.”
Hefrowned. “How s0?'

"I recommend you reposition your stock every week or so."



His nogtrilsflared. “Impossible! Do you redize how impractical that is? My customerswould become
hopelesdy confused. They'd never find what they werelooking for.”

"Whichisexactly thepoint.” | explained to him how aprofessond thief would reconnoiter an
establishment severa timesto determine exactly what and where he wanted to stedl. “If he can't
immediately find what heis planning to stedl, he may become frugtrated and leave,” | finished.

"l see”” He nodded reluctantly. “ Unfortunately, that makes perfect sense.” He smiled wanly.
“Congratulations. Y ou have managed to anger my entire s&ff in just one short morning.”

"I'm not finished. Now that we've improved the security of your store, perhaps we should examine your
home"

"My home?1 hire the Assassin's Guild to protect me."
"They are susceptible aswell.” | shrugged. “What harm could it possibly do?”

In actudity it could cause considerable harm ... if | were under contract to steal from him. But | had more
important cons derations than merely increasing my own wesdlth.

Norr sat back and cupped his hands. “ This goes againgt my better judgment. But you may come this
evening during dinner hour."

"I have a previous engagement. Would tomorrow night be satisfactory?”
"Tomorrow then."
"And with that | bid you goodday."

| had told Norr the truth; | did have a previous engagement. After aleisurely medl, | spent the afternoon
admiring hismanor. Norr lived on the outskirts of the city, hishome nestled snugly among others of the
wesdlthy. There was a steady stream of carts making deliveriesto the various homes, servants coming and
going, acontingent of Assassin's Guild patrolling the area. Because of dl the activity, however, the
watchmen were lax in their supervision and could easily be avoided by someone bent on mischief—or a
professond thief. | could beinsdewaiting for Norr to arrive after work, but | desired a more dramétic
entrance. Which meant | would haveto vigt later that evening.

So after alate dinner, | made the dow journey back to Norr's manor. The streets were just as busy as
the day, although thistime | assumed the people were there to visit various residents rather than conduct
business. The Assassin's Guild maintained their overt presence but they alowed the people to move
freely. They were easily avoided and the others were preoccupied with their own concernsso | had little
difficulty entering Norr's courtyard.

From there it was even easier. The merchant relied overly on the watchfulness of the guards
outsde—who were far from that—and had his own staff otherwise occupied insde hishome. A smple
matter, redlly, to climb up to an open window on the second floor and enter. | knew the treasure that was
contracted for wasin hislibrary asthe contract had been very specific in the details. | found the room
relatively easly aswell. Therewas afire blazing in the hearth and a decanter of wine nearby, dmost asif
Norr had been expecting me. | poured a glass, found a comfortable seet, then took the bell resting on a
nearby table and began ringing it.

Almost immediately there was the sound of approaching footsteps. “I am sorry, master. | did not
know...” The servant stopped abruptly at the doorway asif he had run into awall, then pointed an
accusing finger. “Y ou aren't the masgter!™



"No, I'm Bikken.” | smiled to calm him. “I have an gppointment with Mr. Norr. Would you summon him
please?’

"An appointment?’ He continued to study me asif | was aboot snagged accidentaly by hisfishing line.
“Y ou didn't comein the front door?'

"No reason to trouble you.” | pointed behind me. “ The window was open.”

"Robber!” he screamed suddenly and ran back down the hall. Seconds later he returned with guards.
“Robber!” heyelled again, pointing a me.

"My nameis Bikken, not Robber. | am in the employ of your master.” | took acaming sip of wine. “Ask
himif youwill."

"Summon the master,” one of the guards said, then gpproached me with sword drawn. “ Thisoneisgoing
nowhere."

"I have no need to. I'm dready where | want to be.” | took another sip of wine. “Y ou can put down that
sword; it must be getting heavy right about now.”

He merdly grunted and continued to glower at me as we waited. Soon enough we heard more
approaching footsteps and a cacophony of voices. Norr'srose above them dl. “ Y ou found athief in my
home? Thisisimpossiblel What am | paying you for?" He entered with his entourage and glared at me.
“Bikken. What are you doing here? Our gppointment was for tomorrow night.”

| shrugged. “My previous engagement was unavoidably cancelled, so | thought | would drop by early.” |
looked around hiswell-gppointed library. “Very nice. Only befitting, | suppose.”

My off-hand manner angered him further and he stood over me, glaring. “How did you get in here? My
servants said you never came through the front door.”

"There was no need. It was just a short climb to an open window."

"He'shereto rob you,” the guard standing next to me said. He had yet to take my suggestion and sheath
his wespon.

| looked at him over therim of my glass. “If that were true, | would already be gone with whatever |
wanted and no one the wiser.” | returned my attention to Norr. “1 wanted to see how secure your
lodgings redlly were. Thiswasthe best way to do s0.” | crossed my legs and nestled back in the chair. “|
would suggest your security methods are sorely lacking.”

Norr glared at me for another moment, then turned it on hisguards. “ Thisman isindeed athief.
Apparently avery good one. Much better than any of you!"

The outrage of the guards was dmost immediately replaced by fear. “We knew hewas here,” onetried
to excuse themselves.

"Only after | summoned the servant.” | decided | had pushed my luck far enough and set down my glass.
“Y our master hired meto counsd hisguards at hisbusiness. It would appear each of you could benefit
from additiond training aswell.”

Norr nodded. “Leave us. Bikken and | have much to discuss.”

"| should stay,” said the guard till hovering over me like a concerned mother. “Y ou could bein danger.”



Norr was unswayed. “Bikken speaks correctly. If he were here to rob me, | would already be robbed.
Leaveus”

The guards hesitated, then, one by one, reluctantly sheathed their swords and started out.

"Hold,” | caled out. “How many guards do you have, Master Norr."

"Four. Why?'

"Assgn two to outside patrol."

"That should be unnecessary,” one of the guards said. “ There are Guild members patrolling the streets.”

| shook my head. | knew | wasjust creating more enemies, but you can't make an omelet and al. “If they
are S0 effective, than why am | here? If you redly want to protect your master, do as| say.”

Norr glared at them. “ Do as Bikken says.” He dismissed them with an angry wave and walked to his
desk. “You aretrying my patience,” he said after gtting and pouring himsalf somewine.

"I would think | was earning my wages."

He sat back, put his bare feet on the desk and smiled. “That | will not argue with. But this could have
waited until tomorrow."

| favored him with araised eyebrow. “ Are you sure? Do you redly think | am the only professional thief
in Banik's Cove?’ | pointed out severa itemsin theroom. “1 could have any one of themif | wanted. So
could any competent thief. Or theitemsin your safe.”

Hefrowned. “Why do you assume | have asafein here?’

| laughed. “ Show me arich man'slibrary and | will show you a hidden safe. It's the most practical room
to hold one. When perusing important papers and whatnot, you don't want to be wandering all over your
manor now, do you?’ | studied our surroundings briefly. “Behind that painting of wolves hunting an ek |
would presume.”

Norr watched without comment as | sauntered over to it. | admired the portrait and the ornate gold
frame for amoment before pulling on one of the corners. Nothing happened, but it svung open easily
when | pushed onit. And, behind it, awall safe awaited. | turned. “Would you like meto open it?'

"No. | believeyou, Bikken."

| returned the painting to its origina pogition, then to my seet. “Y ou keep your important documentsin
there?'

"Those are el sawhere. That isredly for my busness. My most vauable jewels.
"A bitimpracticd, isn't it? Wouldn't you want those & your store?’

Norr spped hiswine before replying. “ Only the most wealthy customers can afford those. When
someone expresses interest, | meet them here.”

"l see” And | did. Quiteahit, actualy. | was now certain how my fellow Guild member planned to fulfill
his contract. “Do you have any gppointments scheduled?’

Hefrowned. “| fail to see how that concernsyou but, yes, | do. A regent from Qudir is expected within



the week. Apparently ascion of theroya family isto be married. They are seeking something
gppropriate for the bridd gift."

"A bit of adigtance, | would think."
He amiled. “They have requested amost uniqueitem. | am one of the few to possessit.”
But not for long. “A largegem, | takeit. A broach?'

"Again, thisdoesn't concern you.” Then heyawned. *Y ou have interrupted my evening long enough,
Bikken. | must get somedeep.”

"Of course.” | ood and bowed. “Would you mineif | stay abit longer. | want to investigate what other
security procedures you have in place within your home.”

"Thiscan't wait until morning?"

"Better | investigate at night. Y our guards are now aerted, of course, but they may not expect meto do
morethisevening."

He conddered my offer, then shrugged. “1 will inform my servants you have my permisson.”

"Better you don't. My entire purpose isto discover how observant they are. If | am caught,” and | forced
asmile, “try to prevent them from harming me."

Helaughed. “I'll make sureyour timein jail isashort one. Good night, Bikken."

| followed him out but went the opposite way down the darkened hall. | had to return to hislibrary, but
not immediatdly. Instead | ducked into anearby empty room and bided my time while lurking in the
shadows. By having two guards stationed outside, | had made my task more difficult, but not overly so.
They would be looking for anyone trying to enter, not leave. Especially by awindow.

So | waited. Twice | heard the footsteps of the men patrolling the interior. Thefirst timethey even
opened the door, but didn't venture insde. After their second pass, | knew it wastime. It would take
them agood hour to finish their journey through al three floors and return, more than enough time for me
to do what | had cometo do.

| opened the window and went outside onto the small balcony. Another few minutesand | was back in
thelibrary. It was dark thistime, the fire having been extinguished by avigilant servant. There was enough
light from the outside, however, for meto easily make my way to the painting and the safe behind. |
paused as | started to open it. Had Norr set any traps, or perhaps set amagic spell to protect it? |
decided not. If he used it for business as he claimed, he would not want to dedl with unnecessary delays
inremoving aspell and so forth if a prospect unexpectedly arrived.

The safe opened easily and | removed a heavy wooden box. | set it on Norr's desk, openediit ... and
gasped at the collection of unset jewelsresting insde. | could easily buy amanor like Norr'sif | stole
these. Ingtead | reached insde my jerkin and removed a carefully wrapped package hiddeninsde. It
looked like jade streaked with gold, as smooth and large asarobin's egg. At first glance it was anear
twin of asmilar jewel indgde the wooden box. Although the one | held was worth far lessthan theredl
sone.

| switched the two, put thered jewel inside my jerkin, and returned the box to the safe. Fortunate, |
thought as | shut the safe and then closed the painting over it, that the contract had been so specificinits
description. With just a cursory ingpection Norr would know, but | was certain the gpproaching thief



would not. Not before it was too late at |east.

Now it wastimeto leave. Again | went out the window, pausing only long enough to hide thered jade
egg behind several books. | had noticed dust on the coverswhile waiting for Norr, so | was sureit would
remain undiscovered until | retrieved it. Once on the ground, | casudly sauntered toward the front gates.
The guards intercepted me amost immediately, but after arough search—one I'm sure they
enjoyed—they findly let me go. Then to the streets and the long walk back to my inn and awell-earned
rest.

Three days later, the entourage from Quidir arrived. | had requested to be present during the mesting,
and. while reluctant and suspicious, Norr had agreed. Now | was waiting with Norr and two guardsin
hislibrary. By dl appearances | was amere servant assigned to provide refreshments to the guests.

We heard them arrive so the announcement by a harried servant was unnecessary. Norr told the man to
bring them to the library, then glanced at me. “ Are you sure thisis necessary?"

"I merely wish to observe your security precautions. It'swhat you're paying mefor."

He nodded and hit into an apple as we heard the gpproaching footsteps. The servant again entered. “The
regent of Qudir,” he announced, then quickly stepped aside as four men entered.

They wereled by a short man dressed in flowing, beribboned robes while the three who followed were
clad less ogtentatioudy. The medals he wore jingled as he walked, and between the clothing and his
constant nervous movements, it was amost impossible to keep one's eyes off him. Which, | suspected,
wasthe entire point.

Norr stood and walked from behind his desk. “1 am Galus Norr,” he said and bowed. “1 am most
honored you have come to my home."

The short man waved hishand aside. “No time, no timefor pleasantries,” he said in ahigh, thin voice.
“Very busy, very busy. Duty calsand our ship for Qudir leaves within the hour. We are most eager to
seethegem.”

"Of course. Please seat yoursdlf and | will show you."

The regent took the chair in front of Norr's desk, his men fanning out behind him. Norr walked to his safe
and in moments was back carrying awooden box. “A mogt difficult voyage, most difficult,” the regent
said as Norr returned to his desk and set the box in front of his customer. “Besieged by pirates. Storms
for three solid days and nights. Most troubling, most troubling indeed. Thejewd isin here?’

"Among others.” Norr opened the box. “| believe thisiswhat you requested.”

| held my breath as he removed the jade stone and held it out to the regent. Would he notice it was
fake? If hedid, he showed no sign.

The regent wiped his hands on hisrobe, then accepted it. “Not aslarge as | expected. No, no.” He
turned to the man standing on hisright. “Persanus, your opinion.” He glanced a Norr. “Persanusisan
expert on gems.”

While Persanus studied the gem, the regent continued his endless repartee. “And the inn! Most unworthy
of our patronage. Our rooms are not much larger than thisroom!” He dammed hisfist on the desk, which
succeeded in attracting nearly everyone's attention. “ That is an affront to the honor of Qudir!"

Only | kept my eyes on Persanus. And | suppressed asmile as he camly but expertly switched the gems.



“Thiswill not be sufficient for thelady,” thetrue thief said when the regent paused in his continuous
diatribe. “Beautiful, true, but not beautiful enough.” He returned the jewd to the regent.

The regent glanced at the one asif it had been transformed into manure. Which, inasensg, it had. “I
agree, Persanus. We have made this treacherous voyage for nothing!” He tossed the gem back into the
box to show hisfrustration.

"That isexactly what you requested,” Norr said, trying to hide hisown anger. “But if that is not sufficient,
perhapsthereis something el se that will be satisfactory.”

"] think not.” The regent rose and shook himsdlf. “We have wasted enough time here. Come.” He turned
and stormed from the room, his entourage following closdy behind.

"Thisisridiculous” Norr said after the door stormed behind them. “I have never been so insulted!”
"They got what they wanted,” | said.

Norr frowned. “What do you mean?'

"They switched gems”

"Impossiblel My men were watching the entiretimel” He looked a hisguards. “Did you notice
anything?'
They blushed but shook their heads.

"Youweredl distracted. Let me show you.” Before Norr could respond, | took the faux jade from the
box, then smashed it on his desk.

Norr nearly jumped from his chair. “What are you doing, Bikken? That jewel isworth asmal fortune!"

"Not thisone. Look.” | pointed to the gem. It had cracked open from my blow. And the interior was
dark brown, not the rich green and gold that it should be. Norr stared at it as comprehension dowly
dawned. “While the regent distracted you, his assistant switched thejewels. Asyou can see, thisis
merely colored glass and dirt. Cheap and easy to do but good enough to deceive you for the time they
needed.”

Norr sat silent for another moment before rousing himself. “Bikken, you have earned your keep thisday.”
He closed the box and quickly returned it to his safe. “ Guards, come with me. We must get to the docks
and sop them!"

| watched as they stormed out of the library, forgetting al about me. Yes, | had earned my keep, |
thought as | walked quickly to the bookshelves. | removed two books, then the true jade jewe resting
safely behind them. Whatever its cost, Norr would retrieve it just from thetricks | had taught his guards
inhisstore. Right now | had more usefor it than hedid. | put it in an ingde pocket of my jerkin and left.

Norr was aready on hisway to the waterfront when | got outside, and there were no guards to intercept
me as they had gone with him. They wouldn't find the “regent” there, | knew. By now, Master Thief
Persanus and his band had changed their disguises and were either toasting their success a another inn or
were on their way by horseback to anearby village. As soon as | had read the contract and learned who
the thief was, | had suspected he would use such an approach. At the Thief's Academy, we had studied
the methodology of many successful and famous thieves. Pernasus had always eschewed bresk-ins and
amilar tactics. He preferred steding literdly infront of his contracts. Except for my interference, he would
have been successful again.



But | couldn't linger eéther. My mount was waiting for me a anearby stable. Within twenty minutes| was
leaving Banik's Cove. | had to get to Parsmmieon and Pernasus’ client.

"Y ou claim that Pernasus has defrauded me? Why would he do that?!

It was more than aweek since | had left Norr's residence in Banik's Cove. Parsmmieon was not that
distant, but | had not wanted to arrive until after Pernasus and his troupe had come and gone. Now | was
in the home of the merchant who had placed the contract for the theft. He was not greeting my tale with
any enthusiasm. “Because he could,” | replied. “My master believes Pernasus decided he wanted to keep
the gem for himsdif."

"That has not been my experience with the Thief's Guild in the past, Antholos,” Gafney Hyd,
Parsmmieon council chief and prosperousimporter, said. “1 have used the Guild often in the past, and
they have aways honored our contracts.”

Antholoswas the name | had adopted for this meeting. | decided | still might have usefor “Bikken” later.
“All I cantdl you iswhat my magter told me. And sent meto tell you."

"And who isyour master?'
| gave him the name of another thief, one who, like Pernasus, had long ago attained Master Thief status.
"And why would your master get involved in this?'

"For the honor of the Guild. We are duty-bound to police ourselves rigoroudy. It iswhy he went to
Banik's Cove and stole your gem before Pernasus arrived. Pernasus had informed him of hisintent before
he carried out the contract. What you now own, and paid dearly for, isthe copy we left for Pernasusto
Sed."

"Redly?’ He gnawed on afingernail as he went to hisdesk. “What you aretelling meis most troubling. If
true”

"Thereisan easy way to find out.” | reached in my jerkin and held up the jade jewd | had taken from
Norr. “Thisisthered gem. Let's compare the two."

Hyd pondered, then opened a desk drawer and removed awooden box. “Show me,” he ordered ashe
set my counterfeit jade on the desk.

| set theredl jewe next to it. He studied one, then the other, held them up to the light. “ They are nearly
identical,” he said after afew minutes.

"We had studied the redl prize carefully before making the duplicate,” | lied. | couldn't tell him that his
detailed description on the contract had been adequate for making the copy.

"Why didn't Pernasus suspect?'

"Hewasinahurry.” Thistimel said what | thought wasthe truth. “1 doubt he would have studied it
carefully as he was eager to get here after the theft.”

He played with the fake gem for amoment. “ Still. | do not have an expert on gemsin my employ. | doubt
thereis one in Persmmeon. The nearest is Graf Norr in Banik's Cove and | certainly can't ask him."

"No need. May 17" | took my copy from him. “When making this, we purposely weekened onearea.” |
placed my thumb over an intersection of gold leaf. “If one exerts pressure here,” which | did, “the surface



will bresk.” When | returned the copy to him, there was now an indentation and cracks on the surface.
“Thisis definitdy the copy Parnasus sold you.”

The astonishment on Hyd's face dowly gave way to red rage. “ Thisoutrageisuncaled for!” and he
hurled the imitation againgt the back wall. “1 have never been chested by the Thief's Guild beforel” Then
he looked at me. “What do | owe you for this?*

"Preserving the honor of our Guild is repayment enough. My master only hopes you bring your
complaintsto the attention of the Guild."

"That | most surely will. Thank you, Antholos. And thank your master.”

| hurriedly left him Sitting at his desk and staring &t the red gem. Hyd would be making his dissatisfaction
known in the strongest terms, | was sure of that. And two master thieves would have much explaining to
do.



Riazan City
My firgt Sghting of Riazan City, capitd of the kingdom of Riazan, nearly took my breeth away. | sat on
my mount high on the cliffs overlooking the Riazan valey asthe morning sun painted it in shades of brown
and blue. The Riazan River flowed aimlesdy throughit, bisecting the valley and the city. The city itself
spread throughout the valey amlessly aswell, dmost like astain on green linen. There was wedth here,
much wealth, and had | other interests | was sure | could obtain enough contracts to keep me happy and
busy for months.

Such was not to be. | urged my tired mount back down the steep mountain trail to the more practica and
common route into the valley. | had chosen to come here because it held the nearest contract to Banik's
Cove. Still it had been amost aweek on horseback, fording rivers and negotiating mountain passesto get
here, and | wasn't surel might not be too late. But there was only one way to find out.

The sun was nearly overhead when | finaly reached the main road into the city. Farmholds, varying from
squalid to spectacular, were everywhere as| progressed. Traffic in and out increased aswell, asdid the
presence of the Assassin's Guild. In one sensethat was ardlief: asafellow Guild member, | could expect
amodicum of fairnessif | had to ded with them. Assuming, of coursethat | was il afelow Guild
member.

The city proper was surrounded by atdl, well-protected stone wall. The guards at the massive wooden
gate, however, were unconcerned as people entered and |eft in a steady stream. | joined the throng and
earned no notice as | made my dow way into the city.

My career hasled me hamlets, castles, fiefdoms, ports of al sizes and more, but never had | seena
government so firmly established. The well-paved and maintained road led straight to amassive sone
building in the very heart of Riazan City. Animpressve statue of someone—the founder of the dynasty
perhaps—stood in front asif protecting those who labored within. There was no place | could tie up my
mount, but city planners had prepared for that aswell. A sgnpost proclaiming “ stables’ pointed to the
eadt, and it was a smple matter to follow another stream of riders until reaching them at the city outskirts.

How considerate, | thought with admiration as | made arrangements for feeding and bedding my animal.
Out here, the inevitable aroma of manure would cause the least discomfort for those within the city walls.
By now | wastired and hungry mysdlf, but | still needed some information, so I made my way back to
the square and the government building which dominated al. Insde, the horde was not aslarge, and |
suspected the offices were nearing their close for the business day. | entered one and approached a
clerk. “I was hoping you could help me,” | greeted him.

Helooked up from his desk and frowned dightly. “ Are you here to pay your assessment?"
"No. | just arrived. | am seeking the residence of Janizen Phrine."

"And why isthat?"

"I was sent by my master to give him an important document.”

He returned his attention to hiswork. “In that case, your master must have provided you adequate
directions”

| smiled shyly at thetop of hishead. “Indeed. But whiletraveling | met with an accident fording ariver.
That particular document fell from my satchd and floated away.”



"Cardess of you.” Herefused to look at me.

"Then perhaps you could direct me to someone who can help. Y our city islarge and confusing and | must
get theinformation to him as quickly aspossble”

He sghed and pushed himself away from his desk. “ This office does not normaly give out that
information. That officeison thethird floor.” Then helooked at the large ledger on hisdesk. “But | might
be able to help. What was the name again?"

"Janizen Phrine"
"Sodl it

| did s0, then watched silently as he turned the pages of the vast ledger. “Herewe are,” he said after
severa minutes of turning pages. Then helooked at mewith adistinct lack of trust. “I suppose | should
writethisdown.” Hetook a quill and wrote an address on ascrap of parchment. “That will be three
copper coins.”

"Three...” | bit off therest of my comment. | could have obtained that information from amerchant or
innkeeper for free, but it wastoo late for that. | handed him payment and he gave me the parchment.
“Thank you."

"Don't losethat,” he said as| started to leave. Histone told me he fully expected meto do just that.
"I won't. Could you direct meto any lodgings?'
"The Sgnposts outside should suffice.” His attention had aready returned to hisledger.

"Of course,” | mumbled and hurried out. From now on, | decided, | would have no dealings with the
Riazan government. It could prove too expensive.

But the clerk had been helpful and so were the signposts. Still it was along walk before | reached the
areareserved for inns. They lined both sides of the broad street, brick and wood and gaily-painted to
atract travelers. | made my way down the street until, near the end, | saw one showing obvious signs of
disrepair. Their prices would be more reasonable, | decided and walked inside.

| began to reconsider immediately. Whét little furniture was in the lobby was serioudy worn, thefloors
dirty, and | could only hope that the shadow that darted into a corner was amouse. And it smelled. This
was not going to be a pleasant stay, | thought. But | expected to be a guest of Janizen Phrine on the
morrow, so | forced a smile and made my way to the desk.

It took several minutes of knocking on the desk before atired and surprised clerk came from the back.
He studied my ragged appearance and frowned. “What?’ he asked with the warmth of aniicicle.

"Thisisaninn, yes? 1 would like aroom."

Helooked at melikel had left my sensesin my other pants. “A room?"
"Yes. For thenight.”

"For the night? We usudly dont..."

Hisreply was interrupted by awoman's voice coming from upstairs. Seconds later, two women
appeared from ahdlway. Their attire revealed much more than what alady normaly offered in public,
and | findly realized that | had not ssumbled into an inn, but abrothd. “1'm sorry,” | gpologized quickly.



“You are quiteright. | do not want aroom."

The women must have heard me because they broke out in laughter. “Y ou don't even want to visit for an
hour?’ the shorter asked, her hand fluttering over her ample cleavage.

The brunette leered a me. *Y ou look young enough.” Then she whispered loudly to her friend, “Maybe
there's something wrong with his equipment.”

"My ‘equipment’ isoperating fing,” | said coldly.

"Y ou don't have time for any other engagements,” the clerk interrupted. “Y ou two areto be at Master
Phrine's residence within the hour. Marna, you've never been to one of these, so do what Filiiatellsyou.”

Thetdler woman nodded and the two women headed out.

| followed afew steps behind. Phrine? My origind plan had been to approach the merchant asa
merchant mysdlf, but now there might be amore direct way. “Hold, ladies, if youwill,” | said oncewe
were outside.

The shorter, Filiia, turned to me abit upset. “ Y ou. What do you want now? There are other women
ingdewho will service you. We are dready commissioned.”

"Of course.” | smiled at each. “| had hoped to meet Master Phrine, amatter of grave importance.
Perhapsif you would let me accompany you, you could help mein that regard.”

Fililashook her head. “Our job is not to be chaperons.”

"I will make my own introductions. | will make it worth your time.” | opened my purse and counted out
three gold coins. “For your assstance.”

Marnalooked at the money, then a me. “We're aready making more than that."
"Six, then,” and | counted out more coins. “And you won't have to share with anyone."

"And what excuse do we usefor you?’ Fililaasked. Still shetook the coins. “Phrine obtains hismaes
from other proprietors.”

"Y ou're going by coach, correct?
Marnalaughed. “ Of course. It's much too far to wak!"
"I'myour driver."

Fililafrowned. “1 doubt Master Phrine would dlow you into his estate that way. Servantsremain
outsde.
"That'smy problem. Agreed?’

Since they had aready taken my money, they aready had. We boarded acarriage waiting for usat a
nearby stable and we were on our way. “Y ou'll haveto direct me,” | said from my seet in the front.

"Straight east, through the town and beyond. Y ou can't missit.” Then Fililasat back and relaxed,
enjoying this unexpected boon. | could only assume they would have had to drive themselves. With a
flick of the reinswe were off.



Shewasright; it wasimpossible to miss the manor of Phrine. A stonewall topped by metal spikes
sretched from the boundaries of his property to the gate and beyond. Severd guards patrolled the front,
swords unsheathed. Thiswas aman who took his privacy serioudly. | rode up to the gates and was
immediately intercepted by an armed guard. “ Y our business?” he asked harshly.

| pointed to the women in the back. “ Guests of Master Phrine.”

He suppressed a chuckle. “Ladies, come with me. Y ou, drive this carriage to the back and wait. They
will take care of your there.” He helped the giggling pair out of the carriage and up the broad walk to the
front door. | followed the path around the right to the rear, where other horses and carriages were
waliting. Then | got out and joined the men, other drivers presumably, standing under alargetree. “Thisis
it?" 1 asked when | arrived.

One shrugged. “What would you expect?’ He was holding agoblet, which | strongly suspected held
water.

| nodded as | casudly looked around. Phrine clearly “took care” of his guests, but the hired help were
another matter. There were several guards watching us, but they were standing near the entrance to the
manor. It was apparent that aslong as we kept our distance we would beignored. “1've never been to
oneof these” | said, thefirst words of truth | had spoken in severd hours. “How long will thislast?'

He haf amiled. “Master Phrineis known for his hospitdity. We could be here until the roosters call.”

That was fine with me. Asthe night went on, the guards would become less observant. | took acup of
water—the only amenity we were afforded—and found a comfortable tree to lean againg.

So the evening went. Other carriages arrived, other servants joined our band. Being one of the few
srangers, | wasleft to my own devices while the others engaged in conversations and severad games of
chance. The guards, unfortunately, remained at their posts. After afew hours, | decided it wastimeto get
them away fromit.

So | wandered over to the group playing cards. Many had brought their own wine, knowing full well that
Phrinewould provide none. By now, quite afew, both players and onlookers, were well under its
influence. | stayed on the periphery, just observing. After about adozen hands, | knew who my unwitting
assigtant would be, so I made my way around to the far right, where a particularly large and drunk man
was losing consistently. | managed to get behind him just in time to watch him lose another hand. He took
ahearty and angry swig of wine before throwing in more coinsfor the next hand.

| crouched behind him, watching the game. He drew the worst kind of hand, one good enough to play
but dmost certain to lose. He played anyway, tossing in his coins foolishly asthe others steedily dropped
out until only one player remained. As| expected from the dedl, helogt. “Damn the gods,” he said ashe
threw down the cards and watched his coins being collected by the winner.

"That had nothing to do with the gods,” | whispered.
He turned and for the first time noticed me. “What do you mean?’ he asked with a heavy tongue.
"I'm pretty certain that man cheated you. It looked to me like he dedlt off the bottom.”

"Hewha?” Then he jumped to hisfeet and pointed hisfinger a the winner. “Tamrath, you are cheating!”
Almost immediately aknifewasin hishand.

The other gamblers were standing within seconds. | ignored the righteous yells of innocence from the
accused as | hurriedly backed away. This shouldn't take long, | thought as | scurried around the ring of



ydling men.

| wasright. The guards were immediately drawn to the uproar, which had now degenerated into pushing
and shoving. They had dl they could do to prevent afatal duel, which gave mejust enough timeto dink
unnoticed into the manor. The conversations and clang of cutlery told me the kitchen wasto the left. |
went to theright. Not that it mattered. | soon found there were people everywhere and trying to avoid
them would have aroused suspicion aswell as been nearly impossible. Fortunately | was not dressed in
thelivery of adriver, so both the servants and the guestsjust assumed | was just another visitor, even if
not as well-dressed as mogt. | even managed to liberate a glass of mead from a passing servant and
made my way around the outskirts of the horde, nodding greetings when required but avoiding al
conversation.

Eventudly | made my way to the second floor. Here the trickle of visitors dowed, athough didn't stop
atogether. The mien of severd men leaving side rooms convinced me that the women were working
here. | made aleisurely stroll down the hall, searching for the library. According to the contract, that was
where Phrine kept his most valuable possessions, including the gem that was to be stolen.

The double doors were adead giveaway. | leaned against one door, appearing asif | wasjust resting.
Actudly | waslistening, but | heard nothing moving within. | turned the handle lightly but it was locked.
Now convinced, | pulled apick from my vest pocket and within seconds had the door open. | ducked
into the room and locked the door behind me.

The room was unlit and curtains covered the windows. It took me amoment to adjust to the darkness.
The bookcase at the far |eft wall, the contract had said, the gem hidden inside the fourth book from the
corner on thethird shelf. | reached the left wall soon enough and understood why that would be an
effective hiding place. The entirewal was lined with shelves, which werein turn filled with books.
Without such specific ingtructions, it would take hoursto go through every tome.

Thisshould be smple, | thought. | had an inexpensive gem hidden in an insde pocket. | planned to
replace the real gem with it. After an appropriate wait, | would return the real gem to the merchant. And
another licit contract would have been foiled. Like | said, smple. You'd think I'd learn.

| had amost reached the proper tome when | heard a soft click. Someone was opening the door.
Curaing softly, | ducked down and crawled adong the wall to the massive desk in the center of the room
and hid benesath.

Weasit aguard? | wondered as | heard the door close softly. No, it couldn't be aguard, | realized. They
wouldn't be that concerned about making noise. | watched from my hiding place as a shadowy figure
walked to the left wall, then down the bookshelves. It paused at the very end and reached up to remove
abook. Then the figure turned and opened the curtains dightly to allow somelight into the room.

And | recognized the thief. | watched as Marnaremoved the jewe, dropped it in her ample cleavage,
then returned the book to the shelf before leaving. | cursed silently as | heard the door close and lock
once again. Inoneway | admired her; a progtitute was the perfect disguise for her, one that would be
nearly impossible for meto use. Nor would | want to. But now she had the gem, and she would surely be
leaving the city in the morning. Which meant | had to obtain it tonight.

But | couldn't do it here. | waited severad moments before venturing from the library. From thereit wasa
leisurely stroll down the hall and the stairsto the floor below. The crowd was thinning noticesbly, o1
casudly left with some of the guests, then ambled to the back where the carriages awaited.

| was dmost immediately greeted by avery large, very angry man. “You. You'rethe onel” and he waved
hisfist before my nose.



| put afingertip on his knuckles and moved hishand aside. | recognized him, thelosing gambler. “The
onewhat?'

"Y ou told me Tamrath was chesting."
"| did? Chesting at what?"

He remained unappeasad. By the swelling under hisleft eye, he must have paid for hisactions. “ Cards.
Y ou were stting behind me and said Tamrath was dedling from the bottom of the deck!™

| scratched my chin. “1 don't recall saying any such thing. Was he?"
"You'regoing to pay,” and he grabbed the front of my vest.

"Enough of that, now,” and aguard approached us. “You,” he pointed at my accuser, “you have aready
caused enough trouble this evening. Back to your carriage.”

The man reluctantly released me, gave me awithering stare, then stalked away. The guard now turned his
full attention on me. “Where have you been? | haven't seen you around thefire."

"I went for awak. Use the outhouse. | knew | would be here until early morning so | found aquiet place
totakeanap.”

"Who areyou with?'

"A pair of entertainers. Women."

He pointed. “Y ou just came from the front of the manor.”
"| took awalk. Nice place your master has here.”

Hetook out his knife and admired the blade briefly. “Y ou were supposed to stay here with the other
drivers”

| forced an gpologetic smile. “Thisismy first time here. | don't know al therulesyet.”
"Heresthefirst. Raise your hands.”

| complied and he did arapid but expert search. But he found only what | wanted him to find, so after a
moment he grunted and shoved me toward the other waiting drivers. A few, surely acquaintances of the
man | had befriended, gave me withering glares, but the guards were now more aert so they wouldn't
trouble me here. Still | avoided them as| found aplaceto sit and plan.

| wasfortunate | had watched Marna stedl the jewd, not fortunate that she had the jewe. So how was|
to stop her?1 was only given afew minutesto think and plan when | heard a commotion, then awoman's
voice cal out, “Wheresmy driver?’ | looked up to see Marna standing among a group of appreciative
men.

"Right here, my lady,” | called back and stood. The other drivers made way reluctantly as| approached.
“How may | serveyou?’ | asked when | reached her.

"Weére leaving now. Get our carriage.”

"It'sthisway. Come,” and we Started toward the rear where the conveyances waited. “WhereisFiliia?’ |
asked aswe walked.



"She's staying until morning,” Marnasaid sharply. “Y ou can come back for her later.”

"Asyouwish, my lady.” | suppressed asmileas| helped her into our coach, then took my position
behind the reins. Of course she would want to leave as soon as she had stolen the gem. Just the way it
was taught in Acquisition 101 at the Academy. Now | was going to discover just how thoroughly she had
learned her lessons.

We gtarted down the long brick road leading to the front of the manor and beyond. “Y ou've had a
successful night?” | asked cheerfully.

"I'mtired. Please don't talk, just drive.”

"Of course,” | said, pretending to be properly chastised. A few guards approached but were only giving
usacursory glance. Which wouldn't do at all.

We were nearing the gate when, from somewhere, avoice rang out. “Robbery! Robbery! Weve been
robbed!"

Thelounging guards snapped immediatdly to attention. “What was that? Who said that?” one of the
nearest to us asked his companion.

"I don't know,” the other said, drawing his sword. Then helooked at us. “Y ou. Stop. Now!"
"Of course,” | sad, immediately reining in the team. | smiled as he gpproached. “Is something wrong?"
"There's been arobbery. Get down here.”

"If youwish.” | disembarked, then approached Marna. “ It seems these gentlemen wish to question us,” |
said and offered my hand.

"Thisisridiculous. I've been working al night,” she said coldly, ignoring my offer of assistance.
"Get out of thewagon,” the guard said and pointed his sword at her.

"Fine,” and she yawned expansvely. Shetook my hand and climbed out. Her foot caught the bottom
step and she sscumbled against me. “ Sorry. I'm very tired.”

"Quitedl right,” | said. Which it was, as she had just passed the stolen jewd on to me. | turned my
attention to the guards. “Could we hurry thisaong? The lady needsto return to her home."

"Wewill send you on your way as quickly as possble. Now stand till."
"What are you looking for?’ | asked as one of the guards began searching me.
"Whatever was stolen,” he said, one hand diving through my empty pockets.

Youwon't find it there, | thought as | endured the search. Marna had done just what | hoped she would:
hide the stolen item if the theft is discovered. | happened to be the most logica place. If they found the
jewd, | would be accused, not her. But she didn't want it found, either, and she had hidden it well. After
afew more moments, they let me go and concentrated on her.

The guards must have enjoyed searching Marnamore because their efforts were much more thorough.
Shetolerated it stoicaly and after another few minutes they stepped back. “Y ou may leave,” one guard
sad crigply.



"Thank you,” | said and nodded. | helped her back into the carriage and then once again we were on our
way. | looked back as we neared the gates. The guards were busy searching all the other guests,
angering mogt, inconveniencing al. And they still had no ideawhat they were looking for, or who had
giventhewarning.

Which just happened to be me. Ventriloquism had been one of my dectives at the Academy, but it wasa
talent | hadn't used for years. Fortunate | wasthat it was night and no one had been watching mefor |
was certain | had moved my lips.

| maintained aleisurely pace aswe returned to Riazan City. Marnawas adeep, or at least pretending to
be, so | said nothing until we arrived in the city. “Wake up, my lady,” | said. “WEell be a your inn soon.”

"Not there,” she said quickly. Too quickly. As | suspected, she hadn't been adeep at dl. “ Take meto the
stables, then you can go back for Filiia."

"The gtables? Not your inn?"

Shelaughed bitterly. “ After what | went through tonight, 1 will never work for them again!”
"Still. Shouldn't we return to the inn? Get your belongings?!

"There€snothing there | need. Just do as| say."

"If youwish.” Her request didn't surprise me; she wanted to leave Riazan City as quickly as possible.
Once again, standard Academy procedure. | pretended to scraich anagging itch as| made my way
through the nearly empty streets. Not that | expected her to be paying attention, but in the event she was,
| didn't want her to suspect | wasredlly swapping the jewd she had stolen with the one | had brought
with me. So on through the city streetsto the stables.

"Help meout,” she said when | stopped the wagon.

"My pleasure.” Once again | offered my hand; once again she sumbled againg me. Once again she
possessed ajewel.

"Thank you,” she said and gave me aquick kiss on the cheek. “Now hurry and retrieve Filiia."
"Of course. And thank you."

She frowned. “For what? Oh. | hope you met Master Phrine.”

"I'm afraid the guards would not let me."

"Maybe when you pick up Filiiathen. Good night.”

| nodded and watched her enter the stable, where | suspected a horse was aready saddled and waiting
for her. | waswhistling cheerfully as| started back to the Phrine manor. Chances were she would not
look at the jewd until shewaswell on her journey. Even then she might not know the gems had been
switched asthe library had been dark and she wouldn't have seen the real one clearly during the theft.
But her employer would. Sorry, Marna, | thought, but it had to be done. Nothing personal.

| completed my obligations asadriver and the following afternoon left Riazan City. But not before | had
apackage sent to Janizen Phrine. It contained a most vauable jewel and anote signed, “ Compliments of
afriend.”



Houff

Thiswasonetime | would have used the services of the Guild Archives. They provide—for asubstantia
fee—detailed information on contracts put out on the rich and famous. Floor plans, staffs, habits,
descriptions of various treasures, warnings on traps and other dangers; al helpful information when
breaking into a castle or manor. Or the offices of the Chancdllor of Vradlik.

I've had some unusual contracts over the years, beit most were thrust upon me because of my
apprentice satus. Stealing a 10-foot tal statue. Robbing abaron of his peace of mind. Unwittingly
obtaining ademon for a magician. Once again, like so often during my apprenticeship, | was here under
the orders of the Guild.

After leaving Riazan City, | had traveled overland to Klaahorn. | had planned to interfere with another
contract, but since Klaahorn held a Guild office, | decided for appearance's sake that | should make one.
Unfortunately, the secretary had been ddlighted to see me.

"You'vearrived at amost propitioustime, Brendell,” and he greeted me with an eager handshake. “A
most unique contract has come our way and you are just the person to fulfill it.”

"And why isthat?’ | asked, trying to keep frustration from my voice. | had only intended to maintain my
guise asaGuild member in full standing, not do real work for them.

He smiled as he opened a desk drawer. “No false modesty, please. Y our reputation for achieving
the—unusual—yprecedes you. Y es, | think you are just the man for this assgnment. Read this,” and he
handed me a stack of papers.

| glanced through the contract. Everything was officid, every “i” dotted and all that. “But why?’ | had to
ask when | returned the pile to his desk.

"That is never our concern, Brenddl. Y ou know that."

Which was true. Greed was the common motive, but not aways. Revenge, jedousy; selfish reasonsal.
“It'sonly anofficid sedl. Surely it would be just as easy to counterfeit one.”

"It's not what the client wishes. He wants thiswithin the week, and Vrdlik is athree-day'sride from here.
The Guild is counting on you, Brendell. Do not fail us."

Do not fail us. Those words echoed insde me as| |eft. The nerve of the Guild to engage me after what
they had done! Y et perhapsthis secretary didn't know ... or care, for that matter. And | was till
nominally amember of the Guild, so | had at least to pretend to follow orders.

Still, the assgnment bordered on theinsane. Three daysto Vralik, three days back. Which left me one
day to complete this assgnment. No time to plan, no time to research the Guild archives. Ridiculous.

But if I wasto maintain my charade so | could complete my red objective, | had to cooperate. The sed
must have symbolic meaning, | decided as | rode swiftly abeit reluctantly toward Vralik. Perhaps
political importance, likethetime | had stolen back a scepter for arightful monarch.

So | was exhausted and angry when | finally entered the village. And then | became confused. Vrdlik
was smdll, just afew shops and what had to be the city offices resting at the end of the one road leading
inand out. Now | wished | could have consulted the Guild archives more than ever. It had to bea
farming community, | decided, under the rule of royalty living elsewhere. Travelers had to befew and far
between, so staying at thelocal inn was out of the question since there was none. Instead | continued



through the hamlet and into the forest beyond before leaving the single path and riding into the woods.

Whilel ate | consdered my options. | could think of no plausible reason to vist the city offices during the
day. Thelr primary purpose was surdly tax assessment, so my arriva would only arouse suspicion. |
would have to enter at night, with absolutely no ideawhere | might find what | was seeking. Then back to
my horse and arapid ride through the darkness. Not a pleasant prospect and | immediately considered
forgoing thisassgnment.

But that would only cause more difficulties. Sooner or later the Guild would suspect me. Best that day be
put off aslong as possible. “We're going to learn just how good athief you are, Brendell,” | whispered.
With nothing else to do but wait until dark, | made my mount and mysalf comfortable and took a
well-earned nap.

Judging by the moon, it had to be nearing midnight when | finaly woke and roused mysdlf into action. |
left my horsewhereit was as | wasin easy walking distance from my destination. If the village were that
quiet during the day, it could only be more so at night, and having amount tied to a hitching post would
only arouse curiosity if for some reason anyone passed through. Besides, it was agood night for awalk,
cool and dightly damp and | was actudly feding refreshed and eager when | neared the building.

The snapping of atwig, soft yet as ominous as a thunderclap, changed that. Almost by habit | had been
gpproaching quietly. | stopped immediately at the sound and held my breath. Perhapsit was nothing, a
small animd or even my imagination. | waited severd more minutes until | wasfinaly ready to attribute it
to naturd forest noise when | heard something else; the shuffling of dried leaves.

No doubt now, there were guards out there. But why? Surely there was nothing within that building to
warrant the hiring of night guards. Unless...

The only possible answer froze mein my tracks. But they wouldn't do that, | tried to tell myself. The
Guild wouldn't betray melike | was betraying them. Then the rustling grew louder, forcing me to crouch
down in the undergrowth. The rustling turned into footsteps, muted but unmistakable. And coming my

way.
Now | could even hear their conversations, whispered but clear in the ftill night air. “He should be here
by now,” one heavy maevoice said. “Perhaps he's afraid.”

"Hell come” said another. “ For the honor of his Guild."

That caused the firs manto laugh. “1 hope | find him firdt. | don't like thieves much. Their Guildisan
affront to dl that isholy."

"But they do provide us employment, don't they?"
Another chuckle. “Theworld will welcome onelessthief "

| could imagine him drawing hisknife and pretending to dash histhroat. Rather, my throat. It caused my
real throat to swallow bile. No question now; | had been betrayed. Also no question that there were
more than just these two members of the Assassin's Guild—they could be no one ese—assigned to this
detail. Others were surely searching the woods and sooner or later would find my mount. They would
find me soon enough aswall.

Unless| found them first. Thiswill never work, | warned mysdlf as| backed away dowly. | can't
escape them anyway, | argued back. Thisismy only chance. They'll kill you as soon as they see you.
You've heard them, my inner voice said. They don't know who | am, what | ook like, my other half



replied. And on and on the arguments rang inside my head as| waited for the guardsto reach a
reasonable distance away. Long enough. “ Chapper,” | yelled suddenly, stlanding up and clapping my
hands. “Come here, girl. Chapper, get over here now!” And | waded noisily through the underbrush.

The command rang out amost immediatdly. “Halt thisingtant! Step forward with your handsinthearr.”
"Whoisthat? How do | do that?’ | yelled back.
"Dowhat?’ Therewas puzzlement in thevoice.

"Stop and then step forward. | can't very well hat and walk at the sametime. And have you seen my
dog?'

"No sassfromyou or I'll kill you where you stand.” In the moonlight | could see two figures coming my
way. | waited until they were close enough to seeme. I said put your handsin theair.”

"You aso said | had to step forward. But | decided to obey your command to hat instead. It seemed
more reasonable. Have you seen adog?'

"No questionsfrom you.” The men were roughly the same height. One held abow, the other asword.
“Who are you and what are you doing here?’

"l am called Gazwenth. As| have said repeatedly, | am looking for my dog. Now who are you?'

The bowman cocked hisweapon. “None of your concern, peasant. Why would you be looking for your
dog thistime of night in these woods?"

| forced ashy smile, athough | doubted they could see my sincerity in the darkness. “ Chapper ismy
sheepdog. She gets out on occasion. For some reason she aways comes here when she does. Maybe
she waswhelped here; it remainsamysery.”

"Perhaps she's searching for romance,” the swordsman said and they both laughed.

"Chapper isof high mord character,” | replied stiffly. “Y ou must be confusing her with city dogs."
"Get over here. Now!” the bowman said, waving his wespon.

| obeyed, making sureto nearly fal severd timesuntil | reached them. *'Y ou haven't seen Chapper?

"Shut up.” The one with the sword sheathed his weapon and roughly searched me. “Nothing,” he said
after amoment. “No wegpons, nothing."

That wasn't true, but | had them well hidden. A casud search in the middle of awoods on adark night
would never uncover the set of lock picks and other tools| wore. “Why are you here?’ | asked, trying to
sound innocent and curious. “ Are you with the assessors?’

"What do you mean?’ the man with the bow asked roughly.

| decided to push my luck. | decided to assume these men were on temporary assignment, that affairs of
government operated here much likein Mistmourning. “ After the tax assessments, the Assassin's Guild
aways sends guards until the money is sent to thelord. Areyou Assassn's Guild?"

The swordsman shook his head in disgust. “None of your concern. Now get out of here.”

"Of course, your lord.” | bowed and started backing up. “1f you find my dog, please don't kill her."



They laughed as| turned and started walking away. | wasjust Sarting to regain control of my racing
heart when | heard anew voice yell out. “ Stop him, stop him now!"

Considering the dark and the distance, | didn't know if it was agood shot or bad, but seconds later an
arrow whizzed by my ear and buried itself into the tree next to me. But that wasn't what made me freeze.

| stood still as | heard more footsteps, then the new voice raised in anger. “What are you doing? Why are
you letting him leave?

"He's Chapper. He'sthe locd villageidiot,” the voice of the bowman rang out. “Out herelooking for his
dog"

"You're thevillageidiotd That's Brendell!"

| turned reluctantly to see three men hurrying my way. “ Greetings, Algorph. It's been too many years.” |
had met Algorph severd timesin the pagt, first when he was astudent in the class | wasforced to teach
at the Thief's Academy. | had admittedly trested him cruelly and he had yet to forgive or forget.

"So it has” There was no warmth in hisvoice, however, or in the smile he wore as he walked up to me,
his sword drawn. He touded my hair roughly as he stared in my eyes.

Hewasn't doing that as along-delayed greeting. “Y ou're wasting your time. | don't keep my picksthere
anymore.”

He grunted. “But you have them somewhere. Perhaps I'll strip you of al your clothes and then try again.”

The other men were watching us slently. The way they stood suggested they were confused, angry and
aso darmed. | returned my attention to Algorph. “Why are you doing this, Algorph?| have done
nothing.”

He smirked. “Nothing now. And nothing ever again. The nooseiswaiting for you, Brenddll."

Yes, thanks to my Guild. But | couldn't et him know | suspected what was happening here, so |
maintained my innocence. “And why isthat? Asl said, | haven't done anything. | was merdly walking
through these woods."

"Under Guild contract to sted from that building. We know that, Brendell.”

I'm sure you do. “Then you aso know | haven't solen anything. And, obvioudy, | won't. So you can let
me go. As one Guild member to another."”

"Y ou're no longer an honored member of the Thief's Guild or any Guild.” He made adashing motion
across histhroat. *'Y ou have no morerights than the ants | step on.”

No longer a Guild member . That statement filled my veinswith ice. After dl the years and work | had
put into the Guild, now | found | had been discarded as casudly as dishwater. Then the despair | felt was
totaly replaced by rage. “Let me go, Algorph. | helped you and your Guild in the past. Or have you
forgotten the Scepter of Zenora?’ That had been one of my first contracts, one, likethis, that was
underwritten by treachery. But | had managed to save both alegitimate monarchy and the honor of the
Assassn's Guild.

He stepped back. “The Assassin's Guild has short memories. It isthe only way we can effectively do
business. But | have not forgotten what you did to me. Have you?'



No, | hadn't. During my forced stay at the Thief's Academy, | had treated the pupilsin my class quite
harshly, especially Algorph. “I had hoped | had atoned for that by now."

"I will make that determination. Where's your horse?"
"Back inthosewoods,” | pointed in the generd direction of my camp.

"WEell find it later. Y ou don't need it anymore. Take thisman.” He shoved meforward and | amost fell
for real before being seized by the two guards.

They held metighter than necessary as they marched me through the woods, clearly upset with my trick
on them and their leader'sanger. “I knew | should have run you through as soon as| saw you,” one
whispered as we made our way to the wide lawn surrounding the administrative building.

"I suspect Algorph wishesthat honor for himsdf,” | muttered.
"It would be an honor to clean his blade afterward,” the other said.

| decided that conversing with them would continue to be unpleasant, so | kept silent as we walked to the
front of the building, then to theflagpole. “Lash him to that,” Algorph said.

Hismen complied eagerly and | was soon trussed astightly as afat woman in acorset three szestoo
smdl. “Now what?’ one asked asthey al gathered to admire the knots.

"Leave him until morning. Heisn't going anywhere.” Algorph looked up at the ky. “ Perhagpsit will rain.”
"I'll stand first guard,” the bowman said.

Algorph studied me again. “No need. Not if you tied the knotsright.” He pulled on oneand it held
securely.

The bowman remained unappeased. “But he'sa thief! What if he escapes? What if he has magica help?

"Brenddll doesn't believein usng magic.” Algorph looked a me one moretime. “Neither do |. Come,
let's go to thefire and relax. He can't escape. Besides, we till have men patrolling the woods and the
road. Where could he possibly go?*

They couldn't or wouldn't argue with their superior, so they waked away laughing and congratulating
each other. | waited until they disappeared around the building before | straightened my back asbest |
could. Now, by exhaing and tightening my stomach, | could gain abit of dacknessin theropes. They
had tied my hands together, amistake. | was able to reach the ring on my left hand and undo the stonein
the center. Beneath was a pointed bit of metal. Those of adarker nature would put poison on thetip and
useit asawegpon, but it was also sharp enough to cut through, abeit dowly, the rope around my wrigts.
Even if there had been a guard posted, | could have accomplished that much. Algorph had made it even
easer. Once my handswerefree, it was ardatively smple matter to release mysdlf. Then | took my
picks, opened the door to the building and went insde to wait.

| wasrelaxing in the adminigtrative officeswhen | findly heard footsteps. “Where are you, Brendd|?’ |
heard the familiar voice whisper.

"Room on your left,” | replied. “Try to be quiet, and no light.”

| heard agrunt, then a soft thud, as Algorph bumped into some furniture. After much longer then
necessary he found me.



"Y ou would have been an incompetent thief,” | greeted him.
"That isyour fault,” he grunted as he found a sedt.

"I never wanted to be Professor Grimmire's teaching assistant. But you are correct. Quite an elaborate
plan just to talk to me. What if | hadn't escaped those ropes?”

"Then you wouldn't be as good athief aswe think you are. In the morning we would have given you over
to the magidrate. Thisredm treats thieves most harshly.”

And my Guild had arranged all this so my death would appear to be a typical occupational
hazard. | shuddered at the thought. It took a moment to still my nervesbefore | could continue. “Y ou've
put your own career in danger, you know."

"Not mine. My men tied the knots. My men are il posted in the forest and the road. At most | am guilty
of overestimating their competence. | an merdly following ordersin any event.”

"Which are?'
"Convince you to work for us."

| sat back deeper in the chair and crossed my legs to make myself more comfortable. Thiswas going to
be alonger conversation than | had expected. “Work for you how? Train your men in the ways of my
Guild?'

"Hardly. | am not the only member of my Guild who origindly attended the Thief's Academy. We know
al about your training methods."

Not as much as you think. “Theft?"
Helaughed softly. “Of course. What other use could you be to us?'

| could think of severd, but there was no reason to tell him that. “Why not just make contracts with the
Guild?'

"We don't want them to know what we are acquiring. Or from whom."

Clandestine theft. Except for Master Thieves, who could take out contracts on their own discretion,
that wastotaly againgt Guild regulations. The occasond purse or jewd, stolen to gain operating
expenses, wasignored, but al other discretionary thievery was forbidden. Otherwise the honor, the very
standing of my profession within the community, would be jeopardized. Of course, | mused, | now had
no standing. “So | would be contracting directly with your Guild.”

"Not contracting. Y ou will be following our orders"

| grimaced. In one sense thiswould only help mein my clandestine attack on the Guild. But now | had
merely been passed from one master to another. “And if | decline?’

Eveninthedim light I could see him rise and withdraw his sword. “No one defiesthe Guilds, Brenddll.
Of coursel could fulfill my contract.”

| sighed. “ Since you put it so oquently. What do we do?"

"Y ou spend the rest of the night tied to that tree. In the morning you leave as our prisoner. | will dispatch
my men and take you to our guildhall in Nimand. There you will begin your new career.



Sowedid. Algorph lashed me with fresh rope and thoughtfully removed dl my jewdry, including my
specia ring. | managed to get some uncomfortable deep until a pre-dawn shower roused me from
unpleasant dreams. | was thoroughly soaked and shivering when Algorph's men findly deigned to release
me. They ignored my condition, indeed they made jokes about it asthey threw me in the back of a
wagon and we started out.

"Do | havetoride dl the way back here?’ | asked after Algorph had sent away the rest of histroops.

Only he and the driver now remained. He glared a me from his seet in front. “'Y ou're our prisoner. Or
have you forgotten?

| mumbled something and tried to make myself comfortable in the straw. Abandoned by my Guild. Of
everything they had done to me, thiswas by far the worst. When | escaped from my current
predicament, | would make the Thief's Guild pay like they could never imagine. That thought was nearly
enough to distract me from the straw poking me and the fleas biting me everywhere.

| guessed it to be late afternoon when my transport findly stopped. “ Time to start your new life,
Brenddl,” Algorph said, shaking meroughly.

"I'm not adeep,” | said, Sitting up. Wewerein front of asingle story brick building. It had to be the
guildhal, and its starkness told me everything | needed to know. The Thief's guildhals were dways well
appointed, ways spoke of prosperity and success. Important when trying to convince new clientsyou
could indeed procure any property they desired. Thiswas utilitarian, its message smple and direct: We
Get The Job Done. | crawled out of the wagon and jogged in place briefly to loosen my cramped legs.
There was asmall group of men outside engaged in swordplay. | could see an archery range in the back
and beyond that another building, which | assumed served as quarters for the men assigned here.

"Quit gawking,” Algorph said and grabbed my arm roughly.
"Can you undo the manaclesnow?’ | asked as| shuffled beside him.
"Once wereingde. Appearances must be maintained.”

Trueto hisword, he released me from the irons once we entered the guildhdl. “I suggest you show
proper deference,” he whispered harshly when he wasfinished. “ Otherwise | take you back to Vralik."

| nodded. | could appear obsequious with the best of them. He led me down the corridor toward the
rear. Even insde, the hall was stark; no paintings or tapestries on the walls, no statuary, only the most
utilitarian furniture. The Assassin's Guild brooked no nonsense apparently. Algorph stopped before a
closed door and knocked softly. “Who isit?’ aman asked from inside.

"Algorph. My assgnment iscomplete.”
"Excdlent. Comein."

"Do whatever hetellsyou,” he whispered to me, then opened the door and led me within. “Brenddl, this
isGuild Master Garoff Cistonarov.”

| nodded shyly to the imposing man seated at an equaly imposing desk. Once again, however, the room
was nearly barren of creature comforts beyond arow of wooden stoolsin front of the desk. Cistonarov
had gray hair, hisface lined with wrinkles and scars. He stood and nodded at Algorph. “Congratul ations,
Algorph, on your success. And you,” heturned my way, “the thief Brendell. The late and unlamented
Brenddl."



Late? Surdly they hadn't brought me dl thisway just to kill meinther facility. “That ismy name, Master
Cigonarov.”

"Not any longer. Algorph, how much did you tel him?"
"Only what was necessary."
Henodded. “ Sit."

It was not an invitation. | suspected nothing Cistonarov said was merely a suggestion, so | sat.
Cistonarov appeared more interested in some papers on hisdesk so Algorph and | remained silent. After
my long ride in the back of awagon, thiswasthe last thing | needed; after about five minutes my legs
dtarted to ache, so | started crossing and uncrossing them to relieve the stiff muscles.

"Nervoustypeisn't he?” Cistonarov findly broke the silence. “Hard to believe he hasthe patienceto be a
professond thief."

"l did graduate third in my class,” | said. “And I've succeeded in all my contracts. Which I'm sureis
mentioned in thefileyou havethere”

He pushed the papers aside and sat back in his much more comfortable chair. “Not always successful
according to your Guild. Ex-Guild | should say."

"Weve had our disagreements,” | offered.

"Indeed. And that'swhat concerns me.” He leaned forward and looked mein the eyes. “Y ou seem to
have difficulty following orders. That is ot acceptablein the Assassin's Guild.”

| wastired, hungry and rapidly losing patience. “ A successful thief must be prepared to improvise.™
"You may beright.” Then helooked at Algorph. “Y ou've had dedlings with him in the past. Isheloyd?"

Algorph smiled without warmth. “Brendell's sole interest is Brenddl. But he will do whatever is necessary
tofulfill acontract.”

"That isal we can hopefor | suppose. So, Brendell, here are your options. One, you decline our offer.”
"In which case you take me back to Vrdlik to be hanged,” | said.

"You're dready adead man, Brenddl. It's up to you to decide when you are buried.”

"I would prefer that be delayed aslong as possible.”

Cistonarov nodded. “| thought as much. So hereiswhat we do. Algorph, you have the papers signed by
theofficidsa Vrdlik?'

"Yes,” and he patted his chest.

"Excellent. Those should help convince the Thief's Guild that Brendell hasindeed gone on to ahigher
plane” Then he put afinger to hislips. “But well need more. Y ou have his possessons?’

"In the wagon. We also have his horse and saddle.”
"Bring mehisedate.

Cistonarov and | sat in slence while Algorph followed orders. By hismien, | could tell Cistonarov felt



uncomfortable around me, which gave me the only pleasure | had enjoyed that day. Algorph returned
soon enough with asatchel, which he put on the desk. Cistonarov emptied it and sifted through my small
pile of possessions. “Poisoned?’ he asked, holding up thering | had used to escape, abeit briefly, back
a Vrdlik.

"It could be."

He nodded and set it aside, where it was soon joined by two sets of picks, asmall lodestone and a ball
of string. Then he held up my dagger. | swallowed bile as he admirediit. | had paid dearly for it and it had
proven very useful morethan once. “Thisisyour Sgil | takeit?” he asked, pointed to the silver engraving
onthehandle.

| nodded. It represented a deeping dragon, asign | had chosen to ensure my continued good fortune.
Everyonein the Thief's Guild would recognize it as each of us had one, asindividua as our namesand
sgnatures. “Thiswill be perfect,” and he set it aside. “Y ou won't be having any more usefor it anyway,
now that you're dead.” He rose and stretched. “Now that that's taken care of, we can discuss your first
assignment with our Guild. Y ou'l be going to Houff."

| was dtill despairing of my loss so without thinking | asked, “Why?!

Cigonarov glared at me. “ That question is never posed to me or the Guild. Ever! Algorphwill tell you
what you need to know when you arrive. Now leave us, he and | have to discuss this assgnment.”

| nodded and numbly walked from the room. There were guards waiting outside the door; two marched
me to yet another uncomfortable chair and stood on each sdewhile | sat, waited and seethed. What
Cigtonarov was planning should work; between the documents and my precious dagger, my former Guild
would indeed believe | was dead. Or, &t least, they wouldn't dare question the Assassin's Guild. Oncel
was out from under the Assassin's Guild, that deception could be of great help. When that would be of
help remained the question. And Houff. | had never heard of it; asmall kingdom | could only presume.

Worse, Algorph would be accompanying me. That bothered me the most. | had treated him—my entire
class actualy—most shamefully when | was forced to return to the Thief's Academy. Did he till hold a
grudge? He certainly gppeared to be enjoying this particular assgnment. And would he be going with me
the entire way? The few times| had worked with others had been disastrous at best. Was he thereto
ensure | did the wishes of the Guild, prevent me from fleeing? | sighed. Whatever his purpose, | knew he
wouldn't tell me. With nothing elseto do, | rested my head against the wall, closed my eyesand tried to

deep.

| wasjust drifting off when | heard approaching footsteps, then Algorph's ditinctively high, thinvoice. “Is
that al you do, Brendd|? Seep?’

| opened one eye. “ Seems like the best way to passthe time. It's not like you offer your guests
refreshments or other amusements to while away the hours.”

"Y our comfort istheleast of my concerns. Come, we have fresh mounts waiting. We must get to Houff
assoon aspossihle”

And what could be that important? | wondered as | followed him back outside. There were six mounted
men waiting, plus two other horses. “All for me?’ | asked, trying to sound cheerful as| got on one.

"Just because we have a use for you doesn't mean we trust you,” Algorph said. He turned to one of his
men. “Tiehishands"



| couldn't help but fedl like | was being ridden to the gallows as we set out. They set abrisk pace, which
discouraged any attempts at conversation. My attention remained focused on staying on my mount, one
not made any easier by our speed and my imprisoned hands. Even when we camped for the night, | was
offered only aminimum of food and the cold comfort of amute guard.

How do they expect meto help them? | wondered as| tried to deep. A successful contract required
planning. Even my admittedly unorthodox approaches were the result of careful consideration. If | wasto
be kept in the dark like avirgin's hope chest, I had no hope of succeeding. Somehow | was going to
haveto tak to Algorph.

Who remained determinably indisposed to cooperate. The next day | was once again secured to my
mount and we were off. And the next and the next. We were making good time to be sure, and | could
only assume our destination could be reached overland as our course remained inexorably away from the
nearest sea. The landscape became progressively harsher, farms and estates fewer and farther between.
A chain of mountains loomed on the horizon and our path became increasingly uphill.

We made camp that night on acliff overlooking the valley below. A village was situated on the bend of
theriver bisecting it. “We've made good time,” Algorph said aswe dl sudied the scene below. “Well be
in Houff by early afternoon.”

"Thenwhat?’ | asked.

"Then weridein and fulfill the commands of the Guild, of course.”

"Which are?'

Algorph frowned. “Why, to stedl, of course. Why e se do you think weve brought you here?"
| shook my heed. “To sted what? | think it'stime you explained your plans.

"I suppose you're right. Men, set up camp. Brendell and | haveto talk.”

While they scurried around doing their campsite duties, Algorph pulled me aside. “ The leaders of Houff
have thus far refused to enter into lega contracts with our Guild. They have instead engaged their own
security force. Y ou are going to show them the error of their ways."

"And how do we do this?"

Algorph sighed. “Sometimes, Brendell, you are as dense as these trees. Y ou steal, everything you can
find. Oncether current army is discredited, Houff will rush to sign acontract with us.”

That might work, | had to admit reluctantly. “And what if | get caught?”
He patted his sword. “1 suggest you don't.”

"So | gointo Houff, grab whatever | can and then come back to you."”
Hefrowned. “Hardly. Well bewith you."

| shuddered at the thought. “ And exactly what is our disguise?’

"Judt travelers”

"Just travelers?” | pointed to the men behind us. “Eight heavily armed men rideinto avillage and they are
just travelers? Y ou don't think our gppearance might not arouse alittle curiogity?



He hestated amoment. “ Traveling merchants then.”

"That could work,” 1 said and nodded. “ If we had any waresto sdll. Which we don't. You're
disgppointing me, Algorph. Just how much planning went into thislittle expedition anyway?'

Algorph grimaced. “Commander Cistonarov planned for everything!"
"Where are the trumpets and banners?’
"Now what are you complaining about? Brenddll, you're trying my patience.”

"And your're trying mine! Y ou're doing everything possible to make us as conspicuous as the wart on
the end of your nose. I'd be lucky to pick apocket with dl eyes on us. Didn't you learn anything at the

Thief's Academy?'
"If you had been a better instructor,” Algorph began, hisface turning red.

| waved him slent. Not an easy task since my hands were still manacled. “Cistonarov is not the one who
will bedancingintheair if I'm caught.”

"Commander Cigtonarov."

"Commander Cigtonarov isnot the onewho will be dancing intheair if I'm caught. And you're doing
everything to ensure| am. If that's your purpose, just day me here and quit wasting time.”

Algorph's grip tightened on his sword, then relaxed. “What do you suggest, then?"
"Wegoinassmpletravelers, asyou said. But only two of us, you and I. Y our men stay here.”
"Those are not my orders.”

"No wonder you flunked out of the Academy. Do you want to succeed or not?"

Algorph's eyes darkened. “ Of course,” he said softly.

"Y ou do have some discretion?”

"l am the leader of this expedition.”

"Thendoas| say. Or,” and | grinned, “areyou afraid | can escape from you?"

Algorph withdrew his sword and ran hisfinger dong one edge. “I hopeyou try.”

Good. “Then it's settled. Tomorrow, you and | rideinto Houff. I'll be the merchant, you my guard. Well
find an inn, do some reconnaissance. Then welll get towork.” | held out my manacled hands hopefully.

Algorph started to protest, then smiled and shook his head. “Tomorrow, Brenddll. | wouldn't want
anything to happen to your precious hands before then.”

So the next morning the two of us made our dow way into the valey and the redlm waiting there.
Algorph refused to unloose my hands until we reached the main road into the city, making my descent
more perilous than necessary. More than once | was nearly unhorsed, but Algorph ignored al my
arguments until we were safely on thewell worn trail running beside theriver.

"I'll go first from hereon,” | said while rubbing my sorewrigts. The ropes had left marks, but my deeves
were |ong enough that they should be hidden from inquiring eyes.



Algorph frowned. “Why?"
"Because | am the leader of thislittle excursion. Or have you forgotten our plan?'

He nodded glumly. When there was only one guard, such as now, his responsibility wasto protect the
rear first. Any other arrangement would arouse instant suspicion. “1 will only be two strides behind you,
Brenddl. Don't try anything."

| had no intention to, not here at least. “ Just follow my lead. Keep quiet unless you're asked to speak.”
With that | urged my steed onward.

We encountered no one on our way to Houff, which was not agood sign. The few farmholds we passed
werein serious disrepair and | was reminded unpleasantly of my father'shomein Mistmourning.
Whoever ruled this realm was doing little or nothing to improve thelot of his subjects, which made me
wonder why the Assassin's Guild would assume thisrealm could afford them.

The sunwas high and | for one was hungry when wefindly reached the city gates. A group of armed
men approached usimmediatdly. “Who are you and what is your businessin Houff?” one demanded
while the others eyed us over their drawn bows. All were dressed in severe black uniforms and hoods
that, except for eye dits, totaly covered their faces. What interested me the most, however, wasthat al
save my interrogator wereidentical in height and build.

"That, my friend, isagood question,” | said with asmile as| dismounted. “Y ou may call me Bourherr
Gadtindl. My assstant, Algorph, and | are hereto do exactly that. We just are uncertain what our
busnessshdl be”

"You spesk inriddles,” my interrogetor said coldly.

| maintained my benign mien. “Not redly. | anamerchant. | travel far and wide bringing to communities
such asyoursitemsthat are nearly impossible to obtain anywheredse.”

He pointed at our animals. Y ou carry nothing.”

"Presently. Our goods are back at camp. Once | have determined what would please the citizens of your
fair town mogt, then | shdl return to my camp and obtain it. What good would it do me, for instance, if |
was |laden with silks and then discovered your village was a center of silk-making?'

"Wearenot slk makers."
| smiled even more broadly. “ Then perhapsthat iswhat | shall offer.”
"We have no money for such amusements. Houff is not prosperous.”

So | can see. “Perhaps clothing, then. Strong and durable to last through severd harvests. Surely the
peasants would appreciate that."

"They are hardly our concern.” Then he pointed at Algorph. “Y our assstant isarmed. Why?"

| shrugged. “Heismy guard. Members of the Assassin's Guild go nowhere without their weapons. No
matter how often | try to convince him that is unnecessary, such as here in peaceful Houff.” | winked.
“Y ou know how stubborn, if not unreasonable, they can be."

All wegpons turned abruptly on Algorph. “The Guild is not welcome here,” my inquisitor said.

"Thereisnothing to fear fromhim,” | said. “Heistotaly under my control and will obey my bidding



without question.” | turned. “Algorph, our new friends have requested you disarm yourself. Remove your
sword and drop it on the ground as ashow of our good faith."

| suppressed a smile as Algorph struggled with the concept. 1t took longer than | wished, but hefindly
did as| asked. | turned again to the guards. “ As you can see, we are more than willing to obey the laws
of Houff."

"The pendties are severe for those who don't. Y ou may enter."”

| bowed. “For your assistance and vigilance, | will bring you and your men an gppropriate gift once we
have returned with our goods. Algorph, follow me” And | rode dowly through the gates.

The poverty outside persisted within. Few people walked the streets, street merchants were nearly
non-existent. The buildings were in poor condition and most appeared empty. But every village had to
have aninn. And astable. The latter at least was easy to find; we merely followed the scent of manure
until we reached it at the end of aside street. The owner was quite surprised to greet new customers, but
he eagerly accepted our mounts and told us where the one inn was | ocated.

Algorph was seething as we waked back down the street. “Y ou told them | was with the Guild!"
"So?You are, aren't you?"
"There was no need for them to know. Now | have no weapon!™"

| stopped and glared at him. “Did you learn nothing at the Thief's Academy? Lying about you would
have served no purpose. Sometimes the best disguise is the truth. Surely you're not telling me you're
unarmed.”

Algorph haf-smiled. “Not totdly."
"Good. Let'sfind theinn."

Whichwedid ... and immediately regretted it. Our quarters were less comfortabl e than the tents we had
been using while traveling here, dthough there was probably as much wild life sharing it with us. Instead
of staying there and risking hundreds of flea bites, we returned to the eating hall and sat at afar table with
aflask of plebian wineto discuss our plans. Which now had changed dramaticaly. “How well did you
preparefor this, Algorph?’ | asked as soon as the bored serving wench | eft.

"What do you mean? Master Cistonarov has never faled.”

| pointed at the nearly empty room. “Look at this. Y ou brought me here to stedl. Steal what? A potato
from astarving peasant? There is no wedlth here. If | were amerchant, | would have absolutely nothing
to sl anyone™

"Then ged fromtheruler.”
"Whois?'
"Pipo Fess. Sheisreputed to be amagician.”

| groaned. My experiences with magic have dways been unpleasant. “\When were you going to tell me
thet?"

Algorph shrugged as he spped hiswine. “If or when it became necessary."



| nearly dammed my fist on the table but caught mysdlf. Still it took amoment for me to continue. “Y ou
want meto fail, don't you? Do you know anything about magicians? They are protected by demons.
They attach magical tethersto their property, which they can retrieve at anytime from anywhere. Bdieve
me, | know! In dl likelihood, Houff is protected by magic.” | paused, recaling the men at the gate. “I
would bet that only the guard who talked with me today was human. The others could have been magica
congtructs.” | leaned forward. “Don't you understand, Algorph? Houff doesn't need you."

"Youwill doasyouretold,” he said tiffly. “Houff has defied our will long enough. It shdl not continue.”

| sat back and studied him over the rim of my glass. “Thisisnot the only realm that does not employ your
Guild. I have been in more than one, dl more prosperous than this. Why are you not going after them?"

"They servether purposesjust asthey are.”

"Y ou ignore them because their neighborsinvest heavily inyou for protection. But this, thiskingdom isno
thresat to anyone.”

Algorph set down hisglass. “ Y ou have no right to question the Assassin's Guild. We protect all the
Guilds. What has been shdl dways be. Remember, Brenddll, you are dive only because of our
intervention.”

| grimaced. Alive, yes, but an indentured servant a best. Hiswords echoed what had been said at the
Guild meeting where the mad dreamer Ensten had been condemned to death. Because of me. Now |
redlized | had not only declared war on the Thief's Guild, but on all Guilds. “Leaveme.”

"Not very likely."

| grabbed hisglassand drank it al, then poured the remainder of the flagon into my own glass. “I'm not
going to run out onyou; | have no placeto go,” | said ashe stared at mein surprise. “But | haveto totally
rethink what | haveto do. And | can't do it with you staring at me dl thetimelike you'retrying to find a
soft spot where you can bury your sword. Go back to our room. Roam the city if you careto, vist a
brothdl. Just leave me done.”

Algorph rose dowly, then leaned across the table. “ Do not even consider betrayal, Brenddll. Thereisno
place you can go we will not find you.” Then he turned abruptly and walked heavily away.

"Betrayd. Asif | have not been betrayed by everyone,” | whispered. Then | stared into my wine. A
magician. Just what | needed, to be stealing from amagician. | had no wards or spells to protect
me—not that | was sure any worked—and | had no idea of Pipo Fess' powers.

Then | felt someone tap me on the shoulder. | looked up to find the serving wench standing next to me.
“Y ou must be from Houff. More wine?'

| forced aamile. “Why do you say that? About Houff, | mean."
"We dl wear such faces. Great sadness, asif the very promise of our lives has been stolen from us.”

"l am most sorry to hear that.” | glanced around but the inn was bereft of other patrons. “Why isthat
Sofe

She sat across from me unbidden, just asrelieved as | to have someone elseto talk to. “I waswrong.
Y ou are not from hereto ask that."

"No, I'm not. Passing through, atraveling merchant. Although, to be honest, | suspect | carry no wares



thet | could sdll here.”

"And we couldn't buy them if you did. I'm afraid you've made along, unprofitabletrip, Sr."
"Bourherr Gadtindll. Y ou are?'

"Cordita"

"Cordita, a pretty name for a pretty young woman.” | noticed her smile shyly at my compliment. Shewas
not unattractive, but not beautiful either. Such comments were probably rare. “ So, Cordita, if lifeisso
unpleasant here in Houff, why do you stay? Marriage?"

She shook her head sadly. “Many of us have left. | must stay because of my family. Thisisour inn. | must
help them.”

| nodded. “Why are things so troubled? Is it because of your leader? Has Pipo Fess betrayed you?'

"Not her. Theland. Our fields used to beripewith grain every fdl. No longer. Theriver that runs through
the valey? By summer's end it will be little more than a brook. Worse, we have had droughtsthe last five
years. The green fildswill soon turn brown and erile. We will have nothing to trade with others, little to
edt for ourselves.™

My upbringing in Mistmourning rose unpleasantly in my memory. Unfortunately, | understood and
commiserated with her plight. “ A curse, perhaps? Someone has cursed thisland, your village? Isthere
nothing this Pipo Fess can do?"

"She hastried. Sheisasangry and helplessastherest of us. It'sasif the gods have turned their backs on
us. But,” and fire suddenly flashed in her blue eyes, “thisismy home. | will not leave my home!™

| reached across and touched her hand consolingly. She was stronger than | surdly. | had left
Mistmourning because it had become too harsh for meto bear. Y et my troubles had never been as
severe asthose shefaced dalily. | felt atwinge of self-recrimination and | vowed to return to help my
father when | was done. Assuming | survived. “I admire your courage. Perhapsthereis something | can
do."

"Y ou could buy morewine,” she said with the dightest hint of asmile.
"Of course. But only if you'll shareit with me."

She nodded and a moment later had returned with another flagon and glass. “ Thisisour best,” she
promised as shefilled both our glasses. It tasted significantly better than the other vintage and | agreed
heartily. “'Y our companion left you. Ishereturning?'

"I sent him off to look after our horses. | would rather enjoy your company than hisin any event. So, this
Pipo Fess. Shetreats your people wdll, then.”

"Asl sad, itistheland that treats us harshly, not her. She helps us during planting and harvesting. She
does not burden us with taxes as | hear they do in other lands."

" She sounds like an admirable woman. | would like to meet her."
"I'm sure she would like to meet you. We get so few visitors.” Then she clenched her handsin frustration.

"The guards who greeted us were not the most friendly,” | said.



"That isnecessary, I'm afraid. There are thieves and blackguards who know we are weak. We have tried
to hire the Assassin's Guild to help us, but they demand too much."”

| tried not to choke on my wine. Sowly | was beginning to understand the true purpose of the Assassin's
Guild and thismission. “Isthere another relm you could gpproach for help?!

"Kadtikaan isthe closest. But their intentions are suspect at best. They are east of usand some believe
they somehow dam theriver in thefal to prevent the water we need from reaching us.” Shelooked down
sadly at thetable. “ And we are too weak to stop themif they are.”

| was going to have another talk with Algorph, I knew, athough | suspected he had been kept in the dark
asmuch asl. Or, worse, didn't care about anything save following his orders. “ From what you tell me, |
shall not be lingering in Houff. But | would like to meet Pipo Fessbeforel go. Does shelive within the

aty?'
"Takethe main road east. Her manor lies at the very end.”

| reached in my pocket and removed five gold coins. Before leaving our room, | had told Algorph | had
to have money as| was the merchant and therefore | would have to pay for everything. He had givenit to
me as freely as hewould give histeeth. “For your companionship and for your beauty,” | said as| placed
them on the table.

Her eyeswidened. “But, Sir, that istoo much!”

"Not at al.” | bent forward and kissed her lightly on the forehead. “It in no way baances the debt | owe
you.” | paused. “Will you be working herein the morning?'

She grimaced. “I havelittle choice.

| handed her two more coins. “ Please have something ready for my servant and myself. Whatever your
kitchen can provide. Good evening.”

My pleasant countenance disappeared once | reached the stairs to our rooms above. The Assassin's
Guild had always claimed to be above palitics. What they were doing to assist Kastikaan defied
everything inther charter.

Algorph greeted me coldly when | entered the room. “Took you long enough.”

"Gathering information takestime. But | think I've learned everything | need to know.” | s&t inthe one
decrepit chair and crossed my arms. “Tell me, where do we go when we're done? Or, rather, I'm done.”

"Kadgtikaan. The nearest Guild offices are there. So what did you learn?”

How surprising. “Theruler Pipo Fessisindeed amagician. A farmer | talked to said she wears aring of
power which gives her control over the darker relms. It could bejust idle talk, of course. But if nothing
elsg, itstheft would be asymbolic blow to her rule. It appears many are frustrated with their Situation.
She controlsthis realm through fear of the demons she commands. Remove them and she would be
overthrown by therightful rulers of Houff."

| suppressed asmile at hisreaction. He could totally accept that fabrication, as could his superiors a the
Assassin's Guild. Which might give methetime | needed. “ So when do we strike?” he asked eagerly.

"Not ‘we.’ | am thetrained thief, not you.” | paused to scratch one of my many newly-acquired insect
bites. “1 think tonight would be best, before Pipo Fess becomes curious about us."



"If youthink | will St like aspingter in thisroom waiting for you, you are mistaken, Brendell. | will follow
my orders. | will accompany you."

| frowned as| consdered. Getting rid of my unwel come shadow was proving as difficult as shedding a
bad cough. But then it might be better he was there. Especidly if | was caught in the act. “Far beit for
me to chalenge the wisdom of the Assassin's Guild. Y ou can come with me, but you'll have to wait
outsde. | don't need you ssumbling around a darkened manor like the village drunk.”

He reached insde hisvest and suddenly was holding an evil-looking knife. “I am trained in
reconnaissance, Brenddl."

| remained unimpressed. “But not theft. Perhaps | was abad instructor at the Academy, Algorph, but
you lacked the talent to graduate in any event. A successful thief does not blindly follow orders. You can
do what you do best and be my protector. Nothing more.”

He dowly sheathed hisweapon. “ Asyou wish. Let's begin.” He started toward the door.
| grabbed hisarm. “ Just where do you think you're going?
Helooked at me and frowned. “| thought you said we were going to work."

"Not that way.” | went to the back of the room and opened the window. It overlooked a narrow dley.
Even better, | saw no lightsin the windows of the surrounding buildings. | removed the worn curtains and
tied them together, then knotted one end around the bedpost. The other ended halfway down the outer
wall. Not afar drop and | nodded, satisfied. “Lock our door."

Algorph did so, then joined me. “I'll gofirs."
"Of course. Try not to wake the neighborhood when you land.”

He grunted as he climbed out the window. He descended rapidly and within seconds was on the ground.
A moment later | was beside him. | searched the alley quickly and found an empty barrd amongst the
trash, which | set below our improvised rope. “In case we have to hurry back,” | said. “Now we go

As Cordita had promised, the Fess manor was easy to find. | was surprised how quiet and empty the
streets were, which was another symptom of Houff's poverty. “Where are the guards?’ Algorph asked
aswedudied it.

She probably can't afford any. “Inside | would suspect. With her powers, she probably believes she
doesn't require them. Now that you know whereit is, go get our horses. If I'm successful, welll need
them.”

"l don't likethis. | don't like leaving you on your own."

| grinned. “Are you suddenly concerned about my well-being, Algorph? Get the horses; we may haveto
leave quickly."

He grunted, then headed back. | waited until he disappeared in the darkness, then took a deep breath. |
was about to take the biggest gamble of my career. And everything was predicated on the words of a
serving wench. Brendell, you are a fool. And possibly adead one, | told my inner voice as|
approached the manor.

| proceeded to make aleisurely study of the building. | suspected there were no exterior guards because



her magic and the realm's economy weren't that strong. Inside should be a different matter. While | fully
planned to announce mysdlf, it wouldn't be through the front door, so | entered through the rear. | found
myself in the kitchen, but, unlike homes of other roydty | had visited, there was no cooking or cleaning
staff hard at work. | wouldn't have been surprised if Pipo Fess cooked and cleaned for herself.

| went through the door into ahalway. Immediatey an il lamp on atable burgt into light, followed by
four more leading down the hdl. She knows I'm here. Taking adeep breath, | waked down the hall,
following thelightsthat continued to ignite as | neared them. They led me through amaze of halways until
| wasled to aclosed door. | knocked softly.

"Bourherr Gagtind|?’ awoman responded.
"Of course.”
"Pleasecomein.”

| entered to find mysdlf in astudy. Again, however, the poverty of Houff was evident. The shelveswere
nearly empty, thewallsbereft of art. A small fire burned sullenly in the hearth, providing the only light.
Pipo Fessrose as| entered. As she approached, | was startled to find how tall she was, how proudly
she carried hersdlf. Thin, but | suspected she had an inner will likeiron. Her youthful beauty had long
given way to aged wisdom. She held out her hand and | took it and bowed. “I've been expecting you.
Please have aseat.”

"Why isthat?’ | asked as| did as bidden.

She sat across from me. Even in the darkness | could see the lines of worry that crossed her eyesand
forehead, aging her prematuredly. | suspected she wasn't much older than |, but the demands of ruling had
dolen yearsfrom her. “Few vist Houff, especidly traveling merchants.”

"So I've gathered. Y our men informed you, | takeit."

"That istheir duty. Y ou've picked an odd hour to visit me, Bourherr Gagtingll. If that isindeed your
name."

| smiled. “It will suffice for now."
She remained nonplussed. “ So why are you redlly here?!
"I would think my intentions are obvious. To sted from you."

Shelaughed, aheartfdt laugh that warmed the room. “Interesting. An honest thief! I'm afraid, however,
that Houff hasvery littleto offer.”

"Y ou offer more than you can imagine. And | can offer something aswell.”

"Whichis?'

"A way to solve at least some of your problems.”

She crossed her legs and relaxed. “ And why would you do that?"

"Simple. | need your help. And you need mine.” And | quickly told her why | had been brought to Houf.

Her lipswere tight with tenson when | finished. “Then thereisredly nothing | can do. I'vetried to protect
my people from the pressure of Kastikaan., but my magic cannot battle drought or invade their land and



destroy their dam. We can't afford the protection of the Assassin's Guild and now you tell methey are
working againg us.” She sighed heavily, her shouldersdumping. “1 don't know. There aretoo few of us
|eft to even make the effort.”

"Y ou say Kagtikaan damstheriver."
"We're sure of it. But they do it on their land and we are powerlessto stop them.”

Perhaps not. “I might be able to help you there. Perhgps with some other things aswell. But you haveto
help mefirg."

"And how do | do that?"
"Smple. You kill thieves, don't you?'

She studied me for amoment, then decided | was serious. “ That would be under my discretion, yes. But
isn't that abit drastic?'

"l don't know. Do you have any magica tethers?'
Algorph had recovered the horseswhen | returned. “Good,” | said, dready mounting my anima.
"Youfoundit? Already?"

"Don't just stand there, get on your horse. We have to get out of here now.” | reached in my pocket and
pulled out an ornate ring. “ This gives her power over magic. Without it sheishelpless” | handed it to
him.

"How did you do it?’ he asked as we Started down the road.

"I'll tell you later. We don't have timeto talk now.” And then the darkness abruptly disappeared asall the
street lamps burgt into life at once. Algorph froze, staring at the now-well-lit street likeachild at a

traveling show. “Don't dawdle, idiot. They're coming. Ride!” And | whipped my horse and started
galoping down the brick road.

Algorph caught up quickly. “I'll take the point. We have to leave through the gate.” He held hisknifein
one hand. “Curse the gods; if | only had my sword."

We turned a corner, the sound of hooves on stone the only break in the bright silence. Still therewas no
light in any window. Either the people of Houff were remarkably heavy deepersor they wereterrified of
what was occurring outside, | decided. “Let's hope they haven't closed the gate.”

Algorph favored me with ahurried glare. “If | could have brought my men, that wouldn't be aproblem,
Brenddl."

"Wewouldn't have her ring, ether.”

"That is debatable. No wonder the Guild kicked you out.” Then he grunted. “ Good, | can seethe gate
ahead. It's till open.”

But not unguarded. Archers suddenly appeared asif from thin air. And then the air itself becamethick
with arrows. “Don't dow down,” | yelled, urging my tiring mount onward.

"That'syour first command | agreewith, Brendell.” Algorph wasleaning over hishorse, making himsdlf as
small atarget aspossible.



Unfortunately | wasn't the horseman he was. | was having difficulties controlling my now terrified mount,
let donetrying to evade the arrows flying around us. Then | lost contral totally as one buried itself inmy
horses sde. My steed whinnied loudly and began faling. | managed to jump off before | could be pinned
beneath it, but that only delayed theinevitable. “Algorph,” | managed to yell even as| was being seized
by severa armed men who sprang from the shadows.

He looked back but didn't even try to rescue me. Which would have been impossible anyway. | watched
as herode through the gate and the darkness beyond. Then | alowed mysdlf to be pulled back down the
street and the home of Pipo Fess.

She was in the same study when my entourage arrived. “ Y ou've done excdllently,” shetold my captors.
“Now leave us”

"But mistress, are you sure?’ one complained. “ Y ou said heisathief.”

"Who is now working for me. I have nothing to fear from Master Gagtinell. Now go, and tell no one of
this"

"They did performwell,” | agreed after the door closed behind them. * Unfortunate about the horse,
though.”

"It was much more difficult for my congtruct archersto missyou than hit you, you know."
| nodded. “Magical congtructs. | thought as much.”

Unlike my firgt visit, there was a decanter of wine and two glasses waiting. | helped myself and sat beside
her. “ Algorph now has your ring of power. He should be satisfied.”

Shelaughed. “’'Ring of power.” Asif magic werethat Smple. Granted, there are amulets and such that
can be helpful. But aring! How gullible!”

| shivered, remembering my early experience with the disk of Garnula. It had been my firgt face-to-face
experience with demons and led to the desth of abaron who fancied himsalf amagician. “The Assassin's
Guild isn't noted for their intelligence. Just their diligence.”

"So are we done now, or do we continue this charade?'
"Algorph knows I'm caught; he doesn't know yet that I'm dead. And helll want to make sure of that."
"Hewon' try to rescue you?"

| shrugged. “I suspect not. I'm not that important to the Guild. | accomplished what they wanted. I'm as
disposable as the bones after afeast.”

She sipped at her wine. “WEelIl haveto do thisquickly, | suppose. I'll make the proclamation tomorrow
and your execution will be the following morning.”

"Y our magica tetherswork, correct?'

Shegiggled. “Why, Bourheur Gestindll, onewould think you didn't trust me. Y es, what you propose
should work."

"Should” work, not “ would." | forced the thought aside. | had seen another magician do what | was
proposing. “Perhaps we should do atest.”



She shook her head. “I'm dready exhausted. Y ou cannot imagine the effort involved in summoning so
many construct bowmen. It will take me more than aday to recover.” Then she smiled. “Don't worry; |
will be recovered sufficiently to do what is necessary.”

"Good.” | finished my wine. “| cannot go back to theinn, of course.”

"Of course. You shal stay here. Theré'saroom by the kitchen that has a cot. That should suffice.” She
rose. “Good night. Y ou may stay and enjoy thewineif you wish."

| nodded. “ Thank you for your hospitaity and trust.”

She paused at the door. “1 don't necessarily trust you. But you are worth therisk. Still, my magica wards
remanin place. | will beaerted immediately if youtry ... anything."

"Understood. Good night.”

| poured more wine as she left the room. She had just told me | couldn't leave, but | had no intention of
doing that. | had to escape the Assassin's Guild and only she could help me. Would my untested plan
work? Could | trust her ? Was her magic strong enough to succeed? Y oull find out in two days,
Brenddl,” | whispered into my glass. | enjoyed her winelong into the morning and fell adegp inthe chair.

"Quiteacrowd,” | observed. It was now the morning of my execution. The street in front of the Fess
manor was filled with people awaiting the spectacle. A wooden pole had been erected at the front of the
house, and men were busy surrounding it with more wood. It promised to burn quickly and grandly.

Fesswalked up to me. “My people don't enjoy such entertainments very often. Are you sure your
friend—what's his name?—is out there?'

"Probably not Algorph, but at least one of hismen. The Assassin's Guild istrained in disguise, dthough
not as thoroughly as my Guild. Y ou wouldn't find them no matter how hard you tried.”

Shedghed. “I don't likekilling people, Gestindl.”

| smiled. “ That'swhy you are abeloved ruler. If only more felt like you. But it'sthe only way. | can do
much more for your people dead than dive. Y ou have the tether?’

She opened her hand to reved an unassuming pin. | shivered as| recognized it. Onceit was attached to
an object, amagician could retrieve it ingtantly no matter what the distance. “Undress.”

| frowned. “Why?'
"To ensure your safety. 1t would be most unfortunateif | only retrieved your vest, wouldn't it?"

| couldn't argue with that. Shetried, not successfully, to hideasmileas| dutifully removed my vestments.
The morning was cool and the flags outside reved ed a steedy wind from the west. | could only hope my
planned execution was not going to be an dl-day affair. “Now what?"

"Put it in you mouth.” She paused. “ Those are your red teeth? Not wooden?'
"Red,” | nodded.
"Good. | don't want to retrieve only dentures.”

It could beworse, | thought as | placed it under my tongue. It was small enough to cause no difficulties.
“Areweready?’ | asked with ahint of alisp.



"Yes. Guards,” she said loudly and clapped her hands. Two armed men entered. “We're ready. You
know your ingtructions. Follow them accurately.”

They nodded and seized me, one on each arm, then conducted me from the room. We said nothing as
we went down the gairs, the main hal and through the front door. The crowd greeted meimmediately
with achorus of jeersand laughter. | looked down with shame and humiliation as | was roughly brought
to the awaiting pyre. A few threw rocks and rotting vegetables at me, but the guards quickly discouraged
them. “Hewill die most painfully,” | heard one assure an eager onlooker. | waslifted over the pile of
wood surrounding the pole, then quickly tied to it. Thiswasmy first real concern. Since | had nothing
with me save the magicd tether, | would not be able to cut my way out of the knots. And | didn't want to
leave my hands behind when Pipo Fess brought me back.

But the knots were purposdly loose and | had my hands free in seconds. They didn't even bother to tie
my feet. | held the rope and kept my hands behind my back anyway, in case an observant onlooker, or
Assassin's Guild member, became curious. So | stood there, the rough pole burying into my back, stones
on the ground cutting my feet, trying to ignore the angry horde surrounding me and the damp cold wind
blowingin my face. And waited.

Meanwhile the fine people of Houff continued to curse me, jeer a me, make degrading comments about
my character and manhood. At least one had to be an Assassin's Guild spy, and | wondered idly if they
would make any attempt to rescue me. | had told Fessthe truth; | was sure they wouldn't asthey
considered me adisposable tool. And since | had supposedly obtained what they wanted, they would
see no need to risk amember'slife to save mine.

| did recognize one face, the tavern wench Cordita. She glared at me when our eyes met briefly and |
sghed. How could | explain to her that what | was doing was to help her and her people? But that would
be a problem to solve another day as | heard a sudden blare of trumpets. It must be time.

The horde cheered, then hushed so that | could now hear the breeze and approaching footsteps. |
couldn't see what was going on behind me, but | could imagine. Pipo Fess had to be making her dow
progression to where | stood bound and waiting. | could only hope she hurried as| was getting colder
and more miserable by the moment. | was dmost ready to tell the executioner to light the fire when she

finaly appeared.

Shewas now dressed in dl her royal finery. A purple silk robe embedded with pearlsand jewels
covered her from neck to ankles. She wore golden bracelets on each wrist, golden earrings and asmall
golden tiara. She kept her back to me as she spoke to the crowd. “ Good people of Houff, | have called
you today to bring justified vengeance on those who would destroy us. This man has sought to steal from
you, each and every one of you, by stedling from me. Our lawswill not be violated! Our homes and our
land shall be protected and those who try to harm us must fedl our wrath!™

The crowd cdled out in rage and triumph as sheraised afist to the sky. “ Thieves will not be welcomed
or harbored within our borders.” She turned and for thefirst time faced me. “Bourherr Gastindll, for the
crimes you have perpetrated against the people of Houff, you have earned our just vengeance. Y ou shall
die within thesefires, which will burn you to your immortal soul. Pray to your gods for forgiveness, for
you shdl receive none from Houff! Executioners, you may begin.”

The crowd broke out in cheers and more insults—they were an imaginative group—as men stepped
forward on all sidesand set their torches against the pile of wood that surrounded me like amoat. It
caught immediately, sending thick black smoke to the Sky and causing me to cough uncontrollably.

But the smoke aso effectively hid me from the view of the crowd. | could now drop the rope and not



pretend my hands were tied behind me. | could have even tried to escape by diving through the steadily
risng flames. Of course, with dl the people gill outsde and watching my cremation, | wouldn't have
gotten very far.

"Y ou better hurry, Fess,” | whispered as | huddled by the pole, trying to find fresh air to bresth and
avoiding without being obvious the embersthat were flying like moths everywhere. Now | was grateful |
was naked; the embers hurt, of course, but at least | didn't have to worry about my clothing catching on
fire. But the heat was getting unbearable and sweat poured down my face, obscuring my limited vison
even more. | was light-headed and dready gasping for breath, which only brought more smoke into my
lungs, causing me to cough even more.

And then | felt something. Something like agiant hand seizing me, wresting me from the here-and-now.
And then the smoke and heat and fire vanished and | found myself standing next to Fessin her manor.

But not standing for long. 1've been possessed, abeit briefly, by the spirit of a deceased queen; I've been
enveloped by ademon. Thiswasthe worst sensation | have ever experienced. It was asif some mad
chef had tried to make an omelet with my insides. | could do nothing but lie on thefloor, curled up like an
infant and whimpering in pain. | had no control of my limbs, wasn't surel had limbs. Even my eydids
hurt.

Ever so dowly | regained control of mysdf. Still it must have taken over an hour before | could even sit
up. Only then did | notice Fess had draped a blanket over me. | managed to ook up and saw her
standing near me. She was pale and trembling aswell, and | assumed she was nearly as exhausted as|
from bringing me here.

| saw food and water on anearby table. Summoning al my strength, | crawled to it and managed to
obtain aglass. It wasfilled with water, but it didn't taste like water. It tasted blue, which somehow |
knew made no sense. | drank it anyway and it burned dl the way down to my stomach. But it helped as|
felt aburst of energy. | took the other glass and drank that aswell, then had enough strength to take the
pitcher and drink directly from it. | eschewed the fruit however; | wasn't certain my scomach was up to
that.

Then | felt someonelift meand lead meto achair. “Thank you,” | said as| collgpsed init. “1 don't think |
could have done that mysdif."

"Rest,” said Fess. She adjusted the blanket around my shoulders, then sat gratefully across from me.

"I don't think | have achoice.” | shuddered, and not just from the cold. “ Remind me that the next time
you plan to burn me at the stake, just do it."

She gave me awry smile. “Now you know why we don't use tethersfor living beings. If the distance
would have been grester, you might not have survived.”

| wiped swest from my forehead with atrembling hand. “I can imagine. I'm afraid | will haveto impose
upon your hospitality another day at least. Right now | couldn't pick my nose, let done alock.”

Shelaughed. “1 think you'll have thetime. It sounds like the festivities are winding down. Would you like
to look?"

| nodded. She helped me to my feet and led me to the window. Below, the crowd had almost dispersed.
The fire was burned down to nothing and | noticed several men sifting through the ashes. “What are they
looking for?'



"Proof of your degth. Bones and burned flesh | would think. Undoubtedly your friends from the
Assassin's Guild. But we've taken care of that.”

| hadn't considered that. Of course the Guild would want physical evidence | was now a mere memory.
“How?"

"One of our farmersdied last week from The Blight. His body was hidden beneath the pile of wood. Ah,
they'vefound it."

One of the men was holding up something and waving to the other. They spent several minutes searching
that onelocation, then left carrying what | assumed were charred limbs. “Good. That should make them

"Yes” Wearinesswas heavy in Fess' voice. “Weve saved you, Bourherr Gestinell. Now how do you
propose to save us?'

"Help me back to the chair.” She did so, then sat across from me, waiting. It was agood while before
could work up the strength to speek; just walking to and from the window had exhausted me. “We have
to stop Kastikaan from damming theriver."

"Agread."

"] think I may know how, but | won't be ableto do it here. But first we have to find another source of
incomefor Houff."

"My people have dways been farmers,” she said. “We don't have the resources for mining or timber or
fishing and we certainly have nothing to attract vistors."

"Which meanswell have to do something more direct. The people you select are going to join meinthe
chdlenging yet rewarding field of thievery."

It took her sometimeto respond. “That's ... dishonest,” shefinally said with agrimace.

"It'swhat | do best. It's the fastest way to acquire the wealth you need.” | leaned forward. “Understand,
your majesty, that Kastikaan has declared war on you. Y ou are too wesek to fight them head-on; you
have to strike from the shadows. A small band of thieves, trained and led by me, will get you the money
you heed to buy thetime you and | need.” | stopped to let her consder my remarks. And build up my
rapidly draining strength.

"I don't likethis, Gagtinell. There must be another way. It'stoo dangerous.”

"Condder this. An ondaught of theftsin Kastikaan will force them to employ more of the Assassin's Guild
to protect themsalves. Thiswill be expensive. Their attention will be focused on their own borders, not
yours. Any immediate plans they have for possibly invading you will have to be put aside so they can dedl
with the more immediate problem.” | sat back and crossed my legs, which was not as easy asit sounds.
“If you have another suggestion, | would think you would have doneit by now."

She gnawed on anail while she ruminated. “How long will thistake? How many people do you need?'

"No more than ten. Y our most trustworthy. Of course | will havefina say onwho is selected. If they are
dedicated, | can train them on the basicsin lessthan amonth.” | then swallowed heavily and my stomach
grumbled as she bit into an gpple while weighing her options. That was agood sign as | could soon eat
something more subgtantia than weter.



"Y ou're asking meto put my people and my realm in your hands. The hands of athief!"
"A very good thief. One whose enemies are the same asyours.”
"And how do we get rid of this... loot?"

Good. “There are ways. There are merchants in other realms we can contact. Don't worry; your people
can go back to honest farming once the threat of Kastikaan iseliminated.” 1f they want to.

Sherose, disgust and resignation mingling on her face. “I'll seewhat | can do. Stay here and ret.”

"Beforeyou go.” | pointed to the nearby table. “ Could you hand me an apple?’



Kastikaan
"No, no, no. Y our object isto brush up againgt your target, not knock him off hisfeet."

Thefarm boy blushed, then stepped back from me. | glared at him, then at the other men and women in
my “class.” Trueto her word, Pipo Fess had found about 20 volunteersto learn the rudiments of
thievery. After three days| had pared them down to less than half. One recruit had been afarmer so old
he could barely walk, another alad so tall that he would immediately attract attention anywhere. Not a
desirable attribute for successful thieves. What | now had was a group of young men and women who
would have never survived the first year in the Thief's Academy.

But | was committed to my plan and had no choice. | was still confident it would succeed, | just wasn't
sure this group would succeed. “Okay,” | said with asigh, “take your position and let'stry again.”

So the morning went, me being poked and prodded like amelon at the market while my pupils
developed their pickpocket skills. Severd were actudly successful, and those little victories were what
stopped me from abandoning my plan. Finally noon arrived, asdid our medls. | set alocked box in front
of each of them. “Y our lunchesareingde. Enjoy."

"But these are locked!” one heavy-set farm boy said.
"So they are. Unlock them and you can edt. If you can't, then fast."

Grumbling, they went to work. “Don't pry it,” | yelled to one woman who was wedging her pick under
thelid. | walked quickly to her table. “Likethis.” | took the pick from her hand and with awell-practiced
movement had the box open. Then | shut it firmly and returned her tool. “Now you try.” Grunting and
flicking astray strand of hair from her eyes, she went to work.

| had aready finished my med before the first of my students succeeded. It was Cordita. Our first
meeting after my “death” was as warm as a usurer's smile, but she had become more accommodating
once Fess had explained most of our plan to the class. “Good,” | said. “Would you be so kind asto help
the others?'

She nodded and within a matter of moments al my students had succeeded. That'swhen it struck me:
whether it was because of her attitude or her association with them or just the typica fear and awe
students held for professors, the group had learned faster from her than from me. It gave me an ideahow
to get the classto learn the necessary skillsmorerapidly. | waited until everyone had eaten, then cdled
Corditato me.

"Yes?' | noted atrace of pridein her smile. That convinced me.
"I want you to take the other women and hel p them with lock picking. Just you and them, asmall group.”
Shefrowned. “But | can't teach that. | barely know how to do it mysdif.”

| smiled. “Yes, you can. Don't worry, I'll assist with the more difficult locks. But for what we need right
now, your skills are more than adequate.”

"Areyou sure?'

"Absolutely.” | stood and addressed the class. “ Ladies and gentlemen, were going to try something a bit
different. | want al the ladiesto join Corditain one corner. Shewill assst you in learning to pick locks.
Theroun, you have been the most successful in stealing purses. Y ou will help the men master that kill.



Now,” and | clapped my hands, “classis back in sesson.”

The remainder of the afternoon | basically just watched as my students helped each other master lock
picking, purse stedling, disguises and shop-lifting. Fortunate, | thought, that no one from the Thief's
Academy was present: my new methodology would never have received approva. | was ableto identify
quickly which of my students excelled in various areas and these | put in charge of various groups. The
others, rather than being jedous, actually appeared enthusiagtic that | had become little more than an
overseer, occasionally assisting or correcting but otherwise staying out of the way. When we broke for
the evening, | fdt, for thefirgt time, that we had made progress.

Which | happily told Fessthat night. | was gill ensconced within her manor on the off chancethe
Assassin's Guild was il lingering within Houff. “ Excellent,” she said, dabbing her lipswith anapkin.
“When will they be ready?"

"If they continueto progress like today, | would hope by the end of the month.”

Shefrowned. “We are nearing the time when Kastikaan traditionadly damstheriver. We are going to
need everyone if we are going to be able to save any of our fields."

| didn't need to hear that. It was now more vita than ever my troupe be successful. And | couldn't do it
al. “I don't want to push them too hard.”

"My people are used to hard work. Have you any ideathe difficulty of thelife of afarmer?’

Actudly | did. Growing up, | had spent many hours bent over ascythein our Mistmourning fields. That
was probably one of the reasons | had chosen my profession. * Point taken. They will be ready by the
end of theweek.” Were | only as confident as my words.

| made the announcement the following morning. To my surprise, my studentstook the newswith a
renewed burst of enthusiasm. Without my encouragement, they broke into their groups and began their
lessons. | circulated among them, once again making observations and suggestions but for the most part
remaining an onlooker. | was particularly surprised when one of my more inept students was showing
little difficulty in opening avariety of locks and even asafe. *Y ou've been working,” | said softly, standing
over him.

Helooked up and blushed. “Yes. Corditaand | were up al night practicing.”

"Good.” | patted him on the shoulder. “ Keep up the good work. But don't spend al your time on locks.
Practice the skills you are weakest in, not strongest.” Then | walked off to congratulate Cordita on her
hard work.

Therest of the week flew by and | continued to be amazed by the rapid development of my students. If
students at the Thief's Academy were as dedicated, must would graduate within ayear, not four, | was
sure. But then | knew firsthand that the Academy was more interested in expanding their cofferswith
student fees than actudly graduating qualified professonds. Pipo Fess was delighted when | told her we
would be leaving for Kastikaan within two days. “ They are ready, then?"

"They haveto be. Y ou told me thereisafestiva scheduled there within three days. That will be theided
timeto go to work. Strangerswill be everywhere so we will be able to blend in the crowd.”

She stood at her study window and looked out over her relm. The Streets were empty, the signs of
poverty and despair everywhere. “ The Houff you see before you is not the Houff | grew up in. We used
to be a happy and prosperousland.” She shook her head. “| never thought thievery would be our only



way to save ourselves.”

"It'stemporary,” and | patted her on the shoulder. “Y our people will be happy to go back to an honest,”
| had to force out that word, “way of life."

Shegave measmdl smile. “I can only hope."

Therewas nothing | could say to reassure her. | wasn't that certain mysdif. “ Tomorrow they have their
finds. Would you like to observe?!

She shook her head. “1've put my ream in your hands, Gastindll. | can do nothing to changethat.” Then
shelooked meinthe eyes. “ Just make sure my people return safe.”

"Of course.” | handed her aglass of wine. “To our success."

She studied me over thelip of her glass. “To our surviva.”

| wish you hadn't put it that way, | thought aswe drank our wine.

"l have good news,” | greeted my class the following morning. “ Tomorrow we go to Kagtikaan.”

My announcement was greeted by a stunned silence. But only for amoment. Then they al broke out in
cheers and sdlf-congratulations. | waited until the tumult died down before continuing. “Which means
today you are taking your final exams. | don't expect you to pass every test, but | do expect you to excel
in at least one area. From that we will determine what your assignments will be when we reach
Kagtikaan. Cordita, would you help me?!

The lock boxeswere passed out first and | was pleased to see the entire class succeed. Next came
shoplifting. As| expected, only afew passed, but that was enough. “Y ou can act asdiversons,” | told
the ones who failed. That brightened their spirits considerably. So the morning passed as we went
through disguises, gambling, forgery and counterfeiting (although | suspected we would havelittle use for
those skills soon). Findly, after agrueling morning, | stood before the class. “Now our find test, stedling
purses. Theroun, you firgt."

He stood and shook his head. “I don't think that's necessary."
| frowned. “Why?'
"Because,” and he held up my purse, “I dready haveit.”

The class broke out in laughter and applause, which | happily joined. “ Excellent! Inthat case, | leave you
in charge of thisexercise, Theroun. Afterwards you are excused until the evening when we will go over
your assgnments.” With that | left them to their own devices. | il had plenty of work to do mysdif.

The main gtreets of Kastikaan were bursting with activity when we arrived the following afternoon. Not
together, of course; my little band had separated once we were within its borders. | had paired them for
mutual protection and to accommodate each other's weaknesses. | was teamed with Cordita, chiefly
because | wanted to be. My guise was arich merchant, she was my concubine.

Which she complained about unceasingly. “Why do | have to wear these ... clothes?’ she asked for the
hundredth time. “Y ou said we were to be inconspicuous.” She certainly wasn't, not clad in sheer red and
yellow silksthat brought appreciative stares from every man and many women we passed.

"Look around us,” | whispered in her ear. “In this crowd we are but one couple among hundreds.”



Which was true enough. The festival had brought out afull regaliaof attire among the attendees. Plustheir
finest jewds. “ These are the people we want to be among. If we dressed as anything else, we would be
congpicuous. Don't worry. Once we get to the city proper, well change into something dse.”

My comments appeased her, or at least the constant jostling of the crowd distracted her enough so that
she remained quiet as we waked dowly through the city. And there were enough wondrous sightsto
keep her preoccupied in any event. Jugglers, tumblers and musi cians wandered throughout or stood on
makeshift platforms to provide entertainment in hopes of a coin or two. Tentswere pitched and
merchants offered food and drink and oddities to passers-by. We stopped at one, where she admired
the array of rings and bracelets on display. She gave me aquizzical look but | shook my head and led her

avay.
"Why?" she said when we had turned acorner and were reatively aone. “I thought we were hereto
Sed!"

"Not fake jewdls. Those baubleswould earn us nothing.” | reached in my vest and showed her ajade
bracdet. “ Thisiswhat were efter.”

Her eyes widened. “When did you get that?'

| laughed. “I've been picking pockets and lifting jewels snce we arrived.”

She frowned, then smiled shyly. “And all I've gottenisthis.” She opened her hand to reved asmall purse.
"Good!” | patted the pelf in one pocket. “Let's seeif we can find ajeweler or usurer who will help us.”

Which we did in short order. The usurer was unmoved as| told him of my misadventures at the gaming
tables and my need to sell severa bracelets so | could afford food and lodging. It was a story he heard
countlesstimes during the yearly festiva and he only offered a pittance for their red vaue. | bartered a
bit, telling him how much | had paid for them and their value to my wife, but in theend | accepted his
offer. “I am glad to be of help,” he said as he smiled and counted out a dozen gold coins. “If | can be of
further assstance, | will be here throughout the festiva.”

"I'm sure my fortuneswill soon change at thetables,” | said. Thelook on hisface as| walked away told
me he hoped it did not.

Cordita had stood by me silently throughout the negotiations. Once outside, however, she erupted. “He
robbed from you! Thosejeweswereworth easily ten timesthat!”

"Of course. Whichiswhy | rarely use usurers. But we needed money, and he wasn't likely to question
how | got them. Well arrange for more equitable exchangeslater. Let'sfind aninn.”

That proved abit more difficult, but an extra coin offered for anight's lodging obtained us
accommodations. “ Stay here,” | told Cordita once we were in our room. “1 have some shopping to do.”
| returned shortly and threw my parcel on the bed. 1 think you'l find these more acceptable.”

"Good,” she said as she held up aplain long black skirt and smple yelow blouse. The outfit did nothing
to dim her beauty but it did make her less obvious.

"| thought those would go well with your vest. Y ou brought it?"

"Of course. I've had it wrapped around my waist.” The vest was important because it had inner pockets
where items shelifted could be hidden. She started to remove her robes, then paused. “Y ou are going to
give me some privacy, correct?’



"Correct.” | paused at the door. “ Change your jewelry. And your hair whileyou're at it. Meet mein the
wine shop downstairs when you're done."

| was Spping at a plebian vintage when she joined me. She looked nothing like the woman who had
walked in with me, which was al to the better. “Good. Are you ready to earn your keep?”

She frowned. “If you mean am | ready to stedl, the answer isyes.”
"Thenlet'sgo.”
She stopped me from rising. “Wait. Aren't you going to change?"

"No. I'm going to be the distraction. I'll be more effective dressed like this. Come, there are severa
nearby shopsthat look promising.”

So we started. Since we were only robbing afew shops and staying just one day, | saw no real reason to
vary our routine. | went in firgt, pretending to be adightly drunk baron looking for something to appease
hisangry wife. Corditawould enter later, perhaps with other arriving customers, and spend most of her
time admiring scarves and such. | would engage the clerks at the jewelry counter, |etting my anger and
voice build asone by one | denigrated their wares. Inevitably the owner would appear, inevitably | would
be surrounded by guards and more clerks as| became increasingly intolerable. Findly, with the helpful
assstance of the guards, | would leave without purchasing anything. But not before | had seen Cordita
leave out of the corner of my eye. The sun was setting when | findly returned to our room, a bit
disheveled from my trestment and performance. Corditawas waiting with alarge smile on her face.
“How did you do?’ | asked.

She shyly opened the scarf sitting on the bed. Inside, more than adozen rings, bracelets and earrings
glistened. “Do | pass?’ she asked, then giggled.

"Absolutely.” | hugged her, then kissed her lightly on the forehead. Or tried to. Shelooked up just as|
bent down and suddenly | found mysdlf kissing her onthelips. | stepped back and blushed. “I'm sorry."

Shedared at mein surprise. “Well, I'm not.” Then she laughed at my embarrassment before turning
serious. “What do we do next?'

"Supper. A change of clothesfor me. Then welll find out what the guests of the inn have to offer us."
"Good.” She began to unbutton her blouse. “1 want to see what €lse Master Gastindl can teach me.”
Which turned out to be not near as much as she taught me.

"Notice the rooms which have no lights? Those are the ones you want to rob.”

We were standing across the street from our inn. There were gill crowds enjoying the festivities and we
gill could have enjoyed a profitable evening relieving them of their property. But it wasimportant that
Corditagain experience in the more important—and profitable—field of breaking and entering.

"Me?Y ou're not going to come with me?"

"Two thieves would be too much. I'll be doing other things.” | patted her hand. “ Congider thisyour find
exam.”

Shefrowned, but | could also see the anticipation in her eyes. “How many?

"As many asyou wish. Just make sure the room isn't occupied with deeping customers. Y ou know



whereto put everything?'

She nodded. Before leaving, | had removed afloorboard in our room. There was enough room below to
hide asubstantial amount of coin and jewels. “Where will you be?'

"At theinn. Join mewhen you'refinished.”
She stood and bent over me. “Wish meluck.”

"Luck.” | kissed her lightly. “Now go.” | watched her wend her way through the crowd back to our inn.
No good reason to go myself asyet. Thelonger | lingered, the more people wouldn't remember we were
together. So | leisurely finished another glass of wine, then returned mysdif.

Theinn wasfilled with revelersaswell, mogt, | was sure, guests. | could have easily filled my pockets
with the adornments they wore, but this was not the time or place. Instead | ingratiated myself with as
many as| could, buying drinkswith coins| had lifted earlier and telling stories and basically making
myself as congpicuous and beloved as possible.

So the time passed, with me making more friends and becoming more inebriated (although not near as
much as| let on) when | saw Cordita enter. She was again dressed in the revealing silks she had
complained about so much and | immediately went to her. “Casting, you've returned!” | greeted her
grandly. | had indgsted she use an diasthat would be easy for her to remember and recognize. “Come,
meet our new friendd"

So we went from table to table, she shyly nodding and accepting their compliments silently like agood
concubine would. We were both carrying fresh glasses of winewhen | findly found us ardétively quiet
corner. “You hid everything under the floorboard?’ | whispered tenderly in her ear.

"Yes. And | replaced it and the rug as you suggested.” Her eyes were bright with excitement as she
looked into mine.

| kissed her and made sure to caress her buttocks for the benefit of the onlookers. “ Excdllent. No
problems?’

"The rooms you sdlected were empty like you suspected.”
"Even better.” | wrapped my left arm around her waist, making sureto cradle her right breast as| did so.
"Do you have to be that obvious? It's embarrassing,” she whispered.

"Y ou're aconcubine. Act like one. So,” | continued, loudly now so those nearby could overhear. “How
were the gaming tables?"

We had rehearsed this as well. There had to be areasonable explanation why she had joined me later at
theinn. “ They were chesting, I'm sure of it. I've never been that unlucky at catkikan beforel™

"Those things happen at festivals.” Again | spokeloudly. “I wouldn't be surprised if there were thieves
and pickpockets at work here aswell. Y ou must be watchful when we're on the streets as Kastikaan
offerslittle protection for itsvistors.” Out of the corner of my eye, | noticed more than onereveler
checking their purses or jewery. Now | knew where most kept their vauables, but | wouldn't use that
knowledge tonight. | only hoped Cordita noticed aswell.

"So now what do we do?’ she asked between aforced smile.



"Wait. Sooner or later, someonewill discover they have been robbed.” | gave her breast adight
squeeze. “For now, enjoy yourself."

So we continued to circulate, our glassesfilled often, my drunken pose becoming easier and easier to
maintain, when the revelry wasinterrupted by a scream. “We've been robbed!”

The crowd hushed immediately as dl eyesturned to the richly dressed woman standing in the doorway.
“Weve been robbed!” she screamed again. “ Some thief has broken into our room and stolen

everything!”

Our cue. “Casting, come. We must check our own room,” | said loudly. | wrested her away from the
couple we were chatting with and joined the other scurrying patrons with the same purposein mind. “This
isthefault of thisestablishment!” | yelled as we gpproached the door. “Kastikaan should be more
protective of itsguests. | knew we should not have stayed here.”

Theinn staff and those who | presumed to be Assassin's Guild members were everywhere when we
reached the lobby and headed for the stairs. Obvioudy the victim had informed the innkeeper before
making her announcement to one and all. But | had expected that.

| dso expected the knock on our door not long after we reached our quarters. “Whoisit?’ | saidina
tired voice.

"The innkeeper. We need to talk to you."
"It'sabout time,” | said angrily. | threw open the door. “Where were you when | was being robbed?”

Three men entered. Two were dressed alike, which meant they had to be guards. “Y ou were robbed
als0?’ said the third, who had to be the innkeeper.

"Yesl Except for what Castinawas wearing. All our gold and jewery are gone! What kind of
establishment do you run here? Taking advantage of your guestslike thid™

Theinnkeeper walked up to me. “We apologize. During thefestival there are many strangers here. Y ou
saw nothing?"

"No. | wasin the wine shop below. And what are they doing?’ The two guards had ignored me. Instead
they immediately began searching our room.

"We are searching every room in case the thief isstill here,” the innkeeper said with an gpologetic smile.

"l was robbed and you're accusng me? Cadtina, we areleaving thisinn first thing in the morning! 1 will
not stay in an establishment that harborsthieves.™

"Please, Magter Paarn,” hetried to cdm me. “We are accusing no one. We are merely trying to protect
our guests.™

"A bit latefor that,” | said and snorted. | had chosen another name aswell, just in case someone from the
Assassin's Guild became too observant. Then | turned and glared at the guards, who were busy opening
every drawer and searching our meager belongings. “ And where were you? If you are the type of
incompetents the Guild isnow employing, | for onewill never useyou again!™

That brought the reaction | expected. “ Please stand ill,” one said and approached me. He searched me
roughly, expertly, but except for afew gold coins found nothing. He backed away, disappointed.



| straightened my clothing angrily. “ Treat Castinalike that and | promiseyou I'll bregk your arm.”

"That will not be necessary,” theinnkeeper said quickly. “Arewe done?’ The guards nodded grimly. “In
that case.” Hebowed. “Again | offer our heartfelt gpologiesfor disturbing you. Wewill find your
belongings, | promiseyou.”

"I will make out alist and giveit to you. And the address where they may be sent. | will not be staying
here beyond thisevening! | doubt | will get any deep thisnight.”

The innkeeper bowed once more, then left with hismen. | turned and smiled at Cordita. “ Excdllent.
Everything isgoing according to plan.”

She sat on the bed, gtill shaken by theintrusion. “They'll be searching everyone, won't they?"
"Undoubtedly."

"Then how do we get away with our ... loot?"

"Simple.” | sat beside her and smiled. “We don'."

The following morning found usjust one of the many couples checking out early. | continued my
performance, informing the clerk and anyone nearby that | was completely and utterly dissatisfied with
their service and their concern for their guests.

"This has never happened to us before,” she said and blushed.

"A likely story. Morelikely thethief isin the your employ.” | banged my fist on the counter for emphass.
“Y our gaff and the Assassin's Guild istotaly incompetent!”

"Asyouwish, gr,” she said and bowed her head in shame.
Corditaand | were stopped at the door by aguard. “Y our bags,” he said roughly.

"A it late for your vigilance, isn't it?’ | asked coldly as| alowed him to paw through our meager
belongings.

He merely grunted. “Y ou may pass.”

"Incompetent,” | said, then grabbed our bags and hurried Cordita outside.

"Now what?" she asked as we made our way through the crowd. Thefestival till had two daysto run.
"We go back to our meeting place and wait for the others.”

"But what about our money?"

"Well take care of that later. Come, we have along walk awaiting."

Ontheway | happened to pass atown crier, which gave me an idea. “Did you know our room, and
rooms of others aswell, was broken into last night and our possessons stolen?” | asked him during a
bregk in hislitany.

"No,” hesad. “Whichinn?"'

| told him, then gave him one of my few remaining coins. “Y ou will be doing othersagreat serviceif you
warn them that thieves areloose in Kastikaan."



"Thank you, kind sir,” he said and smiled. “I will be sureto do s0."

Asweleft him, | heard him add that information to hisnormal list of news and such. | suppressed asmile
asseverd travelersimmediately approached him and offered payment to learn more.

"Do you think the Assassin's Guild will be checking everyone?’ Corditaasked aswe continued on.

"No. They did that to usfor show. And to assuage the innkeeper. They are not prepared to search
everyone leaving, especidly with so many herefor thefedtival.”

She gave me ashy smile. “Then you don't mind if —practice—on our way out?"
| laughed and squeezed her lightly. “Not at dl. It'saways good to practice.”

So she did aswe journeyed back down the main road of Kastikaan into the countryside and aong the
river until we reached our encampment within Houff's borders. Fess had provided guards, and they were
relieved to see us. “ Y ou have succeeded?’ one asked.

"Inamanner of speaking. Y ou may return to the city. Well look after everything here."

He nodded and they rode off. | set to work building afire. The rest of my merry band should be
draggling in at any time. “ So how do we collect our gold?’ Corditaasked as she returned with an
armload of firewood.

"We aren't. I'll explain when everyoneishere” | answered the surprised look on her face.

So we went about preparing for the others, Corditatrapping severd hares and gathering wild vegetables
while | fetched water and sorted through what we had brought back with us. Throughout the day the
othersreturned alone or in pairs until near dark the entire group was together.

| was greetly relieved when the lagt arrived. Except for brief congratulations, | held off discussing our
expedition until we had dl eaten and were now enjoying wine that one of the early arrivals had brought
back. They spent much of the time discussing their adventures among themsalves so my silence was
hardly noticed. | knew, however, that their newborn enthusiasm had to be extinguished lest they put
themsalvesin danger. So | clapped my handsto get their attention. “We've dl returned and | congratulate
each and every one of you,” | began, rising to my feet. | raised my mug and they dl joined mein avictory
drink. *Y ou've made me proud. Each of you has passed the final exam. And, of course, done agreat
service to your homeland.” Another hoigt, another drink. “We are not finished, as you know.” They
nodded in silent agreement. “ And from now on, what must be done must be done by you done.”

"What, what are you saying?’ Corditaasked, dread in her voice.
"That | must be leaving you. | will be serving Fipo Fess and Houff on my own.”
"But Master Gastinell,” one protested. “We need you. Y ou are our teacher!"

"And, judging by the wedth | see before me, you are al very apt pupils. But pupils nonetheless. | must
emphasize that none of you, none of you, are a the level of even athird year Academy student. Our task
was made easier because of the festival. When you return to Kastikaan, it will not be as such. The
Assassin's Guild will be morewatchful. | suspect the Thief's Guild will take an interest aswell asthey
frown upon and discourage unprofessiona thieves. | do not want you to stop, merely be more

circumspect.”
"What areweto do?’ asked Theroun.



"Don't worry, | have assgnmentsfor each of you. Come, St closer tothefireand | will givethem.”

Fird, | told them how to dispose of our profits. “ Different merchantsin different villages, nonein
Kastikaan.” | had separated the jewdry into three piles. | held up aring from one. “ Remove the stone
and mdlt thisdown into gold. Do the same with the othersin this group. They will be much essier to
dispose of.” | pointed at the next pile. These were mostly bracelets and pins. “ These are more valuable
asthey are. They aredso lesslikely to be unique or commissioned items, unlike therings. Again, only a
few at atime.” | pointed to the third pile, which was acollection of about anything. “ These are dl nearly
worthless. But they will havetheir usesaswell."

"What about the gold we left in our room?” Cordita asked.

| smiled. “1 was getting to that. In two weeks, Theroun, you and Breiea,” | pointed to the young blonde
who had shown abudding talent for forgery, “will return to Kastikaan. Y ou will go to our inn and ask to
gtay in Room 114. Tell them you are celebrating your anniversary and wish to spend the night in the same
room you celebrated the consummation of your marriage.” Everyone laughed and Breiea blushed & this.
“Takethis,” | pointed at the cheap or fake jewery, “with you. Y ou will switch it with the gold and such
we hid there. Corditawill tell you morewhenitistime.

"So we can still go to Kastikaan to ... work?” one asked.

"Yes, but only doneor asapair. You've proven that the groupings | assigned were successful. Don't go
often, and do so in disguise, but we do want to keep Kastikaan uneasy."”

"What about those who vist Houff?" Theroun asked.

"No,” | shook my head emphaticaly. “ Do not sted from anyone who travels within your borders. Let
Kadtikaan earn its reputation as a haven for unlawful thievery.

"Let me emphasize again; | have only taught you the rudiments of property acquisition and disbursement.”
They chuckled a my synonym for my profession. “Continueto practice dl your skills. Remember: none
of you are adept enough to survive as aprofessond thief. If | can accomplish what | have promised Fipo
Fess, those skills can be forgotten and you can return to your lives as, well, whatever you did before.”

| noticed afew grumble among themsdlves, which did not please me. Can't you see I'mtelling you the
truth? But therewaslittle | could do beyond warning them. So | did the next best thing. | walked up to
Theroun. “Theroun, | believethisisyours,” and | handed him his purse. | proceeded to wak around the
campfire, returning purses or braceets or rings | had lifted from each earlier that evening. They were
dlent and gazing a mein awewhen | finished. “Y ou will be dedling now with the Thief's Guild aswell as
the Assassin's Guild. Our venture in Kastikaan has assured that much. Am I making mysdlf clear?’
Everyone nodded, their eagerness now sufficiently squelched. “Excdllent!” | clapped my hands. “We il
have wineto drink. Let us celebrate these graduation ceremonies!™

Later Corditajoined me. Many of my little group had either staggered back to their homesin Houff or
were degping by thefire. “Pipo Fess knowswhat you are doing?'

"Not the specifics, but she knew | wouldn't be coming back. At least not yet.”

She snuggled nest to me, then looked up at the ky. “Why are you helping us, Gastindl? If that isyour
red name”

"Itisfor now. I'velost my red name.” But not for long. Shelooked a me but | ignored the question in
her eyes. “Pipo Fess saved me. | owe her and your people my life. | may be athief, but | repay my



debts."

Sheran her fingersadong my vest, unbuttoning it, then my shirt underneath and opened it. “What do |
oweyou?’ she asked softly as shetwirled afingertip in the hairs on my chest.

"Nothing a al,” | managed to say. Despite the chill of the night, | was feding unnaturaly warm.

"| disagree” Suddenly | felt her hands on my trousers, unloosening them and pulling them rapidly to my
knees.

"Cordita, stop! Someonewill see.”

She put afinger on my lips, effectively quieting me. “It'sdark. And | don't care.” Then shewas straddling
me, on top of me, and suddenly | was within her. She kissed me, then sat up, her eyes glowing in the soft
maoonlight. “1 want everyone to know I'm the teacher's pet.”

"Yes,” | whigpered. Then | closed my eyesand let her lead meto our private land of enchantment.
"And why are you in Kastikaan?’ the guard asked me.

The cowl of the monk's robe covered my featuresas| looked up at him. “1 am making apilgrimageto
Cardinaul, to pray at thefeet of Our Lady Wigteria"

He grunted. “ Cardinaul is many days away. Why do you have no mount?’
"Oursisapoor order. When | arrive matters not, only that | do.”
"L et me seeyour bag.”

| handed my meager belongingsto him. He quickly found it had nothing of interest and returned it with
another grunt. | dung it over my shoulder. “Do you dways treat holy men s0? | have not been trested
suchin other lands™"

"| gpologize, friar. But we have had arecent spate of thievery within our borders. That is something we
cannot alow for the safety and peace of mind of our citizensand vistors.”

Good. | smiled. “I'm afraid athief would find little of interest in what | carry. Such things happen when
one gtrays from the proper path.”

"Indeed.” Another grunt. “Y ou may go."
"Blessyou. May Our Lady Wisteria smile upon you."

But he was dready turning his attention to another traveler, so | walked on. It had been along wak from
the Houff bordersto thewals of Kastikaan, and | was beginning to reconsider my disguise. The heavy
robes were growing warmer by the minute as the noonday sun beat down on me. A disguisewasa
necessity; Algorph might still bein Kastikaan and | certainly couldn't risk being recognized. My éttire
made me immediately conspicuous, but that wasn't necessarily a disadvantage. My purpose was
reconnaissance only and traveling holy men were common sightsin every land.

My only concern redlly was for Theroun. But if he followed my ingtructions, waiting several weeks before
returning to theinn to collect what we had hidden there and bringing the cheap and fake jewelry with him,
he should get through the guards. The odds were that no one would notice the gems and such had been
switched from the time he entered until heleft. If hewould follow my ingtructions.



But that was aconcern | had for all my “students.” They had enjoyed moderate success, but they were
hardly prepared for the red world of thievery. | could only hope they would not learn those lessonsin the
harshest fashion.

"Y ou've come along way, Brenddll,” | whispered as| made my dow way past the city and into the
countryside beyond. Not only was| at war with the Guilds, but now | was under obligation to Pipo Fess
and the people of Houff. The ethics of thievery demanded commitment and reasonable honesty with your
client and total devotion to the Guild. One did not form bonds with people outside your family and Guild
because at sometime you might be required to steal from them. A contract was a contract, the prospect a
name and nothing more.

And here | was committed to helping complete strangers. For nothing (well, my life perhaps, but ill ... ).
If Professor Grimmire could see me now, he would be even more disgppointed with me than he was
before. | sghed. Once thisis done, I'm going to find another line of work.

| continued following theriver deeper into the valey. Farmholds grew scarcer asthe size and density of
the forest increased. It wasn't long before | cameto asawmill. It spilled across both sides of theriver and
by the number of men working there, | redized it wasthe chief industry of Kastikaan. There was a steady
stream of freshly hewn lumber being brought in by horse-drawn wagons. One group of men was busy
chopping off limbs, another cutting the logs into more managegble size. What interested me most wasthe
large circular saw blades used to cut the logs into boards. The blades were positioned verticaly on an
axle. Handles were attached on ether side of the axle, with three men on each handle turning the blade as
rapidly asthey could. Other men guided the logsinto the blade itself, pushing the log through and out the
other sde. | wondered how they could avoid being injured, then noticed that when the log was nearly
halved, another was brought in behind it, pushing the first log completely through and taking its placein
line. The halved logs were taken to the next saw and the process repeated until regular boards were dll
that was | eft. Those were then stacked on waiting wagons, which were driven to the barges waiting on
theriver.

It was an amazing enterprise, and the Sight of the men hard at work made me both tired and hungry. So |
wandered down to the massive building Sitting aone and seemingly empty to the south. As | approached,
| smelled meat cooking and tea boiling; it had to be the cookhouse. Perhaps they'll take pity on a
wandering pilgrim, | thought as | opened the door and entered.

The room wasfilled with empty wooden tables and benches. In therear, | could see the kitchen staff
hard at work preparing for the horde of hungry workersinvading them soon. | stood silently watching
and enjoying the aromas until one of the cooks turned and noticed me. “What do you want?’ he asked,
athough not unkindly.

| held my head low, too humbleto look himin the eye. “ Good Sir, asyou can see | am just alowly friar,
making a pilgrimage to far-off Cardinaul. As | waswalking past, | couldn't ignore the delightful smell of
your cooking."

"Y ou're hungry!” He beamed at me. “ Of course we will be delighted to feed you! What would you like?!
"A potato or two would suffice, if that would not be an inconvenience.”

"Bah. Y ou need morethan that. If you are walking to Cardinaul, you have along, difficult journey before
you. Sit a that table,” and he pointed with his spoon. “WEell put some meat on thoseribs.”

"May Our Lady Wigteriablessyou."

| did as ordered and soon | had a platter piled high with vegetables, meat and anice dice of cheese. The



cook set apitcher of water next to me. “Enjoy."
"I hopeyou don't get in any troublefor this,” | said between mouthfuls.

He pounded his chest proudly. “1 run the kitchen. No one will question me. But you may want to be gone
before the workers arrive.”

"Of course.” Heremained so | took the opportunity to chat. “ Thisisamarvel ous operation you have."
He nodded. “Y es. Fortunately, our work is nearly done for the season.”
"Redly?Y ou stop inthefdl, then?'

"The lumbermen will stop by the next full moon. Thenit'sjust amatter of raising the river so the barges
can be taken to Campris."

| favored him with raised eyebrows. “Raise the river? The work of demons or the gods?”

"Neither, good friar. The other realm is not involved. Since we completed the Wall about five seasons
pagt, transporting our lumber has become much easier and more profitable. If your path continues along
theriver, you'll come acrossit.”

"l look forward to that. | will giveit my blessng as| pass."
"Wonderful! Now if you'll excuse me, | must ensure my staff is staying on their tasks.”

| waved & him with afull fork. *'Y ou have been much too kind.” | hastened through my meal, now eager
to seewhat this“Wall” could be. It had to be the dam Pipo Fess believed closed theriver. Thanksto the
cook | knew why. Now it wastimeto learn how. And just what | could do to stop it.

Now well fed, | Ieft the lumber camp and followed the river east, my pockets filled with cheese and
bread. Theriver narrowed asthe elevation dowly rose. Severa times| passed teams of men and horses
pulling the laden barges upstream againgt the current. Time-consuming indeed, but consderably easer
than trying to drive wagons through the thick forest. So | walked for several more hours, enjoying the
coolness of the forest and meeting no one save teams of struggling workerstotaly preoccupied with the
barges.

Then, among the constant din of the forest, | heard something else, a soft roar from up ahead that
became more pronounced as | walked. Through the trees, | could see awooden structure on both sides
of theriverbank. It had to be the wall the cook had referred to and | ran the remaining distance to see
what Kastikaan had created.

Here the mountains rose sharply, forming anatura basin at their base. The river entered through anarrow
gorge; theroar | had heard was the river pouring down over ashort range of rapids. Surrounding the
basin was anearly solid wooden wall. On the natural |ake formed by the basin, filled barges were
anchored and bobbed dowly on the water.

| sat on arock, munching cheese and bread as | watched another barge being pulled into this safe
harbor. Now | understood what Kastikaan was doing. Getting the barges this far was difficult enough;
getting them up and past the rapids would be near impossible. Unlessthe level of the lake was raised. |
focused my attention on the wall. The opening was large enough for one barge to pass. Blocking that
should bereatively easy. As| studied the wall further, my appreciation of the planning and effort grew.
They had even bored holes near the tops of the giant wooden posts so excess water could escape.
Unfortunate, | thought, that such a great boon for the Kastikaan economy had to destroy Houff's. They



had probably not planned or realized what detrimenta effect their work would have on their neighbors
downstream. And | doubted they cared. Unfortunate also that | was going to have to stop them. And |
had a good idea how.



Kestya
"Bikken! It's been much too long.” Baron Vincin greeted me with a hearty handshake. *Y ou don't have
any more of Engten's discoveries with you, do you?”'

"Sorry,” | said, shaking my head. Using that dias, | had first visited Baron Vincin after the disaster
involving the mad genius Engten, adreamer who had died at the behest of the Guilds. A dreamer who
had died because of me,

It had taken me two monthsto travel from Campristo Kestya, the Baron's home. Two months that,
beyond amessage sent to Pipo Fess, kept me completely out of contact with Houff.

"Mogt unfortunate,” the Baron said. “Y our help wasinvaluable. I've been able to recreate hisfire sdlt,
improve upon it, actualy. I've built afew of hisdevicesaswdll, but I'm not sureif they are working. Not
sure what they areto do, actually.” He studied me. “Perhaps you could look at them, remember
something that would be helpful .

"l didn't work with him that long,” | said with a sad smile. Which wasthe truth. * Ensten wasn't dway's
forthcoming with hisinventions, their purpose or how they worked. Once he was done with them, helost
interest rather quickly."

"Shame. | enjoyed our correspondence even though we never met.”

He and Ensten had communicated viabirds. | wished that were possble with Pipo Fess. Or my father.
“Yes, hefdt the same way himself. Spoke about you often.”

"Indeed.” He sat back and sipped hiswine. | did the same. Even though it had taken two monthsto get
here, | had traveled asfast as| could, over land, seaand land again, finally arriving on an exhausted
mount less than an hour previous. Now | was more than content to Sit in acomfortable chair and relax.

Findly he asked the obvious. “ Since you bring no wonders from Ensten, why are you here? Are you
seeking employment?!

He assumed | had been Engten’'s assistant, when | had redlly been sent to stedl the Far Glass. Which |
had done. Which had led directly to Ensten's death. “No. Y our assistance. | would like to purchase a
quantity of firesdt."

"Redly?’ Hefrowned. “I do not keep quantities on hand. I've found it can be quite dangerousif handled
improperly. Which, I'm sure, you know. Why not just make your own?"

| blushed. “I don't know how."

That gartled him. “Y ou did give me theformula.”

Noreasontolie “I forgot it. | am not the genius you and Engten are.”
"Disappointing, Bikken. A good lab assstant would never be so careless.”

"l guess| was never that good alab assistant. Ensten was very effective at keeping his secrets. He wrote
hisnotesin acode | couldn't read. | wasfortunate to save what little | could.”

He nodded sagdly. “ True. | writein code mysdf. I'm sorry, | judged you too harshly, Bikken. Could |
ask what you need it for?"



"My village needsto clear some land for farming. | thought the fire sdt could help.”

He consdered. “Yes, | supposeit could. In much larger quantities than I've experimented with. Y ou will
be careful withit, not let the formulafal into irrespongible hands?!

"Absolutely. | will destroy theformulaafter | am finished.”

He ruminated some more. “It'sonly right, | suppose. Y ou gaveit to mein thefirst place. So beit.” He
went to his desk and returned with quill, ink and paper. “Hereyou are,” he said after amoment'swriting
and handed me afolded paper. “Engten's origind fire sat with my minor improvements.”

| glanced at it and whistled softly. The ingredients—niter, charcod, sulfur—were so ordinary it was hard
to understand why it hadn't been discovered before. Or why it helped cause Ensten's murder. | placed it
in my pouch. “My village and | thank you, Baron. Now | must hurry back so we can have our fields
ready before the spring planting.”

"Of course. Good luck, Bikken."

"Thank you. And good luck to you.” | hurried out the door before the Baron could reconsider my
trangparent tale.

On my ride back to the nearest port, | considered the aftermath of what | was planning to do. If it
worked, Kastikaan would survive; they would just haveto return to their old way of transporting lumber
overland instead of by water. But there would be an economic setback. One they were not going to teke

lightly.

They would surely blame Houff as Houff had the most to gain, which meant additiona problemswith the
Assassin's Guild. And no matter how effective my little army of thieves might be, they would never obtain
enough wedlth so Pipo Fess could hire members of the Guild to help her. Which meant sheor | had to
obtain protection from somewhere else. Unfortunately, | had agood ideawhere | could get it.

"It'sbeen along time, Bourherr Gastinell,” Pipo Fess scolded me gently. “ The seasons have changed
twicesnceyou left.”

"It couldn't be helped.” | sdlected ahaunch of mare from the many platters of food before me. “Kestyais
along waysoff."

"I have been told as much. Still we arerelieved you are back.”
"Asaml."
"When will you resumethetraining?'

| looked at her in surprise. “1'm not sure that will be necessary. Not if what | have brought with me
succeeds.” | had aready told her about the dam Kastikaan had constructed, its true purpose and how it
might be diminated upon my arriva in Houff.

"Asyou can see,” she pointed at the feast laid out before us, “your other plan has worked exceptiondly
well. It has been moons since our cofferswerethisfull.”

| was afraid this might happen. | set my medl aside and stared in her eyes. “1 will tell youwhat | told
my students: thievery isnot aprofession to enter in lightly. They have been fortunate they have not been
caught. Sooner or later it will happen. | must believe the Thief's Guild is dready becoming curious. You
aready have the Assassin's Guild armed againgt you. Y ou don't want my former Guild as an enemy aso."



"I'm sureif you train them properly, that danger can be avoided,” she said over her glass. “Thoseyou
chose have taken eagerly to—how did you refer to it>—property redlocation. Their efforts have saved
their homeland. Y et there is so much more they can do. Want to do.”

"lan't getting back to your old way of life moreimportant?’ Even asl said it, | knew that would be
impossible.

"I never wanted to preside over anation of thieves, Gestingll. But | don't want to depend entirely onrain,
the river and the good intentions of Kastikaan to survive, ether.”

"Y ou won't. But there are other ways."

Fessstared at me darkly. “If you were one of my subjects, we would not be having this discussion.
However, you are dtill in my debt, Gestinell."

| set down my fork. “True enough. | will talk with the classtomorrow.” But they won't like what they
hear.

We met in the same room of Fess' manor as our origina classes had been held. | wasrelieved once
again that none of my students had been caught. | was especidly relieved Corditawas among them. “ So.
Pipo Fess assures me you al have been working hard in my absence.” They were eager to tell me of their
successes, S0 | listened patiently while each described their adventures. | yawned when the last one
finished. “Isthat dl? And you dare cdl yourselvesthieves?'

They stared a me, their emotions ranging from shock and embarrassment to outright anger. “\Weve done
everything you said,” onefinaly offered.

"No, you haven't. Y ou've been robbing the blind, stealing from sheep. None of you have been faceto
face with ademon, stood on the gallows with anoose around his neck, entered a castle guarded by the
living and dead, made off with anything of redl vaue. If | alow you to continue, you will abase the honor
of my entire professon.”

"We obey thewill of Pipo Fess,” said Corditacoldly. “In everything we do."

Everything? That led to possibilities| did not want to explore. “ Soon our troubles with Kastikaan will
be over. Y ou can return to your livesasfarmersor,” | nodded to Cordita, “innkeepers. It's best that
way. Trust me."

They muttered amongst themsdlves and more than one favored mewith adark glare. “ Y oure athief.
Why should wetrust athief?” Theroun said.

"You did everything | told you to do, correct? And you were able to obtain the wealth Houff needed to
aurvivethusfar. That will change, especidly after we deal with the treachery of Kastikaan. What lies
ahead will be much more trying than what you've dedlt with up to now. Petty theft isnot going to be the
answer."

"What exactly lies ahead?’ asked Cordita.
| had spoken the truth until now. | saw no reason to change. * Quite possibly war."

Cordita sought me out after | had dismissed the class. “What are you doing, Bourherr Gestingll? What
are you doing to Houff?'

| sat and placed her on my lap. “Likeyou, I am obeying the will of Pipo Fess."



She wriggled in anger, not an unpleasant sensation for me. “But ... war! There can benowar. The
Assassn's Guild will never dlow it!"

"I'm afraid the Assassin's Guild will befighting it. Don't you understand, Cordita? The Guilds have lied to
you.” Just asthey lied to me.

"This makes no sense. We couldn't afford the Assassin's Guild; that's the reason they wouldn't work for
us. But now we can."

"No. The Assassin's Guild isworking exclusvely for Kastikaan. Pipo Fesstold me she could not hirethe
Guild because they refused.”

She stared a me, unable to believe. “But the Guild doesn't do that. They never take sides!”

"That's what they want you to believe. They've told me as much. They are using you againgt Kastikaan,
just like they tried to use me againgt you. |'ve seen what they will do for the honor of their Guild. You
cannot expect their protection no matter how much gold isin your coffers.”

Her gaze dropped to her hands clutched in her lap. “We have no hope. We can not prevail against the
Guild."

"Perhaps we cannot defeat them, but we might be able to discourage them.”
Shelooked up at me hopefully. “What does Pipo Fess say?"

| smiled. “ She has said nothing. But she knows. She hasto. Sheisastrong leader, Cordita. She only
doeswhat shemust.”

She steded hersdlf. “Whatever she says shdl be done.™

| placed one arm on her shoulders. Did | dare ask what was on my lips, in my heart? | had no choice.
“Did Pipo Fess give you any orders on how to act toward me?"

Shefrowned. “To follow your ingtructions, of course. Weweredl told that.”
"1 mean, anything dse. Anything ... more persond ?"

The surprisein her eyesturned to anger. “ Are you asking ... damn you, Gastindl! Y ou dare imply | was
your whore on the behest of Pipo Fess?” Then she dapped me across the face. Hard. “If you think you
will ever share my bed again, you are as foolish as anewborn goose."

She stdked away while | sat therein silence, rubbing my aching cheek. Funny, | thought as| findly |&ft.
Over theyears| had stolen just about everything, from a 10-foot statue and ademonic disk to astolen
scepter and abaron's peace of mind. But how could | possibly steal Cordita's heart?

"I've received many complaints about you, Gastindl. Y ou grestly upset the men and women | provided
you."

| looked acrossthe dinner table at Pipo Fess. It was now an hour after | had dismissed my classand |
was more interested in egting. “What | did was entirely necessary. If | am successful, there will be no
need for any of them to be anything but the peaceful farmersthey once were.”

She rubbed her chin, deep in thought. “Y et you aso warned them that we will be a war. Presumably
both with Kastikaan and the Assassin's Guild."



"l wish| couldlie. If | am successful, | fear it will beinevitable.
She dammed her fist on thetable. “I cannot put my people in such jeopardy! Y ou shall not do this.”

| remained unmoved. “Y our people are already in jeopardy. What they've stolen has bought you alittle
time, nothing more. Y our farmerswill continue to suffer every year aslong as Kastikaan damstheriver.
And they have no intention of stopping.” | set down my fork and leaned forward. “I will do whatever you
wish. But we both know things cannot continue asthey are, relying upon theft to finance your kingdom.
Sooner or later, one or moreisgoing to be caught. Y our secret will inevitably get out. If not Kastikaan or
the Assassin's Guild, the Thief's Guild will descend upon you.”

"| should never have listened to you. | should never have alowed thisto happen.” She shook her head.

| sat back and drank some water before answering. “ Y our enemy is Kastikaan, not me. The dam they
built put you in thisSituation. | provided you atemporary solution to your problem. Now | can providea
more permanent one. Or you can do nothing and watch Houff wither and die around you. Y our choice.”
| immediately returned my attention to my medl.

"What are you planning to do?’ she asked after aprolonged silence.

"Remove the dam, of course.”

"How?"

"Y ou don't need to know."

Her eyes darkened briefly. “ Do you need assistance?’ she asked after another pause.

"No. Best | do thismysdf.” Especially if my plan doesn't work. Then | sighed and sat back. “If |
succeed, | won't be coming back for quite sometime.”

Shefavored mewith adight smile. “1 thought as much. Y our debt to me would be more than fully repaid
if youdo."

Perhaps. But not my debt to the Assassin's Guild or Thief's Guild. “What I'll haveto do will require
sometime. If | come back, we may have the power to completely discourage Kastikaan and the
Assassn'sGuild."

"If you come back,” she whispered. “Why are you doing this, Gastinell? Y ou owe no redl alegianceto
me or to Houff. | consider any debt of yourspaid in full."

"Perhaps. We're both a war, your highness. The Thief's Guild stole my life, the Assassin's Guild sole my
name. | want them back. Y ou've helped me get what | want. Now I'll help you get what we both want.”
Then | shrugged. “Or you can say no and I'll go onmy way.” | rose. “Y ou can give me your answer in
themorning.”

"No need for that,” she said and smiled grimly. “Houff will help you as best we can. Good luck, Bourherr
Gadindl."

| paused at the door. “Brenddl. My nameisBrenddl.” And | am going to get it back!
"Hereisyour sulfur.” The pharmacologist set the bag on the counter. “ Threelead coins.™

"Excdlent.” | dutifully counted out the coins and handed them to the Kastikaan merchant. “ Thank you for
your prompt service."



"That is quite asupply. That would last most of my customersafull year."

| shrugged. “1 have agreat problem with insectsin my fruit cellar during the winter. | find that burning it
hel ps keep them away."

He said nothing else and | |eft whistling to hoist the bag on the back of my horse. He was probably just
grateful to have a customer and only wanted to chat, not pry, | decided. Being alumbering town,
Kagtikaan was a dumbering town in the winter. Only one inn remained open and the presence of the
Assassin's Guild was dragticdlly curtailed. | had been stopped when entering, but whether due to my dibi
or the wegather, the Guild guard quickly let me continue. So | did, to three different merchants for the
threeingredients used in Baron Vinci'srecipefor fire sdt. Then it wasdirectly out of Kastikaan and east
toward the lumber camp.

That wasn't entirely closed. They would still do some logging in the winter, but with the river frozen and
the main roads snow-covered, felled treeswould just be left to harvest later. The real work was probably
getting the equipment ready for spring. | noticed lights and smoke rising from the chimney of the
cookhouse and | wondered briefly if 1 should stop and perhaps cadge another meal from the friendly
head cook, but quickly changed my mind. | wanted to get this done as quickly as possible because the
Assassin's Guild would soon be after me.

So | continued east, my horse protesting constantly as we made our dow way aong the frozen river until
we reached the dam. It was open now; Fess had told methe river was only blocked off for several
months. Which was sufficient to once again nearly destroy their crops. | had dready pitched atent and
went directly there. It wasn't much of atent, more awindbreak that blocked the wind but not the cold. |
aready had four empty caskswaiting. | secured my horse, then opened the sacks and started mixing.

Theingructionsweren't complicated and | wastrained in making and blending paints for counterfeiting,
S0 getting the right proportions for Ensten's’Vinci'sfire sat was no problem. | had practiced whilein
Houff, but never with quantitiesthis large. Within the hour | had the four casksfilled, plus some powder
|eft toignite them.

One morething to do. | led my mount up the gently risng dope to the natural basin above. There were
no barges on the small lake now. It and the section of rapids beyond were ice-covered. | had debated
setting my fire sdt here, then determined there would be more damage wrought at the base of thewall. |
tied my mount to atree, then walked a good distance into the woods before returning, careful to stepin
my own tracks. | did such side trips severa moretimesas| led my horse up aong the rapidsto the level
section above. The Assassin's Guild was going to be after me and they were going to be very
determined, so anything | could do to distract them—such aslaying fase trailsinto the woods—could
only hep.

But | had no intention of traveling through the forest, not immediately at least. Instead | tore the
now-empty sacks of sulfur, satpeter and charcoa into strips and tied them around my mount's hooves.
Since the river was frozen over, we were taking that route. The rags would give my mount better traction
and help hide our stepsas| led him on theice. It would be dow going | knew, but not much worse than
trying to ride through a snow-burdened forest. | tied him to abranch overhanging theriver and patted his
muzzle. His eyes were wide with fear and recrimination. “I know,” | tried to reassure him. “But it'sthe
only way. | won't be gone long.” Then back for my casks and to the base of the wall.

| had practiced thisaswell. The fact the river was frozen over was a benefit; thefire salt burned as easily
and quickly on snow and ice as on bare ground. It was a ssimple matter of placing thefilled caskswherel
assumed they would do the most good, then pouring more fire salt from each to one centra point. Once

lit by my torch, the strands of fire salt would burn al the way to the casks, setting those on fire. Those



would catch the dam on fire and that would be that.

Or so0 | thought. | ignited the fire sdt and it burned merrily just as| expected. | started running up the
dope, dl thewhile watching the rapid progress of thefire. Thisisgoing to work, | was congratulating
mysdf asthefire reached the casks.

And then | thought the world ended. There was a sound like thunder, but louder and closer than | have
ever experienced. Then it was asif atornado had seized me. | found mysdlf flying through the air, landing
agood ten feet away in snow covered bushes. It took severa minutes before | recovered. What
happened? | looked back at the dam, expecting the great wooden wall to be burning.

It wasn't there. At least most of it wasn't. Smoke and snow were rising in great plumes from the base of
thewall. Only the bottommost ends of the wall remained, the rest having just disgppeared like chalk
erased from date. Theice was shattered on the small |ake and river and water was once again running
fredy down the gentle dopeto the valley.

| staggered to my feet gasping for breath. This had never happened in my tests. A pop and flash of light,
yes, but nothing like this. | had watched Ensten develop hisfire sdt and it had burned, but nothing else.
Baron Vinci never suggested this would happen ether.

But | didn't have time to ponder these unexpected results. There was absolutely no doubt the Assassin's
Guild would be here shortly, so | scrambled up the dope to where my mount waited.

The poor creature was terrified and it took al my attention to untie him and begin leading him up the
river. | wasrelieved that the mountains that surrounded us were not heavily burdened with snow. That
roar caused by the erupting fire salt would surely have caused an avalanche.

Leading aterrified animal up afrozen river wasdow going, as| knew it would be. But | continued until
night began to fal, stopping only long enough to wrap rags around my shoesfor better traction. Only
when it wasdark did | findly leavetheriver for the forest. Even then | eschewed afire, instead wrapping
mysdlf in heavy blankets and tried to get some deep.

But it wasn't just the cold that kept me awake. | had planned to destroy the dam, but | never expected to
be so successful. Thisisn't thefirgt time your plans have gone astray, Brenddll, | reminded myself. The
merchant Greymark, destroyed by my actions. The mad genius Ensten, hunted down by the Guilds after |
revealed his secrets. Meriz UlIMerr, Lord Bandikane, even, to some extent, my own father. And now |
had surely brought about the possible destruction of Houff ... and my own. Enough, | scolded mysdf.
You know what you have to do now.

Which wassimply to bresk into the Guild Archives. It was not acomforting thought.



M ohantasset

| didn't reach Mohantasset until late spring. Monhasset, capital and largest city in the kingdom of Surkarii.
Trading and shipping center of the entire region. Every Guild had its headquarters here and | now found
mysdf standing before the impressive edifice housing the Thief's Guild. A statue of Braznell, the founder
of the Guild, stood proudly outside the entrance. At an earlier time, just hearing his name had filled me
with awe. Now it merely symbolized betraya.

| walked across the crowded street to an inn and found a seat near the window so | could study the
headquartersin comfort. Somewhere within were the Guild archives. Actualy dl regiond offices had
archives, where items both valuable and profane were held. The most valuable or dangerous, however,
were kept here. Including the Dragon Clause, the contract | had stolen from Lord Bandikane. The
contract which gave the holder total control over the evil dragon Madnizaroc. To save Houff, and mysdlf,
| had to regain that contract.

| sipped some root teaand sighed. | didn't know where it would be. Didn't know even if the Guild il
possessed it despite my warnings. They were not above sdling such itemsto the highest bidder. And |
had to break into Guild headquarters, something much more difficult than robbing asmal digtrict office. |
finished my modest med quickly. Timeto find aroom and begin my survelllance.

My accommodations were well-gppointed, which was arefreshing change. | had spent most of my
journey from Kastikaan living off the land, only twice staying briefly at friendly farmholds. When | findly
reached the nearest port, my beard was fully grown, my clothing ragged. | retained the beard but
replaced everything else from money obtained by somejudiciousthievery. Just acoin or jewd hereand
there, not enough to catch the attention of the Assassin's or Thief's Guild. | arranged passage on one ship
by trading transport for deck hand, not the most enjoyable way to travel but the least conspicuous. Then
overland to another port, another ship, making my dow way northwest to Mohantasset. In dl that time
had no contact with Houff, heard nothing about what repercussions my destruction of the dam had
wrought.

That wasthe frustrating part. My effortsto protect Houff may aready beinvain, but | couldn't know until
| findly returned. If | finally returned. | should have brought a magical tether, | scolded myself. Attached
it to anote or something so Pipo Fesswould know | was doing everything | could on her behdf. Or the
birds Ensten had used to communicate with Baron Vincin. | could only hope Pipo Fess could prevail until

| was ready.

| had dinner at the sameinn. The Streets of Mohantasset remained it and crowded long through the
evening. | noticed that every room within the Thief's Guild headquartersremained lit aswell. That didn't
necessarily mean every room was occupied, asalit room could prove a deterrent to inexperienced
thieves. But there was adow and steady stream of peoplein and out of the building long after sunset.
Most | assumed were successful thieves reporting in after fulfilling acontract or the occasiond customer
hiring the Guild.

After theinn closed, | spent an hour walking the streets around the headquarters. The buildings were
packed solidly together with only narrow aleys between each to adlow deliveriesin therear. | noticed
guards patrolling the Guild rooftop aswell as stationed near the entrance. If they werein the front, more
were probably in the rear. Not impossible to avoid, but aconsideration nonetheless. When | finaly
returned to my room, the streets were emptying and alight rain was beginning to fdll.

Stll | was stisfied. That many guards meant the true treasures of the Guild Archives were stored there,
not somewhere el se. There would be no such reason for so many guards otherwise. Of courseit also



meant guards would be insde. But then the Guild had taught me how to avoid guards. | was going to
make them regret that.

The following morning found me once again sanding outside the Guild headquarters. Today | wascladin
the rich robes and adornments that would befit awedlthy baron. My head and beard were shaved, my
body anointed with aromatic oils. All that | was lacking was an entourage, but that could not be helped. |
walked to the massive door and took a deep breath. 1f anyone recognized me...

| forced the thought aside. The appearance and promise of wedlth was till the most effective means of
deflecting suspicion. | opened the door and entered.

The Guild headquarters was as well-gppointed as any castle or manor. Marble floors and columns, rich
tapestries on the walls, gold and silver Satuary resting on hand-carved tables, ornate vasesfilled with
fresh flowers. Everything was designed to convince prospective clients that the Guild was dways
successful in its contracts, and | wondered how many of these items had been stolen and purchased by
the Guild at amere percentage of their true value. There was an attractive young woman sested behind a
desk at the end of the hal. | approached her asif such aduty was unworthy of me. “I am Regent Horis
Tykonnu. | need to speak to whoever isin chargeimmediately,” | said to her welcoming smile.

"Good morning, Master Tykonnu,” she said warmly.

"Regent.”

Her smile quivered. “Regent Tykonnu. How may we help you?'
"I need to spesk to the man in charge immediately.”

"The Guild master isvery busy at the moment,” she said after a pause. “ Perhagpsif you would tell me why
you are here, | could direct you to someone else who can assist you."

| sraightened mysdlf and glared at her. “My intentions are none of your affair. | have traveled along way
at grest inconvenience and expense to Mohantasst. | do not have the time to waste talking to underlings.
Summon the person in charge immediately!"

"Sir,” she pointed down the hal, where others were sitting patiently for their own gppointments, “asyou
can see, others arrived before you did. If you would just take a sedt..."

| dammed my fist on her desk. The sound echoed off the wood and marble and caught everyone's
attention. “I wait for no one! | am Regent Horis Tykonnu. Tl your master | must see him now!"

"I will seewhat | can do,” she said after long consideration. “ Please have aseat."
"I will wait here.”

"If youwish.” | suppressed asmile as she reluctantly entered a side room. During my years asan
apprentice, | had often dedlt with the insufferable rich. It was enjoyable to play one for achange.

After afew minutes she returned, not at al pleased. “ The Guild master will see you, Regent Tykonnu."

"Excdlent!” For thefirst time | smiled a her. “For your efforts,” and | dropped severa lead coinson her
desk before entering the office she had just | ft.

The Guild master was waiting at the door when | entered. * Regent Tykonnu. | am delighted to meet
you,” and he held out his hand.



"Aswdl you should be,” | said, ignoring it. Instead | took aseet at his desk. “Let us get down to
business. My ship leavesthis afternoon.”

The Guild master's amile never wavered, he being long accustomed to dealing with surly clients. “Asyou
wish.” He sat behind his desk and picked up aquill. On his desk was a standard contract waiting to be
filled out and signed. “What item are you interested in us procuring for you?"

"I have been told it has dready been procured.”

Hefrowned. “| don't understand.”

"l wish to purchase the Disk of Gnarunia. | have beentold it isin your possession.”
He set down hisquill. “1 wouldn't know. Why would you think we own it?'

| pretended to be controlling my anger. “I have spent many years searching for the Disk. | know it was
once owned by the magician Coberan, then obtained for the merchant Greymark by one of your
members. After that, the Disk agppearsto have disappeared. | have been told by others, however, that
your Guild purchases certain items of interest. | am hereto buy it."

The Guild magter sat back. “It istrue we occasionadly purchase items acquired by our members.
However, | cannot be expected to know of everything we may have stored in our archives."

| leaned forward. “Then bring me someone who can.”

Heforced agmile. “ Regent Tykonnu, you must understand that what you are requesting is highly unusual.
The Guild must value the privacy of both its membersanditsclients.”

"Y our protocols are no concern of mine.” | pulled out my purse and set forty gold coins on hisdesk. |
had lifted the purse earlier that morning from arich traveling merchant while he was enjoying breskfast.
“If you havethe Disk, | will pay you fairly for it. Plus,” and | set ten more coinson aseparate pile, “extra
for your assstance.”

Although hetried to remain cam, | noticed sweet forming on hisforehead. He took the ten coins and put
them in his pocket. “I will arrange to have an archivist meet you. Please wait; | shal return shortly.”

After heleft, | took the remaining coins and returned them to my stolen purse. | would have other uses
for them later since | had no intention of purchasing the Disk. After ashort wait, the Guild master
returned with another in tow. “1've made arrangements, Regent. Chistano here will take you to the
Archivig."

Excellent. “Then perhaps we can do business. You,” | pointed at the aide, “lead the way."

| followed my guide silently down the hal and into the cellars below. | noticed afew of the patrolling
guards study me with surprise and suspicion, but the presence of Chistano got us swift passage. |
pretended to be bored but | was far from it as we made our way through the twisting stone corridors.
Light was provided by torches on the wal. Doors leading to side rooms were frequent—and locked.
Occasionaly | heard unrecognizable sounds coming from the locked rooms. Animas or demons? |
wondered. If thelatter, then doubtless some of the rooms were protected by magica aswell as physica
locks. That was not encouraging as such locks are often individualy prepared by magicians and can only
be removed by the same. If the dragon clause was protected by such alock, my task became even more
difficult.

We descended several moreflights of stairsuntil | wasled into alarge room. Thewalswere lined with



shelves and they were sagging from the weight of books, smdl statuary and amyriad of other objects,
one of which | recognized. Seated at adesk, which was dso piled high with variousitems, waited the
Guild archivig.

He bounded from his sest when | entered, alarge smile on hiswrinkled face. “Greetingsl Welcome!
Comein!” He grabbed my hand and shook it asif priming apump. “How can we help you today?'

| knew it was going to be difficult to maintain my imperious air before aman who barely roseto my
waist. Fortunately Chistano had |eft me aone with the archivist so it wasn't necessary. “Y ou were
informed why | am here?'

"No. Isthat important?"
"Mogt definitdy. | am inquiring about a certain treasure you may have."

"Treasures. Yes,” he nodded eagerly. “Asyou can see,” and he pointed at the bookshelves, “we own
items both rare and valuable. Some even invauableif you will,” and hewinked. “That onyx globe, for
example. Itissad that if you whisper the proper spell, you will be immediately transported to any
location you desire.

Interesting. “And you know the spdll?*

He smiled sadly. “ Alas, we have yet to uncover it. | one have spent hours perusing texts sacred and
profane hoping to discover the solution.” He shrugged. “ Perhapsit isameretae, designed to increase
the item's value beyond what it would normally be."

"What | am seeking has true magical powers.” Which | know all too well.
He opened the massive volumein front of him. “And that would be?!
"The Disk of Gnarunid’

"The Disk of Gnarunia. Hmm. | believe | have heard of it. Let me see.” He began lesfing feverishly
through the book. After about five minutes he sat back smiling in triumph. “Y es, we indeed possessiit.
One of our members obtained it quite afew years ago at great danger to himself.”

"You haveit here?"
"According to thisinventory, indeed we do! Mot rare, most rare and unique.”
"l aminterested in purchasing it. Retrieveit, please.”

Helooked at hisledger again. “ That will take sometime. We have it stored on another floor under
demon guard.”

"l canwait. The disk isextremely important to me."
"1 will return shortly.”

| waited until he closed the door behind him, then started searching through his ledger. How would they
haveit listed? | wondered as| turned the pages. Items were arranged roughly in aphabetica order, and |
noticed more than one had a heavy black line drawn throughiit. | could only assume the item had been
sold. First | tried “d” for dragon, but that led nowhere. Then | tried to find Madnizaroc, the name of the
dragon. Again nothing. Could it be under my name? | searched for Brenddl, but again nothing. But then
| noticed the name of Lord Bandikane. The man from whom | had stolen the contract.



There was no other description, just the name and anumber beside t. It had to be the dragon clause, as
nothing else had been stolen from the Lord to my knowledge. He had owned nothing else of red vaue
and Madnizaroc—and the Lord's own traps—had proven to be amost effective deterrent against
surreptitious property procurement. | memorized the number, then returned the ledger to the page listing
the disk.

One morething. | went to one of the shells and picked up asimple brass cylinder. It was the Far Glass,
the item that had led to the eventua death of Ensten at the hands of the Assassin's Guild. Judging by the
dust on it and the other items, it had been ignored for months at least. This was an unexpected boon |
couldntignore. | stuck ininside my deeve, then returned to my chair and waited.

My stomach was beginning to growl in protest when the archivist findly returned. He set something
wrapped in black velvet proudly on hisdisk. “Hereit is, the Disk of Gnarunial A most valuableitem
indeed."

Not anymore. “May | seeit?'

"Of course.” He unwrapped it and my breath caught when it wasreveded in dl itsunholy glory. Thisdisk
had led directly to the unplanned degth of the merchant Greymark. | ran my fingers acrossthe silver runes
etched in the black stone. “ There is something wrong.”

Thearchivig frowned. “What do you mean?| assure you thisisindeed the Disk of Gnarunia.”

"That may betrue,” and | pointed a the runes. “But | have been studying everything available on the disk,
and these runes are not right. They have been changed.”

"Redly?’ He made amoue as he ran hisfingers across hislips. “1 do seemto recal that the member who
obtained it had done something to it. Altered it in someway."

"Thereisno doubt.” | stood. “ Summon my guide. | must talk to the Guild master.”
He smiled sadly. “If you wish. Isthere anything ese you might beinterested in?"
Did | dare ask? No, | had risked enough. “1 am afraid not. But | do thank you for your assistance.”

The archivist nodded, then left. He returned shortly with another guard. “He will lead you back to the
Guild offices. One can get lost down here very easily.”

| nodded stiffly and followed the guard down the hall. Once beyond the archivit, | resumed my
obnoxiousair, complaining unceasingly about the temperature, the smdlls, the dampness, the unfortunate
necessity of having to meet persondly with an underling. All the while, however, | was noticing the room
numbers, hoping to find the one | wanted. When | finally entered the Guild master's office, hewas
aurprised | was carrying nothing. “Whereisthe disk? The archivigt couldn't find it?"

"The disk has been damaged beyond all sdvation. Someone dtered the runes. It istotally worthless, as
you well know. | came to Mohantasset at great expense and inconvenience for absolutely nothing!”

Hetried desperately to gppease me, hoping no doubt he could sill earn a profit. “ Surely, Master
Tykonnu..."

"Regent Tykonnu."

"Regent. There may be something ese that will suffice. We have many other magicd relicsin our vaults™



"Y our archivigt said as much. Only the disk isof any interest to me.” | roseregaly. “| have wasted too
much time here. | shdl leave now. | assure you your superiorswill hear of thisincompetence.”

"Y our complaintswill be duly noted,” he muttered to my retreating back. | made sure to dam his door
behind me, then continued down the halway favoring everyone with threstening glares.

| was staying at anearby inn. | went directly to my room and quickly disrobed. When | |€ft, | borelittle
resemblance to the Regent Horis Tykonnu. | now had afull beard and short brown hair. | woreasimple
blue jerkin and trousers. | even walked with alimp, courtesy of the stone placed in my left boot. To
anyone save the most curious, | would arouse no more interest than the wind. Carrying asingletote, |
went directly to adifferent inn, where | aready had reserved aroom under a different name. Now it was
asmplematter of waiting until nightfall.

That evening found me once again on the city streets and near the Guild headquarters. My attention was
now on the building next to it. Here the windows were dark, the doors locked, no one entering or
leaving. Except me, and not through the front. | ducked into the aley between the two buildings and
walked down it, hoping to find adoor. No such luck.

The dley intersected another, and | saw men busy unloading wagons. | didn't hesitate. “Sorry I'm late,” |
said as| joined the queue of men working behind the building | had chosen to break into.

The manin front of me merely grunted. | made my dow way to the wagon, grabbed aparcd and
followed another inside. | dumped it with the others and started back when someone grabbed my arm. |
turned and found myself in the presence of the man | assumed wasin charge. Unlike the others, his
clothes were clean and he wasn't sweating. He held aledger under one arm. “Who are you and what are
you doing?’ he asked.

"I'mworking. Isnt it obvious? Let me go before someone starts complaining.”

"| don't recognizeyou."

| shrugged. “Maybe it's because I've been here less than aweek."

He glanced down &t hisledger, then at the activity around us. “Fine. Go back to work."

| suppressed asmile as | went to retrieve another package. He probably paid little attention to his
workers as histeam surely went through frequent changes. In dl likelihood he was relieved to have
another warm body helping him. But | wouldn't help for long.

We were working on our third wagon when | decided it wastime. | carried another sack inside and
noticed the supervisor wasinvolved in the far corner of the room. Instead of dropping my load with the
others, | continued into the next room. One worker gave me a questioning stare. Before he could ask, |
sad, “1 wastold to take this one to the front.” He shrugged and went back to his own business.

Onceinthe other room, | dropped my sack and looked for the stairs. It was dark but not pitch black,
and | was accustomed to roaming through unlit buildings at night. | tried afew side doors and found what
| was|ooking for.

| was on the roof within minutes. | removed the Far Glass from an inside pocket and peered through it.
Onceagain | was amazed at the genius of Engten. | felt | could reach out and touch the guards patrolling
the roof of the Guild headquarters. One happened to look my way and | found mysalf ducking, even
though there was no chance he could see me. No wonder, | thought as | continued to watch the guards,
that the Captain's Guild desired the Far Glass and the Assassin's Guild, dong with my own, wasfearful of



it.

| observed the guards long enough to confirm what | expected: the guards were bored and not at al
observant. They rarely glanced at the other buildings or looked down the sides of the headquarters,
confident the guards patrolling below would stop anyone. And the foot patrol would only be interested in
the ground and not the sky.

| went down two floors and into the first sde room | found, confident | was the only one on these floors.
The single window was directly across from awindow in the Guild offices. | opened the window and
crawled out. The distance wasn't great; | could easily jump it but there was nothing to hold onto on the
other side. | needed aboard but | settled for abench. It stretched across easily and there was just
enough of aledgeto keep it solid as| traversed it quickly. The window was closed and locked, but that
only deterred me for amoment. Once in the room, | pulled in the bench in case | decided to leave the
sameway. Then it wastimeto go to the archives and retrieve the dragon clause.

| couldn't become careless here as the Guild and its guards would not be so unconcerned about strangers
wandering the hdls. It was unfortunate | had to enter on thefifth floor snce | had to reach the chambers
underground. It took me much longer than desirable to creep down from one floor to the next, often
ducking into roomswhen | heard approaching footsteps. Beyond the patrols, however, al the staff was
working on thefirst floor or below and | was able to find a passage to the cellars at the rear of the
building.

The archives themsalves were not as busy. The torches cast heavy shadows here, which provided some
protection. The few voices| heard were behind closed doors—voices and other sounds | had no desire
to investigate. Otherwise no one €lse was down here, or at least roaming the corridors, and once again |
wasrelieved at the overconfidence of the Thief's Guild.

The corridors were confusing, but | eventualy came upon adoor with anumber near the onel was
seeking. It was near a passage leading off from the main one, so | followed it. There was another door at
the end, which bore the proper number.

| paused at it and strained to listen. Silence. | removed my picks but found | didn't need them as the door
was unlocked. So sure of themsalves, | thought as | opened it and walked inside.

Then | discovered why they didn't need alock. There was a demon sitting on top of anearby table. Its
scaly skin was stresked in red and yellow. It's pronged tail flicked to and fro, itstalons clicked eagerly.
Most disconcerting were its eyes. there were at least a dozen and they seemed to circleitshead. “ Y ou
aretregpassing,” it hissed, itstongue dithering out between rows of pointed teeth.

"Just logt isall. Sorry. Didn't mean to disturb you.” | took a step back.
"You aren't to be here. | should tell the guards.”

"No need to do that. Redlly. Relax, | can find my way out.”

"Y ou camefor the parchment.”

| froze. “What parchment?'

"The oneyou cdl the dragon clause.”

Thiswas not going well. “How would you know that?'

"I see and know everything.” It yawned and stretched. “1 even know who you are.”



| couldn't spend dl night chatting with ademon. Especialy one whose knowledge would doom me. “In
that case you know | own the parchment. | am hereto retrieve what isrightfully mine."

"Youll haveto get past meto get it."

Wonderful . | decided to try something that had fooled ademon before. “ Brocephusis here,” an unseen
voice suddenly arouse from somewhere.

The demon reacted not at al. “Nicetry, Brenddl. | saw your lipsmove. | would say your ventriloquism is
abit rusty."

Oh, well. | waslosng my patience. And running out of time. “If you know so much, why did you get
caught?'

"Who says I'm caught? | can leave anytime| wish. | don't chooseto.”

A likely story. Deciding it might be bound by amagical tether, | took severd stepsto the side. Ingtantly it
was on the table next to me. “ Going somewhere?’ it asked and grinned, revealing five rows of sharpened

fangs

"Not at dl. Just stretching my legs. Standing too long in one place and dl. Listen, you know that
parchmentismine

“Perhaps”

| began fedling lightheaded. Perhaps it was the presence of the demon, or that | hadn't estenin severa
hours. | had to end this negotiation soon. “ Y ou know | need it to save Houff."

"Hardly my concern.”
"Perhaps | can freeyou.”

"I am hardly aterrified young princess bound at the stake to satisfy arampaging monster. | can leave here
anytimel wish."

"Thengo."

"Say the magic word fird."
"Please?'

"Wrong answer."

"Wrong answer."

It pointed itstail a melike ateacher chastisng astudent. “ Do you redly think | would tell you the magic
word? Y ou'll have to do much better than that, Brendell.”

| swalowed heavily. Then | had an idea, dthough | had no inkling why. It was worth atry, but | knew
what | was going to say could kill me. But just tanding herewould kill mefirgt. “If | get the parchment, |
will free Madnizaroc."

Its pointed ears lurched forward. “Really?” Suddenly the creature began to shake. Smoke began pouring
from it until it wastotaly hidden from view. Then there was a flash of light and the demon was gone.



To bereplaced by asmall dragon. It looked at me with red-rimmed eyes. *Y ou know where| am,
Brendell. Honor your word. Come for me and set me free. Or my minionswill destroy you and
everything you treasure.”

It paid no attention as | walked to the safe. The Guild hadn't even bothered to lock it, so confident they
could never be robbed. | took the parchment and held it before the dragon. “I'm on my way,
Madnizaroc."

"Excdlent. I've been waiting far too long for thismoment.” Another cloud of smoke and the origina
demon had returned. “Y ou better hurry,” it said. “Madnizaroc is eager to obtain her freedom.”

What have | done? | thought as| |eft the room. Even while under the thrall of the parchment, she could
not betrusted. If | freed her, | was dooming not only myself.

When | reached the door, | looked down the hall but it was empty, so | started back. As| walked |
noticed | wasfedling normal again, the bout of lightheadedness gone. Perhaps it was because | was awvay
from the demon, | thought. Then another possibility struck like aboulder. | was under its influence. It
forced meto say | would free Madnizaroc. | could only sigh. If | escaped from here, | now had to
come up with aplan to fool the dragon.

That would have to wait. | hurried back to the firgt floor, then into aroom on the opposite side of the
building from where | had entered. The room was it but empty. | went to the window and opened it
dowly, then looked out. No guards werein sight. | crawled out, then dropped down to the dley. | didn't
head toward the main street, however. Instead | went to the back and the dley that ran behind the
buildings. As| expected, | was stopped by aguard as soon as| reached it. When | told him | was
merely going to work, he shrugged and released me as he was long accustomed to hearing such stories. |
walked down the other aley and back to my room at the inn.

When | arrived, | quickly removed my disguise and clothes, especialy the stonein my boot asit was now
cregting asizable holein my foot. | stared at the parchment resting on my bed. Madnizaroc was once
again under my control. But for how long? 1 knew the contract cut both wayssincel had forgeditin
order to stedl it from Lord Bandikane. | was as obligated to follow it as she was, even if my sgnature
wasn't on it. Mandizaroc was under the total control of anyone who possessed it. Only the possessor of
the document, or the destruction of the document, could free her. The owner of the document, however,
had to honor any agreements made with her aswell or the contract wasimmediately rendered null and
void. Whether forced by the demon thrall of the dragon or not, | was going to have to eventually grant
her freedom.

But | would have to determine how and when at another time. | threw what | needed in asaichel, then
left my room. | retrieved my mount at the nearby stables and was on the road out of M onhasset before
sunrise. | fill had to journey to Mount Perjheus and retrieve avery angry dragon before | could return to
Houff. Assuming it was il there.



Houff

Those plans soon took afork in theroad. | had reached Qinim Bay just three days after Monhasset,
stopping only to change mounts or aquick rest. Mount Perjheus was along voyage north and | wanted
to get there as quickly as possible. | wasrelaxing in awine shop waiting impatiently for the time to board
my ship when the conversation near me became too loud to ignore.

"It's demon work,” one man said. Because of hisdrink and histemper, hisface nearly matched hisred
jerkin. “Thereisno other explanation!”

"Anavaanche,” his companion answered. “ Or maybe an earthquake.”

Hisfriend was unappeased. “Y ou weren't there. | saw it! It waslike agiant hand reached down and
pushed over the great wall of Kastikaan! There was no sign of an avalanche.”

"What magician hasthe power to do that? Why would he do that?'

"The Assassin's Guild is convinced it was done by Houff. There have aways been rumorstheir leader isa
witch. The two kingdoms have been at odds for years. Houff has long wanted to conquer Kagtikaan."

His companion was unimpressed. “| don't believe in magicians or demons. The Assassin's Guild won't
dlow that in any event.”

"Y ou better sart believing.” They had my full attention now and | watched as he paused to finish aglass
of wine. “From what |'ve heard, the Assassin's Guild is not going to tolerate this. They plan to destroy
Houff."

His companion remained skeptical. “ The Assassin's Guild doesn't attack kingdoms. Their task isto deter
war, not foment it."

"Thisisdifferent. Magicisinvolved. Houff must be stopped.”

"Even without proof?’ Both turned and stared in surprise at me. | didn't want to bring unwanted attention
to mysdif, but | needed to learn more. “I'm sorry,” and | smiled shyly, “but | couldn't help but overheer.
I've never heard of magicians being so powerful either. | wastraveling through Kastikaan just last year.
When did dl this happen?'

"Last winter,” themaninred said. “ Demonsripped the great Kastikaan wall out of the ground asif it was
made of gtickd"

"An avdanche” the other indsted.

"I have seen magic,” | said and set my flask of wine on the table as cost of admission. “1've never seen or
heard of amagician powerful enough to do asyou say."

"Demons,” the red-faced man said. “ The witch of Houff controls demons. But the Assassin's Guild will
stop her.”

"How do you know this? I'm not cdling you aliar,” | added quickly when he glared a me, “just curious.”
"My nephew isin the Assassin's Guild. Hetold me,” he said sullenly after apause.

"Thisismost unfortunate,” | said and filled their glasses from my flask. “I have done businesswith both
Houff and Kastikaan. The people of Houff never gppeared to me as anything but poor and friendly.”



"They are anation of thieves and demon-worshippers. My nephew could tell you stories that would give
you nightmaresfor weekd The Assassin's Guild will stop them.”

Thieves? | Sghed mentaly. Despite my ingtructions, some had obvioudy continued practicing their
new-learned trade ... and been caught. Professor Grimmire would be pleased, | was sure. He dways
sad my planswould eventudly fail. Pipo Fessand | had foreseen some of the future, but now that it was
aredity ... “1 am surprised the other Guilds would alow thisto happen.”

"Bah! What do you know of the Guilds? The Assassn's Guild hasits bit in every mouth.”

That wasn't quitetrue. | had, not by choice, attended a Guild Council meeting once. Each had jealoudy
protected histerritory, but in the end al had acquiesced to the mgority. The memory inevitably brought
me back to the harmless dreamer Ensten. Hisinvention of the Far Glass had struck fear in both the
Thief's Guild and the Assassin's Guild and they had led the debate which resulted in his eventua degth.

The Far Glass. | ill had it safely stowed in my saddlebags. The Captain's Guild had been most
interested in that invention, but they had been voted down by the other Guilds. Would they still be
interested?

"Are you done bothering us now?” The voiceinterrupted my unplanned reverie.
"l gpologize,” | said hadtily.  Please enjoy therest of my wine. A smal payment for interrupting you.”
"Dont doit again,” themanin red said, morein disinterest than anger.

| nodded and returned to my own table, then ordered another flask while | ruminated. Thefire sdt. |
would never useit again; it was just too dangerous. But the Miner's Guild or Logger's Guild might be
interested. But how will that help Houff?

It was evening when | findly left theinn. My ship had long sailed but | couldn't go to Mount Perjheus
right now anyway. | had no ideawhat to do when | got there, but | knew | had to return to Houff.

"Just what have you done to us, Gastindl?” Pipo Fess asked, rage in her voice and eyes. We were
seated in her library. Since | had managed to snesk back into Houff, thiswasthe first time we had been
aone.

"Weknew therewould be difficulties,” | said.
"Not likethis We are surrounded. They are choking the life out of ud”

| couldn't argue with her as| had seen it with my own eyes. | had heard increasingly distressng newsas|
neared Houff. But even the tales only hinted at the truth. Immediately after the destruction of the dam,
Kastikaan had blamed Houff, or, specificdly, Pipo Fess. Magic, they had claimed. The Assassin's Guild
had immediately declared the rellm as arogue, one that must be brought down.

But they did not invade, perhaps afraid of the demons Fess supposedly controlled. Instead they put
Houff under sege. Travelers were prevented from entering; residents who tried to leave were arrested.
They couldn't blockade the river because of other communities downstream, but they could prevent any
river travel or trade—except for asingle person who looked remarkably like me swimming down the
river a night, his possessionsin abag tied to his back. Whether the Guild believed in her magic or not,
the results were the same: Houff was dowly being starved to degth.

"I'm sorry. | didn't expect this."



"Just what did you do to that dam, Gastinell”? They say ademon appeared in acloud of fire and swept it
asdewith aswipe of agiant tallied hand.”

Amazing. No one was there to see it but me. “Nothing that picturesque I'm afraid. | thought it would
just catchfire. | didn't know the fire salt would do that."

Shefrowned. “Fire salt? Isthat some magica device?'
"On the contrary. Anyone can makeit.” But that would not be a good idea.
"Canthisfiresat hdp usnow?"

"No,” and | shook my head emphaticaly. “That would only confirm that Houff was somehow involved,
that your magical powers are athrest to everyone. Right now the Assassin's Guild is hesitant to attack
you. Useit and they won't."

She nodded grimly. “Were my powers what they are reputed to be. My people are starving, Gastinell.
Thismust stop!™

"We need hep.”
"A cogent observation,” shesaid dryly.

| had been considering this option during my long trek to Houff. “We have to get the Guilds, at least
some of them, to support us."

"Why would the other Guilds defy the Assassin's Guild?!
"We have to makeit worth their while."
She shook her head. “We have nothing to offer. Haven't you noticed, Gastindl? We are poor ."

"Y ou havethefire sdt. The Miner's Guild will be very interested in it. And you havethis.” | set the Far
Glassonthetable.

She picked it up and studied it. “What isit? It gppears to be nothing more than a brass tube.”

"The Far Glass. | retrieved it from the Thief's Guild. That little item caused the death of an innocent
dreamer & the demand of the Assassin's Guild. Look through it."

She complied ... and gasped. “Y ou, you look so close!” She lowered the glassto confirm | hadn't
moved. “Thisisamazing.”

"Houff isgoing to make them and sdll them."

She st the Far Glass down carefully. “We have no mines here.”
"Y ou can eadlly trade for the metd. Y ou can make glass, right?'
"We have afew craftsmen that do that. Like any village."

| nodded. “For now, you only need to make afew. Met down some brass ornaments. Have your
craftsmen take this apart and study it. | suspect the secret isin the glass.”

"But how will thishdp us?'



"The Captain's Guild will be very interested in thisdevice,” and | told her briefly about Ensten, the Far
Glass and my meseting with the Guild chiefs. “We gpproach the Captain's Guild and offer them thisdevice
excugvdy. They will wantit."

"But what's to stop them from just stedling it? Having someone else make it?'
"That iswhere your magic comesin. Can you place magicd tethers on them, for example?"

Pipo Fess gnawed at an gpple while she ruminated. “No. But | could place asimplelocking spdll. It
would prevent them from taking it gpart without the assistance of another magician.”

"Better if the item would beirrevocably destroyed if someonetried to learn its secret.”
"That might be possble.”

"Good.” | rose. “1 need to get somerest. Tomorrow | must leave again. When | return, have asupply of
Far Glassesready."

"Wewill try. But my people are suffering. We havelittle food."

"They can escape. The blockade can stop ships but not asingle swimmer. Especidly at night; that's how |
got here. There are limbs and other things floating down that river. The Guild ignoresthem. Y ou could
secure bags of flour and other items beneath them. It won't be easy but it can be done.”

Her eyes brightened at the possibilities. “ Y es, we could do that. Or attached to the bottom of asimple
fishing boat."

"It should carry you through until 1 return. Oh, and one more thing.”
"y e

"Someone from here was caught steding, weren't they?"

She frowned. “Y es. How did you know?"

"I've heard. Everyone has heard. | told you, | told them, to stop."
"Since her hanging they have."

| winced. “Who wasit?'

"Hassan Gilch'

After amoment | remembered her, ayoung brunette who had been eager but not particularly adept. |
had aways teamed her with someone e se, her primary responsibility to act asadigtraction. “1'm sorry.
Do asl ask. Wewill winyet.” | started toward the door.

"Where are you staying?'
"l have aroom. | will return assoon as| can.”

Corditawas more than surprised to see me again. “Bourherr, you're back!” sheyelped in surprisewhen |
entered her parent'sinn. Sheran up to me and hugged me until | was gasping for bregath.

"Cordita,” | managed to say, struggling to disengage myself before my ribs were broken. “ The patrons
arewetching."



Shefrowned. “What patrons?'
True enough, therewas no onedseintheinn. “Sorry. | just needed to catch my breath.”

She smiled shyly and ran afinger across my cheek. “Of course. Come, we must celebrate.” She took my
hand and pulled meto atable. “Don't leave me. We till have somewine.” Shereturned shortly with a
flagon and filled two glasses. “ Thisisthelast bottle,” she said sadly after we toasted.

"That isgoing to change. But not immediately,” | added when she smiled.

She understood what | meant. “Y ou are leaving then.” There was no recrimination in her voice, only
findlity.

"Yes” | reached across and held her hand. “One moretime. Then | should be ableto stay.”

She pulled her hand away. “Do you redly want to? Stay in Houff, | mean. After al the placesyou've

| decided to tell her some of the truth. “ Things are difficult now, but Houff isno better or worse than
other lands.”

It wasn't what she was hoping to hear. “ Perhaps you can show me these other lands. When you return.”
| smiled at her over therim of my glass. “I would like that.”

Shefinished her winein silence. | was enjoying just admiring her so | said nothing aswell. We had
finished the flagon when shefindly spoke again. “When do you leave?'

"Assoon as possible. After dark, when | can get past the guards.”
"It will be dark soon.”

"I know."

Shelooked a me shyly. “In that case you need your rest.”

"True. | could use aroom for afew hours. If you would.”

"Of course. Come.” | followed her upgtairs, but she didn't lead me to arented room. Instead | found
mysdlf in hers. She pointed to her bed. “ Thiswill suffice?"

"Absolutely. | don't mean to put you out, Cordita."

Sheturned and | noticed her tunic was aready undone. “Y ou're not. Now get undressed and come to

| couldn't argue with that. | did get some deep, but not for ancther hour.



Mount Perjheus

Theriver was cold. When | findly madeit to land after severd hours swimming downstream with the
current, dl thewhile holding onto atree limb to provide some cover from the curious, the only thing |
wanted was afireand dry clothing.

| started through the woods, flitting from tree to tree, al the whilelooking for sentries. | knew the
Assassin's Guild would have some on duty, but not as many as during the day. After adl these months of
inactivity, | was confident they would be bored and relaxed. | had gotten into Houff; surely | could get
out.

| had gotten perhaps 50 yards from the river bank when | heard a splashing sound, followed by a heavy
sgh. A guard, | redlized, rieving himsdlf. | went to duck down behind atree when my foot caught on an
unseen root. | logt my baance and fell head-long into abush. A bush with thorns.

Perhaps the guard would haveignored my fdl asjust an animd, but he couldn't ignore my yelps of pain
asthethorns dug into my face and arms. “Who isthat? Who isthere?’ heyelled out.

| managed to struggle out of the bush but immediately saw alight quickly heading my way. Could |
escape? Hewas il ydling and | heard voices from behind me. No way. So | sat wiping away blood
from athousand scratches on my face and arms until he arrived.

Hefound mein short order. “Who are you and what are you doing here?’ he asked as he approached, a
lantern in one hand, asword in the other.

"Komerran.” | pointed at my clothing. Even in the dark anyone could see it waswet. “I was fishing when
my boat overturned. | was fortunate to reach shore.”

"Fishing at night?’ The sword rose dowly toward my throat.
"Of course. They bite better at night.”
"Removeyour clothing.”

"Why?" Hissword immediately inched closer. “If youingst.” | struggled to my feet, then removed my
soaked jerkin and trousers. “My boots also?” He nodded and | removed them aswell.

By now other guards had reached us. Severa busied themsealves searching my garments while the others
chatted in hushed tones. “He claims he wasfishing and hefdl in theriver,” | heard my discoverer say.

"Perhaps,” said another. “ Or perhaps he'sfrom Houff.” He turned to the others. “ Find anything?*
"Not athing. His pockets are empty,” said one.
"Should we let him go?’ thefirst guard asked. “He can't possibly be athrest.”

"That is up to the captain to decide.” The new arriva approached. “If you are as you say, we shdll
release you shortly.” Helooked at the pile of wet clothing. “Here, put thison,” and he handed me his

cape.
"Thank you,” | said, wrapping it around my shoulders, then sneezing for emphasis. “My boots."

"Our campisclose. You can dry them out by our fire. Come with us."



| followed them asbest | could. If | could convincether captain | wasn't lying, | just might get away,
perhaps even with dry clothing. | was aready rehearsing my fabrication when we reached camp. There
were a hdf dozen tents and three curious guards seated around the campfire. One of the guards was kind
enough to spread my clothing on alog near thefire. The others kept their swords drawn, however, so |
stood among them shivering while one entered the largest tent. After several minutes he reemerged, to be
followed by their deepy captain. And my hopes of release vanished like the summer dew.

"Brendd|!” Algorph said my name like apowerful curse. Then he stood there, shaking in surprise and
perhaps outrage.

"Good evening, Algorph,” | said and nodded shyly. “Nice to see you again. | see you've been promoted.
Congratulaions.”

"You're dead! | saw you die.” He gpproached, sill unconvinced | wasn't an apparition or ademonin
disguise. “How?"'

During my long journey back to Houff, | had tried to plan for every contingency. | had overlooked one. |
mentally shook mysdlf. If a liewon't suffice ... “It wasthat witch Pipo Fess. She imprisoned me!™

"How?" he asked again. Thistime he removed his dagger and held it before my eyes.

"A magicd tether,” | said quickly. “They didn't tie me up. When the smoke rose, she used it to transport
r.rell

"And why would she do that?’ He ran the dagger dong my cheek.

"To use mejust asyou did. She forced me to teach her subjects how to steal. She wanted meto turn
Houff into anation of thieves."

"A most interesting tale, Brenddl,” he said. “All lies, of course.”
"Thenwhy am | ill dive?Y ou must know what has happened in Kastikaan. The thefts.”
"I'm more interested in what happened to thewall.”

Good, he's listening. “Her magic. Sheisvery powerful. Sheisthe most powerful magician | have ever

His men had been standing near uslistening to every word. “ There was an outbreak of theftsin
Kastikaan,” one said. | was stationed there. They did catch athief and she admitted she was from Houff
before they hung her.”

"Which should bethefate of dl from Houff,” Algorph said. “It shall be yours, Brendell, for aiding them.”

"I told you, | had no choice. Kill meif you will, Algorph, but a death by sword is nothing compared to
what she promised would happen to meif | betrayed her."

"Inthat case, perhapswell return you and let her have the pleasure.” Suddenly Algorph's dagger was at
my throat. “Why did shelet you go?’

| forced abitter laugh even as| swallowed bile. “A poor choice of words, Algorph. Over the months|
managed to ingratiate myself with one of the guards. More than ingratiate, actualy. | promised | would
come back for her if she helped me escape.”

"And she believed you?’ Algorph laughed heartily. “Y ou are trying my patience, Brendell."



"Do you think | wasthe only prisoner of that mad witch? All of Houff isunder her thrall. Her peoplelong
for their freedom.”

Algorph paused, then sheathed hisknife. “ Then perhaps you can help us grant their wish. Y ou've been
there; tell us about her defenses”

"Y ou know of her demon army, of course.”
"Of course.”

| paused. What fabrication would he believe? Better yet, deter him? “ She has shadow sentries
placed on all her borders. No single man, let alone an army, can hope to enter and not be seen. You
know what her servants can do; you saw the disaster at Kastikaan.”

He nodded. “We expected as much. That iswhy we have chosen to blockade Houff rather than invade
it. Wewill garve thewitch to submisson.”

"Y our children's children will still be stationed hereif you're waiting for that to happen.”
"What do you mean?"

Out of the corner of my eye, | could see dl his men were listening intently. | couldn't have hoped for a
better audience. | just hoped my tale would be as worthy. “Pipo Fessis ableto obtain all the food and
supplies she needs.”

"Impossible!” and seconds |ater Algorph's dagger was resting against my throat. “\We patrol the rivers
and roads. No one getsin or out without us knowing."

| did. “ That's not how she doesit.”
"Magic,” one of the other guards said.

| took a deep breath before responding. “No, much more mundane than that. Thereisatunnd leading
from her manor to ... somewhere. I've seen wagonloads of supplies brought in throughit.”

"What?’ Algorph glared at me. “Impossiblel Wewould know of it."

| knew | had to play thislieto the end. “Why?Y ou have spiesin Houff?'

Inthefirelight, | could see atrace of doubt on hisface. “No. But we've never heard of it."
"Pipo Fess guards her secrets closdly. Likedl magicians.”

"Where doesthistunnedl lead?"

"It begins beneath her manor. | have no idea about the end. | only helped unload the wagons.”
Helaughed. “Which I'm sure you enjoyed immensdly. I'm not sure| believe you, Brenddl.”

"And why should | lie? After what she'sdoneto me?’ | forced righteous anger into my voice. “I want her
kingdom to fal more than you do."

Algorph stepped back, then reluctantly sheathed his dagger. “If what you say istrue, Brendell..."

nltisll



"Wewill have much to reconsider. If she can get suppliesasyou state, our current efforts are useless.”
Timeto play my last card. “Not if you find her tunnel and closeit down."

Algorph ruminated briefly. “Indeed. I'll haveto talk to my superiors.” He looked toward theriver. “It
would haveto be on thisside. She surely cannot burrow under theriver.”

"Not without magica assstance,” | agreed.

"Yes” hereplied softly. “Men, get him some clean dry clothes. Then secure him. At daylight | must
gpeak with the commander.”

"And something to eat?’ | asked as Algorph started back to his tent.
"Yes,” he said and shook his head. “Feed the prisoner aswdll."

Within afew minutes | was wearing new pants and shirt courtesy of aguard closeto my sde. | wasthen
manacled and secured to alog near the fire and soon was enjoying alate medl of hare stew.

Whilel ael slently congratulated myself. Algorph would indeed present my fableto his superiors, and |
was sure they would act upon it. Their contingent would now be stretched to the breaking point searching
for the non-existent tunndl, making it eesier for food and supplies to be smuggled into Houff by land and
river. More importantly, | had bought mysdlf timeto get to Mount Perjheus and back. Now al | had to
do was escape from the Assassin's Guild.

| started the following morning. “ Guard,” | said after breskfast had been served and the guards had
changed shifts, “could | have my old jerkin back?

Helooked at me coldly. He had not been there earlier and thus didn't witness my performance. But he
had been told enough about me. “Why?Y ou are athief and our prisoner. Y ou have no right to request

anything."

"Thisshirt | wasgiven, ititchesand it istoo large. I'm sure the man who ownsit would be happy to have
it back. It'sof much finer materid than my jerkin.”

He grunted, then picked up my clothing, which had sat dl night on anearby log. “Dry enough,” hesad
and shrugged. Then he started going through the pockets.

"They did that last night.”

He merely grunted as he continued, but, finaly satisfied, threw them on the ground in front of me. “Put
themon.”

| held up my manacled hands. “I'm afraid I'll ruin thisfine shirt trying to removeit like this™"

Another grunt. He released one of my handsso | could remove half the shirt and partially don my jerkin,
then put the manacles back on my wrist and repeated the process with my other hand. “Happy now?’ he
asked as he stepped back.

He couldn't know how much. Sewn insde my jerkin was the dragon clause. Without it | had no reason to
go to Mount Perjheus, perhaps no way to findly save Houff. “ Y es, thank you,” | replied sincerely.

Another grunt—he was the quiet type—and he returned his attention to his breskfast.

| reached across my left Sdeasif scratching anitch. Actualy | was searching for the pick | had hidden in



aseam of my leather jerkin. | was certain it was still there as one of the guards would have reacted in
triumph if he had found it. They hadn'; | did. “I'm so glad you | eft the Academy your freshman year,
Algorph,” | whispered as| worked it loose. Only in the advanced courses were you taught how to hide
picksin clothing and €l sewhere.

Then | went to work removing my manacles. The guard looked at me once, but | appeared to be merdly
rubbing soreness from my ankles. By the time he finished his meal, my hands and feet were free. “| have
toreieve mysdlf,” | said when he rose to take his plate back to camp.

Another grunt as he set his utensils aside, then gpproached to lead meinto the woods. Just as he leaned
over me, | jJumped up, ramming my head into his chin. He gasped and fell back, his eyes dready glazing
over. It took me more time than | wished for my head to clear, but there was no sign anyone had noticed.
I manacled him to the log and stuffed leaves in his mouth to keep him quiet for now. Then | hurried into
the woods.

Not far into the woods, however. In daylight, this close to camp, | could stumble across aguard any
second. Instead | selected atall tree and climbed up asfar as| could. Then | hid among the leaves and
branches and waited.

It wasn't long before another guard arrived, perhaps to keep hisfelow company. From my perch | could
see him hurriedly releasing the captive, then yelling for help. Soon nearly adozen guards were there, and
if | strained, | could overhear bits of their conversation. Then their leeder arrived and that was no longer

necessary.

"Hewhat? Who was watching him?’ Even from thisfar, | could see hisfacewasred with rageand |
longed to have the Far Glassright now.

Severa pointed to the culprit, still seated on the log, manaclesloose on hislegs, trying to rub away the
pain from his sore jaw. Theleader ran to him and jerked him to hisfeet. “How did this happen? How did
he pick thoselocks?” | couldn't hear the unfortunate's reply, but it didn't appease his superior. “ Algorph
will take care of you when hereturns.” He threw the guard to the ground, then spun on hishedls. “The
rest of you, get into the woods and find him. He hasto be going to theriver."

"Hewon't escape, captain,” one said.
"He better not. The colond wants to question him about thistunnel. Now get out of my sight.”

They dispersed into the woods, leaving only their leader behind. | watched him study the manaclesfor a
moment, shake his head, then take the path back to their main camp. | remained on my perch until |
could hear nothing but insects and the breeze, then | dowly climbed down. Since | was certain the other
guards were following orders and searching the riverbank, | went the other way. | approached the main
camp warily, but there was no one about save the captain, and he was eating his lunch and probably
trying to create an explanation about my escape that would protect him from his superiors. He was easily
avoided.

| reached the far end of the camp and was debating whether to rob afew tentswhen | came across
something better: fresh laundry hanging on arope. | threw aguard tunic over my jerkin and now | could
pass a cursory ingpection as an Assassin's Guild member.

Their horses were tethered not far away. The mounts were well trained and ignored my approach, being
more interested in egting. | untied them al, then mounted one, which took no offense. As| started my
dow way south, my only regret wasthat | hadn't liberated another meal from the camp.



Which | rectified later that afternoon. | had ridden for perhaps two hours and managed to put the Guild
camp agood distance behind me when | came across agroup of hunters hunched around asmall fire.
They were not happy to see me gpproach. “We have nothing more for you, Guildsman,” one said as
soon as | reined my horse. “Weve had no luck this day asyou can see.”

What does he mean? | wondered. Their angry countenances furnished the answer. The Guild had been
laying siege to Houff for over ayear. The guards had to be fed, and they certainly wouldn't waste their
talents hunting or farming. Those near the Kastikaan borders were surely supplied by that kingdom, but
those thisfar away had to get there supplies e sewhere. | surmised immediately they were using the
excuse of protection to obtain what they needed without payment.

"Y ou defy thewill of the Guild?’ | asked gternly.
The men turned their eyesto the ground immediately. “No,” one said with heavy resgnation.

"A wiseanswer.” | dismounted and confidently walked to the campfire. They moved aside reluctantly as
| surveyed the medl they were preparing. A hare and severa small birds were roasting on a spit. Beside
it, asmall kettlefilled with wild onionswas bubbling merrily away. “I'll take thesefor my menand|,” |
sad, grabbing the spit. “ Only fair payment for protecting you from Houff."

"Houff has never troubled us,” one mumbled as | walked away with my prize.

"Bethankful were hereto ensurethey never do,” | said as| mounted my horse. “Remember: what the
Guild wants, the Guild takes.” Then | rode away, their muttered curses following me like a shadow.

Excdllent, | thought as| rode through the forest, munching on my ill-gotten med. The Guild israpidly
outstaying its welcome. That bit of information could prove helpful down the road.

Only oncedid | come across any Guild guards as| made my way east. When | saw them, | rode right up
to them. “Whereisyour leader?’ | asked asthey stood at attention.

"At our camp,” one said, pointing toward the river.
"At ease. | have important new ordersfor him. How far?'
"Ten minutes perhaps. Just head south and you can't missit.”

"Excdlent. Continue.” | rode into the forest until they were out of sight, then immediately headed east.
Once again their rigorous Guild training became an asset for me as my apparent rank had diminated al
suspicion. Whether that would continue, however, was something | didn't want to test, so when | camped
for the evening, | burned the tunic. Two days later | was at sea, findly on my way to Mount Perjheus.



Freeing The Dragon

Thewind tore at me like some insatiable hawk, blowing the snow so hard it scoured my skin. | shouldn't
be out in astorm thisfierce, should stay huddled in acabin until it blew over. But Mount Perjheus was
famousfor sormsthat could rage unceasingly for over aweek, and | had aready spent several months
hopping from port to port, ship to ship, just getting here.

| tried to peer through the whiteness, find atree or anything that might provide abit of shelter. It was so
whitethat | could see no shadows, nothing ahead of my outstretched hand and my frosty breath being
ripped from my lips. At least | had enough senseto tie arope from my wast to atree next to the small
cabin | was staying at. | should be able to get back to safety ... assuming | didn't freeze to death first.

"Madnizaroc,” | added my voice to the howling wind. “Y our master is here, Madnizaroc. | demand you
cometo me

No answer save the wind.

Could she hear me? | wondered as | yelled her name again. She had to sense | was near, had to fed the
pull of the contract that remained hidden within my jerkin, one she had been tricked into Sgning, one that
made her an unwilling dave to whomever possessed it. | debated if | should revea the contract, but the
sorm could easily rip it frommy grasp. | yelled again, then crouched, my back to the wind, shivering and
struggling to stlay warm. Come to me Madnizaroc. You want to come to me. | closed my eyesand
continued whispering her name, asif my force of will would cause her to gppear.

| don't know how long | crouched outsidein the ssorm. My limbs were growing numb, my breathing
becoming aslabored asif | were constantly running uphill. Then, above the constant song of thewind, |
heard something else. Like distant thunder, approaching from the north. Asthe sound grew louder, it
became more distinct. Not thunder, but aroar. A roar of rage. It had to be Madnizaroc.

| opened my eyesthen, just in time to see the whiteness explode in shades of orange and yellow and red,
and suddenly it was not snow falling upon me, but hot rain. | looked up to see agresat gray shape
hovering above me. Streams of fire emerged from it, streaking through the sky, turning the snow to steam
and setting nearby trees on fire. Slowly the shape reveded itsdlf to be afully-grown dragon asit
approached, finaly landing just five feet from me. “How do you like the weather?’ | greeted her.

The great creature studied me for amoment. Then it began to change, mdting and folding into itself until
instead of adragon, awoman clad in roya green stood before me. *Y ou have treated me most crudly,
Brenddl,” she said, her eyes glowing even in the whiteness. “ Dragons do not tolerate cold well.”

| rose dowly and shook the snow from my coat, the stiffness from my muscles. “ Sorry for the
inconvenience. Come, we haveto talk."

"Free mefird. Free me now. Y ou promised.”
"When it'stime. Come.” | started back to the cabin, confident she would follow. She had no choice.

| was dready out of my coat and enjoying aglass of wine when shefindly entered the smal cabin. “ Took
you long enough. Have a sedt.”

"I am not your dave, Brenddl,” she said coldly, remaining in the doorway.

"Maybe you're used to living in acave, but I'm not. Close the door and sit.”



"Of course. Master.” Shedid so and | offered her some wine. She accepted it, but theicein her voice
and gaze remained. “ Y oure hereto free me."

| shivered, and not because of the cold. This close, the evilnessthat emanated from her was nearly

pal pable enough to touch. Under her constant influence, her previous master, Lord Bandikane, had been
dowly transformed from a competent and fair ruler to an intolerable tyrant. If | remained in her presence
too long, | was certain the same could happento me. “Yes” | said dowly. “1 told your minion | would
freeyou. But you must earniit.”

"How?" Shetried, but couldn't keep the anticipation from her voice.
"Y ou have to help me free the people of Houff."

She threw back her head and laughed. “ Since when do you care about anyone save yourself, Brendel1?
You are athief, after al. Thieves are notorious for lacking compassion.”

"True enough,” | replied after lingering over my wine. “Things have changed. | have changed. | amin debt
to the people of Houff for saving my life."

"And you arein debt to me for stranding me here.” She stood and began stalking the room angrily.
“Nothing to hunt but rabbits and mountain goats. Living in the deepest, darkest caves because only there
could | find any of the warmth of the earth. Forbidden, forbidden, to leave until the day you findly deign
to journey here.” She stood and pointed at me asif | was some mad dog |oose on the streets. “Y ou owe
me far more than you could ever hope to repay!”

| finished my wine and poured more before replying. “And | should have loosed you in some climewhere
you could have terrorized the land at your leisure.”

She shrugged. “It'swhat dragons do.”

"Then you should be happy. Now you can put your natural proclivity toward destruction to good use.
You'regoing to slop awar.”

"Redly?’ She sudied her hands asif just finishing amanicure. “A war you say? | prefer to ignore your
petty human disagreements. They don't concern me.”

"I have the contract, Madnizaroc,” and | patted my vest.
"Let meseeit.”

| yawned. “No need. You know | haveit. You can fed it, can't you?" Her sllence was all the answer |
needed. “Good.” | looked out the window. The sky was darkening rapidly. “It's getting late and | need
my deep. Return to your lair and come back herein the morning. Then we will start our journey to
Houff."

She frowned, then smiled. “Isthat what you redly want, Brendell?” She merely touched the neckline of
her dressand it vanished ingtantly, to reved afully grown, fully formed and fully nude woman. She
cradled her ample breasts and aimed them at me. “Thereis much more| can do for you, Brendell, then
day your enemies. Asyou can see,” and she ran her hands along her waist, then down her thighs, “l ama
woman in every way."

| shivered anew, and from more than fear or cold. “If your desireisto pleasure me, then do so by
following my orders™



Her eyes darkened. Seconds later, her clothing had regppeared. * Y ou are making things more difficult
than they need to be, Brendell."

| shrugged. “That's my way, I'm afraid. See you in the morning. Good night.”

She stalked outside, damming the door behind her. Seconds later there was atremendous roar of
unequalled rage which continued until it disappeared within the screams of the slorm outside. “ She
doesn't like you very much, Brendell,” | whispered to mysdlf. After tomorrow, | was certain shewould
likemeeven less.

| was right about that. “Y ou want me to do what?” She was quivering with anger, and | knew that
without the protection of the contract she would have reverted to her dragon form and turned meinto a
cinder in seconds.

Madnizaroc had appeared at the cabin at daybreak; abit earlier than | would have preferred, but | hadn't
been that specific. With her, as| had dreadfully learned, being specific with ingtructions was extremely
important.

Now | merely sat and watched her clothing flow in atorrent of colors as her moods shifted from surprise
to rageto umbrage. “ Y ou heard me,” | said after she stopped screaming. “It'sthe only way. | cannot

delay any longer.”
"Y ou are expecting meto act like some mindless horse! "

"Not mindless exactly. | do expect you to find your way to Houff. | doubt | will be of little help, being up
inthearanddl."

"Brendell, you are the most disgusting human | have ever met.” She turned her back to emphasize her
point.
"I know somewho may agree. Bethat asit may, we must be leaving.”

She spun on her heds. “You will not rideme! | will not suffer the dignity of having you atop melike
some, like some simple beast of burden!™

"Fine. Then you can carry me."

Sheamiled. “Yes. And if | happen to sneeze, well, accidents do happen.”

"I wasthinking morein your claws.

She hesitated only a second. “Agree. Be sureto let me know if | happen to hold you too tight.”

"That shouldn't be a problem.” | rose and walked to the end of the room where an object covered by a
blanket sat. “1 prepared this basket,” | said as | through the blanket aside. The basket was made of
wicker, large and reasonably comfortable. Two strong ropes were attached and | held them up. “Merely
hold onto these astightly asyou wish."

Sheglared a me, something | was getting accustomed to. “I will never forget thisindignity, Brenddl."

"I'm sure. Help me get thisoutside.” Muttering curses, she helped me drag it through the small cabin and
out the door. Then | climbed inside and wrapped mysdf with severd blankets. “ Take me to Houff."

Madnizaroc immediately changed into her dragon form. Sending atowering stream of flameinto the
heavens, sherosein theair, then hovered over me before reaching down with her mighty legs. | held my



breath as her talons nearly brushed my forehead before grasping the ropes. Then, seemingly without
effort, sheflew upward, unleashing aroar of anger before circling and heading south.

Far below, the land dowly turned from snow white to gray to green. The forests looked more like moss
on arock than thetal, sately trees| knew them to be. Surprisingly, it was colder up here than on the
ground, and | wrapped the blankets tightly around me and wished | had more. It would be nice, | mused,
if aserving wench could serve me aglass of wineand amed as| had nothing else to do but huddle and
shiver. Still thiswas an interesting way to travel, and | wondered idly if dragons could be trained to
provide such service. But dl | needed to do was look at Madnizaroc and see the anger in her eyesto
reglize that would never happen.

When we landed for the evening, we had |eft Mount Perjheusfar behind. “ Tomorrow we must travel
acrossthe Pini Ocean,” Madnizaroc said as we ate. She had done the hunting, certainly the only activity
she had enjoyed dl day, and we were feasting on roasted deer—prepared by one blast of her fiery
bregath.

"You can crossthat in one day?’ | asked, impressed. It took weeks by ship.

"WEell spend the evening on anidand | know. It istoo smdl to be of any useto your kind."
"Excdlent.”

"I should leave you there"

"Then you will never befree of me."

She studied mein the firelight, one which she dso had started. Having adragon as atraveling companion,
| was quickly redlizing, had unique advantages. “Y ou know, Brenddll, you and | could make a powerful
team. Y our taents, while reprehensible, fill have their uses. This Houff you are so concerned about; the
two of uscould conquer it and ruleit together.”

By her expression, | could see shewas serious. In thefirdight, in her human form, she appeared aslittle
more save adesirable woman. Alas, that was not the case. | set down my meal reluctantly. “The way you
and Lord Bandikane ruled his kingdom? Through fear and destruction?'

"They havether uses”

"Houff dready hasaruler. Onewho isrevered by her followers and who caresfor their well-being. |
have no interest in usurping her throne."

She threw agnawed boneinto thefire. “Y ou are afool and acoward, Brenddll. | will be ecstatic to be
rid of you."

"As soon as we reach Houff. Excuse me, but | need my rest.” Her eyes, glowing like twin volcanoes,
continued to stare at me as | wrapped mysdf in my blankets and tried to fall adeep. | finally succeeded,
but her mocking voice remained insde my dreams. | earned little rest that night.

Despiteits billowing sails, the ship seemed to be solidly embedded on adeep blue porcelain plate. |
leaned over the edge of my carriage and stared in wonder. This high, the entire world below was frozen,
asif some god had painted amassve dill life. | wished | had the Far Glasswith me, just so | could
observein greater detail. “ Could wefly lower?’ | yelled to my steed.

"If you wish,” Madnizaroc replied. “ Just S0 you know, it isnot unusud for humansto shoot a my kind
with arrows. They can't harm me, but | don't know about you."



"Point taken,” | grumbled and settled back in my basket. We were now in our second day abovethe
ocean. As Madnizaroc had said, we had spent the previous evening on asmal ide. | had managed to
scrounge ameal out of somefruit and the other inhabitants | found there; she ate nothing. When asked,
she said that dragons did not have to eat as often as*weak humans.”

"Suit yourself. Thiscrab isgood, though.”

"Crab. Yes” shesaid with asnort. “Y ou merdly picked them off the beach. Where isthe thrill of thekill,
the excitement of the hunt, in that?'

"| prefer theamplelife” | just can't seem to avoid complications.
"Only apt for asmpleman.”

"Perhaps,” | had said and smiled. “But this smple man has the power to make a dragon do anything he
wighes"

Within seconds she had turned from human into her true form. She towered over me and brought her
great head s0 close that her hot breath nearly burned me. 1 will enjoy so much feasting upon your liver,
Brenddl."

| merdly shrugged. “While you're waiting, fetch me afew more crabs, will you?!

The memory of that conversation caused my stomach to growl, and | reached in a pocket and pulled out
acooked crab. Would we reach the mainland before nightfall? | wondered as| enjoyed my medl. If not,
| could only hope our next idand stop would have as ample alarder asthe last one.

My reverie was shattered, however, by a sudden scream from Madnizaroc. It was unlike any | had heard
before, and | looked at her in surpriseand darm. “What isit?'

"Can you swim, or will your basket float?’ she asked as she suddenly veered downward.

"Yes. To both | suppose.” | looked down. The ocean was approaching. Fast. And there was something
in the water, something nearly aslarge asaship. “What are you doing? Take us back up. Now!"

"I can't,” she said, and suddenly sheloosed that scream again. But this time aresponse came from below.

My basket was rocking wildly as she continued her mad descent. “Y ou must! | have the contract! Y ou
must obey me."

"l can't. | have no choice!” And suddenly she released her hold on the ropes.

"Madnizaroc!” | screamed as abruptly | wasfaling out of control toward the ocean. My basket
threatened to turn over but | fought it, trying to shift my weight to keep it upright. Then | had the chance
to look over the rim of my basket, and my concerns over controlling it become moot.

| was heading straight toward a seamongter.

| had never seen one before, athough | had heard the tales. And the talesdidn't do it justice. It was
nearly aslarge asaship, larger than Madnizaroc. It was covered by green scaesand agiant fin ran from
itshead toitstall. It was answering Madnizaroc's screams with trumpeting of its own, and it rose hafway
out of the water as she approached.

Was she going to attack? | wondered, then stopped wondering as my basket crashed into the water,
nearly throwing me overboard. | managed to steady it so it stayed upright, but, by the amount of water



pouring in, it wouldn't remain so long. It would float, | redlized, but not with meinside, so | crawled over
the side, then grabbed hold of arope so | wouldn't loseit. Only then could | return my attention to the
two giant creatures.

They were dtill screaming at each other, the seamonster rearing out of the water, Madnizaroc hovering
just out of itsreach. The sea monster had two small arms about hafway down its body, so smal that |
couldn't imagineit using them for hunting. It waved them fruitlessy in the air as Madnizaroc remained
determinedly out of itsreach.

Why doesn't she use her fire? | wondered asthey continued, the ssamonster rising and falling in the
water, she diving then soaring, both maintaining their constant trumpeting. It ppeared like some insane
challengeto arms, or adance.

A dance. “Thiscan't be,” | whispered, now totally entranced by the two monsters.

But it was. Madnizaroc soared once again high into the air, then turned and dove directly down toward
the water. The seamonster rose to meet her. Thistime she made no attempt to elude it; instead she
stopped just afew feet in front of it asif waiting. Again the ssamonster screamed and lunged forward,
but thistime it managed to grasp her with its puny arms. It brought Madnizaroc, still protesting but
weekly, toit, forcing her tail into the water. The ocean roiled around them and both creatures continued
screaming until abruptly the seamonster released her and dropped back into the water. Madnizaroc
literally staggered into the air. She circled over the ocean for several minutes, but the sea monster did not
regppear. One more scream—this one was of frustration—and then she turned and started toward me. |
quickly crawled into the nearly full basket and pulled the two ropes together. She grabbed them with her
great talons and once again we were doft.

The basket emptied quickly and the sunlight did athorough job of drying my clothing, but | hardly
noticed. |'ve just seen dragons mate. Now | knew why dragons were always femaes, the maeslivedin
the oceans, not intheair. | also understood why Madnizaroc had ignored my commands. She must have
been in heat, and her need to mate had been stronger than even the words on the contract. “Hope you're
fedling better,” | told her and chuckled.

She spat smoke. “Y ou will say nothing of this. It shdl go to your grave.”

"Fair enough. How soon before we reach the mainland?”

"Before nightfal. Now be quiet. Taking to you takes too much effort and it's boring and I'm hungry."

| bet you are. | wrapped a blanket around me, crouched down in the damp basket and went to deep.

"There's been something I've been meaning to ask you,” | began. We had just finished our supper and
were relaxing at our campfire. Despite our unexpected detour, we had reached the mainland just before
dark and made camp in aforest far from any village.

Madnizaroc, ill in dragon form, glared at me. “1 will not discuss what happened today. That knowledge
will goto your grave. | will ensurethat.”

"Not that. I'm just curious. Why did you sign the contract?!

"Themagidan tricked me!” Sherose and suddenly towered over me. Her head was just inches from my
own, her jaws open, her fangs glistening in the campfire light.

| put afinger on one and gently pushed her head back. “But how?Y ou're not stupid, Madnizaroc."



"No, | was under aspell. Rather, the parchment was under a spell. What | agreed to was not what the
contract says now."

"Why did you sgn anything?'
"It wasin my best interest.”
"| ill don't understand.”

Abruptly she adopted her human guise. “Y ou are ignorant about the ways of dragons and magicians,
Brenddl."

"Enlightenme."

Shefrowned. “| supposeit doesn't matter if | tell you, the knowledge is common enough. Magicians
need dragons. We provide eggs, fangs and scales they use to prepare the most powerful potions. They
provide us with demons and spells so we can protect oursalves and our nests. But Kladiskan betrayed
me"

"Themagicdan?'

"Exactly. | assumed | was signing astandard contract for mutual gain and protection. As| just told you,
the words were changed after | signed it.”

"l see” | sat in slent thought as she watched. | had dealt more often than | would have liked with
magiciansin the past. Rarely wasit pleasurable. Fortunately, none save Lord Bandikane had had such an
agreement with adragon. More fortunately, magicians were few and far between, dragons even more .
Then an ideastruck me. “Y ou say this Kladiskan had cast apell on the document.”

She crossed her arms and snorted. “Isit necessary | repeat everything so you can comprehend?’

| waved aside her frustration. “1'm just wondering; perhaps the spell was cast after you signed the
contract, rather than removed.”

She frowned. “What are you saying?'
"That perhaps the contract you signed wasred, but the words on it now arefdse."

She conddered my hypothesis. “Evenif true, it hardly matters. What the contract saysiswhat | must
obey. Unlike you humans, | live up to my obligations no matter how treacheroudy obtained.”

| reached in my vest and removed the parchment. In thefirdight, it looked authentic enough. It certainly
was effective. “If what | surmiseistrue, there may be away to correct the problem.”

"Indeed. Burn the contract.”
"Cant,” and | put it back in my vest. “'Y ou would kill mein aheartbest."

"Perhaps. Morethe likelihood | would prolong your justified desth for the indignities you have forced
uponme."

"Y ou're making it difficult for meto consider helping you, you know."

She amiled. “True. But once we reach Houff, then you are obligated to release me."



"No, when I'm through with you I'll release you. | have much to do before | am ready for the endless
dep.”

Her eyesflashed red with anger. “What are you telling me, Brenddl? That, like dl humans, you are going
back on your word?"

"No. Just that | can't let you kill meright now. Perhapslater, well see” | yawned and stretched. “Can
we reach Houff tomorrow?"

"It depends how tired | am. And hungry.” Shelicked her lipsfor emphasis.

| pointed to the remains of my meal resting on aspit over thefire. “Have some more rabbit.”
"l can't. You ruined it. It's cooked!"

| shook my heed. “Then hunt if you want to. | have to rest. Tomorrow will be abusy day."
"It better be my day of emancipation.”

"Well see. Goodnight.” | lied down and threw a blanket over my head. | didn't want to seethe
recrimination in her eyesany longer.

Amazing what one can see from up here, | thought as we flew over the countryside. Thetrails within the
forests, the meandering course of the river and streams branching to the sides, the patterns made by
farms and fields and homesteads; the terrain was a constantly changing checkerboard of greens and
browns and grays as the land shifted constantly from nature's use to man's. A dragon would be a
wonderful wegpon in abattle, | redized, and not smply because of its power. A field generd would be
victoriousin every conflict if he had the information gathered by soaring over the enemy. No wonder, |
realized, why the Assassin's Guild was so opposed to the Far Glass; even itslimited powers would be
invauableinaconflict.

That made it even moreimperative | get it into the hands of the Captain's Guild.
"How much longer?’ | called out.

"Severa more hours.”

"When we arrive, don't get too low. The Guild will surely fire upon us."

"I have no fear of your puny wegpons.”

"l do. Thisbasket would make an inviting target.”

She merdly grunted, then abruptly veered upward. | wrapped the blanketstightly around me. Thishigh,
the temperature dropped considerably and | could now see my bregth frosting in the air. “Maybe alittle
lower,” | said between chattering teeth.

"Make up your mind, Brendell.” We descended. “ Happy now?’ she asked after she again began flying
draight.

| could no longer seemy breathintheair. “Yes, thiswill do."
"I'll be glad when I'm rid of you,” she muttered and sent aburgt of fireinto the air.
Sowill I.



"Wake up, Brendell.” The command was followed by aviolent shaking of my basket.
| groaned and shook mysdlf awake. “What isit?"
"Weve reached Houff. Where now?"

| looked down. Theterrain looked little different than what we had passed before. But if Madnizaroc
said we were over Houff, then we must be. “Near thevillage. I'll haveto gofirst to ... prepare them.”

"Prepare them for what?” Suspicion was heavy in her voice.
"You, of course. It isn't often that adragon visits Houff."
"Why don't | just go with you in my human form?"

Because | have to tell Pipo Fess what I'm doing, what she must do. “The magician of thisredm uses
demon archersfor protection. Y ou might fool ahuman, but | doubt you can fool them.”

"A magician?’ The basket suddenly began jerking violently. “Y ou never told me amagician ruled Houff!"

"Y ou never asked. Sheisn't much of amagician anyway. Y ou should have nothing to fear from her.” |
looked ahead. | could seethe walls of Houff growing rapidly in the distance. “ Thisisgood. Just land in
that field and wait. I'l cal you."

"How?’ she asked after we were back on ground. We were between the forest and river and no one
elsewas around. Perhapsthey were al gone, | thought but forced the possibility aside.

"WEell light afireonthewdl.”
"Agreed. How shdl | arrive?”
"By air,” | decided. “Be moreimpressive. Shouldn't take long. Stay here.” And | headed toward Houff.

| met no one as| hurried to the village gates, which was not encouraging. Perhaps the Guild had finaly
overrun the handful of defenders. Or perhapsthey had just conceded to the inevitable and fled.

Those fears vanished, however, when | reached the village. Armed sentries manned the walls, athough |
was sure most were demon soldiers, not human. The gates opened dowly at my approach and | was met
immediately by guards. One | recognized. He recognized me aswell.

"Brendell!” Theroun said and embraced me. “Y ou're back!"

"Yes, Theroun.” | stepped back. “1'm glad to see you're still well.”

He shrugged. “Aswell as can be expected. The Guild maintainsitssege.”
"Not for long. | need to speak with Pipo Fess."

"Then | shdll take you to her. Come.” He grabbed my arm and we walked indgde. “What hastaken so
long? We were afraid you were killed or captured.”

"l was. Captured | mean,” | said aswe made our way down the nearly empty Streets. “How many
reman?'

"Not many,” he said sadly. “Most have fled to nearby lands. Even with Pipo Fess magic, we do not
have enough men to stop the Guild when they attack.”



"We may not need them. Areyou il ableto smugglein supplies?’

He amiled. “Y es. For some reason, the Guild has been less diligent in guarding the river. Weve been
leashing food and such under logs and floating them down theriver. Food, at least, has not been a
problem.”

Good, | thought. The Guild was still wasting time and men searching for anon-existent tunnel. But that
wouldnt last much longer. “ Anything se | should know?*

"We captured some Guild spies afew weeks ago. Pipo Fess has them secured in her manor. We have
no ideawhat to do with them. Severa suggested torture but she said no."

"Good for her.” | patted him on the arm. “Well think of something.” In short order we reached the
manor. “Wait here. | need to talk to Pipo Fessalone.”

"Shell want to talk to you aswdll,” he said and nodded. “ Go on in. She already knows you've arrived.”

| dammed the door behind me when | entered to let her know | wasthere. “Not so loud, you'll wake the
dead,” | heard her cdll out. “I'minthe study.” Sheroseto greet mewhen | walked in. “Brendell! You're
back!” She hugged me, then stepped back, embarrassed.

| wasaswell. “Yes, fortunatdy. And I've brought help.”
Shefrowned. “Redly?1 wastold you cameaone.”
"Not redly. She'swaiting for my sgnd.”

"Madnizaroc. She'sadragon.”

She jumped asif she had sat on abeehive. “Y ou what? Y ou brought adragon here? Wonderful,
Brendel. The Assassan's Guild needn't kill us. The dragon will do it for them!”

"Not aslong aswe havethis,” and | took the contract from my vest and handed it to her. “Asyou can
See, anyone who owns that contract essentially owns her.”

Shewas gill shaking as sheread it. “Asit says. But there's something wrong here. No dragon, sane or
otherwise, would agreeto this."

"She clamsamagician tricked her. Kladiskan | believe she called him.”
Shenodded grimly. “He was one of the most famous and powerful magiciansof dl.”
IIW@I

"He's been dead for several hundred years.” She studied the parchment further. “Yes, | can sensean
enchantment. Some spell isatering this contract. | might be able to removeit.”

"That will be something between you and Madnizaroc.”
She looked a mein surprise. “Why do you say that?"
"Because I'm going to give you that contract. And control over Madnizaroc.”

She folded the parchment carefully before replying. “I'm not sureif that isaboon or not.”



"I wouldn't say so, but right now you, we, need her.”

She made amoue. “ A dragon could be effective in patrolling our borders, | suppose.”
"Morethan that. If Kastikaan rebuilds the dam, she can unbuild it so to speek.”

"And they are."

"I sugpected as much. That dam has increased the profitability of their lumber mill gregtly. They will not
giveitupessdly.”

"We have another problem.”
"Supplies? | wastold you were having little difficulty smuggling themin.”
"Not that. We have four Guild spieslocked in my chambers below.”

"I wastold as much. I'll talk with them later. Right now we have to dedl with Madnizaroc.” | held out my
hand and she gave methe contract. “Tell your men to light asignd fire above the gate. We're about to
enjoy amost interesting conversation.”

She arrived twenty minutes later. There was no doubt it was her; the screams from outside were
irrefutable testimony. Minutes later aterrified guard ran into the room. He was ashen with fear and fdll to
hiskneesin front of Pipo Fess. *Y our mgesty, we are doomed!” It took nearly al his strength to say
that. “A dragonis attacking ugl"

"Not attacking,” | said, rising camly. “ Sheis expected. But don't get too close; she hasn't eaten much for
severd days”

He stared a me, hiseyestwo full moonsin asunken face. “Y ou know this? Y ou brought that creature
here?"

| grabbed hisarm and pulled him to hisfeet. “ Actudly it wasthe other way around. Lead her here. She
cant harmyou."

Heturned to Fessfor help, but she only nodded grimly. He took a deep breath to try to control his
trembling. “It iswhat you want?'

"Yes” | said. “Hurry. We don't want her to think us rude.”
"But how? Itis,” and he hdd hisarmsfar gpart, “hugel"
"Shelll know what to do. Now go."

Heturned and staggered away. | suppressed a chuckle even though | understood. A dragon infull regdia
isquiteimpressive.

Madnizaroc entered five minuteslater. Not as adragon, of course, since she could never have gotten
through the entrance. She stood at the doorway, first glaring a me, then studying Fess. Then shewalked
up to me. “I've done what you asked, Brendell. Now live up to your agreement.”

"Soon. Madnizaroc, meet Pipo Fess. Sheistheruler of Houff."

"Y our maesty,” Madnizaroc said and bowed. Her voice, however, held no respect.



"I normaly don't believein formdlities, but in your case I'll make an exception,” she said. “So you're the
dragon Brenddl| has brought to protect us."

"Isthat what he told you?’ Madnizaroc laughed. “Why would | do that?"

"Heré'swhy,” | said. | took the contract and handed it to Fess. “The possessor of this contract possesses
tota control over Madnizaroc. | now giveit to you of my own freewill and foreswear any further
obligations of Madnizaroc to me."

"No!” Madnizaroc's scream echoed within the library and was nearly loud enough to shake the books on
the shelves. *'Y ou cannot do this! | cannot remain adave any longer!™

"You have no choice,” Fesssaid coldly. “1 accept this, Brenddll. Houff iseterndly in your debt. And you,
dragon, stop your screaming. Now!"

"I will kill you, Brendell. | assureyou of that."
| looked at Madnizaroc and shrugged. “| believe Pipo Fesswill make that decision, not you."

"Indeed. It would appear premature for that action.” Fess walked over to achair. “ Everyone Sit, plesse.
Let usdiscussthisStuaion inamore civilized forum.”

"You lied to me, Brenddll. Like al humans,” Madnizaroc said as she reluctantly complied.
"Not at dl. | freed you. Of me. What Pipo Fess decidesto doisupto her."
Madnizaroc looked at Fess. “Let mekill him. Please. Heisathief and cannot be trusted.”

Fessraised her hand. “ Stop acting like thejilted bride. Brendell has told me some interesting things about
your ... condition. Let me seeif heisright.” She sat back and began reading the contract whilewe sat in
slence. | glanced at Madnizaroc once, but the hatred in her eyes convinced meto turn my attention
elsewhere, so | studied the various tomes on the shelves until Fess cleared her throat. “ Clear enough,”
and she st the contract down. “Brendell saysyou claim the magician tricked you."

"Kladiskan. Yes,” shesaid heavily.
"And the contract was magicked."
llYall

She nodded. “1t was. And | see you were aswell. The demon that surrounds you; that iswhat controls
you, not this contract. Am | correct?’

Madnizaroc Sghed. “ Yes."

| started. A demon controlled Madnizaroc? She had said nothing about that. “ A demon?’ | asked Fess.
“Areyou sure?'

"Absolutdly. | can seethe aurathat surrounds her. 1t's something only amagician can see.”
"You can freeme of it?” Madnizaroc asked hopefully.

| stopped listening as the two continued their conversation. Ensnared by a demon. No wonder
Madnizaroc exuded pure evil, no wonder she obeyed every command of the possessor of the contract.
Y ears ago, amagician had done the same to me. It had been among most painful experiences of my life.



To be completely inundated by an unholy presence, forced to obey without question any order given.
And yet she had disobeyed that control when mating with the male dragon. | could only shake my
head in amazement and commiseration. The pain she had had to endure, it was nearly beyond belief.
Now | looked a Madnizaroc with different eyes. Now | had to hope that Fess could free her from those
unearthly chains. “How can you help her?’ | heard mysdf ask.

Fess crossed her legs. “1 for one do not want a dragon roaming the forests of Houff. Especially one
whichwill be nesting in the near future.™

Madnizaroc shook in surprise, then stared at me. “Brendéll, you told!™
Fesslaughed. “Y our condition is obviousto me, Madnizaroc. Brenddll had to tell me nothing.”

Madnizaroc gave me another withering glare, which had no effect since | was inured to them by now,
then looked suspicioudy at Fess. “1 must return to the mountains.”

"Not inyour current condition. Or in mine, I'm afraid.” Fesssighed. “I could remove you from thethrall
of the demon. I could remove the spdll on this contract. But tell me, Madnizaroc, how will thishelp me
solve the problems Houff now faces?!

"Y ou are awoman. Only you can understand what | have endured and what | must do.”

"Don't look at me for sympathy, Madnizaroc. My first and overriding concern is the condition of Houff
and my people. Brenddl brought you here to help us. And that you shall.” She stood. “Leave us now,
Madnizaroc. Thereisfood in the kitchen. Cooked, I'm afraid, but | can't have you out hunting and
adarming my people. Brenddll and | still have much to discuss.”

She nodded dowly and | eft, but not before honoring me with one more angry glare. | waited until the
door closed before speaking. “ Y ou do haveto help her. For my sakeif nothing e

"Don't worry. | know how to handle females, no matter what speciesthey are. Right now I'm more
concerned about what to do with the Guild membersin my cells. | can't release them and don't dare hang
them. Thusfar the Guild has not attacked us, but this standoff cannot continue forever.”

"It may not haveto. Let'svigt them, shdl we?'

"There arefour of them,” Pipo Fess said as we made our way through the cellars below her manor. Her
home was built over acavern, and | couldn't help but shiver in the damp and darkness as the torches on
thewall provided little save light.

"Y ou know they are Assassin's Guild?'

"They clamed as such. I've been able to get no other information astheir leader has refused to provide
any, just demandsthat we release them.”

"Typicd Assassin's Guild. They think they don't leave aring around the bathtub. I'm glad you kept them.”

"I'm not! All they do iscomplain. | have to feed them and provide guards while they just it there. Totally
usdless”

"Well see what we can do. Wait here. This could be interesting.”

Far moreinteresting than | could have imagined. They were huddled in the far corner of their cell when |
entered. “1 want to talk with your leader,” | said.



They al ignored me. Except for one. “No! It can't be!” Algorph dowly turned and stared at me. “Y ou!”
and he pointed an accusing finger. “1f 1 had my sword | would kill you now!"

| smiled. “Sorry. | just keep coming back like abad meal, don't |7
He approached, stopping just one pace away. “1 knew | should have killed you when | had the chance."

"Beglad you didn't. Otherwise you would be dead right now. It isonly through my intervention you and
your men have been dlowed to live.”

He straightened and threw out his chest. *Y ou and Houff have no right to threaten the Guild. We were
seized without provocation and we demand our release!™

| scratched my nose asif degp in thought. “Y es, seized. Exactly what were you and your men doing in
Houff, Algorph?’

"A Guild matter that is none of your concern.”
"Redly?Isthefact you've been laying siege on Houff any of my concern?’

"Houff has become an unlawful threat to Kastikaan and its neighbors. We are merely protecting others
from the threet of this Pipo Fessand her demon armies.”

"Pipo Fess and her people are no threat. To Kagtikaan or to anyone else and you know that.”

"Pipo Fess declared unprovoked war upon Kastikaan,” he retorted, hisface turning red. “ She used her
magic to destroy thelr great wall.”

"Actualy it wasadragon. Which,” | answered the startled look on hisface, “ shewill useagain if
Kastikaan rebuilds that dam.”

"The witch controlsadragon?’ Thered in hisface wasfading by the second. “Impossible! | don't believe
you. Sheisnot that powerful."

"Y ou, and Kastikaan, will find out for themsalvesif they continue to rebuild that wall. Kastikaan has no
right to dam that river and destroy every land below them that needsthét river to survive."

Hetook astep back, hisrighteous mien evaporating in the harsh light of my threet. “1 know nothing about
thet."

"Y our Guild does. Or should. Houff is not interested in conquest, only protecting itself.” | pointed to the
wallsaround us. “Asyou've seen, we can do that very well."

He continued to spout the propaganda | was afraid he actudly believed. “The evil magician must be
destroyed, for the people of Kastikaan and the people of Houff. She cannot be alowed to defy the will
of the Guild!"

"Please” | shook my head and laughed. “ Y ou told me yoursdlf, Algorph. The Guild often usesthe
gpparent threet of lawlesslands to regp generous contracts from neighboring realms. Use Houff in the
same fashion. Pipo Fessis of more vaueto you and your coffersin power than burning at the stake.”

"No,” he said after amoment. “ She must be destroyed. Houff has become aland of wanton thieves. Her
evil magic must be erased from thisland!™

My little band of enthusiasts had been more effective than | dared dream, | redized. Almogt surely the



Thief's Guild had heard of this by now. Doubtlessthey were aso taking an interest in this conflict. And |
knew they would not be as easy to placate asthe Assassin's Guild. | hope your people are starting to
create the Far Glass, Fess. “Just think about my offer. We will unleash our dragon if Kastikaan
rebuilds that wall. Do not make us unleash her upon you aswell.” | sarted to walk away.

"What useisyour offer to me and my men when we are lingering within this prison?"

| stopped. “A vaid point.” | walked back to him. “I can tell the magician to release you and your men
unharmed if you tell the Guild what | havetold you."

"It would bein my report.”

"Good. You're only an underling, so | can expect no more | suppose.” | suppressed agrin as| saw anger
risein Algorph'seyes. “I'm sure shell release you if you promise you and your men will not set foot on
Houff land again."

Hedidn't hestate. “ That is acceptable.”

"Then I'll seewhat | can do. Inthe meantime,” and | pointed to the walls around us, “enjoy the
hospitality that al who oppose Houff can expect to receive when we are threatened.” With that | [€ft,
closing the door loudly behind me.

Fesswasfull of questionswhen | met her farther down the hall. “Well, what did he have to say?’
"If we release him, he promised he and his men won't bother you again.”

She shook her head. “ That's all”? Of what useisapromiselike that? As a Guild member, he hasto follow
their orders. Even if he doesn't return, otherswill."

"Of course. Which iswhy | made them an offer they might find more attractive than war."
"Whichis?'

| explained how the Guild used rogue lands to garner lucrative contracts from others. “ From their
standpoint we will be more vauable dive than dead, so to speak,” | finished.

She made amoue. “1 don't like that necessarily. Houff has dways been a peaceful land. Would they
agreetothat?'

" think they might. Especialy once Madnizaroc isfinished with Kastikaan. The Guild has no ssomach for
battling magicians and dragons.”

"So what do we do about them?’ she gave anod toward the cells behind us.

"Release them in the morning. But I'll want to talk to Algorph once more before you do. Now, isthere
any way | could get something to eat?'

"That wasddicious"

Corditasmiled shyly as she removed the dishes. Rather than imposing further on Fess' hospitality, | had
decided to dine that evening in theinn owned by Cordita'sfamily. Although | did have more than amed
onmy mind. “I wish | could offer you more. We can only smuggle the most basic mests and grain past
the blockade."

| patted her hand. “ That should change soon."



"Redly?’ Her smile brightened immediately. “Y ou've found away to defest the Guild and save us?'
"'Defeat’ may be too strong aword. Discourage, perhaps.”

"I knew you could save usl” Suddenly she jumped at me, hugging metightly and kissing the top of my
heed. “ Gadtindl, my hero!"

| tried to ook in her eyes, dthough it was difficult, being that my face was imprisoned between her ample
breadts. “Our struggleisn't over, Cordita. | till have one more journey to make."

She stepped back. “ Y ou must leave me again?”

"Yes,” | nodded sadly. Then | took her hand. “But for thelast time.”

She sat across from me. “I heard rumors you brought a dragon back to Houff."

"Madnizaroc. Y es. Sheisgoing to help protect you while I'm gone."

"Y ou are an amazing man, Bourherr Gagtindl.”

"Brendedll. That ismy red name.” And the name | shall soon own again.

Her eyes suddenly darkened. “Y ou lied about your name. What else have you lied to me about?”
"Nothing.” Of importance.

She stood, then began gnawing on afinger, her head bowed. “I don't know. Thereis so much | need to
discuss with you, but now?1 don't know.” Then she looked at me. “When areyou leaving ... again?'

"l don't know. Soon. Within the week | would hope."
"And you'l be gone how long?'
"I don't know.” | rose and stood next to her. “I promise| shdl return assoon as| can.”

Cordita pressed against me asif she was searching for warmth on afrosty night. “Y ou are a strange man,
Gadtindl. Brenddl."

| forced alaugh as| embraced her. “ So I've been told. More than once.”

She looked up and kissed me quickly, then stepped back and took my hand. “If you must be leaving
soon, we should make better use of our time together. There are no other customers| need to be
concerned with. Come.” And she led me to her room and, not much later, bed.

The following morning, Pipo Fessand | made another journey to the cells and the band of Assassin's
Guild members. “What are you going to tell them?’ she asked as she shivered from the cold and
dampness.

"I'm going to give their leader some extraincentiveto tell his overseerswhat we want.”
"And exactly what would that be?"

"That his mission was successful and he was able to destroy the tunndl. His group just happened to be
caught afterwards.”

She frowned. “What tunnel? They were chattering about the same thing and | have no ideawhat they



were talking about.”

"| told Algorph that you had constructed atunnel from your manor to the outside. It was how you were
ableto bring in supplies despite their blockade. Fortunately they believed in the possibility enough to
digpatch some troopsto search for it."

Her gppreciative laughter filled the corridor. Y ou never stop surprisng me, Brenddl! Y ou've managed
to protect uswith nothing savetall tales.”

"Thankfully that onuswill fall upon Madnizaroc now. Although I'm afraid she will be most reluctant to do
0."

"We've dready had along discussion. As| told you, Brendell, I know how to deal with females. Welve
managed to strike an equitable agreement.”

"Good. Just don't trust her.” We continued in slence until we reached the last turn before the chamber
holding the cells. *'Y ou can walit here. | shouldn't need more than afew minutes with them.”

Her eyesfrosted over. “1 am the leader of Houff. Or have you forgotten?”
| blushed. “ Sorry. Of course you are welcome, your majesty.”
"That's better,” she said and snorted. “I have afew thingsto say to them aswell.”

Asbefore, only Algorph approached when we entered. “Y ou are going to release us now, Brendd|?” It
redlly didn't come out as aquestion.

"Algorph, | assume you will do aswe discussed yesterday.”
"Itismy duty to inform my superiors.”

| nodded. “That it is. | suggest you aso tell them that you succeeded in destroying the tunnel before you
were captured.”

Hewas slent for amoment, then shook hishead. “I will not lieto them. Our missonwas afalure. | ana
falure"

"Y ouwouldn't redlly belying. Especidly sncethetunnd wasalie"

He began to shake asredization sunk in. “You! You ... thief!” He reached by reflex for his sword, then
thered in hisface dowly turned from rage to embarrassment when he realized he was unarmed. For
another minute he continued to glare at me. Then he threw back his head and laughed. “1 hate you,
Brendell. I've hated you ever since you destroyed me at the Thief's Academy. But,” and he shook his
head, “you have a so earned my respect. Y ou would make a good commander, Brendell, | cede you
that.”

"Enough of your foolish maerituas,” Pipo Fessinterrupted coldly. “I1t is my land you have threatened,
my people you haveimperiled. | demand your hodtilitiesend immediately.”

Algorph studied her soberly. “As| have promised the thief, | will present your demands to my superiors.
| believe they will accept your terms.”

"My terms?’ She glanced from Algorph to me. “What did you tell him, Brendd[?"

"That it would be more profitable to the Guild if you remain asyou are, free of any Guild entanglements.



And that, of course, you be dlowed to live in peace.”

She considered my remarks. “1 see. | think. And you, Algorphisit? Y ou will tel your superiorsto lift the
blockade and not interfere with my rule of Houff?"

"It appears the most reasonable solution,” he said.
"In that case you are free to go. My men will escort you to our borders.”

"Of course, your majesty. | would expect nothing less. Oh, before we leave.” He seized the iron door to
the cell and pulled. There was a groaning sound, then the door began to separate from the cavern wall.
He stepped back and pointed to the wide gap that now existed. “Y ou might want to do some work on
your jail. We could have escaped any time we wished.”

Fesslooked a him in amazement. “Then why didn't you?"

Helaughed bitterly. “We had to find out where the tunnel was. We thought we could learn more if we
appeared to be prisonersthan if we wandered blindly all over the place.” Then helooked a me. “I guess
wewereright.”

| patted Algorph on the shoulder. “1 think | was wrong about you. Y ou would have made agood thief.”

"I won't take that as acompliment.” But he was smiling when hesaid it. “Men,” heturned, “we are being
released. Follow me."

"No wespons,” | said aswe started back down the corridor in singlefile.

"Understood. Although,” and Algorph's voice dropped to awhisper, “1 would appreciateit if somehow
you could return my sword to me. | paid dearly for it."

| nodded. “I'll seewhat | can do."

Fess guards were surprised when we appeared outside her manor. There were no protests, only relief,
however, when she told them to lead the prisoners to the border and release them. Then, with anod
toward me, she returned to her manor, meright behind.

We marched directly to her library. “ So you presume to speak for me and the people of Houff with this
Algorph,” she said as soon aswe sat. “Ignoring the fact that | rule her, not you.” Then sheleaned
forward, her eyes glazing over withice. “How dare you negotiate with Algorph without my authority!”

She had every right to chastise me, | knew. “I was only doing what | felt best, your magjesty. | was certain
my plan would work."

"Your plans. Yes. Tell me, Brenddll, exactly what are your plans? For Houff and for me. And for
Cordita” She sat back and studied me. “ Sheiswith your child, you know."

| couldn't help but gasp in surprise. “No,” | managed after along pause. “1 didn't know.” Why didn't she
tell me?

"And | suspect you don't care. But that's between you and her. Now you've managed to dispose of the
Assassin's Guild. But that hardly ends our difficultieswith Kastikaan.”

"The dam. Y es, your mgesty.”

"A little late to be honoring my position now, wouldn't you say?"



"Yes. Agan| gpologize” Why isshe acting like this?1 couldn't help but wonder. Everything | had done
had been for the well-being of Houff and her people. Surely she could see that. But, | had to admit, | had
kept her in the dark about much of my activities. “ The dam will cause a problem. Have you any

uggestions?'

"Now you ask for my opinions. How thoughtful. No; you tell me what you havein mind, then I'll tell you
what you shdl do."

"We have Madnizaroc now. She candoit. It would be best if they believe she did it thefirst timeas
wdl."

"They won't. Y ou were foolish enough to destroy it during the day. Someone would have seen
Madnizaroc if that weretrue.” She paused. “And I'm ill not sure how you did it. Wasit that fire sat you
talked about?"

Foolish? If | had tried that at night, | would have been caught or worse. Now, however, was not the
timeto argue, so | merely agreed.

"Don't useit again. It istoo dangerous.”
"Of course.”

"Fine.” She sat back and crossed her legs, then poured some wine before continuing. “1 have decided
you will take Madnizaroc to Kastikaan during the day and destroy that dam. It isimportant they see her
s0 they know sheisunder our control and that we can attack them at any time."

"A good plan, your magesty, an excdlent plan. It shal convince Kastikaan not to trouble you and Houff
again. It shal be carried out asyou say."

She laughed, a hearty laugh that nearly brought her to tears. “ Stop it, Brenddll,” she managed to say
during paroxysmsof giggles. “Y our attempts a being the fawning underling are just too funny!"

| frowned. “Thenwhy..."

She managed to regain control. “To put you in your place. To remind you who isthe leader of Houff.
Y ou should have seen your face. Priceless!”

| bowed my head, both chastened and miffed. “I am sorry | overstepped my bounds.”

She gave adismissve wave of her hand. “Hardly worth gpologizing for, especidly considering what
you've donefor us. | just don't like your continua surprises.”

"Agan| gpologize"

"Accepted,” she said after amoment. “And | gpologize for acting on my own wounded pride. Y ou didn't
deservethat. A toast then.” She held up her glassand | walked over with mine and touched glasses. “To
Houff."

"To Houff,” | nodded.

"Tomorrow, you take Madnizaroc to K astikaan and dedl with the dam. Tonight,” and she smiled, “I
suggest you spend with Cordita. Y ou two have your own plansto make."

"Isthisredly necessary?’ Madnizaroc, in her dragon form, and | were outside the city wallsand my
well-used basket was waiting for me. It was early morning and few were out of bed. Pipo Fess had



inssted on this; “We don't want to darm my subjects any more than necessary,” she had explained.

| felt asinconvenienced as Madnizaroc, but for different reasons. | had spent the previous evening with
Cordita, when she reluctantly admitted she was pregnant. “Y ou don't owe me anything, Brendell,” she
had inssted as we shared her bed. “1 chosethisand | am fully prepared and able to raise our child by
mysdf.”

"| can't do that,” | replied.

"Why not? Y ou've never married, correct?’ Then she stopped and even in the darkness | could seethe
suspicionin her eyes. “ Or isthat something else you haven't told me?!

"I'm not married,” | said quickly. “1 am not afather, either.”
"Asfar asyou know,” she said with asniff.
| Sghed. “I admit thereisapossibility.”

"| thought as much.” She sat up and crossed her arms, resting them on her ample breadts. “I've thought
about this, Brenddl. If you took too long to return, or never returned, | was going to tell your child you
were dead.” She stared quietly at mefor along timeand | could fed the sadnessin her gaze. “It'sthe
best way. A child shouldn't be brought up without hisfather.”

"Yes” | sad heavily. “But | will return.”
Then she grabbed my hand and pressed it to her breast. “But only if you want to.”

"l want to.” | kissed her on the forehead, then the lips. And then everywhere else to reassure her even
more.

"So arewe ready to leave?’ Madnizaroc asked, shattering my reverie.

"Of course.” | climbed into my basket and moments later we were doft. Once again | was amazed at the
view below s0 | logt track of time before | heard Madnizaroc clear her throat. “ Sorry. What?'

"I never thought | would say this, but | must thank you, Brendell.”
| never thought she would say that, either. “ For what?'
"For bringing meto Pipo Fess"

For thefirst timein | couldn't say how long | felt amomentary sense of relief. “I'm glad for you. Shewas
ableto remove the spdl?’

"Y es. The demon no longer controlsme. | am now freeto be.... me"

So much for relief. “But you will help us, correct?'

"Sheand | have come to amore equitable agreement. One which will benefit us both."
"Then you no longer want to kill me."

My basket wobbled abruptly, nearly forcing me overboard. Then Madnizaroc laughed. “ Y our inevitable
desth isonly temporarily postponed. | till don't like you, Brenddll, for exiling meto Mount Perjheus.”

"But you understand why | had to do that,” | said hadtily.



"No,” and she abruptly veered downward, heading directly for acopse of tal tree. She streaked above
them, my basket nearly brushing the treetops and bringing cries of alarm from the birds roogting there. |
was gtill brushing aside the startled birds searching for refuge in my basket when she turned upward. “ Did
| make my point?'

"Clear asran."
"Good. Now, where is this dam you were prettling about?"
"Just follow theriver. It's at the base of the mountains.”

We continued east at aleisurely pace. The good people of Kastikaan were now stirring for another day's
labor and, even from our height, | could tell the sight of Madnizaroc was causing greet concern. “Y ou're
making quite animpression,” | said aswe hovered briefly over thewals of the city itsdlf. A few of the
sentries sent arrows our way, but we were high enough that they fell harmlesdy short.

"Fools,” she said asanother volley of arrowswerefutilely fired. “If | were of amind, | could st afire
ther entirecity.”

"No need. The dam isour sole objective."
"You lack dl sense of adventure, Brenddll."

Perhaps that's why I'm still alive. “I didn't become athief for the ‘ adventure, Madnizaroc. Okay,
thereésthe logging camp. Thedam iscoming up.”

The loggers stopped working as we flew overhead. | watched, bemused, as they began chasing after us.
Which wasjust what | had hoped for; we needed alarge audience for what we planned. “Isthat it?’
Madnizaroc asked.

The great wooden wal now wasin plain sight. “Yes. Soar aboveit and circle sothey can dl see”

Once again my basket rocked violently as she flew upward, clearing thewall by just afew feet before
circling over the dam and the lake it formed. Aswe circled waiting for the lumbermen to arrive, | couldn't
help but admire the structure. This high, the man-made lake reminded me of agiant bird bath. “Too bad
you don't swim,” | said off-handedly.

Madnizaroc snorted. “Who said | don't? Dragons aren't afraid of water. In the mountains, we swimin
mountain poolsdl thetime."

"Redlly?’ | |looked down, afinger to my lips. “Could you swimin that?'

"Areyou deaf? Of course. It's probably not as cold as| would likeit, though.”

"Y ou know, maybe we won't have to destroy this dam after al."

"What are you saying, Brenddll? Pipo Fesstold me this dam was the cause of dl the problems.”

"Itis. I'mjust saying, maybe we don't have to destroy it. Put me on the ground, then take alittle swim.”

"You're an enigma, Brenddl. Someday I'll bite the top of your head off to see how your mind works.”
Still she dropped low enough so | could safely jump from my basket to the ground. Then sherose and
soon was enjoying hersdf in thelake.

The approaching crowd had seen meland, so | merely had to wait, arms folded, until they arrived. They



looked from me to Madnizaroc, their faces various shades of pale. Finaly one found histongue. “ That
dragon. Y ou brought that dragon! Y ou must get it out of here before it destroys ugl™

| shrugged. “When she's done with her bath. It wouldn't be agood ideato interrupt her right now.
Dragons have short tempers.”

"Y ou brought that dragon here!” another said and pointed an accusing finger.

"On orders of Pipo Fess, rightful ruler of Houff. She controls the dragon, not me.” That, at least, wasthe
truth. “ She knew the dragon needed a place to swim and hunt. The lake you've created isided .”

"It's our lake. It belongsto Kastikaan!"

"True enough. | suggest, though, that you bring up your objectionswith her,” and | pointed to
Madnizaroc. “Pipo Fess has only limited control over the dragon.”

"If you don't get rid of that creature, we will destroy it!” another angry voice caled out.

| looked at their armament—axes, saws, several swords and knives—and laughed. “ Arrowswon't harm
her. With what you have, you'll haveto get very closeto her to have any chance. Y ou understand she
breathsfire, don't you?"

"Pipo Fesswill hear of this,” gill another said. “If she can't control the beast, we will destroy Houff."

"I'll rlay the message.” | looked back at Madnizaroc, who happily remained in the water. “But you
know how hard it isto control dragons oncetheir mind is set. That lakeis so attractive ... | just don't
know. | won't be surprised if she dropped by for avisit everyday.” | then gave out apiercing whistle.
Sowly, mgesticdly, Madnizaroc rose from the waters and within afew minutes my basket was on the
ground next to me. “Good afternoon, gentlemen,” | said withasmileas| climbed in. “I'll relay your
concernsto Pipo Fess."

Asweflew away, | kept my attention on the dam and the men below. They remained for quite sometime
before returning to their camp. | was certain, however, that more than one would soon be discussing the
gtuation with the Kagtikaan council.

Pipo Fess was waiting for us when we returned to Houff. “Isit gone?’ she asked as soon as| stepped on
the ground.

"Asgood asgone.”

Shefrowned. “What are you telling me, Brendedll?'Y ou didn't follow my expressed orders?’
"| took advantage of aSituation that presented itself,” and | explained what | had done.
When | finished, she wore abemused look on her face. “Do you think it will work?"

"Madnizaroc may have to provide some persuasion. Perhaps areturn to the lake this afternoon. But |
believe they will destroy that dam themselves. And aslong as she remains athrest, they don't dare
rebuild it.” | gave her ashy smile. “Much better for you and Houff, yes?'

She chuckled. “Y es, most emphaticaly. How long will we haveto wait?
"I don't know. Lessthan aweek | would hazard."

It didn't take that long. By the following morning, the river had risen to its normal banks.



The Guild Coundll

| spent the week in Houff just to make sure the Guild wouldn't go back on itsword or that Kastikaan
would try anything on their own. But the mercenaries retrested, athough we heard reports that more than
norma remained in Kagtikaan. Travel and trade to and from Houff returned to normd, the farmers were
ableto return to their fidds, the merchants enjoyed adow but steady stream of customers and everyone,
except perhaps Cordita, were at the least relieved.

| should have fdlt the same, but | knew better. The Assassin's Guild may have been assuaged, but not the
Thief's Guild. Sooner than later, they would send someoneto investigate. And unlike the Assassn's
Guild, they would not be dissuaded by adragon or demon army. | knew | would have to leave Houff one
more time. So one morning after breakfast, | made my way to Fess manor.

| found her in fineform. Shewasin her sudy, plucking ajaunty tune on aharp. | politely sat and listened
until she finished, then applauded. “Very nice. Perhaps Cordita could have you entertain at her inn some
evening.”

She blushed. “I only play for my own enjoyment. What brings you here, Brendel1?"
"Qur troubles are not over, you know."

She sighed and pushed the instrument aside. “1 know. But couldn't you mention that on amore
gppropriate day? The sun is shining, the butterflies are everywhere. Thisisthe Houff | grew upin. We
used to be ahappy land and happy people.”

"And you will be again. When were finished."
"Sowhat isour problem thistime?"

"My Guild. Itisapoint of honor among them, aswell as good business practice, to punish unlicensed
thievery. Now that the Segeisover, | strongly suspect they will be turning their attention on us.”

She pushed a dtray strand of hair aside while sighing. “ And what do we do about that?"

"All you can do isbe dert, be suspicious of any strangers. Move your va uablesto other locations. | can
giveyou advice on that, but believe mewhen | tdll you that they can make things very uncomfortable no
matter what you do. You won't be able to stop them, but | might be ableto.”

She amiled sadly. “Let me guess; youll beleaving usagain.”
"I'm afraid s0."

"Areyou going to tell mewhat you're planning? For achange?'
"Bascdly, | haveto break the power of the Guilds."

| rested in my bed and watched a spider make its dow progress across the ceiling. One kingdom taking
on the power of the Guilds; one man taking on the power of the Guilds. Ridiculous, and Pipo Fess had
said asmuch before | left Houff. “ Thisisn't necessary. We can't declare war on the Guilds and win.
Weve come to an agreement with the Assassin's Guild; what more do we need?’

It'swhat | need. “We can stop the Thief's Guild aswdll. If you'l let me."

Wewerein her study, and she sat back in her chair and sudied me. “ Thisreally doesn't have anything to



do with us, doesit?"

"l admit | hold apersona vendetta againgt my former Guild. But you are atarget aswell. I'm hel ping both
of us"

"Jugt don't confuse the two."
"l won't. What I'm doing will protect you."

"So beit.” Sherose. “I have much to do, so | must bid you leave. Y our supplieswill beready inthe
morning.”

Three dayslater | was relaxing in this Trevis Harbor inn. | turned my attention from the spider to the Far
Glass sitting beside me on the bed. An excellent copy of Ensten'sorigind creation but with an interesting
addition: aspdll, courtesy of Fess, which made it unusable without the proper incantation. Thiswould
prevent others from copying it, asmple feat otherwise. Such amodest device, | mused as| rolleditin
my hand, yet aso dangerous. It had led to the desth of Ensten, a death directly caused by my actions. |
had brought it to the Guilds because | saw the potential threat it presented. My Guild and the Assassin's
Guild in particular had felt the same, and their votes and arguments had swayed the other Guilds during a
council meseting. Thus Ensten had to die. Now | wastrying to garner support and protection from severa
of the Guilds againgt Houff's enemies ... and mine. My hope was that the renamed Far Glasswould help
do that.

So the next morning | wasthe first one on the ship bound for Mynosia. Mynosiadid not even havea
Captain's Guild office, but it was home to the Miner's Guild. | suspected they would have no interest in
the Far Glass. But | did have something e se they might find useful.

As soon aswe left port, | found an excuse to meet with the ship's captain. “Isthere a problem with your
quarters. Mister Bourherr?” he asked me brusquely when | entered his stateroom at the appointed time.
“If s0, you should take that up with the teward, not me."

"Not at dl. They are quite satifactory.”
He frowned. “ Than what isit?"

If I could have claimed Guild membership, our meeting would be more cordia. So | wasted notime. “I
am atraveling merchant. | was recently in Houff and discovered adevicethat | believe you might find
interesting.”

"l am not familiar with Houff and | certainly have no timeto look at trinkets. Now if you'll excuseme..."

Hebegantoriseso | put the Far Glass on hisdesk. “No bauble | assure you. Instead, thisisadevice
they cdl the Long Eye. | am confident you would find quite useful.”

He picked up the ssmple brass tube and studied it. “Long Eye you call this. And just what isit for?'

"Just look through the end.” He complied. He reacted just as| expected. First surprise, then suspicion.
He set it down to ensure | hadn't moved closer, then looked through it again. | smiled as he placed it
carefully on hisdesk, then sared a me. “Interesting, isn't it?'

"Very.” Heran hisfingers across the brass tube. “Y ou say you got thiswhere?"

"From Houff. They invented it. | suspected the Captain's Guild would be very interested iniit."



"Yes” hesad softly, his gaze once again on my gift. “Thiswould be very hepful.”

"Keegp that with my compliments,” | said, rising. “Introduce it to your Guild. Houff will be delighted to
provide more at areasonable fee.” | started toward the door, then paused. “ Just so you know, thereisa
spell applied that will render the Long Eye usdlessif anyone endeavorsto uncover its secret. They will
even attune the Long Eye to each Guild member if desired. At areasonablefee, of course.”

He nodded, his attention <till focused on thetoal. “1 will bring thisto the attention of my Guild as soon as
posshble”

"Thank you.” | left him il studying the inspired invention of Ensten. The Captain's Guild had bowed to
the will of the other Guilds once; my hopes for Houff depended upon them not doing so again.

| was ableto relax the remainder of the voyage to Mynosia. In fact, | was quite satisfied with mysdf and
feding very confident when wefindly arrived. Which turned out to be amistake.

It was my own fault. | had been taught never to let my guard down, to be suspicious of everything and
everyone. Even the best-laid plans and so on and so on. So | had alowed myself to become careless
when | |€ft the ship and started down the crowded street leading to the heart of the city. | wasbeing
jostled constantly—an advantageif | werein the mind to lift some purses—and | found myself congtantly
S destepping approaching pedestrians or dodging coaches and wares piled on the sidewalk.

Thus completely distracted, | didn't notice the three men in uniform waking straight for me. | did notice,
however, the pointed object that suddenly was pressed against my side. “Be gtill, Brendell,” aharsh voice
whispered in my ear. “Don't make asound.”

The sudden chill engulfing me had nothing to do with the knife. Someone knows who | am. “What is
this?’ | asked the unseen voice. “Who are..."

A sharp jab in my ribs stopped the rest of my protest. “Do what | say or die.”

No arguing with that. | stood still as people continued to walk unmindful by me. I couldn't even turn to
see who was threatening me. But | couldn't miss the three men who walked up to me.

| didn't recognize their uniforms, but there was little doubt they were the Mynosian police. “Thisisthe
man?’ one asked.

"Yes” My attacker stepped beside me. | studied him out of the corner of my eye, but | didn't recognize
him. | could only presume he had been following me for quite sometime, probably since | had left Houff.
He had to be employed by the Thief's or the Assassin's Guild. * Y es, commander. His nameis Brendell.
Heisaformer member of the Thief's Guild, now no longer working under our aegis.”

The commander glared a me. “Is he correct? Isyour name Brende | ?

| forced anger into my voice. “My nameis Bourherr Gagtingll. Asyou will see from documentsin my
bags. Thisman ismistaken. | have never heard of this Brendell."

"Thismanisaprofessond thief,” my accuser said camly. “Of course he would have nothing on him that
would betray histrue identity. He did, however, have this. Which | discovered and removed from his
stateroom while aboard ship.”

| winced as he handed the commander a document, one | recognized immediately. A valid Thief contract.
| needed no prognosticator to tell me whose namewas onit. “I've never seen that before! Thismanisthe
thief, not |."



So much for the truth setting me free. The commander read the document. “ Just as you informed usin
your letter,” he said, folding the contact and placing it in his pocket. “Mynosia owes you much this day,
Peron Grimmire."

Grimmire? My mind raced frantically between this news and my immediate predicament. Was the man
related to Professor Grimmire of the Thief's Academy? Perhaps his son? If so, the highest echelon of the
Thief's Guild had to be involved, which was not an encouraging thought. “1 am innocent,” | said weakly.

The commander glared at me. “We will discover that soon enough. A night in the chambers has|oosened
many astubborn tongue.”

"I know nothing of what this man istaking about. | am abusinessman here to see the Miner's Guild on
matters most urgent.”

"Heisarogue who must be stopped at al costs,” Peron said. “For the honor of the Guild and the safety
of dl Mynosia” Heturned and glared at me. “This man has no conscience and is beneath contempt.”

"If I am no longer amember of the Guild, then how could | obtain alega contract?’ | pleaded with the
commander as hismen seized me. “That'simpossible! Y ou must know how the Guilds work."

"He accepted alega contract illicitly,” Peron said with asmug smile. “Fortunate we discovered his
treachery before anyone could be harmed.”

"Then someone ese will fulfill the contract,” | said quickly as| was being pulled away. “Whoever's name
on that paper isstill aGuild target!”

"Let themtry,” said the commander. “The prince will be well-protected now that we are forewarned.”

"Wisethat you do s0,” Peron said as| was being led away. “His benevolenceisfamous even in my land.
| would deerly like to meet himwhilel am here.”

The commander smiled and shook his hand. “I'm sure that can be arranged, Master Grimmire."

"I am humbled by the honor. Y ou can reach me at the Cock's Crow.” Then he glared a me one more
time. “Y ou have earned your fate, Brendell. May the buzzards feast upon your bleached bones.”

"Grimmireisgoing to sted from the prince,” | said asthe guardsled me away. “1 can help you stop him!™

"We have stopped you, that's dl that matters. Now quiet; save your breath for our inquisitors. They have
some new devicesthey've been desperate to use."

The crowds gave way as we made rapid progress down the streets, too rapid for my peace of mind.
One man was on either Side of me, holding one of my arms and supporting most of my weight.
Fortunately they were using both hands so neither held awegpon. The commander remained severa
steps ahead, ignoring us as he cleared a path through the throng.

| waited until we reached an uneven patch of sidewalk, then went limp and dropped to my knees. Both
my captors lost their balance and loosened their grips. When | jumped up and flipped backwards, they
lost hold of me completely. | grabbed one and threw him into the other, then turned and ran asbest |
could down the crowded street.

The heavy traffic was now an advantage. My pursuers couldn't chase me any faster than | could run and
they had difficulty keeping mein view. | ran by severd stores but decided | couldn't hide insde one; the
customers would see me and could point me out to the guards.



Instead | ducked down an dlley. It led to another main artery, but | decided not to risk it. If there were
more patrolling guards, | would probably be caught. Instead | searched for ahiding place, and the

bal coniesthat stretched above me gave me one. | leaped and managed to grab the bottom decorative
railling of one. | pulled mysdf up and wedged my right foot into the other end of therailing, then flattened
mysdlf asbest | could againgt the bottom of the balcony. Therailing, besides giving me something to hold
onto, also helped hide me from searching eyes.

It wouldn't hide me for long, of course, not if they did athorough search. | had barely situated myself
when | heard the yells from the guardsmen and, soon after, approaching footsteps. | held my breath and
willed mysdf il asthey approached. Out of the corner of my eye, | could see them run past me, hardly
glancing up. They were certain | had fled to the street beyond and headed directly toit.

As soon asthey turned the corner, | climbed onto the balcony. | didn't dare go back theway | had come
as other guards might be derted and waiting, so, hoping desperately no one wasinside, | opened the
glass door on the balcony and entered the building.

It led to alady's bedroom. | went to the far door, pressed my ear againgt it and listened intently. No
sound. It didn't mean this residence was empty, but at least | should have time to don adisguise.
Fortunate, | thought as | studied the owner's closet, that | was clean-shaven. That had been hammered
into usin Disguise 101 at the Academy; afase beard could easily be added, but removing abeard could
beimpossibleif the Stuation was dire. Thisonewas. | removed my jerkin and rolled up my trousers, then
threw anondescript blue dress over mysdlf. A shawl to cover my arms and a hat would help hide my
more masculine features. Then | looked at my shoes and sighed. No chance herswould fit me and mine
would betray meif anyonelooked closaly, so | would have to dispose of this disguise and buy new
clothing as soon as possible. Findly | grabbed apurse—I| emptied it as| had no interest in stealing more
than necessary—and | was ready for the Mynosia Streets.

| reached the outer hallway easily enough, but | stopped when | heard voices coming from below. “I've
seen nothing,” | heard someone say. It hasto be the guards, | redlized. | might be able to fool them, but
not those who lived in thisbuilding, o | returned to the lady's apartment and waited. Soon enough |
heard footsteps, then aheavy knock on the door. “Whoisit?’ | asked in ahigh voice.

"The police. We need to ask you some questions.”

"The police?’ | opened the door acrack and peeked through it. Two stern guards were standing outside.
“Soyou are.” | opened the door completely. “What do you want? I'min ahurry.”

"Madam, were sorry to disturb you,” one said. “Have you seen astrange man in the last haf hour?”
| frowned but kept my head bowed, not looking in their eyes. “No. What's strange about him?'
The guard grimaced. “A criminal escaped nearby. Very dangerous. We are seeking him.”

"Most derelict of you to let adangerous criminal escape, wouldn't you say?

"May we comein?’ the other guard asked. “He escaped near here.”

| feigned outrage. “ Just what are you saying, young man? That |, an unmarried woman, would have a
man in my rooms? How dare you!"

The second guard stepped back, embarrassed. “No, madam, not &t all."

"We're sorry to have troubled you,” the first guard said.



"You should be.” | aimost somped my foot in supposed frustration but stopped mysdlf. If they ook at
my shoes ... “Now if you'll excuse me, | have an appointment and I'm aready late."

"Of course.” They bowed and stepped back as| dowly walked out and down the hdl. | imagined their
eyes drilling through my back like awoodpecker as | walked daintily down the stairs and out the front
door. Fortunately the presence of the guards had encouraged the residentsto remain in their rooms, so |
reached the streets without further problems. Only then did | allow mysdlf to relax. | lingered on the
corner and planned. Clothing firgt, then an inn. Then | could decide what to do about Paton Grimmire,

My supper a the Golden Hart was delicious, and | pushed mysdlf away from the table with a satisfied
sigh. It was expensive aswell, but that mattered little as, thanks to the crowded Mynosa streets, | had
amased afull purse.

| was now wearing the rich robes of landed gentry, with bracelets and rings and long flowing blond hair. |
hadn't wanted to go to such extremes, but Grimmire had changed dl that. Obvioudy | had been followed
snce leaving Houff. Someone, presumably the Assassin's Guild, had told them | was il dive. | hoped it
wasthe Assassin's Guild; | didn't want to contemplate possible treachery from Houff.

Careless, Brenddll, | scolded mysdlf as| enjoyed an excellent wine. | had made no effort to cover my
tracks beyond my assumed identity al the way to Mynosa Anyone could have followed me. Once |l was
asea, keeping track of me was even easier. Grimmire had been onboard aswell, and probably sent a
message to the authorities ashore by a dispatch boat before we docked. Then he merely followed and
waited to spring the trap.

Now | had two tasks to accomplish while here: meet with the Miner's Guild and extract a measure of
revenge on Grimmire. Thelatter | vowed to accomplish that evening.

It was nearing midnight when | entered the Cock's Crow. | had to ring the bell five times before a deepy
clerk came out from the back room. “1'm sorry,” he said and yawned, “but we have no rooms.”

| sniffed. “Asif | would ever stay here. | believe you have a gentleman staying that | have cometo see.
Paton Grimmire."

The young man shook his head. “I'm sorry, we respect our guests' privacy.”

"Of courseyou do.” | set three gold coins on the counter. “But heis expecting me. It ismost urgent | see
him. Now."

His eyeswidened at the Sight of the coins, his struggle with greed obvious. Then his shoulders dumped.
“I'm sorry,” and he shoved the coins toward me.

| stopped him. “That may not be necessary. Y ou don't haveto tell me anything. Just let melook a your
ledger.”

"But that would bethe same..."

| grimaced. Sometimes dealing with an honest man can be so frustrating. “1 won't say aword if you
won't. Beieve me, Mr. Grimmire will be grateful for your assstance.”

Helooked at the coins one more time. “Just look at the ledger?”
"A smplerequest, no?’ | pointed to the empty lobby. “Who isgoing to know?'

He stepped back, then reached down and set the ledger on the counter. | opened it and found the last



page with writing. Of course Grimmire had used hisreal name; otherwise the guards wouldn't be ableto
reach him if the Prince did grant him an audience. | pointed to hissignature. “ The room is on the fourth
floor?"

"Yes. At theend of thehdl. On theleft.”

"Y ou've been most helpful,” and | added two more coinsto the pile. “ The Stairsare that way?’ | pointed
totherear.

He nodded. “Please be quiet. Our guests are deeping.”
| smiled. “1 plan to. No onewill know I'm there.” Especially Paton Grimmire.

| heard the norma noises of aninn at night as| made my way up the stairs. muted arguments, loud
snores, the occasional squesk of the bed and accompanying cries of passion. His room was right where
the clerk told me. | listened at the door but heard nothing. | opened the door quickly and dipped inside.
If I was lucky, hewas till enjoying the enticements of an inn somewhere.

| wasn't. He was dumbering peacefully, but at least he was aone. Two people would have deterred me;
one didn't concern me. A loose floorboard posed more immediate danger than adegping man. | crept to
the window and pulled back acurtain to let in more light. Now it was merely finding what | was looking
for.

Grimmire had to be an Academy graduate, so | was confident he had his purse and jewels sowed under
the mattress. Trying to retrieve them would inevitably waken him. | was more interested in what might be
in hissatchd. That was hanging conspicuoudy on ahook on thewall. Nothing within would interest a
common thief, but I've dways liked to think | wasn't common. Just unfortunate on occasion.

Thiswasn't one of them. | opened it and found what | was seeking: Guild contracts. There were only
three, but, as| had hoped, they were blank, which only made sense. If Grimmire had been following me,
he could have no ideawhere | was bound. He had filled out the false contract during our seavoyage. The
otherswere merely for emergencies.

| considered this an emergency. | removed one and returned the satchd to it's resting place, then closed
the curtains. Not long after | was enjoying awell-earned flagon of winein anearby inn, glesfully planning
thefdl of Paton Grimmire.

"Y ou are sure of what you heard?” asked the guard captain for perhaps the dozenth time.

"Yes” | said patiently. “I wasin the Golden Crow and the man, clearly besotted by the grape, mentioned
to his companion that he was planning to rob the prince.”

"And you know him ... how?"'
""His companion mentioned hisname.”

"l see.” The captain stood and began pacing behind his desk. “ Serious charges, Master Fayden, serious
indeed. Especidly since this man has aready accused another of asimilar crime.”

| shrugged. “I know nothing about that.”

Helooked at meintently. Even if he had been among the guards sent to capture me, he wouldn't
recognize mein my current disguise. “ Quite a coincidence, wouldn't you say? Two thieves after our
prince.”



"Perhaps there's only one. Perhaps this Grimmire lied to throw you off the scent so to spesk. | reluctantly
admit | have employed the Thief's Guild in the past. They will stop at nothing to fulfill their contracts.

He put afinger to hislips, degp in thought. “ Still, thisis merely your word againg his."

"Easy enough to find out. Question him. From my experience, thieves dways have a copy of their
contractswith them.”

"Yes” Hesghed. “It isour sworn duty to protect the roya family. Any threat must be investigated.
Where are you staying, in case we need further information from you?'

| supplied the name of aninn, just asfase asmy identity. “If | amwrong, if | misunderstood, then thereis
no harm done."

"Perhagps. Thank you for your assistance, Master Fayden.” He offered his hand.
"l pray I'mwrong,” | said, rising and accepting it. “I do not make it a practice of dandering the innocent.”
"Good that you don't. Goodday."

| nodded and left, only dlowing myself to amile after | was out of the guard offices. They would find a

sgned contract in Grimmire's possession; that morning | had returned the now-completed document to
his satchel while he was enjoying breakfast a another inn. | was confident the guard would pursue their
duty vigoroudy. A shame, | thought, that | couldn't be around to enjoy the aftermath.

| went straight to theinn | claimed | was Staying at, just in case | was followed. | had been there
previoudy under the pretext of perhaps renting quarters and, while pretending to study the ledger, learned
there was a Quam Fayden staying there. | didn't want to involve another innocent in my plans, but the
guard would redlize the truth soon enough if they had the mind to question him or her. Then it wasto a
closet on the second floor, where | discarded my outer wraps and false beard. When | |eft, | looked
nothing like the man who had entered. Now it wastime to meet with the Miner's Guild.

First | went to afew storesto obtain theingredients for the fire sat. Not alot; | wasn't taking down a
dam thistime, just enough to spark interest amongst the miners. Then to the stables and ahorse for my

journey.

The Miner's Guild offices were outside Mynosia, near the region's mining operations. The Guild secretary
greeted me reluctantly. “We have no openings,” he began our mesting.

"I'm not herefor work. I've brought something, however, that might make your work abit easier.”
"We are quite satisfied with our current operations,” he said dtiffly.

| had expected this. | had already learned, thanks to Ensten, how resistant the Guilds were to anything
new. “We are not suggesting achange, just an addition if you will. It can help your Guild earn greater
profits.”

| thought that would interest him. He leaned forward. “How?"

"Let medemondrate.” | removed asmal bag of fire st from my pocket. “ Thisisfire sdt. It was
developed in Houff."

"Houff?" Hefrowned. “We have no mining operationsin that region.”

"Wedidnt develop it for mining. Actualy we useit to clear land for farming. The proper amount will



remove the largest tree stump.” | poured some of the powder on hisdesk. “If | light this, it would burst
harmlesdy into flame. Pack thistightly into a container of some kind, however, and it eruptslikea
volcano. It will actudly blow aholeinastonewall.” | paused. “Or amine.”

"That sounds dangerous,” he said, interest flagging.

"It can beif too much isused. But with abit of experimentation, you should be able to discover the
proper amount.”

He nodded reluctantly. “Houff isalong way from here. Shipping would be a problem.”
"WEéll provide the formula. The ingredients are easly obtained anywhere.”

He sat back and wriggled his fingers while he thought. | noticed how crooked and scarred they were,
doubtless broken more than once while working in the mines. “ Oursis not the richest of Guilds. How
much would we owe you for this‘fire sdt'?

| smiled. “ Absolutely nothing. Consider it agift from the good people of Houff."
"A gift?'

"Y es. We see no reason not to share this valuable tool with others. If, a some point in the future, you
might be able to help usin some way, we would greatly appreciateit, of course. Beyond that?’ |
shrugged and stopped.

He formed a steeple with hisfingers as he sat back. “ That would appear afair offer. Y ou will
demondirate this, of course?'

"Of course. | have everything with me. We can doiit right now if you wish."
"L et me summon my assistant and you can show us.”

Not long after the three of uswerein anearby forest. | had already packed somefire salt in a paper tube
and attached a string covered with more of the sdt. “ As| told you, you'll have to experiment to
determine how much of the salt you need,” | explained as| shoved the tube into the ground near asmall
tree. “Once you've placed it, just light the string,” which | did with the torch | had brought, “and get
back."

We moved back agood twenty paces while the string burned merrily. Not far enough. When thefire sat
erupted, we were knocked to the ground and immediately covered with dirt and shards of wood. When
the smoke cleared, there was alarge hole in the ground and the tree had been torn in half.

| grinned weakly as we rose and shook away the debris. “ Sorry. Used a bit too much.”

The Guild members, however, just stared in awed silence at the wreckage. “ Amazing,” the secretary
managed to say after severd minutes.

"| thought you might beinterested.”
He nodded, his gaze still focused on the ruined tree.

"Inthat case...” | patted him on the shoulder. “I'll give you thefire sdt recipe. Be sureto let your Guild
know about this and the generosity of Houff."

"Wewill.” Heturned reluctantly and offered his hand. “Y ou have provided agreat service, Sr. I'm sorry,



| didn't get your name.”
You never asked before. “Brenddl,” | shook his hand. “Be sure to mention my name aswell.”

| took acircuitous path back to Houff, chiefly to lose any pursuers. Four times| traveled by ship; each
time | presented the captain with aLong Eye, and by thelast he said that the Guild had learned about
them and were dready in discussons with the Houff government about purchasing more. The Miner's
Guild, I knew, would take longer, but if they became as enthusiagtic as the Captain's Guild, then my
effortsto protect Houff would have succeeded.

Sowhen | findly made my way down the main road of Houff, it had turned from spring tofall. The
changes amazed me. Theriver now flowed freely and the fieldswere full and ripe for harvest. There was
now asteady stream of travelersflowing into and out of the city proper. Soon, | was sure, | could get out
of my disguise and join Corditain her inn to share aglass of wine and her bed. By now you'd think I'd
learned...

The guards, mostly human now, let me pass through the gates without question. Unlike before, the streets
were crowded and many of the buildings bore fresh coats of paints as new businesses had moved in.
Eventudly | had to dismount and lead my mount to the stables far from the gates. “ Two slver coins,” the
stablemaster said when | asked for quartersfor my horse.

"Redly?Y our prices have goneup,” | said.

He bent over and peered closaly a me. “Y ou've been here before?” he asked after along moment. “I
remember facesbut | don't recognize you."

You aren't supposed to. | wore agoatee and blonde hair of medium length, plusalarge earring in one
ear that wasimpossbleto ignore. “It'sbeen along time. Here,” and | handed him the fee. “Make sure
heswdll cared for.”

"Of course,” he said, dropping the money in hisleather apron.
"Things have changed alot sincelast timel washere,” | continued casually.

"If you were last here during the troubles, then you are right. Kastikaan no longer threatens us. Pipo Fess
and her magic have shown the world that we can defend ourselves! Even the Assassn's Guildisno
meatch for her."

Or adragon. “Wel, it lookslike things have changed dramatically for you. It's been quite sometime; can
you recommend aninn?'

"Y ou can stay in my stablesif you wish. Two lead coins each day."
"I've been deeping outside for the last month; | would like a bed that doesn't move beneath me.”
"Try the ' Dragon's Bower,” he said with atouch of pique. “In al likelihood they have no rooms, though.”

"Thank you.” | waked awvay whistling merrily. Y ou've doneit, Brendell, | thought as | wended my way
through the crowded streets. Houff was both safe and prosperous, more, | was sure, than before. |
stopped to admire the waresin severd storefronts on the way and debated whether to select something
for Cordita, then changed my mind. Later we could shop for something she truly wanted.

When | reached Corditasinn, | realized that it had been renamed and was the one the stablemaster had
referred to. It wasfilled with customers but after abrief wait atable opened. | sat and summoned a



serving wench. “ A flagon of your best wine,” | told her. “ And could you summon Corditafor me?
She frowned, which troubled her beauty not in the dightest. “I'm sorry, master, but | know no Cordita.”
Now | frowned. “ Cordita. The woman whaose parents own this place."

Her eyes widened in recognition. “ Oh, the previous owners! They sold out and left four monthsago |
believe. A family tragedy or somesuch, I'm not sure. I'm not from Houff."

My good mood vanished likearainbow inthe night. “I see,” | said dowly. “I'll have thewinein any
event. And thank you."

My mind raced down mordant passageways as| sat in silence. Had something happened to Cordita? To
her family? A death perhaps? And where could they have gone? After all this, it wasn't right, and | had
to sop myself from damming my fist on thetable. I'll have to see Fess earlier than | planned, | redized as
| Spped tastelesdy at my wine.

| didn't enjoy my quaff, but | felt its effects nonetheless. When | left theinn, | was more drunk than | had
planned to be. | should have waited until morning, but the grape won the argument over courtesy and |
went directly to Fess manor. | pounded on the door until a servant opened it and stared at me. “Who
are you and what could you possibly want at this hour?’ she asked.

"Who are you?” | asked, my voice durred. “1 need to see your mistressimmediately.”

She stood in the doorway, legs spread, armsfolded, her intentions clear. “ The master is adegp and must
not be disturbed. Whatever it is, it can wait until morning. Now leave or | summon the guards.”

"Thisisimportant. The safety of Houff isat issue. Tdl her Brendell ishereto see her."”
"Brendd|?’ She stepped forward, sniffed, then her eyes widened in recognition. “It is you!"
| understood immediately. “Madnizaroc."

Madnizaroc moved aside. “ She will want to see you. Don't understand why. Comein.”

"S0,” | said aswe walked toward the library, “how arethings? | would think being a serving wench
would be beneath you."

"I'm not a*serving wench!’ | do what she asks because she gives me the freedom to do what | must.”
She stopped and glared a me. “Unlike you.”

| sghed. “I'm sorry | had to inconvenience you. And thisisthelast time | will apologizefor anything | did
to you.” We entered the library and | dropped into achair. “Now fetch Fess."

She grimaced but |eft me done. So Madnizaroc is now Fess' servant. What does that mean? Lord
Bandikane had passed the dragon off as hiswife ... with tragic results. “1 hope you know what you're
doing,” | whispered.

| was gtill pondering when an upset Pipo Fess entered. She stood in the doorway and looked at me with
folded arms and an angry glare. “What are you doing here at this hour?'

The cold reception was not what | was expecting and | rose shakily. “1 apologize for the hour, but | had
to seeyou immediatdy, Mistress Fess."

"Y our impatience will be the death of you, Brendell.” She entered and sat across from me. Shewas clad



in aflowing green robe but no jewery and she stifled ayawn. Shelooked at meintently. “It is you,
right?'

| frowned, then nodded. “Indeed. Y ou can't fool adragon, you know."

"The beard becomesyou."

"You can haveit.” | pulled it off and tossed it on atable. “Thisaswell,” and | removed the earring.
"I doubt I would have usefor ether, but | am relieved to see you despite the hour.”

Relieved? Not glad to see me? “I only just arrived and | felt it necessary to talk with you.”
"Thislatein the morning? About what?"

"About.” Then | stopped and hung my head, embarrassed. “I'm sorry. | had too much wine, too little to
edat.” | startedtorise.

Fess shook her head. “ Sit, Brendell. Now that |'ve awakened, albeit abruptly, we might aswell get this
over with. Youfirg. What ison your mind?'

| don't know. Madnizaroc? The situation with the Captain's Guild? What is the Thief's Guild
doing? “Cordita. I'velearned she'sleft Houff."

She crossed her legs, her robe opening and baring them past her knees. “ Y es. Like many of my people. |
have no ideawhere they went."

| shivered, both at the news and Fess' attitude. Perhapsit's just the hour, | thought, reaching for straws. |
grabbed one. “1 understand the Captain's Guild has contacted you about the Long Eye."

She shrugged. “ They have been very interested. Houff thanks you for that.”

Thisisn't going well at all. | leaned forward, thought about taking her hand then changed my
mind. She was acting so formal, such a sign of intimacy would only worsen the situation. “You
have something on your mind. Tell me."

"Y our relationship with the Thief's Guild."
"What about it? | warned you they would come. Have they?!

She brushed back a stray strand of graying hair. “Most definitely. And they have accomplished what the
Assassin's Guild could not. Weve been robbed blind, Brendell. All because of you!™

Now | was beginning to understand. The Guild had put out an open contract on Houff. “Y ou've taken the
steps | suggested to protect yourself?'

"Asif it'smattered! Oh, we've caught some. But they've stolen from everyone. Y ou ask about Cordita.
They drove her family to ruin, forced them to sdl and leave. And they're not the only ones. The Guild has
madeit very uncomfortable for us” She straightened. “ They know youredive."

"I'm aware of that."
"They've declared war on you, Brendell. And on anyone else who would dare help you.”

| swallowed aboulder. “What are you telling me?”



"Y our vendetta against the Guild does not concern us. It is not our battle.”

Shivering, | managed to say, “But I've saved you!"

"And we saved you. Houff is grateful for everything you've donefor us. But we can do no morefor you."
"Then I'll leave.” | tried to stand, but my legswouldn't alow me.

"No. To protect Houff, | had to make an agreement with them. They've been waiting here in case you
returned. Madnizaroc is dready notifying them. They should be hereto retrieve you in minutes.” She
sghed. “I dolikeyou, Brenddl. But the well-being of Houff is more important than yours. Thereisredly
nothing | can do.”

| tried to frame an answer even as| heard adin erupt outsde our room. Betrayed. Again. Any influence
of the wine was gone now. All | felt was cold, afreezing hand grasping melikeadoll. | didn't try to
move, even speak, as | heard the voices and footsteps approaching. Then the door flew open and five
armed men entered. “ThisisBrendd 1?7’ one asked Fess.

"Itis. Asyou requested.”
"Excdlent. The Guild will be most pleased.”

"Aslong as they honor our agreement.” Fess looked a me and | could see the apprehension and
resgnation in her eyes.

"The Guild will honor its commitment.” He turned to hismen. “ Seize him. Search him. Bind him. He must
not escape again.”

| hardly noticed them stripping me completely, then tying my arms behind me, manacling my ankles,
putting ameta collar around my neck and ahood over my head. Everything | had done for Fess, for
Houff, and | had been betrayed. What made things worse was | understood. Whatever | had done for
them they had repaid in kind. Fess' loydty wasto her peoplefirdt. | couldn't blame her. But | couldn't
forgive her, ather.

Themen said nothing as | was hdlf led, half carried outside, then thrown into a cart of some sort. The
clang of metal convinced me |l wasin alocked cage. | managed to get my knees under me and tried to
stand, but only got part way up when my head hit the top. Better | stayed on my kneesanyway. The
night was crisp and they had given me no cloak. So | huddled, trying to conserve hest as| felt usmove
through the cobbled streets of Houff.

| findly fell adeep s0 | don't know how long we traveled when something poked me sharply inthe Sde,
waking me. The heat on my skin told meit had to be morning. | groaned loudly. “1'm cold.”

"He'sdive,” someone said, not trying to hide his disappointment.
"Good. Drag him out of there. Find something for him to wear."

| heard the creaking of an opening door, then hands reached in and dragged me roughly outside. | fell on
my knees on the ground, then rolled on my side. My legs and arms were aching from crouching al night
and | groaned again as| tried to stretch my legs.

"Stop whining, thief,” someone said and kicked mein the sde. Then | was jerked to my feet and | felt
something being draped across my shoulders and around my chest.



| wasn't ready to stand but as| started to fall over, someone grabbed me. “None of that,” and | was
dapped sharply acrossthe face.

"Can't, can't helpit,” | said, tasting blood. “Need water."

"Now he wantswater!” said the man who caught me. “Captain, can't we just kill him now?"'

"No,” another voice said. “The Guild has other plansfor him. Give him some water and feed him."
"Waste of time.” Then someone ripped the hood away.

It took my eyesamoment to adjust to the sudden light. We werein aclearing in theforest. | guessed we
were beyond the borders of Houff, but | had no ideawhich direction we had traveled and | didn't
recognize anything. Forests, after all, tend to look the same. | tried to take a step, but the sudden
pressure of ablade in my back convinced meto stop. So | stood silent and observed.

| could see four armed men; the one behind me meant there were at least five. Two were leisurely
building afire while the others were tending to the horses. We had probably ridden dl night and now they
planned to camp and rest for afew hours. Then | looked down at my manacled feet. A chain hung down
from the collar around my neck and my hands remained bound behind my back. | could wiggle my
fingers, but there was no givein the knots. My captors knew what they were doing. Unfortunately. “I
haveto rdieve mysdf,” | sad.

"Go right ahead,” said the man gtill sanding behind me.

"My hands..."

Helaughed. “If you think I'm going to hold it for you, you'reinsane."
| moved my hands. “I'll wet mysdlf.”

"Thesuniswarm. Y ou will dry soon enough.”

Try something else. “May | St? My legs hurt.”

He grunted, then walked in front of me, grabbed the chain attached to the collar and led me to anearby
log. “Don't go anywhere. I'll get you some water."

Not very likdy, | thought as he walked away. For thefirst time | saw my conveyance, asmal wagon
with an iron cagein back. They had planned well, | had to admit. Between the cage and my bonds, | had
amost no freedom of movement. Eveniif | had apick, it would have been difficult to use. If | couldn't a
least get my handsfree, | was going wherever they wanted. | began rubbing the knots against the log,
hoping the rough bark would wesken the cord.

The guard returned shortly with aladle and asmall bucket. “ Thirsty, en? Here,” and he poured a scoop
of water over my head.

| gasped, then licked up the water dripping down my face. “Thank you."

He pointed at the bucket resting on the ground. “More where that came from. Help yoursdlf.” Then he
threw afew applesinit. “Therésyour lunch.” He was laughing when he walked away.

| squirmed off thelog and sat awkwardly next to the bucket. Thefruit at first ressted my efforts, but,
after athorough soaking, | managed to biteinto one and pulled it out. Wedging it between my knees, |
was ableto eat most of it beforeit inevitably and irretrievably fell to the ground. My efforts caused no



small amount of merriment among the guards and they began betting on whether | could capture another
apple.

Instead | rested against the log, hoping the sun would quickly dry me as the steady breeze was chilling.
One thought comforted me; | would probably die of the fever caught during thistrip than any rope
around my neck.

The guards interest in me died quickly when they redized | was no longer a source of entertainment. |
leaned against the log and began rubbing my bound hands against the rough bark, but stopped after afew
minutes when the guard reappeared. He pointed at the bucket. “Y ou done?’ | nodded. “Good. Well be
leaving soon,” and he grinned. “By thistime tomorrow you'll be only abad memory.”

| cursed softly as he sauntered away. | had always willingly accepted the dangers of my trade. But my
death should have been at the hands of an outraged king or merchant, not those of my own Guild! |
sretched my legsto get alittle relief before | was thrown back in that cage. And nearly yelped in pain as
my hed struck a sharp, pointed object hidden in the grass. | inched forward, thoroughly scratching and
staining my bare bottom on the rough ground until | was nearly on top of it. Don't be buried too deeply, |
prayed as | searched for it blindly with my tied hands. I'm sure| cut my hand when | found it, asharp
stone, not astick. | pried it out quickly; it was small enough that | could hideit in one hand. At least if
they didn't search me too thoroughly.

They didn't. | had made my way back to my favorite log when one of the guards approached. “ Stand up,
Brenddl."

It wasn't easy, and | had to lean against the log to get to my feet. He just stood and watched with asmirk
on hisface until 1 was upright, then grabbed the chain and pulled me toward the wagon. | kept up as best
| could because | knew hewould just drag meif | fell. Then we arrived, and there was more laughter as|
was pushed insde. “He must be growing grass back there,” one said and threw aside my wrap so all
could see my backside.

Other barbs followed until astern voice yelled out, “Enough! We have to reach Kerryn's Cove by
tomorrow. WEelIl beriding al night asit is. Get him in the cage and mount up.”

They grumbled and one dapped me across the back of my legswith aswitch. | crawled forward, my
meager wrap dragging behind me, and then the door clanged shut. Moments later the wagon lurched
forward and we were on our way.

Kerryn's Cove. We were going south, | reglized. At least they hadn't bothered with the hood thistime,
athough there wasn't much to see, crouched over as| was. Two of the guards stayed behind the wagon,
but I noticed none were on ether side. Which made what | planned to do abit easier. The stone |l had
found wasrelatively flat, so | was able to wedge it between two wagon floorboards. The constant
rocking of the wagon was now an asset; anyone who cared to ook would only assume the ride caused
my constant movement, not my attempts to cut through the bonds on my wrists.

The sun had traveled from horizon to horizon and | was covered with sweat both from the direct sunlight
and my effortswhen | findly felt the bonds around my wrists give way. | fought the urge to move my
arms, if to do nothing more than wrap the blanket around me. Now that night was approaching, | was
getting cold. But | would haveto wait until it was completdly dark.

| glanced at the riders, but they were ignoring me. | would undo my ankle manacles next, | decided, then
the callar. Then | would figure out how to escape from the cage.

All my plans quickly became moot, however. We went perhaps another mile when the wagon stopped.



Arethey going to prepare another meal? | wondered. If so, they would surely discover | had freed my
hands. Then | heard voices. | turned my head and saw another group of mounted men blocking the road.
| strained, but | couldn't hear what was being said. The anger in the voices, however, was evident

enough.

Findly the band of riders approached. Their uniforms bespoke them as Assassin's Guild. And their leader
... “Algorph,” 1 whispered. My mind was racing with a thousand questions as the troops rode up to the
wagon.

Algorph smiled as he looked a me. “ So good to see you again, Brendell. Y ou're a hard person to find,
but not impossible. Now you're coming with us.”

"No! He'sour prisoner.” The voice came from the front of the wagon. The man whom | had assumed
was merely the wagon master climbed down and approached. Unlike the others, he wore no sword or
uniform. But he was clearly in charge of my captors, doubtless arepresentative of the Thief's Guild. “ This
man has attacked the very integrity of the Thief's Guild. His crimes againgt us are uncountable. Hisfate
will be determined by usand usaone!”

Algorph leaned forward, his attention totally focused on me. “Isthat true, Brendel1?!
| licked my arid lips. “In amanner of speaking."

Algorph sat up, then looked down at the Guild agent. “ That hardly matters. He has dso defied the
Assassin's Guild. For that he will be punished. By us."

"Y ou cannot have him.” The man hopped up and down like an angry rabbit. “He belongsto ugl”

Algorph remained cam and bemused. “No. Y ou ceded dl claim when you ousted him from your Guild.
Heisour prisoner now and coming with us."

"I'l kill him first. Right here, right now."

Everyone was listening intently when Algorph responded. “1 have my orders and they will be followed.
Y our men are membersof my Guild. Ther first loydty must be to follow my ingtructions. Unless,” and he
amiled, “they're scabs. In which case | have the authority to day them immediatey.”

The Guild agent grimaced. “These men are hired members of your Guild. But they work for the Thief's
Guild™

"Assassin's Guild demandstake priority.” Algorph looked a my guards. “If you men wish to continue to
remain membersin good standing of the Guild, you must obey me.” Then he looked again at the Guild
agent. “I amin charge now."

"Never!” and he somped hisfoot in frustration. “ This matter concerns only the Thief's Guild. We will
protest your actions a the next joint council meeting!™

"Whichisyour right. But until then, heisin our custody."
"Y our Guild does not have that right or that power. Thisis not how the Guild's operate!

Algorph sighed as he removed his sword and pointed it at the Guild representative. “ Thishas goneon
long enough. Get back in your wagon and follow us.” Then helooked a me. “ And get the prisoner some
clothes. We don't want him dead. Y et."



| was dragged out of my cage to be dressed and they discovered | had cut through the ropes. Algorph
merely laughed. “Asif that would do you any good, Brenddl. Remove the necklace but keep the
manacles,” hetold his men. “ Those should suffice, now that we're here” Minuteslater | was back in the
cage and we were once again under way.

We arrived at Kerryn's Cove the following morning. It was asmdl fishing port and the townsfolk
watched in slent awe as we paraded down the main street. We were surely the most entertaining sight
they had ever seen, which pleased menone at al. Several actually came up to my cage, so | growled at
them to drive them away. We stopped at what | immediately recogni zed was a Guild office. “ Come with
me and welll talk to the captain,” Algorph told the Guild agent. “ Make sure Brenddl stays put,” he then
ordered his men.

"Could you let me out 0 | could stand?’ | asked as soon as the two men disappeared in the building.
“Every muscle aches.”

"Those are not our orders,” one guard said coldly. *Y our discomfort should end soon enough.” Then he
grinned. “And forever."

So | stayed where | was, my anger boiling over. Here | sat, atoy being fought over by the two Guilds. It
made no difference who won, | was going to be thoroughly broken. Y ou did thisto me, Fess, | said
softly, but | knew that wasalie. | had done thisto me. My ridiculous quest for vengeance had led meto
theinevitable. Attacking the Guilds; you are an utter fool, Brendell. Yes| am, | had to agree with my
inner voice, and now there was nothing | could do but wonder which Guild would decide how | died.

My guards had grown testy and | hot and hungry when Algorph regppeared. “ Take Brenddll to the
cdlars” hesad. “Heisgoing to remain our guest until the Guild representatives arrive.”

"That could take amonth or more,” one grumbled as they began unlocking the cage. “He'sgoing to die
anyway. Why waste the time and expense?’

"l agree,” Algorph said. “But wewill haveto let the Council determine which Guild deservesthe honor.”
Then he pulled his sword and ran hisfinger dong the blade. “1 hope | win the lottery to become his
executioner.”

They pulled me out and quickly tied my hands. | was completely surrounded by armed men aswe went
ingde graight to the cellars below. Soon after | waslocked within another cage, athough thistimel
could stand. The other guardsleft, leaving Algorph and | alone. “ Aren't you going to untie my hands?’ |
asked.

"You'reathief. They should cause you no problem. If they do, well,” and he shrugged.
"I helped you before, Algorph. With King Zenoraand with Pipo Fess. Y ou and your Guild owe me.”

"I don't think so. Y ou defied us. Y ou helped our enemy. Y ou declared war on us, Brendell. Now you've
lost and haveto pay the price."

True enough. | decided a different approach was called for. “Y ou've severely inconvenienced the other
Guilds. Why forcethemto travel dl theway here? It would have been fagter to go to them. They might
be upset with you."

He shook hishead. “ That would require traveling by ship. It will be easier to protect you here."

"'Protect.” An interesting choice of words. Do you suddenly fear for my safety? That perhaps the Thief's
Guild will try to sted me away?'



He patted his sword. “Would they try. Y our Guild istoo cowardly to chalenge us. Y ou thievesare dl the
same, sneaking around in the dark, fleeing at thefirst sign of danger. Relying on usto protect you.” He
stepped forward. “Nothing can protect you now, Brendell.”

| wastired of hisbravado, angered at hisingratitude. | yawned. “ Could you give me something to est, or
do you plan to tarve me?"

"No. We can't, now. What would you like?'
"Meat. Cooked of course. Vegetables. Perhaps some wine?”

He nodded. “Grud it isthen! Someone will be down soon. Enjoy your stay, Brenddl.” He laughed and
darted to walk away, then turned. “ Oh, and welll have guards here dl night, every night.”

Hewas as good as hisword. Unfortunately.

So the days crawled by. Beyond endless jokes at my expense, the guards weren't overly cruel. They did,
however, rebuff al my attempts at conversation, and as Algorph never regppeared, | had no oneto talk
to except the spiders and one overly shy rat which shared my living quarters. | didn't bother trying to
escape. My successin doing so previoudy now proved my undoing; the guards, waystwo at the
minimum, were unnaturally aert and proneto searching me and my cdll hourly.

| lost track of the days but | knew something wasfindly happening when the guards entered my cell
carrying abucket, arazor and achange of clothing. “ Strip him and chain him to thewall,” one ordered as
he set his burden down.

So | was, and they proceeded to scrub me down, shave me and hack away at my hair. | was shivering
and spitting soapy water when they released finally me. “Make yoursdlf presentable,” another said and
pointed at the pile of clean linen. *Y ou are about to be judged for your countless crimes against the
Guild"

The shirt was sheer and neither it nor the pants had pockets. They didn't provide shoes. When | was
finished, they grabbed my arms and pulled me out of the cell and up the stairsto aroom occupied by ten
other men sested around along table. The Guild Council, | redlized. Brought here to determine who had
theright to kill me.

| was led to the back of the room and forced to stand below the glowering portrait of the Assassin's
Guild chief whilethe men studied meintently like I was the misbehaving schoolboy. | wanted to stand
proudly and look each in the eye, but my clothing was till damp and | could do little more then smilein
embarrassment at them.

After what seemed forever, the man at the head of the table clapped his hands. “We may now begin.
Thisisthe man Brendd | we have been brought to judge?’

"Yes” sad themanwhom | recognized asa Thief's Guild officid. “Heisaformer member of our Guild
and must be punished by usand usaone!"

"Well determinethat, thank you.” Then he looked a me. “Y ou understand why we are having thistrid,
Brendd|?'

| swallowed aboulder. “Yes,” | managed to squeak ouit.
" Speak up!"



"Yes.” | responded louder than necessary.

"Good. But | shall reiterate the charges for the benefit of the attending Guild representatives. Y ou,
Brendell, have been accused of heinous crimes againgt both the Thief's Guild and the Assassin's Guild.
Both Guilds demand the right to punish you for your malfeasance. We have been brought hereto
determine which will have the honor of killing you. Isthat correct?"

Both the Thief's Guild and the Assassin's Guild representative nodded.

The chairman sat back. “| suppose dl thisisamere formality snce your fate is aready determined.
However, asthisisaconflict among Guilds, it must be settled in Guild fashion. Teszneth, would you state
your dam firg?"

That was the Thief's Guild representative. “ Thank you, Guild Chief Mirz. Thisman,” he pointed at me,
“haswaged awar against the honored members of my Guild. He hasinterfered in legal contracts, he has
stolen from our offices. Hisdirect actions have led to the false detainment of at least three of our
members. His crimes have threatened the very foundation of our Guild. Asaformer member of our
Guild, heisoursto judge and ours aone.”

Mirz gave alow whigtle. “Y ou say he has stolen from you?"
"Yes,” and Teszneth gave me awithering glare. “ From our officesin Hannis Bay."

Good, | thought. They till know nothing about my adventuresin the Archives. Or are too embarrassed
to admit it.

Mirz looked at me. “ Are those accusations true, Brendd|?"
"l was defending mysdlf,” | said. “They put a contract out on my family. They robbed from me."

"A legd contract and perfectly within our rights,” Teszneth said. * His past actions frequently cast our
Guildinabad light."

"I succeeded in every contract | wasgiven,” | snapped back. “Contracts that no other thief could have
fulfilled”

"Theman wasafalure” Teszneth said camly. It wasthe reason we threw him out of the Guild.”

"Y our abilities are not why were here,” Mirz addressed me. “ Just your actions against two honored
Guilds. Commander Zyle, what isyour clam?"

The Assassin's Guild representative stood so everyone could admire the medals on hisjacket. An
impressive display | had to admit and | decided if | had avote, hewould receiveit. He straightened and
pointed a me. “ This man Brenddll defied direct Guild orders and imperiled our members. During our
containment of the outlaw kingdom Houff, he asssted the evil ruler and her demon army. Heled their
attack againgt the innocent people of Kastikaan. It was only through our intervention that that peaceful
land was not overrun, her dear citizens endaved or worse. We have managed to control the Situation, but
not without avast expenditure in time and manpower. Hisintervention led to the deaths or imprisonment
of dozens of my Guild members! For that aone he deserves punishment from our handdl™

"If you wouldn't have supported Kastikaan against Houff, none of that would have been necessary.” |
sraightened and looked Zylein the eye. “I am dive today only because your Guild did not follow the
written contract you had made with the Thief's Guild.”



"What ishetaking about?’ Mirz asked Zyle.
"Merdly theramblings of aliar and aroguethief,” hereplied.

"Ask your own man Algorphif I'mlying,” | said. “ The Thief's Guild hired you to capture me and have the
rulers of Vralik dispose of me. Instead you told the Guild | had been killed so you could coerce meinto
working for you."

Zyledammed hisfigt on thetable. “1 will not stand for you dandering my Guild! These unfounded
accusations are just another reason why his head belongsto ug!”

| noticed Teszneth gazing a him intently. “Y ou did tel us Brendell had been killed,” hesaid to Zyle.
"The witch Pipo Fessdeluded us,” Zyle snapped back. “But none of that matters now."

Good, | thought as | studied the look on Teszneth's face. He didn't appear to be appeased. | wassure a
bit of divisiveness between the Guilds could only help me, so | tried to widen the gulf. “My accusations
are easy enough to prove. Summon Algorph and ask him."

"Sargent Algorph isaway on another assgnment,” Zylesaid, folding hisarms.

"How convenient,” Mirz said. “But overal that matterslittle. Y ou are dready guilty inthe eyesof the
Guilds, Brendell. Thisisnot atria but merdly adetermination of which Guild has priority.”

"My Guild,” Teszneth brokeit. “Heisamember of our Guild!"
"Former member,” Mirz said.
"Yes,” Teszneth admitted.

"Y ou may want to review your membership qudificationsif this person has been such apariah,” Mirz
sad dryly. “Gentlemen,” and he looked at each Guild representativein turn, “you have heard the
arguments. | see no reason why we should delay any longer, especidly since the accused has denied
none of the charges againgt him. Unlessthere are further questions, | cdll for avote."

"l have one,” one representative raised his hand.

Mirz nodded. “ The chair recognizes the representative from the Miner's Guild.”

He stood up and looked a me. “ Did you recently visit our headquartersin Mynosia?*
It took me amoment to remember. “Yes"

"And you showed our representative something you caled ‘fire sdt'?"

Where was he going with this? “Yes"

He smiled. “Y our gift to us has proven to be most hel pful. Our operations have improved dramatically
sncewevebegunusingit.”

"Fresdt. What isit?’ asked Mirz.
"It'sa powder that, when properly used, can explode. Weve found it excellent for mining.”

Zylefrowned. “Why have we not heard of this? Why was this not brought to the attention of the Council?
This*firesdt’ soundslike something al the Guilds should vote upon.”



The Miner's Guild member shrugged. “We didn't consider it your concern. This Brendell brought it to us
and usaone. He said it was discovered in Houff.” Then he looked a me. “Weve been searching for a
way to thank you. Now | think we'vefound it.” He turned back to the Guild members. “ Gentlemen,
Brenddl isamember of the Miner's Guild and as such isunder our jurisdiction only."

"What?” Teszneth nearly jumped from his chair. “He cannot be amember of your Guild, Saro. Heisnot
aminer!”

Saro smiled. “Heis il an apprentice. But that makes him nonetheless an honored Guild member.”
"Thiscannot be,” Zylejoined in. “ A man cannot be amember of two Guilds."

"Heian't,” Saro sad. “ Teszneth has said Brendell was thrown out of the Thief's Guild. Areyou
suggesting, Zyle, that heisamember of yours?*

The commander's medals trembled. “ Absolutely not! We have no use for members who cannot follow
orders.

"Thenit's settled. As Brenddl isamember of my Guild, we have priority in determining any punishment
he may deserve no matter who those actions were directed againgt.”

"Y ou're overstepping your bounds, Saro,” Zyle said darkly. “Y our Guild lacks theright or the power."

"My Guild hasthe right to determine who will join us. Each Guild isequd in the eyes of the Council,” he
replied with aglare,

Zylewould hear none of that. He popped out of his chair like agopher from the ground. “ Not this day!
Y ou will not defy the will of the Assassin's Guild!"

"Enough,” and Mirz rapped on the table for attention. “1 am in charge her, Commander Zyle, not you.
Return to your seet.”

"Thisis somekind of foolish charade and my Guild will not tolerateit,” said Teszneth.
"What honored member Saro saysistrue. We are dl equashere,” Mirz replied.
"I demand avote now! Saro must not be alowed to deny justice for my Guild and my men!” Zyle said.

"My Guild has the right to determine who shal be amember and who shdl not, not you,” Saro said to
Zyle

"Y our Guild does not have the power to defy usl” Zyle was now shaking so hard his medaswere
jingling.

Saro approached and stood inches from the taller man. “ And your Guild has become too arrogant in its
lust for power! Y ou do not control my Guild."

Zyle poked afinger in Saro's chest. “Y ou need usto protect you!™

"And you need the ore we mine to make your wegpons!” Saro moved Zyl€e's hand aside. “ Or would you
prefer to ‘ protect us with limbs and rocks?”

"Gentlemen, please,” Mirz said, damming his hand on the table. “ Take your seets. We will vote onthisin
acivilized manner.” Saro and Zyle were dill glaring a each other asthey reluctantly complied. Mirz
sighed before continuing. “I apologize to the rest of the Guild representatives for the poor behavior of a



few of our members.” He gave Saro, Zyle and Teszneth each awithering glare. “If it happensagain, the
man will be removed and his voting rights rescinded on this matter. Isthat understood?’ Each man
nodded dowly. “Then let the voting begin.” Hetook a swallow of water before continuing. “Initidly we
were dealing only with the conflicting claims of the Thief's Guild and the Assassin's Guild. Now we must
a0 congder the daims of the Miner's Guild. Siveramith's Guild, what say you?'

| Sghed and closed my eyesas| listened to my fate. The surprising actions of Saro; could they save me?
Surely not. Zyle was correct; The Assassin's Guild was the most powerful. No Guild would want to defy
them. The result wasinevitable and | could only wonder if the Assassin'swould day me quickly. Hanging
or beheading, which method did they use? | couldn't remember, but neither was overly attractive.

| becamelost in my fatal musings so it took Mirz's rapping on the table to catch my attention. * Enough,
gentlemen! Wewill not sit here and argue with each other!” Then he sat quietly until the other members
regained composure. “ Thank you. The voting now stands at three supporting the Thief's Guild, three
supporting the Assassin's Guild and three for the Miner's Guild. | had hoped that | would merely chair
this meeting but obvioudy, and unfortunately, mine will be the tie-breaking vote. Asthe representative of
the Captain's Guild, | do not fed that this Situation concerns my membership. However, the conflicting
demands of the Thief's and Assassin's Guild have changed that.

"In ligening to the arguments presented, | believe each member has made astrong case for his position. |
could argue strongly that each is correct. However, there is one voice we cannot ignore, and that is of the
accused. Brendell, | have aquestion to ask you."

What? Which Guild | would prefer kill me? “Go ahead.”

"Areyou familiar with adevice cdled the Long Eye?’

He had to know the answer. “Yes."

"Y ou introduced it to one of our captains, didn't you? Under adifferent name."
| had no reason to lie about that. “On behalf of Houff, yes."

"Y ou were merely the messenger then.”

"Y es. Houff developed it. We thought your Guild would find it useful.

"I'm sureyou did.” Mirz then looked at Saro. “Brenddll, indirectly or not, has provided a great serviceto
my Guild aswell. Already the Long Eye has saved three ships from crashing on unknown reefs. For that
reason, | am casting my votein favor of the claim made by the Miner's Guild. This council sessonisnow
completed.”

Zylelegped from hischair. “Thisisan outrage! Thewill of the Assassin's Guild will not be defied. | will
kill thisman mysdf!”

Mirz camly reached out and grabbed Zyle's sword arm. “If you dare defy the will of the Guild Council,
you are branding you and yours outlaws. We will strip you of dl rights and recognition. We will not
tolerate your continued arrogance.”

Zyleglared a Mirz, then Teszneth, then me. “Thisisnot over,” he sad, Sitting reluctantly.

Mirz was unmoved. “ Yesitis. Saro, | an releasing Brenddl| in your custody. If you wish to arrange
compensation with the other complainants, that isup to you. | now call this meeting adjourned.”



| remained standing, not yet able to move, asthe council membersfiled out. | was sl having difficulty
understanding what had just happened. What do | do now? | had never considered the option of
urviving.

| still hadn't moved when Saro gpproached. “Comewith me,” he said. | followed him numbly out of the
building. The other guild representativeswere in smal groups, conversing. | noticed Zyle and Teszneth
were arguing under anearby tree. It was easy to guessthe topic. Zyle turned and saw us and immediately
started our way.

"Don't think you've escaped our justice,” he told me when he reached us.
"Areyou threatening amember of the Miner's Guild, Commander Zyle?’ Saro asked camly.

"Y ou and your Guild made agrave mistake thisday,” hereplied, hiseyes ill locked on me. “Thisman
cannot be trusted.”

"I'm sure once we have him working in the mines he will be of no more danger to you."

"Yes,” and he dapped his sword. “Hewill be safein the mines.”

"Come, Brendell. Our ship will beleaving soon.” Saro grabbed my arm and led me to awaiting carriage.
"Thank you,” | muttered as we walked.

"| spoke the truth in the meeting. Y ou have helped us grestly.”

"| confess| never consdered myself aminer.”

Saro laughed. “And you're not. Y our apprenticeship will last only until | board my ship. | will then
consder our debt to you paid in full."

| smiled. “Aswill 1."
He opened the door to the carriage. “ Get in. We must maintain this charade alittle longer.”

| said nothing as we were driven to Kerryn's Cove. The Assassin's Guild remained my enemy, the Thief's
Guild aswell. | couldn't go back to Houff and | couldn't find Corditawithout Fess' help. Which left me
only one choice. When we reached the port, Saro asked me what | would do now. “ Go hometo
Mistmourning,” | said.



Mistmourning and Beyond

| set aside the scythe and wiped away the sweat pouring from my forehead. It was harvest time and my
little farm didn't provide enough income for meto hire help. At the sametimeit did dlow metolivein
reasonable comfort, abeit alone.

Not much different than when | grew up in Mistmourning, and my thoughtsimmediately returned to my
father. Like | had promised Saro, | had gone home directly, where | learned that my father had passed
away the previous winter. In his deep, the neighbors had assured me. He didn't suffer.

That wasn't quitetrue, | knew. But | aso knew he passed on holding no recrimination toward my siblings
or me.

With him gone, there was no reason for me to stay. It wouldn't have been safe in any event, as both the
Thief'sand Assassin's Guild knew of my homestead. If they till sought revenge, then Mistmourning was
thelast place| could live,

So, indisguise once again, | had moved on, findly settling in Oqgin, aland | had never visited before, a
small farming community on the very end of a peninsula, with no other resources and of no interest to
anyone, epecidly the Guilds. | had purchased asmall farmhold and now survived like nearly al my
neighbors, working the land for food and asmal profit. Not at all what | had planned to do with my life,
but, I would counter while ruminating during long lonely nights, a leest | had alife.

You'veidled long enough, | scolded myself. | retrieved my scythe and was making reasonable progress
when | heard the nicker of ahorse. | turned and spied arider gpproaching my humble home.

An assessor? | wondered as | reluctantly set down my implement. No, | redlized as| moved to intercept,
it was afemae. Probably someone looking for another Oqin resident, | decided. | tried to straighten my
flowing hair and donned aamile. “Can | hep you?’ | greeted her.

'Shejust sat on her mount, staring at me. Then, surprisingly, she sniffed theair. And | knew.
“Madnizaroc.”

"No,” shesaid, dismounting. “Her daughter. Y ou are Brendd|?"

| quivered at the shock of hearing my real name, aname | hadn't used since coming to Oqjin. | looked at
her closdly. | could see aresemblance between her and the teenage guise Madnizaroc had occasonally
used while under the control of Lord Bandikane. Now | wished | had my scythe; | suddenly needed
something to help me maintain my baance. “Yes” | heard myself whisper.

"Good,” she said matter-of-factly. “I've spent along time looking for you. Y ou're wanted back at Houff."
"Houff.” It took amoment for me to remember. “ Pipo Fess. Yes Why?'

"She can explain that better than |. Get what you need and hurry. It'salong flight.”

"l ... cant.” | pointed to my home. “I haveafarm.”

"I didn't come to debate you,” she said while she removed the reinsfrom her steed. “It is necessary you
come with me. Now."

"Why areyou doing that?’ | asked, pointing at the reinsin her hands. “1 don't have ahorse.”



"WEe're not going by horse.” Seconds later it was not ayoung woman standing there, but afull-grown
dragon. “Put the bridle on me so you have something to hang onto, then climb on my back."

Houff. My mind was racing at the sound of the name, at the questions her presence created. Did | dare
go with her? Was Houff once again under attack from the Guild's? Was | being brought to my death? |
looked at my smal house, my small farm. If | refused to comply, | would never know the answers. |
stumbled forward and did as she asked. “1've never donethis,” | said as| managed to perch mysalf
behind her long serpentine neck.

"Redly?’ With the bit in her mouth, she now spoke with alisp. “My mother said she carried you before.”
"That wasin abasket.”

She shrugged, nearly throwing meto the ground before | could wrap my arms around her neck. “Thisis
easier. Hold on, we'releaving.” Seconds later we were airborne.

| gasped as| looked down. | had nearly forgotten how exciting the view from above could be.
Farmholds flowed rapidly below us as we headed west, and | wondered with amusement what my
neighbors would be thinking if they could see us. “Y ou say Pipo Fess summoned me?”

"Yes” Shewasflying at aleisurely pace and | quickly realized | was no more aburden to her than a
capewould beto me.

"|sthere something wrong?'
"Discussthat with Pipo Fess.”

Since sherefused to elucidate, | decided just to Sit back and enjoy the view. “Y our mother would never
have permitted this,” | remarked idly after we had traveled severd hours.

"My mother is old-fashioned in many ways. | find it rlaxing to have someoneto talk to when I'm flying."
"| thank you. What should | cal you?'

She snorted. “Y ou should know dragons don't willingly reved their names.”

"Sorry."

"Accepted. So, since we have along trip ahead, tell me. Why are you so important to Pipo Fess. And
how do you know my mother?"

What can | tell her? “1 guess| helped Fess and Houff in the past. Asfor your mother, that you might
want to discusswith her.”

"Fair enough. Tel me how you hel ped the magician.”

Aswetraveled, | described how | had initially met Fess and how she had saved my life. But that only
whetted my mount's appetite for more, so | soon found myself describing everything involved with
Kadtikaan, the siege, even Madnizaroc's role in thwarting the Assassin's Guild.

When | finished, she gppeared suitably impressed. “Now | know why."
"Know what?'

"Nothing. Hang on; | haveto land and stretch my legsabit.”



Luckily she had warned me, otherwise | would have been unseated as we veered toward aclearing in the
forest below. | dit and discovered | needed to walk abit mysdlf. She immediately reverted to human
form and disappeared in the forest. When she returned, she was carrying adead rabbit. “1 suspect you're

hungry by now."

"Yan

| gathered wood while she expertly gutted the animal. Then she reverted to her true shape and lit the fire
with one blast of her breath. “WEell leave once you're done. We should reach Houff by morning.” With
that she curled up and went to deep.

As| munched on the roasted rabhbit, | tried to imagine why | was being taken to Houff. Surely theland
couldn't bein danger again. And why would Fess summon me evenif it were? | finaly stopped
wondering; my companion had no intention of telling me and the answers would come soon enough

ayway.

| waited until early evening before rousing her. “1'm reedy."

She yawned and stretched, then looked at the darkening sky. “We should have | eft earlier.”
"Y ou looked like you needed your rest.”

"Unnecessary. Attach the bridle and get on.”

So | did and once again we were airborne. Evening turned to night rapidly as we continued west and |
began to shiver asthe temperature dropped. The ground bel ow disappeared into continuous shadow,
broken infrequently by shards of light. Above, the stars sparkled fitfully behind the clouds. Only her
flapping wings broke the silence.

Without light and shadows, there was no way | could judge the passing of time. | decided | dare not
deep as| might lose hold of thereins. We made severd brief landings so | could relieve mysdlf, but she
was adamant we continue, so | forced myself to remain awake through the night and into the sunrise,

That madeit al worthwhile. I've seen the dawn hundreds of times, even if most were rdluctantly, but this
was different. Aloft, the risng sun was stunning as its orange and yellow fingers streaked dowly across
the horizon and chased away the darkness and the shrouded stars above. | felt asif we wereflying
directly into the glowing disc and | had to shield my eyesfrom the arriving light.

| must have gasped because she spoke. “What's wrong?”'
"Thesun. It's... so beautiful .
"l suppose,” she said, the bored voice of experience. “We should be arriving soon.”

| looked down. Now that | could once again see land, | thought | recognized afew landmarks. Of course
it was probably just my imagination asit had been years snce | had ridden with Madnizaroc. “ Arewe
going to land somewhere before Houff?"

"No reason. Unless your puny bladder needs to be emptied again.”
| sat back, properly chastised. “No, no."
"Good. | want to get this over with. Y our bony knees are starting to dig into my back."

| had no response to that so | returned my attention to the ground and let her fly in peace. Now | was



certain | recognized some features; atal copse of treesin the center of awell-maintained field, a severe
bend in theriver, the ruins of an abandoned farm. Then, up in the distance, | saw the faint outlines of
Houff itsdf.

| took a deep bresth and my grip tightened around the reins. | had to fight the impulse to steer my mount
in another direction ... not that she would have obeyed me. Once again | had to wonder why | was being
brought back. So | was torn between dread and hope when wefindly flew dowly over the city walls
directly toward the town square.

We landed without incident. | didn't know what to expect, but surely not this. There was no one hereto
greet us, indeed, no one seemed to notice our arrival. Had dragon flights become commonplace? | had to
wonder. | shook my head. | had lived—hid—in Ogin for many years, but surely not that much had
changed. “Isthere anyone here?’ | asked the dragon once | was safely on the ground.

She was unconcerned. “Pipo Fessis expecting you. Y ou remember the way?"
llYall

"Good.” Abruptly sheturned into ahuman. “I'll accompany you anyway. | wouldn't want you to get lost

| shrugged and followed her down the street. The buildings seemed no different than when | had been
herelast. | saw an occasiond face watching us pass by, but they showed smple curiogity, nothing more. |
became lost in thought and didn't notice when we findly reached the manor.

"Just goin. Fessiswaiting for you inthelibrary,” she said.
"Likeoldtimes. Y oure not coming?'
"My obligations are at an end.” With that she turned and walked away.

| looked at the manor and took adeep breath. It couldn't be atrap, | tried to console mysdlf. She's gone
to too much trouble just for that. | opened the door and walked inside.

Shewaswaiting for me as promised, but frowned when | entered. “ Brenddll?” she asked after studying
me.

"Thesame"

She rose and approached, then put afinger to her lips while looking me over. “ Callused hands, aworking
man'stan, hair gray and unkempt. Not like the man who arrived in Houff nearly ten years ago.”

| shrugged. “We've both changed, your highness.” Although, | had to admit as| gazed at her, | had aged
much more than she.

"Well see” She pointed to ajewelry box sSitting on anearby table. “Open that."

"l don't have my picks” | said as| walked toiit. | looked at it only amoment before turning and shaking
my heed. “A trick. If | pick it up, kniveswill spring from the side. Even if they're not poisoned, | will at
the least be serioudy maimed.”

For thefirgt time shesmiled. “It isyou!” Before | could react, she sprang forward and hugged melikea
wayward son. “| gpologize,” she said after finally rdleasing me. “ Five times previous I've been visited by
men who claimed to be you. You're thefirst to passthe test.”



| shuddered when | glanced back at the box. “Wouldn't it have been smpler just to ask?!

"Thisisfaster and more accurate.” She noticed my surprise and laughed. “Don't worry. It's designed so
thetop falsoff isdl. No onewas hurt.” Then she grabbed my hand and pulled me to the couch. “Come,
Sit. Tell mewhat you've been up to."

| blushed as| sat besde her. Fess had never been so informd. “1've been living in Ogin.”
She handed me some wine before replying. “ So we eventudly learned. Why?'

| tried to quickly summarize my capture, release and eventud self-imposed exilein Ogin asrapidly as
possible, but we gtill were on the third flask of wine before | finished.

Only then did she speak again. “I'm sorry so much has happened to you. Your plansand al. Not at al
what you expected.”

"Quitetrue.” | played with my glass before continuing. “ So now you must tell me. How did you find me?"

She smiled. “It wasn't easy, believe me. Y ou covered your tracks well. We've had areward posted for
you for, | don't know, five years now? It was Madnizaroc who finally tracked you down. Apparently
dragons have a better sense of smell than even abloodhound.”

| shuddered. | had never seen Madnizaroc. But if she had been highintheair, | would have never
noticed. “What makes me so important?’ Then | asked the question that | dreaded. “Why did you bring
me here?"

She patted me on the cheek. “Becauseit's over, Brendell. Y ou'refinadly safe. The Guildswill not pursue
you and Houff can findly reward you for what you've given us."

"Redly?’ Safe from the Guilds? | found that impossibleto believe. “Why?'
Shefrowned, then smiled. “Y ou don't know, do you?| takeit Oginisquiterustic.”

It was more than that. | had chosen it because it wasisolated, poor, of no interest to anyone and | told
her as much.

"So you don't know,” she said when | finished.
"Know what?"
She sat back and folded her arms. “ The Guilds you remember are no more.”

No more? “What do you mean? Thereisno Assassin's Guild? No Miner's or Captain's Guild?’ No
Thief's Guild?

"Wll, no. They exist, but not asthey used to. It would be better to say thereisno longer cooperation
among the Guilds. The Guild Council no longer exists. The Guilds are now totally separate and function

independently.”

No Guild Council. | sat in dlenceas| consdered the ramifications. It was the Guild Council who had
censured Engten. The Guild Council which tried and eventually freed me. But if what Fesswastdling me
wastrue.... “And the Thief's Guild?"

"No more. Y our former Guild was never afavorite, you know."



| knew that true enough, even if other Guilds, et aone other people, had eagerly sought our services.
Only the stlanding the Thief's Guild enjoyed as an equa among the other Guilds had alowed it to survive
and prosper. But with the Guild Council now in ashes, that stature would have vanished. “What about the
Assassn's Guild?!

"Weakened. Scattered. Most of the members now are employed solely and independently by various
redms”

| wiped my brow, trying to understand. “How did this happen?”’

She amiled. “From what I've been told, you precipitated it, Brendell. Thetria you told me about? The
Guilds have aways been in conflict; you drove the final wedge between the stronger and weaker Guilds
and especidly between the Assassn'sand Thief's Guilds.”

"Who told you that?"

"Two people actualy. Our contact with the Captain's Guild for one. They've been very happy with the
Long Eye, incidentdly. And someone from the Miner's Guild.” She stopped and frowned. “He said
something about the fire salt and thanked usfor it. Do you know anything about that?'

"A bit,” I managed to say. Right now | wasfinding it hard to talk. | couldn't help mysdlf; | shuddered as|
was dowly redizing what | had actualy accomplished, and | couldn't help but recall Professor Grimmire's
admonitions. Once again your plans have gone awry, Brendell. “I never meant that.”

She patted my hand. “I1t wasfor the best. Even most of the Guildsredlize that now. It wasinevitable,
actualy.” Then shegrinned a me. “To some you are ahero, Brendell.”

A hero? Then why don't | feel like one? “I don't know what to say.” Or what to do.
"Just say you'll stay here at Houff.” She cocked an eyebrow. “Unless you |eft someone at Ogin.”
| laughed. “1 left nothing a Oqgin.”

She patted my knee and rose. “It's settled then. Y ou are now an honored citizen of Houff.” Then she
grinned. “And as such you are my subject and bound to my commands.”

| smiled shyly. “Of course, your highness. How may | do your bidding?'
"Go to the Dragon's Lair immediately. The mother of your child isawaiting you.”

"Watch that one,” | told my serving wench and pointed to the man in the red jerkin seated dlone. “He's
been watching our customers closely for the last haf hour. | suspect helll try to lift apurse or two. Let me
know when he's ready to leave.”

She nodded and |eft to deliver more wine while | returned to my work behind the bar. As Fess had
promised, Corditaand her family had returned to Houff, had even managed to repurchase their inn. Now
sheand | were the proprietors, her parents having died within six months of each other.

Our first meeting after so many years had been awkward at best. “ So you've finaly come back,” she
sad, not a al warmly, when | reintroduced myself.

"I never knew you were here,” | said truthfully.

She snapped her towd, which caught the attention of the few patronsin theinn. Shedidn't care. “You
never eventriedto find ugl”



"Fess never told mewhereyou were” Again thetruth, but | was quickly redlizing the truth didn't matter.
“I had some difficulties mysdf."

Sheglared a me. “I have work to do. Y ou can tel methisevening if you care to come back."

| did, and after some more recriminations, she began to thaw. | spent that night in her bed and not long
after moved permanently into theinn.

| cleaned aglasswhile | looked out at our customers. We were full this evening and my son was busy
clearing tables. It had taken even longer for him to warm to me than for Corditato welcome me home,
but now he could at least tolerate me. Theword “father” never left hislips, however.

My attention was diverted by my serving wench. “He'sgoing,” she said, setting her tray on the bar. |
turned and saw the man in red stand on unsteady feet and start to leave. He bumped into several patrons
on theway but gpologized vociferoudy and managed to avoid any further trouble with them.

But not with me. | was waiting for him &t the door. “How are we thisevening?’ | asked pleasantly.
"Tired,” he durred. “Have to get somerest.”

| grabbed hisarm and gently led him from the door. “I'm sure you do. But firg, return the purses and
jewdsyoulifted if you will."

He staggered, and it wasn't from any wine. “I don't have, | didn't sted anything.”

"Redlly?’ | abruptly reached inside his vest and found the secret pocket in seconds. | removed a purse
and held it before his startled eyes. “Thisisn't yours. Thisisawoman's purse. Asisthe bracelet in your
other pocket."

Hedared &t it, at me. Finaly his shoulders sagged. “How did you know?"

"Brendell does not permit thievery in his establishment. Especidly by athief who could never ever qudify
even as an gpprentice.”

| smiled as hisface paed in recognition of my name. “Y ou're, you're Brenddl | ?*

With my free hand, | pulled my dagger from its sheath and showed him the sgil onthe handle. “A
deeping dragon. That ismy identity. That is me."

"I didn't know,” he said, now shaking.

"Now you do.” | quickly removed dl the pelf he had gathered. “I'll return these. Now | suggest you leave
Houff immediately. And for good."

He nodded and half staggered, haf ran out the door. | chuckled as| set the items on the counter. My
customers would come by and retrieve them soon enough.

But thiswas just one of the reasons why the Dragon's Lair was so popular. My customers never had to
worry about their property when they werein an establishment run by athief.

Visit www.double-dragon-ebooks.com for information on additional titles by this
and other authors.



