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PROLOGUE

Now before the beginning, there was no Tine, and all was Chaos and Darkness. But Deiwos, the Sky
God, awoke, and with his awakening, Tine itself began. And Dei wos | ooked out upon the Chaos and

t he Darkness, and a great yearning filled his heart. And he rose up to nake all that is nade, and
hi s maki ng brought encroaching Light into the enptiness of his kinsman, the Denon Daeva. But in
time Deiwos wearied of his |labors, and sought hima place to rest. And with a single thought made
he a high keep at that edge which divides the Light fromthe Darkness and the realmof Tinme from
that place where there is no Tinme. And Deiwos marked that awful edge with fire to warn all nen
back from Daeva's abyss, and then he rested there in his keep and comuned with his Book while
Time continued her stately march.

Now t he Denmon Daeva was nmade sore woth by the encroachment upon his dark domain by his
ki nsman Dei wos, and eternal enmity was born in his soul, for the Light caused himpain, and the
orderly progression of Tinme herself was an agony unto him And then retreated he to his cold
throne in the echol ess darkness of the void. And there he contenpl ated vengeance agai nst the
Li ght, and agai nst his kinsman, and agai nst Tine herself.

And their sister watched, but said nothing.

- FROM "THE SKY AND THE ABYSS'
THE MYTHOLOGY OF ANCI ENT MEDYO

In defense of Althalus, it should be noted that he was in very tight financial circunstances and
more than a little tipsy when he agreed to undertake the theft of the Book. Had he been conpletely
sober and had he not reached the very bottom of his purse, he nmight have asked nore questions
about the House at the End of the Wirld, and he nost certainly would have asked many nore about
the owner of the Book

It would be sheer folly to try to conceal the true nature of Althalus, for his flaws are
the stuff of legend. He is, as all nen know, a thief, a liar, an occasional nurderer, an
out rageous braggart, and a man devoid of even the slightest hint of honor. He is, noreover, a
frequent drunkard, a glutton, and a patron of |adies who are no better than they shoul d be.

He is an engagi ng sort of rogue, however, quick-witted and vastly amusing. It has even
been suggested in some circles that if Althalus really wanted to do it, he could nake trees giggle
and nountai ns |laugh right out | oud.

His ninble fingers are even quicker than his wit, though, and a prudent nan al ways keeps a
firmhand over his purse when he |laughs at the sallies of the witty thief.

So far as Althalus can remenber, he has always been a thief. He never knew his father, and
he cannot exactly renmenber his nother's nanme. He grew up among thieves in the rough | ands of the
frontier, and even as a child, his wit had made hi mwel come in the society of those nen who nade
their living by transferring the ownership rights of objects of value. He earned his way with
j okes and stories, and the thieves fed himand trained himin their art by way of thanks.

H s mnd was qui ck enough to make himaware of the linitations of each of his nentors.
Sone of themwere | arge nen who took what they wanted by sheer force. thers were small and wiry
men who stole by stealth. As Althal us approached nanhood, he realized that he'd never be a giant.
Sheer bul k was apparently not a part of his heritage. He also realized that when he achi eved his
full growth, he'd no | onger be able to wiggle his way through small openings into interesting
pl aces where interesting things were kept. He would be nedi um sized, but he vowed to hinself that
he woul d not be nediocre. It occurred to himthat wit was probably superior to bull-like strength
or nmouseli ke stealth anyway, so that was the route he chose.

Hi s fame was nodest at first in the nmountains and forests along the outer edges of
civilization. Oher thieves admred his cleverness. As one of themput it one evening in a
thieves' tavern in the land of Hule, "I'll swear, that Althalus boy could persuade the bees to
bring himhoney or the birds to lay their eggs on his plate at breakfast tinme. Mark nmy words,
brothers, that boy will go far."

In point of fact, Althalus did go far. He was not by nature a sedentary nman, and he seened
to be bl essed-or cursed-with a boundless curiosity about what lay on the other side of any hill or
mountain or river he came across. His curiosity was not limted to geography, however, since he
was also interested in what nore sedentary men had in their houses or what they m ght be carrying
in their purses. Those twin curiosities, coupled with an al nost instinctive realization of when
he'd been in one place for quite |ong enough, kept himcontinually on the nove.
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And so it was that he had | ooked at the prairies of Plakand and Wekti, at the rolling
hills of Ansu, and at the nmountains of Kagwher, Arum and Kweron. He had even made occasi ona
sorties into Regwos and sout hern Nekweros, despite the stories nen told of the horrors lurking in
t he nountai ns beyond the outer edges of the frontier

The one thing nore than any other that distinguished Althalus fromother thieves was his
amazing luck. He could win every time he touched a pair of dice, and no matter where he went in
what ever | and, fortune sniled upon him A chance neeting or a random conversation al nost al ways
led himdirectly to the nbst prosperous and | east suspicious man in any conmunity, and it seened
that any trail he took, even at random led himdirectly to opportunities that came to no other
thief. In truth, Athalus was even nore famous for his luck than for his wit or his skill

In time, he cane to depend on that luck. Fortune, it appeared, absolutely adored him and
he came to trust her inplicitly. He even went so far as to privately believe that she talked to
himin the hidden silences of his mind. The little twinge that told himit was time to | eave any
given comunity-in a hurry-was, he believed, her voice giving hima silent warning that unpl easant
things lurked on the horizon

The conbination of wit, skill, and luck had made hi m successful, but he could also run
like a deer if the situation seened to require it.

A professional thief nmust, if he wants to keep eating regularly, spend a great deal of his
time in taverns listening to other people talk, since information is the primary essential to the
art of the thief. There's little profit to be made from robbi ng poor men. Althalus liked a good
cup of nellow nead as nmuch as the next man, but he seldomlet it get ahead of himin the way that
sonme frequenters of taverns did. A befuddl ed nman nakes ni stakes, and the thief who nakes nistakes
usual Iy doesn't live very long. Althalus was very good at selecting the one man in any tavern
who' d be nost likely to be in possession of useful information, and with jokes and open- handed
generosity, he could usually persuade the fellow to share that information. Buying drinks for
tal kative men in taverns was sonething in the nature of a business investnent. Althalus always
made sure that his own cup ran dry at about the same tine the other man's did, but nost of the
mead in the thief's cup ended up on the floor instead of in his belly, for sone reason

He noved fromplace to place; he told jokes to tavern |oafers and bought nmead for themfor
a few days; and then, when he'd pinpointed the rich men in any town or village, he'd stop by to
pay thema call al ong about nidnight, and by norning he'd be niles away on the road to sone ot her
frontier settlement.

Al t hough Althalus was primarily interested in local information, there were other stories
told in taverns as well-stories about the cities down on the plains of Equero, Treborea, and
Perquaine, the civilized lands to the south. He listened to sone of those stories with a profound
skepticism Nobody in the world could be stupid enough to pave the streets of his honetown with
gold; and a fountain that sprayed dianonds night be rather pretty, but it wouldn't really serve
any practical purpose.

The stories, however; always stirred his inmagination, and he sort of prom sed hinmsel f that
sonmeday, soneday, he'd have to go down to the cities of the plain to have a | ook for hinself.

The settlements of the frontier were built for the nost part of logs, but the cities of
the Iands of the south were reputed to be built of stone. That in itself mght nmake the journey to
civilization worthwhile, but Althalus wasn't really interested in architecture, so he kept putting
off his visit to civilization

VWhat ultimately changed his mind was a funny story he heard in a tavern in Kagwher about
the decline of the Dei kan Enpire. The central cause of that decline, it appeared, had been a
bl under so colossal that Althalus couldn't believe that anybody with good sense could have nade it
even once, nuch less three tines.

“"May all of nmy teeth fall out if they didn't," the storyteller assured him "The people
down in Dei ka have a very high opinion of thenselves, so when they heard that nmen had di scovered
gold here in Kagwher, they decided right off that God had nmeant for themto have it-only he'd made
a mstake and put it in Kagwher instead of down there where it'd be convenient for themto just
bend over and pick it up. They were a little put out with God for that, but they were w se enough
not to scold himabout it. Instead, they sent an arnmy up here into the nountains to keep us
ignorant hill people fromjust helping ourselves to all that gold that God had intended for them
Well, now, when that arny got here and started hearing stories about how nmuch gold there was up
here, the soldiers all decided that arny life didn't really suit them anynore, so the whole armny
just ups and quits so that they could strike out on their own."

Al t hal us | aughed. "That would be a quick way to | ose an arny, | suppose.”

"There's none any quicker," the hunmorous storyteller agreed. "Anyhow, the Senate that
operates the governnment of Deika was terribly disappointed with that army, so they sent a second
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arny up here to chase down the first one and punish themfor ignoring their duty"”

"You're not serious!" Althalus exclainmed

"Ch, yes, that's exactly what they did. Well, sir, that second arny deci ded that they
weren't any stupider than the first one had been, so they hung up their swords and uniforns to go
| ook for gold, too."

Al'thalus how ed with laughter. "That's the funniest story |I've ever heard!" he said.

"It gets better,” the grinning man told him "The Senate of the Enpire just couldn't
believe that two whole armes could ignore their duty that way. After all, the soldiers were
getting paid a whol e copper penny every day, weren't they? The Senators made speeches at each
other until all their brains went to sleep, and that's when they took stupidity out to the very
end of its leash by sending a third arnmy up here to find out what had happened to the first two."

"I's he serious?" Althalus asked another tavern patron

"That's nmore or less the way it happened, stranger," the nan replied. "I can vouch for it,
because | was a Sergeant in that second armnmy. The city-state of Deika used to rule just about the
whol e of civilization, but after she'd poured three entire armes into the nountai ns of Kagwher,
she didn't have enough troops left to patrol her own streets, nuch less the other civilized | ands.
Qur Senate still passes |laws that the other |ands are supposed to obey, but nobody pays any
attention to them anynmore. Qur Senators can't quite seemto grasp that, so they keep passing new
| aws about taxes and the |like, and people keep ignoring them Qur glorious Enpire has turned
itself into a glorious joke."

"Maybe |'ve been putting off ny visit to civilization for too long," Althalus said. "If
they're that silly down in Deika, a man in my profession alnost has to pay thema visit."

"Ch?" the forner soldier said. "Wich profession do you follow?"

“I'ma thief," Althalus admtted. "And a city filled with stupid rich men night just be
the next best thing to paradise for a really good thief."

"I wish you all the best, friend," the expatriate told him "I was never all that fond of
Senators who spent all their time trying to invent new ways to get ne killed. Be a little carefu
when you get there, though. The Senators buy their seats in that august body, and that neans that
they're rich nen. Rich senators nake laws to protect the rich, not the ordinary people. If you get
caught stealing in Deika, things won't turn out too well for you."

"l never get caught, Sergeant," Althalus assured him "That's because |'mthe best thief
in the world, and to nake things even better, I'malso the luckiest nman in the world. |If half the
story | just heard is true, the luck of the Deikan Enpire has turned sour lately, and ny |uck just
keeps getting sweeter. If the chance to nmake a wager on the outcone of ny visit comes al ong, put
your noney on ne, because in a situation like this one, | can't possibly lose."

And with that, Althalus drained his cup, bowed floridly to the other men in the tavern
and gaily set off to see the wonders of civilization for hinself.

Part One

THE HOUSE AT THE END OF THE WORLD

CHAPTER ONE

Al'thal us the thief spent ten days on the road down out of the nountains of Kagwher to reach the
inmperial city of Deika. As he was coming out of the foothills, he passed a |linestone quarry where
m serabl e sl aves spent their lives under the whip |aboriously saw ng building blocks out of the
i mestone with heavy bronze saws. Althalus had heard about slavery, of course, but this was the
first time he'd ever actually seen slaves. As he strode on toward the plains of Equero, he had a
little chat with his good |uck about the subject, strongly suggesting to her that if she really

| oved him she'd do everything she possibly could to keep himfrom ever beconing a slave.

The city of Deika lay at the southern end of a large |ake in northern Equero, and it was
even nore splendid than the stories had said it was. It was surrounded by a high stone wall made
of squared-off |inestone blocks, and all the buildings inside the walls were al so made of stone.

The broad streets of Deika were paved with flagstones, and the public buildings soared to
the sky. Everyone in town who thought he was inportant wore a splendid linen mantle, and every
private house was identified by a statue of its owner-usually so idealized that any actua
resenbl ance to the man so identified was purely coincident al

Al thal us was garbed in clothes suitable for the frontier, and he recei ved many di sparagi ng
gl ances from passersby as he viewed the splendors of the inperial city. After a while, he grew
tired of that and sought out a quarter of town where the men in the streets wore nore commonpl ace
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garments and | ess superior expressions.

Finally he located a fishernen's tavern near the | akefront, and he stopped there to sit
and to listen, since fishermen the world over love to talk. He sat unobtrusively nursing a cup of
sour wine while the tar-snmeared nen around himtal ked shop

"I don't believe |I've ever seen you here before,” one of the nen said to Althalus.

“I"'mfromout of town," Althalus replied.

"Ch? Where fron?"

“"Up in the mountains. | canme down to look at civilization."
"Well, what do you think of our city?"
"Very inpressive. I'malnost as inpressed with your city as some of the town's rich men

seemto be with thensel ves."

One of the fishernen | aughed cynically. "You passed near the forum | take it."

"I'f that's the place where all the fancy buildings are, yes | did. And if you want it, you
can take as much of ny share of it as you desire."

"You didn't care for our wealthy?"

"Apparently not as much as they did, that's for certain. People like us should avoid the

rich if we possibly can. Sooner or later, we'll probably be bad for their eyes.”
"How s that?" another fisherman asked.
"Well, all those fellows in the forumthe ones who wear fancy nightgowns in the street

kept | ooking down their noses at ne. If a nan spends all his tinme doing that, sooner or later it's
goi ng to make him cross-eyed."

The fishernmen all |aughed, and the atnosphere in the tavern becane rel axed and friendly.
Al'thalus had skillfully introduced the topic dearest to his heart, and they all spent the rest of
the afternoon tal ki ng about the well-to-do of Deika. By evening, Al thalus had conmtted severa
nanes to nenory. He spent another few days narrowi ng down his list, and he ultinately settled on a
very weal thy salt nerchant named Kweso. Then he went to the central marketplace, visited the
mar bl e-1i ned public baths, and then dipped into his purse to buy sonme clothing that nore closely
fit into the current fashion of Deika. The key word for a thief who's selecting a costune for
busi ness purposes is "nondescript," for fairly obvious reasons. Then Althalus went to the rich
men's part of town and spent several nore days-and ni ghts-watching nerchant Kweso's wal |l ed-in
house. Kweso hinsel f was a plunp, rosy-cheeked bald nan who had a sort of friendly smle. On a
nunber of occasions Althalus even managed to get cl ose enough to himto be able to hear him
tal king. He actually grew to be rather fond of the chubby little fellow, but that's not unusual
really. Wien you get right down to it, a wolf is probably quite fond of deer

Al t hal us managed to pick up the nane of one of Kweso's neighbors, and with a suitably
busi nessli ke manner, he went in through the salt nerchant's gate one norning, wal ked up to his
door, and knocked. After a nonent or two, a servant opened the door. "Yes?" the servant asked.

“I"'d like to speak with Gentleman Mel gor," Althalus said politely. "It's on business."

“"I'mafraid you have the wong house, sir," the servant said. "CGentlenman Melgor's house is
the one two doors down."

Al t hal us smacked his forehead with his open hand. "How stupid of me," he apol ogized. "I'm
very sorry to have disturbed you." H's eyes, however, were very busy. Kweso's door latch wasn't
very conplicated, and his entryway had several doors leading off it. He |owered his voice. "I hope
my poundi ng didn't wake your master," he said.

The servant sniled briefly. "I rather doubt it," he said. "The naster's bedroomis

upstairs at the back of the house. He usually gets out of bed about this time in the norning
anyway, so he's probably already awake."

"That's a blessing," Althalus said, his eyes still busy. "You said that Melgor's house is
two doors down?"
"Yes." The servant | eaned out through the doorway and pointed. "It's that way-the house

with the blue door. You can't miss it."

"My thanks, friend, and I'msorry to have disturbed you." Then Althalus turned and went
back out to the street. He was grinning broadly. H's luck was still holding himcuddl ed to her
breast. The "wrong house" ploy had given himeven nore information than he'd expected. H s |uck
had encouraged that servant to tell himall sorts of things. It was still quite early in the
nmorning, and if this was Kweso's nornmal tine to rise, that was a fair indication that he went to
bed early as well. He'd be sound asl eep by m dni ght. The garden around his house was nature, with
| arge trees and broad flowering bushes that would provide cover. Getting inside the house woul d be
no problem and now Althalus knew where Kweso's bedroomwas. Al that was left to do was to slip
into the house in the mddle of the night, go directly to Kweso's bedroom wake him and lay a
bronze knife against his throat to persuade himto cooperate. The whole affair could be settled in
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short order.

Unfortunately, however, it didn't turn out that way at all. The salt nerchant's chubby,
good- natured face obviously conceal ed a nuch sharper mind than Althal us expected. Not |long after
m dni ght, the clever thief scaled the nerchant's outer wall, crept through the garden, and quietly

entered the house. He stopped in the entryway to listen. Except for a few snores coming fromthe
servants' quarters, the house was silent. As quietly as a shadow, Althalus went to the foot of the
stairs and started up.

It was at that point that Kweso's house becane very noisy. The three dogs were al nbst as
| arge as ponies, and their deep-throated barking seened to shake the walls.

Al thal us i medi ately changed his plans. The open air of the nighttinme streets suddenly
seenmed enornously attractive

The dogs at the foot of the stairs seened to have other plans, however. They started up
snarling and di spl ayi ng shockingly | arge fangs.

There were shouts comng fromupstairs, and sonmebody was |ighting candl es.

Al'thalus waited tensely until the dogs had al nbost reached him Then, with an acrobatic
skill he didn't even know he had, he junped high over the top of the dogs, tunbled on down to the
foot of the stairs, sprang to his feet, and ran back outside.

As he raced across the garden with the dogs snapping at his heels, he heard a buzzing
sound zip past his left ear. Sonmebody in the house, either the deceptively noon-faced Kweso
hi nsel f or one of his meek-looking servants, seened to be a very proficient archer

Al thal us scranbled up the wall as the dogs snapped at his heels and nore arrows bounced
of f the stones, spraying his face with chips and fragnments.

He rolled over the top of the wall and dropped into the street, running al nost before his
feet hit the paving stones. Things had not turned out the way he'd planned. Hi s tunble down the
stairs had left scrapes and bruises in all sorts of places, and he'd managed to severely tw st one
of his ankles in his drop to the street. He linped on, filling the air around himw th curses.

Then sonebody in Kweso's house opened the front gate, and the dogs cane rushing out.

Now that, Althalus felt, was going just a little too far. He'd adnitted his defeat by
runni ng away, but Kweso evidently wasn't satisfied with victory and wanted bl ood as wel |

It took sone dodgi ng around and cl anmberi ng over several walls, but the thief eventually
shook of f the pursuing dogs. Then he went across town to put hinself a long way fromall the
excitement and sat down on a conveniently placed public bench to think things over. Cvilized nmen
were obviously not as docile as they appeared on the surface, and Al thalus decided then and there
that he'd seen as nuch of the city of Deika as he really wanted to see. Wat puzzled himthe nost,
t hough, was how his luck had failed to warn hi mabout those dogs. Could it be that she'd been
asl eep? He'd have to speak with her about that.

He was in a foul hunor as he waited in the shadows near a tavern in the better part of
town, so he was rather abrupt when a couple of well dressed patrons of the tavern came reeling out
into the street. He very firmy persuaded the both of themto take a little nap by rapping them
smartly across the backs of their heads with the heavy hilt of his short-bladed bronze sword. Then
he transferred the ownership of the contents of their purses, as well as a fewrings and a fairly
nice bracelet, and |l eft them slunbering peacefully in the gutter near the tavern

Wayl ayi ng drunken nmen in the street wasn't really his style, but Althal us needed sone
traveling noney. The two nen had been the first to cone along, and the process was fairly routine,
so there wasn't nuch danger involved. Althalus decided that it m ght be best to avoid taking any
chances until after he'd had a long talk with his |uck

As he went toward the main gate of town, he hefted the two purses he'd just stolen. They
seened fairly heavy, and that persuaded himto take a step he normally woul dn't even have
considered. He left the city of Deika, linped on until shortly after dawn and then stopped at
substantial |ooking farnmhouse, where he bought-and actually paid for-a horse. It went against al
his principles, but until he'd had that chat with his luck, he decided not to take any chances.

He mounted his new horse, and without so nuch as a backward gl ance, he rode on toward the
west. The sooner he left Equero and the Dei kan Enpire behind, the better. He absently wondered as
he rode if geography m ght play sonme part in a man's luck. Could it possibly be that his luck just
didn't work in sone places? That was a very troubling thought, and Al thalus brooded sourly about
it as he rode west.

He reached the city of Canteen in Treborea two days |ater, and he paused before entering the gates
to make sure that the fabl ed-and evidently interm nabl e-war between Kanthon and Osthos had not
recently boiled to the surface. Since he saw no siege engines in place, he rode on in.

The forum of Kanthon rather closely resenbled the forumhe'd seen in Dei ka, but the
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weal t hy men who came there to listen to speeches seenmed not to be burdened with the sane notions
of their own superiority as the aristocrats of Equero were, so Althalus found that he was not

of fended by their very existence. He even went into the forumonce to listen to speeches. The
speeches, however, were nostly denunciations of the city-state of Osthos in southern Treborea or
conpl aints about a recent raise in taxes, so they weren't really very interesting.

Then he went |ooking for a tavern in one of the nore nodest nei ghborhoods, and he no
sooner entered a sonmewhat run-down establishment than he becanme convinced that his luck was once
again on the rise. Two of the patrons were involved in a heated argunent about just who was the
richest man in Kant hon.

"Onmeso's got it all over Weikor," one of themasserted loudly. "He's got so nuch noney
that he can't even count it."

"Well, of course he has, you fool. Oreso can't count past ten unless he takes his shoes
off. He inherited all his noney fromhis uncle, and he's never earned so nuch as a penny on his
own. Wei kor worked his way up fromthe bottom so he knows how to earn nmoney instead of having it
handed to himon a platter. Onmeso's noney flows out as fast as he can spend it, but Wikor's noney
keeps comng in. Ten years fromnow, Wikor's going to own Oneso-though why anybody woul d want him
is beyond ne."

Althalus turned and left without so nuch as ordering a drink. He'd picked up exactly the
i nformati on he wanted; clearly his luck was smiling down on himagain. Maybe geography did play a
part in fortune's decisions.

He nosed around Kanthon for the next couple of days, asking questions about Oneso and
Wei kor, and he ultimately pronoted Oneso to the head of his list, largely because of Wikor's
reputation as a nan well able to protect his hard-earned noney. Althalus definitely didn't want to
encounter any nore |arge, hungry dogs while he was worKking.

The "wong house" ploy gave himthe opportunity to exanmine the latch on Oreso's front
door, and a few evenings spent following his quarry reveal ed that Oreso al nost never went hone
bef ore dawn and that by then he was so far gone in drink that he probably wouldn't have noticed if
hi s house happened to be on fire. H's servants, of course, were well aware of his habits, so they
al so spent their nights out on the town. By the tinme the sun went down, Oneso's house was al npst
al ways empty.

And so, shortly before mdnight on a warm sumrer evening, Althalus quietly entered the
house and began his search

He al nost inmediately saw sonmething that didn't ring at all true. Oreso' s house was
spl endi d enough on the outside, but the interior was furnished with tattered, broken-down chairs
and tables that woul d have shaned a pauper. The draperies were in rags, the carpets were
t hreadbare, and the best candlestick in the entire house was nade of tarnished brass. The
furnishings cried | ouder than words that this was not the house of a rich man. Oneso had evidently
al ready spent his inheritance.

Al t hal us doggedly continued his search, and after he'd neticul ously covered every room he
gave up. There wasn't anything in the entire house that was worth stealing. He left in disgust.

He still had noney in his purse, so he lingered in Kanthon for a few nore days, and then
quite by accident, he entered a tavern frequented by artisans. As was usually the case down in the
| ow ands, the tavern did not offer mead, so Althalus had to settle for sour wi ne again. He |ooked
around the tavern. Artisans were the sort of people who had many opportunities to | ook inside the
houses of rich people. He addressed the other patrons. "Maybe one of you gentlenen could clear
sonmething up for ne. | happened to go into the house of a man naned Oreso on busi ness the other
day. Everybody in town was telling me howrich he is, but once | got past his front door,
couldn't believe what | was seeing. There were chairs in that man's house that only had three
| egs, and the tables all |ooked so wobbly that a good sneeze woul d knock them over."

"That's the [atest fashion here in Kanthon, friend," a nud-sneared potter told him "I
can't sell a good pot or jug or bottle anynore, because everybody wants ones that are chi pped and
battered and have the handl es broken off."

"I'f you think that's odd," a wood carver said, "you should see what goes on in ny shop.
used to have a scrap heap where | threw broken furniture, but since the newtax [aw went into
effect, | can't give new furniture away, but our |ocal gentry will pay alnmst anything for a
br oken-down ol d chair."

"I don't understand," Althalus confessed.

"It's not really too conplicated, stranger,” a baker put in. "Qur old Aryo used to run his
government on the proceeds of the tax on bread. Anybody who ate hel ped support the governnent. But
our old Aryo died |ast year, and his son, the man who sits on the throne now, is a very educated
young nman. His teachers were all philosophers with strange ideas. They persuaded himthat a tax on
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profit had nore justice than one on bread, since the poor people have to buy npost of the bread,
while the rich people make nost of the profit."

"What has that got to do with shabby furniture?" Althalus asked with a puzzled frown.

"The furniture's all for show, friend," a nortar-spattered stonemason told him "Qur rich
men are all trying to convince the tax collectors that they haven't got anything at all. The tax
collectors don't believe them of course, so they conduct little surprise searches. If a rich man
in Kanthon's stupid enough to have even one piece of fine furniture in his hone, the tax
collectors immediately send in the wecking crews to dismantle the floors of the house."

"The floors? Wy are they tearing up floors?"

"Because that's a favorite place to hide noney. Folks pry up a couple of flagstones, you
see, and then they dig a hole and line it with bricks. Al the noney they pretend they don't have
goes into the hole. Then they cenent the flagstones back down. Right at first, their work was so

shabby that even a fool could see it the nonent he entered the room Now, though, |'m naking nore
nmoney t eachi ng people how to mx good nortar than | ever did |laying stone-block walls. Here just
recently, | even had to build my own hidey-hole under my own floor, |I'm making so rmuch."

"Why didn't your rich nmen hire professionals to do the work for thenf"

"Ch, they did, right at first, but the tax collectors canme around and started offering us
rewards to point out any new flagstone work here in town." The mason | aughed cynically. "It was
sort of our patriotic duty, after all, and the rewards were nice and substantial. The rich nmen of
Kant hon are all amateur stonemasons now, but oddly enough, not a single one of nmy pupils has a
name that | can recogni ze. They all seemto have nanes connected to honest trades, for sone
strange reason. | guess they're afraid that I mght turn themin to the tax collectors if they
give ne their real names."

Al thal us t hought |ong and hard about that bit of information. The tax |aw of the
phi | osophi cal new Aryo of Kanthon had nore or |ess put himout of business. If a nman was clever
enough to hide his nmoney fromthe tax collectors and their well-equipped denolition crews, what
chance did an honest thief have? He could get into their houses easily enough, but the prospect of
wal ki ng around all that shabby furniture while knowing that his feet mght be within inches of
hi dden wealth nade himgo cold all over. Mreover, the houses of the wealthy nmen here were
snuggl ed together so closely that a single startled shout woul d wake the whol e nei ghbor hood.
Stealth woul dn't work, and the threat of violence probably wouldn't either. The know edge that the
weal th was so close and yet so far away gnawed at him He decided that he'd better |eave very
soon, before tenptation persuaded himto stay. Kanthon, as it turned out, was even worse than
Dei ka.

He | eft Kanthon the very next norning and continued his westward trek, riding across the
rich grain fields of Treborea toward Perquaine in a distinctly sour frane of m nd. There was
weal th beyond counting down here in civilization, but those who had been cunni ng enough to
accunul ate it were also, it appeared, cunning enough to devise ways to keep it. Althalus began to
grow honesick for the frontier and to devoutly w sh that he'd never heard the word "civilization.”

He crossed the river into Perquaine, the fabled farm and of the plains country where the
earth was so fertile that it didn't even have to be planted, according to the runors. Al a farner
of Perquai ne had to do each spring was put on his finest clothes, go out into his fields, and say,
"Wheat, please," or, "Barley, if it's not too nuch trouble,” and then return honme and go back to
bed. Althalus was fairly sure that the runors were exaggerations, but he knew nothing about
farm ng, so for all he knew there nmight even be a grain of truth to them

Unli ke the people of the rest of the world, the Perquai nes worshiped a female deity. That
seenmed profoundly unnatural to nost people-either in civilization or out on the frontiers-but
there was a certain logic to it. The entire culture of Perquaine rested on the vast fields of
grain, and the Perquai nes were absolutely obsessed with fertility. Wen Al thalus reached the city
of Maghu, he discovered that the [argest and nost nagnificent building in the entire city was the
tenpl e of Dweia, the CGoddess of fertility. He briefly stopped at the tenple to | ook inside, and
the col ossal statue of the fertility Goddess seened alnbst to |eap at him The scul ptor who'd
carved the statue had quite obviously been either totally insane or caught up in the grip of
religious ecstasy when he'd created that nonstrosity. There was a certain warped logic to it,
Al'thalus was forced to concede. Fertility meant not herhood, and not herhood invol ved the suckling
of the young. The statue suggested that the Goddess Dweia was equi pped to suckl e hundreds of
babies all at the same tine.

The |l and of Perquai ne had been settled nore recently than Treborea or Equero, and the
Per quai nes still had a few rough edges that nmade them nuch nore |ike the people of the frontiers
than the stuffier people to the east. The taverns in the seedier parts of Maghu were rowdi er than
had been the case in Dei ka of Kanthon but that didn't particularly bother Althalus. He drifted
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around town until he finally located a place where the patrons were tal king instead of braw ing
and he sat down in a corner to listen.

"Druigor's strongbox is absolutely bulging with noney," one patron was telling his
friends. "I stopped by his countinghouse the other day, and his box was standing wi de open, and it
was packed so full that he was having trouble latching dowmn the Iid."

"That stands to reason," another man said. "Druigor drives very hard bargains. He can
al ways find some way to get the best of anybody he deals with."

"I hear tell that he's thinking about standing for election to the Senate," a w spy-
| ooki ng fell ow added.

"He's out of his mind," the first man snorted. "He doesn't qualify. He doesn't have a
title."

The wi spy man shrugged. "He'll buy one. There are always nobl es running around wth
nothing in their purses bait their titles."

The conversation drifted on to other topics, so Althalus got up and quietly left the
tavern. He went sone di stance down the narrow, cobbl estoned street and stopped a fairly well -
dressed passerby. "Excuse ne," he said politely, "but |I'mlooking for the countinghouse of a man
naned Druigor. Do you by any chance happen to know where it is?"

"Everybody in Maghu knows where Druigor's establishnent's |ocated," the man replied

“I"'ma stranger here," Althalus replied.

"Ah, that explains it then. Druigor does business over by the west gate. Anybody over in
t hat nei ghborhood can direct you to his establishnment.”

"Thank you, sir," Althalus said. Then he wal ked on

The area near the west gate was |l argely given over to barnlike warehouses, and a hel pfu
fell ow pointed out the one that belonged to Druigor. It seenmed to be fairly busy. People were
going in and out through the front door, and there were wagons filled with bul gi ng sacks waiting
near a | oadi ng dock on one side. Althalus watched for a while. The steady stream of men going in
and out through the front door indicated that Druigor was doing a | ot of business. That was al ways
prom si ng

He went on up the street and entered another, quieter warehouse. A sweating man was
draggi ng heavy sacs across the floor and stacking them against a wall. "Excuse me, neighbor,"

Al t hal us said. "Wo does this place belong to?"

"This is Garwin's warehouse," the sweating man replied. "He's not here right now, though."

"Ch," Althalus said. "Sorry | mssed him [|'ll cone back later." Then he turned, went back
out into the street, and wal ked on down to Druigor's warehouse again. He went inside and joi ned
the others who were waiting to speak with the owner of the place.

When his turn came he went into a cluttered roomwhere a hard-eyed nan sat at a table
"Yes?" the hard-eyed man said.

"You're a very busy man, | see," Althalus said, his eyes covering everything in the room

"Yes, | am so get to the point."

Al thalus had al ready seen what he'd cone to see, however. In the corner of the room stood
a bul ky bronze box with an el aborate latch holding it shut.

"“I've been told that you're a fair man, Master Garwin," Althalus said in his nost
ingratiating manner, his eyes still busy.

"You've cone to the wong place," the nan at the table said. "I'mDruigor. Garwin's
establishment's over to the north-four or five doors."

Althalus threw his hands up in the air. "I should have known better than to trust a
drunkard," he said. "The man who told nme that this was Garwin's place of business could barely
stand up. | think I'll go back out into the street and punch that sot right in the nmouth. Sorry to
have bothered you, Master Druigor. I'll revenge the both of us on that sodden idiot."

"Did you want to see Garwi n on busi ness?" Drui gor asked curiously. "I can beat his prices
on just about anything you can name."

"I"'mterribly sorry, Master Druigor"” Althalus said, "but ny hands are tied this tinme. My
i di ot brother nmade sone pronises to Garwin, and | can't think of any way to wiggle out of them

When | get back home, | think I'Il take my brother out behind the house and brick his nouth shut.
Then, the next tine | conme to Maghu, You and | mght want to have a little chat."

“1"l1'l ook forward to it, Master . . . ?"

"Kweso," Althalus picked a nane at random

"Are you by any chance a relation of that salt nerchant in Dei ka?"

"He's our father's cousin,” Althalus replied glibly. "They aren't tal king to each other
right now, though. It's one of those fanily squabbles. Well, you're busy, Master Druigor, so if
you'll excuse ne, |'ll go have sonme words with that drunkard and then visit Master Garwin and find
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out how much of the fanmily holdings nmy half-wit brother's given away."
“"I"ll see you next tine you come to Maghu, then?"
"You can count on it, Master Druigor."” Althalus bowed slightly, and then he |left.

It was well after midnight when Althalus broke in through the door on Druigor's |oading dock. He
went on silent feet through the wheat-fragrant warehouse to the roomwhere he'd spoken with

Drui gor that afternoon. The door to the roomwas | ocked, but that, of course, was no problem Once
Al'thalus was inside the room he quickly ignited his tinder with his flints and lit a candle
sitting on Druigor's table. Then he closely exam ned the conplex latch that held the bulky lid of
the bronze strongbox shut. As was usually the case, the conplexity had been designed to confuse
anyone who might be curious about the contents of the box. Althalus was quite famliar with the
design, so he had the latch open in only a few noments.

He lifted the Iid and reached inside, his fingers trenmbling with anticipation

There were no coins inside the box, however. Instead, it was filled to overflowing with
scraps of paper. Althalus lifted out a handful of the scraps and exam ned them cl osely. They al
seened to have pictures drawn on them but Althalus couldn't nmake any sense of those pictures. He
dropped themon the floor and dug out another handful. There were nore pictures.

Al t hal us desperately pawed around inside the box, but his hands did not encounter anything
at all that felt anything |ike noney.

This made no sense what soever. Wiy woul d anybody go to the trouble to | ock up stacks of
wor t hl ess paper?

After about a quarter of an hour, he gave up. He briefly considered piling all that paper
in a heap on the floor and setting fire to it, but he discarded that idea al nbpst as soon as it
came to him A fire would al nost certainly spread, and a burni ng warehouse woul d attract
attention. He nuttered a few choice swearwords, and then he left.

He gave sone thought to returning to the tavern he'd visited on his first day in Maghu and
havi ng sonme words with the tavern | oafer who'd spoken so gl owi ngly about the contents of Druigor's
strongbox, but he decided against it. The sting of constant disappointnents he'd endured this
sumrer was meki ng hi mvery short-tenpered, and he wasn't entirely positive that he'd be able to
restrain hinmself once he started chastising sonebody. In his present nood, chastisenment night very
wel | be | ooked upon as nurder in some circles.

He sourly returned to the inn where his horse was stabled and spent the rest of the night
sitting on his bed glaring at the single piece of paper he'd taken from Druigor's strongbox. The
pi ctures drawn on the paper weren't really very good. Wiy in the world had Drui gor bothered to
| ock them up? When norning finally arrived, Al thalus roused the innkeeper and settled accounts

with him Then he reached into his pocket. "Ch," he said, "I just remenbered sonething." He drew
out the piece of paper. "I found this in the street. Do you have any idea at all what it means?"
"Of course,” the innkeeper replied. "That's noney."

"Money? | don't follow you. Mney's nade out of gold or silver, sometines copper or brass.
This is just paper. It's not worth anything, is it?"

“I'f you take that to the treasury behind the Senate, they'll give you a silver coin for
it."

"Why would they do that? It's just paper."

"It has the seal of the Senate on it. That nakes it as good as real silver. Haven't you
ever seen paper noney before?"

A sense of total defeat canme crashing down on Althalus as he went to the stable to pick up his
horse. H's luck had abandoned him This had been the worst sumrer in his entire life. Evidently,
his luck didn't want hi m down here. There was weal th beyond counting in these cities of the plain,
but no matter how hard he'd tried, he hadn't managed to get his hands on any of it. As he nounted
his horse, he anmended that thought. Last night in Druigor's countinghouse, he'd had his hands on
nore nmoney than he'd likely ever see in the rest of his entire life, but he'd just wal ked away
fromit, because he hadn't realized that it was noney.

He ruefully conceded that he had no business being in the city. He bel onged back on the
frontier. Things were just too conplicated down here.

He mournfully rode his horse to the central narketplace of Maghu to trade his civilized
clothes for apparel nore suitable to the frontier where he bel onged.

The clothier swindled him but he'd nore or | ess expected that. Nothing down here was ever
going to go well for him

He wasn't even particularly surprised to di scover when he cane out of the clothier's shop
that someone had stolen his horse
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CHAPTER TWOD

H s sense of defeat made Althalus a little abrupt with the first man who passed his pl ace of
conceal nent | ate the next night. He stepped out of the shadows, grabbed the unwary fellow by the
back of his tunic, and slamed hi magai nst a stone wall just as hard as he could. The man sagged
linply in his hands, and that irritated Althalus all the nore. For sonme reason he'd been hoping
for a bit nore in the way of a struggle. He let the unconscious nman collapse into the gutter and
qui ckly stole his purse. Then, for no reason he could really justify, he dragged the inert body
back into the shadows and stole all the man's cl ot hes.

He realized as he wal ked down the dark street that what he'd just done was silly, but in
some obscure way it seened appropriate, since it alnost perfectly expressed his opinion of
civilization. For sone reason the absurdity nmade himfeel better

After he'd gone sone distance, however, the bundle of clothes under his arm becane a
nui sance, so he shrugged and threw it away w thout even bothering to find out if any of the
garments fit him

As luck had it, the city gates were open, and Althalus |eft Maghu w thout even bothering
to say good-bye. The nmoon was al nost full, so there was |ight enough to see by, and he struck out
to the north, feeling better with every step. By dawn he was several mles from Maghu, and up
ahead he coul d see the snow capped peaks of Arum blushing in the pink light of the sunrise.

It was a long walk from Maghu to the foothills of Arum but Al thalus noved right along.
The sooner he left civilization behind, the better. The whol e idea of going into the | ow country
had been a m stake of the worst kind. Not so much because he hadn't profited: Althalus usually
squandered every penny he got his hands on. What concerned hi m about the whol e busi ness was the
apparent alienation between himand his luck. Luck was everything; noney neant nothing.

He was well up into the foothills by late sunmer. On a gol den afternoon he stopped in a
shabby waysi de tavern, not because of some vast thirst, but rather out of the need for sone
conversation with people he coul d understand.

"You woul d not believe how fat he is," a half-drunk fell ow was saying to the tavern
keeper. "I'd guess he can afford to eat well; he's got about half the wealth of Arum | ocked away
in his strong room by now. "

That got our thief's imediate attention, and he sat down near the tipsy fellow, hoping to
hear nore.

The tavern keeper |ooked at himinquiringly. "Wuat's your pleasure, neighbor?" he asked.

"Mead," Althalus replied. He hadn't had a good cup of nead for nonths, since the
| owl anders seenmed not to know how to brew it.

"Mead it is," the tavern keeper replied, going back behind the wobbly counter to fetch it.

"I didn't nean to interrupt you," Althalus said politely to the tipsy fellow.

"No offense taken," the fellow said. "I was just telling Arek here about a Clan Chief to
the north who's so rich that they haven't invented a nunmber for how many coins he's got | ocked
away in that fort of his."

The fellow had the red face and purple nose of a hard-drinking nman, but Althalus wasn't
really interested in his conplexion. His attention was focused on the man's wol f-skin tunic
i nstead. For sone peculiar reason, whoever had sewn the tunic had left the ears on, and they now
adorned the garnent's hood. Althalus thought that |ooked very fine indeed. "Wat did you say the
Chi ef's nanme was?" he asked.

"He's called Gosti Big Belly-probably because the only exercise he gets is noving his jaw
up and down. He eats steadily fromnorning to night."

"From what you say, | guess he can afford it."”

The hal f-drunk nan continued to tal k expansively about the wealth of the fat O an Chief,
and Althalus feigned a great interest, buying nore nead for themeach tinme the fellow s cup ran
dry. By sundown the fellow was sl obbering drunk and there was a sizabl e puddle of discarded nmead
on the floor near Althalus.

O her nmen came into the tavern after the sun had set, and the place grew noisier as it
grew dark outside

"I don't know about you, friend," Althalus said smoothly, "but all this mead is starting
to talk to ne. Wiy don't we go outside and have a | ook at the stars?"

The drunken man blinked his bleary eyes. "I think that's a wunnerful idea," he agreed. "MWy
mead's telling me to go see sone stars, too."

They rose to go outside, and Althalus caught the swaying man's arm "Steady, friend," he
cautioned. Then they went outside with Althalus half supporting his drunken conpani on. "Over
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there, | think," he suggested, pointing at a nearby grove of pine trees.

The man grunted his agreement and |urched toward the pines. He stopped, breathing hard,
and | eaned back against a tree. "Kinda woozy," he nunbl ed, his head drooping.

Al thal us snoothly pulled his heavy bronze short sword out fromunder his belt, reversed
it, and held it by the blade. "Friend?" he said.

"Hm®?" The man's face cane up with a foolish expression and unfocused eyes.

Al'thalus hit himsquarely on the forehead with the heavy hilt of his sword. The man
sl ammed back agai nst the tree and bounced forward.

Althalus hit himon the back of the head as he went by, and the fell ow went down.

Al t hal us knelt beside himand shook himslightly.

The nan began to snore.

"That seems to have it," Althalus nurnured to himself. He laid his sword down and went to
work. After he'd renopved his new wol f-skin tunic fromthe unconsci ous nan, he took the fellow s
purse. The purse wasn't very heavy, but his drinking conmpanion's shoes weren't too bad. The trip
up from Maghu had | eft Althalus' own shoes in near tatters, so replacing themwas probably a good
i dea. The snoring man also had a fairly new bronze dagger at his belt, so all in all, Athalus
viewed the entire affair as quite profitable. He dragged the man farther back into the shadows,
then put on his splendid new tunic and his sturdy shoes. He | ooked down at his victim al nost
sadly. "So rmuch for wealth beyond counting," he sighed. "It's back to stealing clothes and shoes,
I guess." Then he shrugged. "Ch, well. If that's what nmy luck wants me to do, | might as well go
along with her." He half saluted his snoring victimand left the vicinity. He wasn't exactly
deliriously happy, but he was in better spirits than he'd been down in the | ow country.

He noved right along, since he wanted to be in the lands of the next clan to the north
before the previous owner of his fine new tunic awakened. By mi dnorning of the follow ng day, he
was fairly certain that he was beyond the reach of last night's victim so he stopped in the
tavern of a small village to celebrate his apparent change of luck. The wolf-eared tunic wasn't
equal to all that unrecogni zable wealth in Druigor's countinghouse, but it was a start.

It was in that tavern that he once again heard someone speak of Gosti Big Belly. "I've
heard about him" he told the assenbl ed tavern |oafers. "I can't imagi ne why a C an Chief would
| et his people call himby a nanme like that, though."

"You'd al nost have to know himto understand," one of the other tavern patrons replied.
"You're right about how a name |ike that would of fend nbst C an Chiefs, but Gosti's very proud of
that belly of his. He even |laughs out |oud when he brags that he hasn't seen his feet in years."

"I'"ve heard tell that he's rich,” Al thalus said, nudging the conversation around to the
topic that nost interested him

"Ch, he's rich, all right," another confirned the fact.

"Did his clan happen to cone across a pocket of gol d?"

"Al nost the sanme thing. After his father was killed in the last clan war, Gosti becane
Cl an Chi ef, even though nost of the men in his clan didn't think none too highly of himon
accounta how fat he was. Gosti's got this here cousin, though-Glbak his nane is-and Gal bak's
about seven feet tall, and he's neaner than a snake. Anyway, Costi decided that a bridge across
the river that runs through their valley might nmake things easier for himwhen he had to go neet
with the other Can Chiefs, so he ordered his nmen to build himone. That bridge isn't none too
well nmade, and it's so rickety that it's as much as a man's life is worth to try to cross it. But
let me tell you, that's not a river that a man with good sense would want to wade across. The
current's so swift that it carries your shadow a good half mle downstream That rickety bridge is
as good as any gold mine, since it's the only way to cross that river for five days' hard trave
in either direction, and Gosti's cousin's in charge of it. Nobody who's got his head on strai ght
crosses (al bak. He charges an armand a leg to cross, and that's howit is that CGosti's got a
si zabl e chunk of the | oose noney in Arumsalted away in that fort of his."

"Well now," Althalus said, "how very interesting."

Different | ands required different approaches, and up here in the highlands of Arum our
thief's standard plan of attack had al ways been to ingratiate hinself into the halls of nmen of
weal th and power with hunorous stories and outrageous jokes. That kind of approach obviously woul d
not have worked in the stuffier cities of the plain where jokes were against the |aw and | aughter
was held to be in extrenely bad taste.

Al thal us knew that tavern stories are al nost al ways exaggerations, but the tales of Costi
Big Belly's wealth went far enough to suggest that there was probably at |east sufficient noney in
the fat man's fort to make a journey there worth the tinme and effort, so he journeyed to the |ands
of Big Belly's clan to investigate further.

As he noved north into the nountains of Arum he' occasionally heard a kind of wailing
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sound far back in the hills. He couldn't inmediately identify exactly what kind of animal it was
that was naking so much noise, but it was far enough away that it posed no i mediate threat, so he
tried to ignore it. Sonetines at night, though, it seened very close, and that nmade Althalus a bit
edgy.

He reached t he shaky wooden bridge he'd been told about, and he was stopped by a burly,
roughly dressed toll taker whose hands and forearns were decorated with the tattoos that
identified himas a nmenber of Gosti's clan. Althalus choked a bit over the price the tattooed man
demanded for crossing the bridge, but he paid it, since he viewed it in the light of an
i nvest ment .

"That's a fine-looking garnment you' ve got there, friend," the toll taker noted, |ooking
with a certain envy at the wolf-eared tunic Althalus wore.

"I't keeps the weather off," Althalus replied with a casual shrug.

“"Where did you conme by it?"

"Up in Hule," Althalus replied. "I happened across this wolf, you see, and he was about to
junmp on me and tear out ny throat so that he could have nme for supper. Now, |'ve always sort of
I i ked wol ves-they sing so prettily-but | don't Iike themwell enough to provide supper for them
Particularly when |'mgoing to be the main course. Well, | happened to have this pair of bone dice
with me, and | persuaded the wolf that it mght be nore interesting if we played dice to decide
the matter instead of rolling around on the ground trying to rip each other apart. So we put up
the stakes on the gane and started rolling the dice."

"What stakes?" the bearded clansnman asked.

"My carcass and his skin, of course.”

The toll taker started to laugh. "WelIl-" Althalus began to expand the story. "-1 just
happen to be the best dice player in all the world-and we were playing with ny dice, and |'ve
spent a lot of time training those dice to do what | want themto do. Well, to cut this short, the

wolf had a little run of bad luck, so |I'mwearing his skin now, and he's up there in the forest of
Hul e shivering in the cold because he's running around naked."

The tattooed man | aughed even harder

"Have you ever seen a naked wolf w th goose bunps all over hinP" Althalus asked, feigning
a synpat hetic expression. "Pitiful!l | felt terribly sorry for him of course, but a bet is a bet,
after all, and he did lose. It wouldn't have been ethical for me to give his skin back to him
after I'd fairly won it, now would it?"

The toll taker doubled over, howing with | aughter

"I felt sort of sorry for the poor beast, and maybe just a little bit guilty about the

whol e business. |I'Il be honest about it right here and now, friend. | did cheat the wolf a few
tinmes during our game, and just to nmake up for that | let himkeep his tail-for decency's sake, of
course. "

"Ch, that's a rare story, friend!" The chortling toll taker said, clapping Athalus on the
back with one nmeaty hand. "Gosti's got to hear this one!" And he insisted on acconpanyi ng Althal us
across the rickety bridge, through the shabby village of |og-walled and thatch-roofed huts, and on
up to the inposing log fort that overl ooked the village and the bridge that crossed the foam ng
river.

They entered the fort and proceeded into the snmoky main hill. Althalus had visited many of
the clan halls in the highlands of Arum so he was fam liar with these people's rel axed approach
to neatness, but Gosti's hall elevated untidiness to an art form Like nost clan halls, this one
had a dirt floor with a fire pit in the center. The floor was covered with rushes, but the rushes
appeared not to have been changed for a dozen years or so. A d bones and assorted ot her kinds of
garbage rotted in the corners, and hounds-and pi gs-dozed here and there. It was the first tine
Al t hal us had ever encountered pigs as house pets. There was a rough-hewn tabl e across the front of
the hall, and seated at that table stuffing food into his mouth with both hands sat the fattest
man Al t hal us had ever seen. There could be no question about the man's identity, since Gosti Big
Belly cane by his nane honestly. He had piglike little eyes, and his pendul ous lower |ip hung down
farther than his chin. A full haunch of roasted pork lay on the greasy table in front of him and
he was ripping great chunks of neat fromthat haunch and stuffing theminto his nouth. Just behind
him stood a huge man with hard, unfriendly eyes.

"Are we disturbing himat lunchtine?" Althalus nurnmured to his guide.

The tattooed clansman | aughed. "Not really," he replied. "Wth Costi, it's alittle hard
to tell exactly which neal he's eating, since they all sort of run together. Costi eats all the
time, Althalus. |'ve never actually seen himdo it, but there are sone here who swear that he even
eats while he's asleep. Cone along. |I'Il introduce you to himand to his cousin @Gl bak, too."

They approached the table. "Ho, Costi!" the tattooed man said loudly to get the fat man's
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attention. "This is Althalus. Have himtell you the story of how he cane by this fine wolf-eared
tunic of his."

"All right,"” Gosti replied in a deep, runbling voice, taking a gulp of nead fromhis
drinking horn He squinted at Althalus with his little piglike eyes. "You don't mind if | keep
eating while you tell nme the story, do you?"

"Not at all, Gosti," Althalus said. "You do appear to have a little gaunt spot under your
left thunbnail, and | certainly wouldn't want you to start wasting away right in front of ny
eyes."

Costi blinked, and then he roared with | aughter, spew ng greasy pork all over the table.
Gal bak, however, didn't so nmuch as crack a smle.

Al t hal us expanded the story of his dice gane with the wolf into epic proportions, and by
nightfall he was firmy ensconced in the chair beside the enornous fat man. After he'd told
various versions of the story several tines for the entertainnent of all the fur-clad clansmen who
drifted into the hall, he invented other stories to fill the hall of CGosti Big Belly with nearly
continuous nmrth. No nmatter how hard he tried, however, Althalus could never get so nmuch as a
smle out of the towering Gal bak

He wintered there, and he was nore than wel cone to sit at Gosti's table, eating Big
Belly's food and drinking his nead, as long as he could cone up with new stories and jokes to keep
CGosti's belly bouncing up and down with laughter. Gosti's own occasional contributions obviously
bored his clansmen, since they were largely Iimted to boasts about how much gold he had stored
away in his strong room The clansnen had evidently heard those stories often enough to know t hem
all by heart. Althalus found them noderately fascinating, however.

The wi nter plodded on until it was finally spring, and by then Althal us knew every coner
of Big Belly's hall intimately.

The strong roomwasn't too hard to |l ocate, since it was usually guarded. It was at the far
end of the corridor where the dining hall was |ocated, and three steps led up to the heavy door. A
massi ve bronze | ock strongly suggested that things of value were kept inside.

Al thalus noticed that the nighttinme guards didn't take their jobs very seriously, and by
m dni ght they were custonmarily fast asleep-a condition not unconmon anong nen who take |arge jugs
of strong nead to work with them

Al that was left to do nowwas to wait for the snowto nelt-and to stay on the good side
of CGosti and his sour-faced giant cousin. If all went well, Althalus would be in a hurry when he
left. Gal bak had very long legs, so Althalus didn't want deep snow in the passes to sl ow hi m down
enough for Galbak to catch up with him

Al thalus took to frequently stepping out into the courtyard to check the progress of the
spring thaw, and when the |ast snowdrift di sappeared from a nearby pass, he decided that the tine
had come for himto take his |eave.

As it turned out, the strong roomof Gosti Big Belly wasn't nearly as strong as GCost
thought it was, and | ate one night when the fire in the pit in the center of the hall had burned
down to enbers and Gosti and his clansnmen were filling the coners with drunken snores, Althalus
went to that strong room stepped over the snoring guards, undid the sinple |l atch, and slipped
inside to transfer sone ownership. There was a crude table and a sturdy bench in the center of the
roomand a pile of heavy |ooking skin bags in one corner. Althalus took up one of the bags,
carried it to the table, and sat down to count his new wealth.

The bag was about the size of a man's head, and it was loosely tied shut. Althalus eagerly
opened t he bag, reached his hand inside, and drew out a fistful of coins.

He stared at the coins with a sinking feeling. They were all copper. He dug out another
fistful. There were a few yellow coins this tinme, but they were brass, not gold. Then he enptied
the bag out onto the table.

Still no gold.

Al thalus raised the torch he'd brought with himto survey the room maybe CGosti kept his
gold in a different pile. There was only the one pile, however. Althalus picked up two nore bags
and poured their contents onto the table as well. Mre copper sprinkled with a little brass lay on
the nowlittered table.

He quickly enptied out all the bags, and there wasn't a single gold coin in any of them
Gosti had hoodwi nked him and he'd evidently hoodw nked just about everybody in Arumas well.

Al thal us began to swear. He'd just wasted an entire winter watching a fat man eat. Wrse
yet, he'd believed all the lies that slobbering fat nan had told him He resisted the strong
tenptation to return to the hall and to rip Gosti up the mddle with his dagger. Instead he sat
down to pick the brass coins out of the heaps of copper. He knew that he wouldn't get enough to
even begin to pay himfor his tine, but it'd be better than nothing at all
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After he'd | eached all the brass out of the heaps of copper, he stood up and disdainfully
ti pped the table over to dunp all the nearly worthless copper coins onto the floor, and left in
di sgust .

He went out of the hall, crossed the nuddy courtyard, and wal ked on through the shabby
village, cursing his own gullibility and brooding darkly about his failure to take a look into the
strong roomto verify the fat man's boasti ng.

Fortune, that most fickle Goddess, had tricked himagain. H's luck hadn't changed after
all.

Despite his bitter disappointnment, he stepped right along. He hadn't left Gosti's strong
roomin a very tidy condition, and it wouldn't be long until the fat man realized that he'd been
robbed. The theft hadn't been very large, but it still might not be a bad idea to cross a few clan
boundaries just to be on the safe side. Gal bak had the | ook of a man who woul dn't shrug things
of f, and Althalus definitely wanted a I ong head start on Gosti's hard-faced cousin

After a few days of hard travel, Althalus felt that it was safe enough to stop by a tavern
to get a decent neal. Like just about everyone else on the frontiers, Althalus carried a sling and
he was quite skilled with it. He could get by on an occasional rabbit or squirrel, but he was
definitely in the nobod for a full neal

He approached a shabby village tavern, but stopped just outside the doorway when he hear
soneone saying, "-a wolf-skin tunic with the ears still on." He stepped back fromthe door to
I'isten.

"Costi Big Belly's fit to be tied," the man who'd just nentioned the tunic went on. "It
seens that this Althalus fellow d just spent the whole winter eating Gosti's food and drinking his
mead, and he showed his gratitude by sneaking into Gosti's strong roomand stealing two full bags
of gold coins."

"Shocki ng!" sonmebody el se murnured. "What did you say this thief |ooked Iike?"

"Well, as | understand it, he's about nedium sized and he's got a black beard, but that
description fits about half the men in Arum It's that wolfeared tunic that gives himaway.
CGosti's cousin Galbak is offering a huge reward for the fellow s head, but for all of me, he can

keep his reward. It's those two bags of gold this Althalus fellows carrying that interest ne. I'm
going to track himdown, believe ne. I1'd like to introduce himto the busy end of mnmy spear, and
won't even bother to cut off his head to sell to Gal bak." The man gave a cynical laugh. "I'mnot a

greedy man, friends. Two bags of gold are nore than enough to satisfy ne."

Al thal us stepped around to the side of the tavern to swear. It was the irony of it al
that stung so nuch. CGosti desperately wanted everybody in Arcumto believe that he was rich. That
absurd reward offer was nothing nore than a way for the fat man to verify his boasts. Costi, stil
eating with both hands, was probably | aughing hinself sick right now Althalus had stolen no nore
than a handful of brass coins, and now he'd have to run for his life. Gosti would get the fane,
and Al thalus now had Gal bak on his trail and every man in Arumlooking for himw th a knife.

Qovi ously though, he was going to have to get rid of his splendid new tunic, and that
really bit deep. He went back to the door and peeked inside to identify the man who' d j ust
descri bed him Wat had happened had been Gosti's doing, but CGosti wasn't around to punish, so
that | oudnout hed tavern | oafer was going to have to fill in for him

Al thal us etched the nman's features in his nind, and then he went outside the village to
wai t and wat ch.

Dusk was settling over the nountains of Arumwhen the fellow | urched out of the tavern and
came wobbling out to the nmain trail that passed the village. He was carrying a short spear with a
br oad- bl aded bronze tip, and he was whistling tunel essly.

He stopped whistling when Al thalus savagely clubbed himto the ground.

Then Alt hal us dragged hi mback into the bushes at the side of the trail. He turned the
unconsci ous man over. "l understand you' ve been | ooking for ne," he said sardonically. "Was there
sonet hi ng you wanted to di scuss?"

He peeled the man's knitted snmock off the Iinp body, renmoved his own splendid tunic, and
regretfully dropped it on his woul d-be assassin's face. Then he put on the shabby tunic, stole the
man's purse and spear, and left the vicinity.

Althalus didn't have a very high opinion of the man he'd just robbed, so he was fairly
certain that the idiot would actually wear that tunic, and that mght help to nmuddy the waters.
The description the fell ow had been spreadi ng around had nentioned a bl ack beard, so when the sun
rose the foll owing norning, Althalus stopped by a forest pool where he could see his reflection in
the surface of the water and painfully shaved with his bronze dagger

Once that had been taken care of, he decided that it nmight be prudent to continue his
northward journey along the ridgelines rather than in the canyons. His shave and his change of
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cl ot hi ng had probably di sgui sed hi m enough to conceal his identity from people who were searching
for sonebody with a black beard and a wol f-eared tunic, but a fair number of nmen had stopped by
CGosti's hall during the preceding winter, and if sone of those guests were anong the searchers,
they'd probably recognize him And if they didn't, Gosti's cousin Gal bak certainly would. Althalus
knew t he Arunms well enough to be certain that they'd stay down in the canyons to conduct their
search, since clinmbing the ridges would be terribly inconvenient and there weren't many taverns up
on top where they could rest and refresh thenselves. A thalus was positive that no real Arum coul d
ever be found nore than a nmle away fromthe nearest tavern

He clinbed the ridge with a sense of bitterness dogging his heels. He'd nmake good his
escape, of course. He was too clever to be caught. Wat really cankered at his soul was the fact
that his escape would just reinforce Gosti's boasts. Gosti's reputation as the richest man in Arum
woul d be confirmed by the fact that the greatest thief in the world had nade a special trip to
Arumjust to rob him Althalus nmournfully concluded that his bad luck was still dogging his heels.

Up on the ridgeline, the sodden remains of last winter's snowdrifts nade for slow going,
but Althalus slogged his way north. There wasn't nuch game up here on the ridges, so he frequently
went for days wi thout eating.

As he sourly struggled north, he once again heard that peculiar wailing sound he'd first
noti ced back in the nmountains on his way to Gosti's fort the previous autumm. Evidently it was
still out there, and he began to wonder if naybe it was following himfor sone reason. \Watever it
was, it was noisy, and its wailing cries echoing back fromthe nountainsides began to nake
Al thalus distinctly edgy.

It wasn't a wolf; Althalus was sure of that. Wlves travel in packs, and this was a
solitary creature. There was an al nbst despairing quality about its wailing. He eventually
concluded that it was nost probably the nating season for that particular creature, and that its
mournful, hollow cries were nothing nore than an announcenment to others of its species that it
would really like to have sone conpany al ong about now. Whatever it was, Althalus began to
fervently wish that it'd go | ook for conpani onship el sewhere, since those unearthly cries of
absol ute despair were beginning to get on his nerves.

CHAPTER THREE

Al'thalus was in a sonber nood as he slogged north along the ridgelines of Arum He'd had setbacks
before, of course. Nobody wins every tinme. But always in the past his luck had returned in short

order. This time had been sonehow different. Everything he'd touched had gone sour. Hi s luck had

not just deserted him she seened to be going out of her way to ruin everything he attenpted. Had
he done something that'd turned her | ove to hate? That gl oony thought hounded hi mas he cane down
out of the nountains of Aruminto the deep-forested | and of Hul e.

Hule is the refuge of choice for nen who are the unfortunate victins of various
m sunder st andi ngs in the surroundi ng | ands. Hel pful nmen who "just wanted to give your horse sone
exercise" or were "just taking your silver coins out into the light to polish themfor you," found
sanctuary in Hule. There's nothing resenbling a governnent or laws of any kind there, and in a
|l and where there aren't any laws, there's no such thing as a | awbreaker

Al'thalus was in a foul hunor when he reached Hule, and he felt a great need for the
conpani onshi p of people of his own kind with whom he could be conpletely open, so he nmade his way
directly through the forest to the nore or |ess permanent encanprment of a Hulish man naned Nabj or
who brewed good nead and sold it at a fair price. Nabjor also had several plunmp young | adies
avai l abl e for the conveni ence of custonmers who might be feeling lonely for conversation or
consol ati on.

There's a hushed quality about the vast forests of Hule. The trees of that |and of the far
north are giants, and a travel er can wander under the endl ess canopy of their outspread |inbs for
days on end wi thout ever seeing the sun. The trees are evergreens for the nost part, and their
fallen needl es bl anket the ground in a deep, danp carpet that muffles the sound of a traveler's
footsteps. There are no trails in the land of Hule, since the trees continually shed their dead
needles in a gentle sprinkle to cover all signs of the passage of man or beast.

Nabj or's congenial canp lay in a snmall clearing on the banks of a cheerful little stream
that giggled its way over brown rocks, and Althal us approached it with sone caution, since a nman
reputed to be carrying two heavy bags of gold tends to be very careful before he enters any public
establishment. After he'd lain behind a fallen tree watching the canp for a while, Al thalus
concluded that there were no Aruns around, so he rose to his feet. "Ho, Nabjor," he called. "It's
me, Althalus. Don't get excited; |I'mcoming in." Nabjor always kept a heavy-bl aded bronze axe
close at hand to naintain order and to deal with interlopers who m ght have sone questions about
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his own indiscretions, so it was prudent not to surprise him

"Ho! Althalus!" Nabjor bellowed. "Wl conme! | was beginning to think that maybe the Equeros
or the Treboreans had caught you and hung you up on a tree down there.”

"No," Althalus replied with a rueful laugh. "I've managed to keep ny feet on the ground so
far, but only barely. Is your nmead ripe yet? That batch you had the last tine | passed through was
just a trifle green.”

"Come and try sone," Nabjor invited. "This new batch came out rather well."

Al thal us wal ked into the clearing and | ooked at his old friend. Nabjor was a burly nan
wi th dun-col ored hair and beard. He had a | arge, bul bous nose, shrewd eyes, and he was dressed in
a shaggy bearskin tunic. Nabjor was a busi nessman who sol d good nead and rented out | adies. He
al so bought things with no questions asked fromnen who stole for a |iving.

The two of them clasped hands warmy. "Sit you down, ny friend," Nabjor said. "I'Il bring
us some nead, and you can tell me all about the splendors of civilization."

VWil e Nabjor filled two | arge earthenware cups with foam ng nmead, Althalus sank down on a
log by the fire where a spitted haunch of forest bison sizzled and snoked. "How did things go down
there?" he asked, returning to the fire and handing Al thalus one of the cups.

"Awful ," Althalus said glumy

"That bad?" Nabj or asked, seating hinself on the log on the other side of the fire.

"Even worse, Nabjor. | don't think anybody's come up with a word yet that really describes
how bad it was." Althalus took a long drink of his mead. "You got a good run on this batch, ny
friend."

"I thought you might like it."

"Are you still charging the sanme price?"

"Don't worry about the price today, Athalus. Today's nead is out of friendship."

Althalus lifted his cup. "Here's to friendship then," he said and took another drink
"They don't even make mead down in civilization. The only thing you can buy in the taverns is sour
w ne."

"They call that civilized?" Nabjor shook his head in disbelief.

"How s busi ness been?" Althal us asked.

"Not bad at all," Nabjor replied expansively. "Wrd's getting around about ny place. Just
about everybody in Hule knows by now that if he wants a good cup of nead at a reasonable price,
Nabjor's canp is the place to go. If he wants the conpani onship of a pretty lady, this is the
pl ace. If he's stunbled across sonething val uabl e that he wants to sell with no enbarrassing

questions about how he cane by it, he knows that if he conmes here, I'Il be glad to discuss it with
him™"

“"You're going to fool around and die rich, Nabjor."

"If it's all the same to you, |I'd rather live rich. Al right, since that's out of the
way, tell ne what happened down in the low country. | haven't seen you for nore than a year, so

we' ve got a lot of catching up to do."

"You' d better brace yourself, Nabjor," Althalus warned. "This isn't going to be one of
those happy stories." Then he went on to describe his misadventures in Equero, Treborea, and
Per quai ne at sone | engt h.

"That's awful!" Nabjor said. "Didn't anything turn out well?"

"Not really. Things were so bad that | had to waylay nmen conming out of taverns to get
enough noney to pay for my next neal. My luck's gone sour on me, Nabjor. Everything |'ve touched
for the past year and a half's turned to ashes on ne. | thought for a while that it was because ny
luck hadn't followed ne when | went down into the | ow country, but things didn't get any better
when | got to Arum" Then he told his friend about his m sadventures in the hall of Gosti Big
Belly.

"You really do have a problem don't you, Althalus?" Nabjor observed. "It's your | uck
that's always made you fanous. You'd better see what you can do to get back on the good side of
her."

“I'd be nore than happy to, Nabjor, but | don't know how. She's always been so fond of ne
that | didn't have to take any special pains to keep her in ny pocket. |If she had a tenple
somepl ace, |'d steal sonebody's goat and sacrifice it on her altar. But the way things have been
going here lately, the goat woul d probably kick ny brains out before | could cut his throat."

"Ch, cheer up, Althalus. Things have got to get better for you."

"I certainly hope so. | don't see how they could get any worse."

Just then Althalus heard that al nbost despairing wail again, far back in the trees. "Do you
have any idea what sort of aninal nmakes that kind of noise?" he asked.

Nabj or cocked his head to listen. "Can't quite place it," he admtted. "It wouldn't be a
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bear, would it?"

"I don't think so. Bears don't go around singing in the woods that way. | heard that beast
how ing for days on end while I was up in Arum"”

"Maybe it's heard about Gosti's lies and it's followi ng you to rob you of all your gold."

"Very funny, Nabjor," Althalus said sarcastically.

Nabj or smirked at him Then he took their cups back to the crock to refill them "Here,"
he said, coming back to the fire and hol ding one of the cups out to Althalus, "snother your
| aughter with this and quit worrying about aninmals. They're afraid of fire, so whatever it is out
there howling anong the trees isn't likely to cone in here and sit down with us."

Al t hal us and Nabjor had a few nore cups of nead, and then the thief noticed that his
friend had a new wench in his canp. The wench had wi cked eyes and a provocative way of wal ki ng. He
decided that it might be sort of nice if he and the wench got to know each other a little better.
He was very much in need of friendship just now.

And so Althalus remained in Nabjor's establishnment for quite some tinme to enjoy the
entertainnents available there. Nabjor's nead was plentiful, there was usually a haunch of forest
bi son on a spit near the fire in case anyone grew hungry, and the wench with w cked eyes was
talented. Not only that, other thieves, alnbost all of themold friends and acquai ntances, stopped
by fromtine to tine, and they could all spend happy hours together, bragging, talking shop, and
engaging in friendly dice ganes. After this past year, Althalus really needed sonme relaxation to
unwi nd his nerves and restore his good hunor. H's stock in trade was witty stories and jokes, and
a grunmpy man can't tell jokes very well.

H s nmeager supply of brass coins was not inexhaustible, however, and after a tine his
purse grew very slender, so he regretfully concluded that he'd probably better start thinking
about goi ng back to work.

And then along toward the end of sumer on a blustery day when the racing cl ouds overhead
were blotting out the sun, a man with deepsunk eyes and | ank, greasy black hair rode into Nabjor's
canp on a shaggy grey horse. He slid down fromthe hack of his weary nount and cane to the fire to
warm hi s hands. "Mead!" he called to Nabjor in a harsh voice.

"I don't know you, friend," Nabjor said suspiciously, fingering his heavy bronze axe.

"I'"ll have to see your noney first."

The stranger's eyes hardened, and then he wordl essly shook a heavy | eather purse.

Al t hal us squi nted specul atively at the stranger. The fell ow was wearing a kind of bronze
hel met on his head that reached down the back of his neck to his shoulders, and there were thick
bronze plates sewn onto his black |eather jerkin. He also wore a | ong, hooded bl ack cl oak that
| ooked rather fine and that Althalus was sure would fit him if the stranger happened to drink too
much of Nabjor's nead and drift off to sleep. The nman al so had a heavy- bl aded sword tucked under
his belt and a narrow bronze dagger as well

There was an oddly archaic | ook about the stranger's features that nade his face appear to
have been only half finished. Althalus didn't really pay too nmuch attention to the stranger's
face, though. What he was really | ooking for were the characteristic clan tattoos of the Aruns. At
this particular time Althalus thought it mght be prudent to avoid Aruns. The stranger, however,
had unmar ked hands and forearns, so our thief relaxed.

The bl ack-haired stranger seated hinself on a log across the fire pit fromwhere Althal us
| ounged and | ooked penetratingly at the thief. It might have been sone trick of the light, but the
dancing flames of the fire were reflected in the stranger's eyes, and that made Althalus just a
bit edgy. It's not every day that a man cones across sonebody whose eyes are on fire. "I see that
I've finally found you," the stranger said in a peculiarly accented voice. It appeared that this
man was not one to beat about the bush

"“You' ve been looking for me?" Althalus said as calmy as possible. The fell ow was heavily
arned, and as far as Althalus knew, there was still a price on his head back in Arum He carefully
shifted his own sword around on his belt so that the hilt was closer to his hand.

"For quite sone time now," the stranger replied. "I picked up your trail in Deika. Men
down there are still tal king about how fast you can run when dogs are chasing you. Then | tracked
you to Kanthon in Treborea and on to Maghu in Perquaine. Druigor's still trying to figure out why
you just dunped all his noney on the floor and didn't steal any of it."

Al t hal us wi nced.

"You didn't know that it was noney, did you?" the stranger asked shrewdly. "Anyway, |
foll owed you from Maghu up into Arum and there's a fat nman up there who's | ooking for you even
harder than | am"

"I sort of doubt that," Althalus said. "Gosti wants people to think he's rich, and |I'm
probably the only man around who knows that there's nothing in his strong room but copper
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penni es. "

The stranger |aughed. "I thought there was sonething that didn't quite ring true about the
way he kept going on about how you' d robbed him"

"And just why have you spent all this tine |ooking for nme?" Althalus asked, getting to the
point. "Your clothing says Nekweros, and | haven't been there in years, so |'msure | haven't
stolen anything fromyou recently."

"Set your mind at rest Althalus, and slide your sword back around your belt so the hilt
doesn't keep poking you in the ribs. | haven't come here to take your head back to CGosti. Wuld
you be at all interested in a business proposition?"

"That depends."

"My nane's Ghend, and | need a good thief who knows his way around. Are you at al
famliar with the | and of the Kagwhers?"

"“I'"ve been there a fewtinmes," Althalus replied cautiously. "I don't care very nuch for
the Kagwhers. They have this habit of assum ng that everyone who cones along is there to sneak
into their gold mnes and just help hinself. Wat is it that you want me to steal for you? You
| ook I'ike the kind of man who can take care of things like that for hinmself. Wiy would you want to
pay sonebody else to do it for you?"

"You're not the only one with a price on his head, Althalus," Giend replied with a pai ned
expression. "lI'msure | wouldn't care much for the reception I'd get if | happened to venture into
Kagwher just now. Anyway, there's soneone in Nekweros who's hol ding some obligations over ny head,
and he's not the sort |I'd want to di sappoint. There's sonething he really wants over in Kagwher,
and he's told nme to go there and get it for him That puts ne in a very tight spot, you
understand. You'd be in the sane sort of situation if sonmeone told you to go get something for him
and it just happened to be in Arum wouldn't you?"

"I can see your problem yes. | should warn you that | don't work cheap, though."
"I didn't expect you to, Althalus. This thing ny friend in Nekweros wants is quite |arge
and very heavy, and |'mprepared to pay you its weight in gold if you'll steal it for nme."

"You just managed to get ny undivided attention, Ghend."

"Are you really as good a thief as everyone says you are?" Chend's gl owi ng eyes seened to
burn nore brightly.

“"I"'mthe best," Althalus said with a deprecating shrug.

"He's right about that, stranger," Nabjor said, bringing Althalus a fresh cup of mead.
"Althal us here can steal anything with two ends or with a top and, a bottom"

"That m ght be a slight exaggeration,” Althalus said. "Ariver has two ends, and |I've
never stolen one of those; and a | ake has a top and a bottom but |'ve never stol en one of those
either. What exactly is it that this nman in Nekweros wants badly enough to offer gold for it-sone
jewel or sonething like that?"

"No, it's not a jewel," Ghend replied with a hungry | ook. "What he wants-and will pay gold
for-is a book."
"You just said the nagic word ‘gold" again, Ghend. | could sit here all day and listen to

you tal k about it, but now we conme to the hard part. Wat in blazes is a book?"

Gnhend | ooked sharply at him and the flickering firelight touched his eyes again, making
them glow a burning red. "So that's why you threw all of Druigor's noney on the floor. You didn't
know that it was noney because you can't read."

"Reading's for the priests, CGhend, and | don't have any dealings with priests if | can
avoid it. Every priest |'ve ever cone across promses nme a seat at the table of his God-if 1'I1
just hand over everything |'ve got in ny purse. I'msure the dining halls of the Gods are very
nice, but you have to die to get an invitation to have dinner with God, and |'mnot really that
hungry."

Ghend frowned. "This might conplicate things just a bit,"'
of pages that people read."

"I don't have to be able to read it, CGhend, to be able to steal it. Al | have to knowis
what it |ooks |ike and where it is."

Ghend gave hima specul ative | ook, his deep-sunk eyes glow ng. "You nay be right," he

he said. "A book is a collection

said, alnost as if to hinmself. "I just happen to have a book with nme. If |I showit to you, you'll
know what you're | ooking for."

"Exactly," Althalus said. "Wiy don't you trot your book out, and I'll have a | ook. | don't
have to know what it says to be able to steal it, do I?"

"No," Chend agreed, "I guess you don't at that." He rose to his feet, went over to his

horse, reached inside the |leather bag tied to his saddle, and took sonething square and fairly
| arge out of the bag. Then he brought it back to the fire.
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"It's bigger than | thought,"” Althalus noted. "It's just a box, then, isn't it?"

"It's what's inside that's inportant,” CGhend said, opening the lid. He took out a
crackling sheet of sonething that |ooked Iike dried |eather and handed it to Althalus. "That's
what witing looks like," he said. "Wien you find a box like this one, you'd better open it to
make sure it has sheets like that one inside instead of buttons or tools."

Al thalus held up the sheet and | ooked at it. "What kind of animal has a hide this thin?"
he asked.

"They take a piece of cowhide and split it with a knife to get thin sheets,"” Ghend
expl ai ned. "Then they press themflat with weights and dry themso that they're stiff. Then they
wite on themso that other people can read what they've put down."

"Trust a priest to conplicate things," Althalus said. He | ooked carefully at the neatly
spaced lines of witing on the sheet. "It |ooks sort of |ike pictures, doesn't it?" he suggested.

"That's what witing is," CGhend explained. He took a stick and drew a curved line in the
dirt beside the fire. "This is the picture that neans ‘cow, he said, "since it's supposed to
|l ook Iike a cow s homs."

"I thought learning to read was supposed to be difficult,"” Althalus said. "W ve only been
tal king about it for a few nminutes, and | already know how to read."

"As long as all you want to read about is cows," Ghend anmended, half under his breath.

"l don't see anything about cows on this page," Althalus said.

"You' ve got it upside down," Ghend told him

"Ch." Althalus turned the page and studied it for alittle while. Sone of the synbols
carefully drawn on the parchnment chilled himfor sone reason. "I can't nake any sense of this,"” he
admtted, "but that's not inportant. AIl | really need to knowis that |I'm|looking for a black box
with | eather sheets inside."

"The box we want is white," Chend corrected, "and it's quite a bit bigger than this one."
He held up his book. The cover of the book had red symbols on it, ones that chilled Al thalus.

"How nmuch bi gger than yours is the book we want?" he asked.

"It's about as long and as wide as the |length of your forearm"” Chend replied, "and about
as thick as the length of your foot. It's fairly heavy." He took the sheet of parched | eather from
Al thal us and al nost reverently put it back inside the box. "Well?" he said then. "Are you
interested in the proposition?"

“I"l1l need a few nore details,
how well is it guarded?

"It's in the House at the End of the Wrld over in Kagwher."

"I know where Kagwher is," Althalus said, "but | didn't know that the world ended there.
Exactly where in Kagwher is this place? Wiat direction?"

“"North. It's up in that part of Kagwher that doesn't see the sun in the winter and where
there isn't any night in sunmer."”

"That's a peculiar place for sonebody to live."

"Truly. The owner of the book hasn't |ived there for nany, nany years, so there won't be
anybody there to interfere with you when you go inside the house to steal the book."

"That's convenient. Can you give nme any kind of |andmarks? |I can nove faster if | know
where |'m going."

"Just follow the edge of the world. Wen you see a house, you'll knowit's the right
place. It's the only house up there."

Al thalus drank off his mead. "That sounds sinple enough,” he said. "Now, then, after |'ve
stol en the book, how do | find you to, get ny pay?"

“I'"1l find you, Althalus." Ghend's deep-sunk eyes burned even hotter. "Believe ne, |'l|
find you."

“I'"1l think about it."

"You'll do it then?"

"I said I'Il think about it. Now, why don't we have sonme nore of Nabjor's mead-since
you're the one who's paying."

Al'thalus replied. "Just exactly where is this book, and

Althalus didn't feel very well the next nmorning, but a few cups of Nabjor's nmead quieted the
shaking in his hands and put out the fire in his belly. "I'"ll be gone for a while, Nabjor," he
told his friend. "Tell the wench with the naughty eyes that | said good-bye and that 1'Il see her
agai n soneday."

"You're going to do it then? Go steal that book thing for Ghend?"

"You were |istening."

"OfF course | was, Althalus. Are you really sure you want to do this, though? Ghend kept
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tal ki ng about gold, but | don't renenber that he ever showed you any. It's easy to say ‘gold,' but
actual ly producing sone nmight be alittle nore difficult."

Al t hal us shrugged. "If he doesn't pay, he doesn't get the book." He | ooked over to where
Ghend | ay huddl ed under his excellent black wool cloak. "Wen he wakes up, tell himthat |1've left
for Kagwher and that |1'mgoing there to steal that book for him"

"Do you really trust hinP"

"Alnost as far as | could throw him" Althalus replied with a cynical |augh. "The price he
promi sed me sort of hints that there'll be sonme fellows with | ong knives nearby when | demand mny
pay. Besides, if sonebody offers to pay nme to steal something for him |I'malways certain that the
thing's worth at least ten tinmes what he's offering me to steal it. | don't trust Ghend, Nabjor
There were a couple of tines last night after the fire had burned down when he | ooked at ne, and
his eyes were still on fire. They were glowing bright red, and the glow wasn't a reflection. Then
there was that sheet of parched | eather he showed ne. Mst of those pictures were sort of
ordi nary, but some of them glowed red the same way Ghend's eyes did. Those pictures are supposed
to mean words, and | don't think 1'd like to have anybody sayi ng those particular wrds to ne."

"I'f you feel that way about it, why are you going to take on the job, then?"

Al thalus sighed. "Nornmally | wouldn't, Nabjor. |I don't trust Ghend, and | don't think I
like him M luck's turned sour on ne here lately, though, so | sort of have to take what cones
along-at least until fortune falls in love with me again. The job Ghend offered me is fairly
simple, you know. All | have to do is go to Kagwher, find a certain enpty house, and steal a white
| eat her box. Any fool could do this job, but Ghend offered it to ne, so l'mgoing to junp on it.
The job's easy, and the pay's good. It won't be hard to do it right, and if I do pull it off,
fortune m ght change her mind and go back to adoring ne the way she's supposed to."

"You' ve got a very strange religion, Althalus."

Althalus grinned at him "It works for ne, Nabjor, and | don't even need a priest to
intercede for me and then take half my profits for his services." Althalus |ooked over at the
sl eepi ng Ghend again. "How careless of me," he said. "I alnost forgot to pick up ny new cloak." He
wal ked over to where CGhend lay, gently renoved the bl ack wool cloak, and put it around his own
shoul ders. "What do you think?" he asked Nabjor, striking a pose.

"I't looks alnmpbst as if it's been made for you," Nabjor chuckl ed.

"Probably it was. Ghend nust have stolen it while I was busy." He wal ked back, digging
several brass coins out of his purse. "Do me a favor, Nabjor," he said, handing over the coins.
"Chend drank a | ot of your mead last night, and | noticed that he doesn't hold his drink very
well. He won't be feeling too good when he wakes up, so he's going to need sonme nedicine to nake
himfeel better. Gve himas nuch as he can drink, and if he's feeling delicate again tonorrow
nmorning, get himwell again with the sane nedi ci ne and change the subject if he happens to ask
what happened to his cloak."

"Are you going to steal his horse, too? Riding s easier than walking."

"When | get so feeble that | can't do ny own walking, I'll take up begging at the side of
the road. A horse would just get in ny way. Keep Ghend drunk for a week, if you can manage it. 1'd
like to be a long ways up into the nountains of Kagwher before he sobers up."

"He said that he's afraid to go into Kagwher."

“I don't think | believe himon that score either. He knows the way to that house up
there, but | think it's the house he's afraid of, not the whole of Kagwher. | don't want him
hiding in the bushes when | cone out of that house with the book under ny arm so keep hi m drunk
enough not to follow ne. Make him feel good when he wakes up."

"That's why |'mhere, Althalus," Nabjor said piously. "I"'mthe friend of all nmen when
they're thirsty or sick. My good strong nead is the best nmedicine in the world. It can cure a
rainy day, and if | could think of a way to nake a dead man swallowit, | could probably even cure
hi m of being dead with it."

"Nicely put,” Althalus said adniringly.

"Li ke you always say, |'ve got this way with words."

"And with your brewi ng crocks. Be the friend of Ghend then, Nabjor. Cure himof any
unwhol esone urges to followne. | don't like to be followed when |I'm working, so make hi m good and

drunk right here so that | don't have to nmake hi m good and dead sonmewhere up in the nountains."

CHAPTER FOUR

It was |late sunmer now in deep-forested Hule, and Althalus could travel nore rapidly than he m ght
have in | ess-pl easant seasons. The vast trees of Hule kept the forest floor in perpetual twlight,
and the carpet of needles was very thick, snothering obstructing undergrowt h.
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Al t hal us al ways noved cautiously when traveling through Hule, but this time he went
through the forest even nore carefully. A man whose |uck has gone bad needs to take extra
precautions. There were other men noving through the forest, and even though they were kindred
outlaws, Althalus avoided them There weren't any laws in Hule, but there were rules about
behavior, and it was very unhealthy to ignore those rules. If an armed nan doesn't want conpany,
it's best not to intrude upon him

When Althalus was not too far fromthe western edge of the |land of the Kagwhers, he
encount ered another of the creatures who lived in the forest of Hule, and things were a little
tense for a while. A pack of the hul king forest wol ves caught his scent. Althalus didn't really
under stand wol ves. Most aninals don't bother to waste tine on things that aren't easy to catch and
eat. Wbl ves, however, seemto enjoy challenges, and they'll chase sonething for days on end just
for the fun of the chase. Althalus could laugh at a good joke with the best of them but he felt
that the wolves of Hule tended to run a joke all the way into the ground.

And so it was with sonme relief that he noved up into the highlands of Kagwher, where the
trees thinned out enough to nake the forest wolves how one final salute and turn back

There was, as all the world knows, gold in Kagwher, and that made the Kagwhers a little
hard to get along with. Gold, Althalus had noticed, does peculiar things to people. A nman with
nothing in his purse but a few copper coins can be the nbst good-natured and fun-loving fellow in
the world, but give hima little bit of gold and he inmediately turns suspicious and unfriendly
and spends al nost every waki ng nmorment worrying about thieves and bandits.

The Kagwhers had devi sed a charmingly direct neans of warni ng passersby away fromtheir
m nes and those streans where snooth, round |unmps of gold |lay scattered anong the brown pebbl es
just under the surface of the water. Any tine a traveler in Kagwher happened across a stake driven
into the ground with a skull adorning its top, he knew that he was approachi ng forbi dden ground.
Some of the skulls were those of aninmals; nost of them however, were the skulls of men. The
message was fairly clear.

So far as Althalus was concerned, the nmines of Kagwher were perfectly safe. There was a
| ot of backbreaking |abor involved in wenching gold out of the nountains, and other nen were far
better suited for that than he was. Althalus was a thief, after all, and he devoutly believed that
actually working for a living was unethi cal

Ghend's directions hadn't really been too precise, but Althalus knew that his first chore
was going to be finding the edge of the world. The problemw th that was that he wasn't entirely
sure what the edge of the world was going to look like. It mght be a sort of vague, misty area
where an unwary travel er could just walk off and fall forever through the realmof stars that
woul dn't even notice himas he hurtled past. The word "edge," however, suggested a brink of sone
ki nd-possibly a line with ground on one side and stars on the other. It was even possible that it
m ght just be a solid wall of stars, or even a stairway of stars stretching all the way up to the
throne of whatever God held sway here in Kagwher.

Althalus didn't really have a very well-defined system of belief. He knew that he was
fortune's child, and even though he and fortune were currently a bit on the outs, he hoped that
he'd be able to cuddle up to her again before too long. The ruler of the universe was a little
di stant, and Althalus had |ong since decided to | et God-whatever his name was-concentrate on
managi ng the sunrises and sunsets, the turning of the seasons, and the phases of the npon without
the distraction of suggestions. Al in all, Athalus and God got along fairly well, since they
didn't bother each other.

CGhend had said that the edge of the world lay to the north, so when Althal us reached
Kagwher, he bore off to the left rather than clinbing higher into the nountai ns where nost of the
gold mines were |ocated and where the Kagwhers were all belligerently protective.

He cane across a few roughly clad and bearded nen of Kagwher as he travel ed north, but
they didn't want to discuss the edge of the world for sonme reason. Evidently this was one of the
things they weren't supposed to tal k about. He'd encountered this oddity before, and it had al ways
irritated him Refusing to tal k about something wouldn't nake it go away. If it was there, it was
there, and no anount of verbal acrobatics could nake it go away.

He continued his journey northward, and the weat her becane nore chill and the Kagwher
villages farther and farther apart until finally they petered out altogether, and Althalus found
hinself nore or less alone in the wilderness of the far north. Then one night as he sat in his
rough canp huddl ed over the |last enbers of his cooking fire with his new cl oak wapped tightly
around his shoulders, he saw sonething to the north that rather strongly told himthat he was
getting closer to his goal. Darkness was just beginning to settle over the nountains off to the
east, but up toward the north where the night was in full bloom the sky was on fire.

It was very nuch like a rainbow that had gotten out of hand. It was varicolored: not the
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traditional arch of an ordinary rainbow, but rather a shimmering, pulsating curtain of
multicolored light, seething and shifting in the northern sky. Althalus wasn't very superstitious,
but watching the sky catch on fire isn't the sort of thing a man can just shrug off.

He anended his plans at that point. Ghend had told himabout the edge of the world, but
he'd neglected to nention anything about the sky catching on fire. There was sonething up here
that frightened Ghend, and CGhend had not seemed to be the sort of man who frightened easily.

Al t hal us decided that he'd continue his search. There was gold involved, and even nore

i mportantly, the chance to wash off the streak of bad |uck that had dogged his steps for nore than
a year now. That fire up in the sky, however, set off a very large bell inside his head. It was
definitely time to start paying very close attention to what was going on around him [|f too many
nmor e unusual things happened up here, he'd go find sonething el se to do-maybe over in Ansu, or
south on the plains of Plakand.

Just before sunrise the next norning he was awakened by a human voice, and he rolled out
fromunder his cloak, reaching for his spear. He heard only one voice, but whoever was talking
seened to be holding a conversation of sone kind, asking questions and seeming to listen to
replies.

The conversationalist was a crooked and bent old man, and he was shanbling along with the
aid of a staff. Hs hair and beard were a dirty white, he was filthy, and he was garbed in scraps
of rotting, fur-covered animal skins held together with cords of sinew or twisted gut. His
weat hered face was deeply lined, and his rheuny eyes were wild. He gesticulated as he tal ked,
casting frequent, apprehensive glances up at the now col orl ess sky.

Al thalus rel axed. This man posed no threat, and his condition wasn't all that unconmon.

Al t hal us knew that people were supposed to live for just so long, but if soneone accidentally

m ssed his appointed tinme to die, his nmind turned peculiar. The condition was nost conmon in very
ol d people, but the same thing could happen to nmuch younger men if they carel essly happened to

m ss their appointnent. Some clainmed that these crazy peopl e had been influenced by denons, but
that was really far too conplicated. Althalus much preferred his own theory. Crazy people were
just ordinary folk who'd lived too | ong. Roam ng around after they were supposed to be |ying
peacefully in their graves woul d be enough to nake anybody crazy. That's why they started talking
to peopl e-or other things-that weren't really there, and why they began to see things that nobody
el se coul d see. They were no particular danger to anyone, so Althalus nornmally left them al one.
Those who were incapable of mnding their own business al ways got excited about crazy people, but
Al'thal us had | ong since decided that nost of the world' s people were crazy anyway, so he treated
everybody nore or |less the sane.

"Ho, there," he called to the crazy old man. "I nmean you no harm so don't get excited."

"Who's that?" the old man demanded, seizing his staff in both hands and brandishing it.

"I"'mjust a traveler, and | seemto have lost ny way."

The old man |owered his staff. "Don't see many travel ers around here. They don't seemto
i ke our sky."

"I noticed the sky nyself just last night. Wiy does it do that?"

"It's the edge of things," the old nan explained. "That curtain of fire up in the sky is
where everything stops. This side's all finished-filled up with nountains and trees and birds and
bugs and peopl e and beasts. The curtain is the place where nothing begins."

" Not hi ng?"

"That's all there is out there, traveler-nothing. God hasn't gotten around to doing
anyt hing about it yet. There isn't anything at all out beyond that curtain of fire."

"I haven't lost ny way then after all. That's what |I'mlooking for-the edge of the world."
“"What for?"
"I want to see it. |'ve heard about it, and now | want to see it for myself."

"There's nothing to see.”

"Have you ever seen it?"

"Lots of tines. This is where | live, and the edge of the world's as far as | can go when
| travel north."

"How do | get there?"

The old man stabbed his stick toward the north. "Go that way for about a half a day."

"Is it easy to recogni ze?"

"You can't hardly mss it-at |east you' d better not." The crazy man cackled. "It's a place
where you want to be real careful, 'cause if you nmake one wong step when you cone to that edge,
your journey's going to last for a lot longer than just a half a day. If you're really all that
eager to see it, go across this neadow and t hrough the pass between those two hills up at the
other end of the grass. Wen you get to the top of the pass you'll see a big dead tree. The tree
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stands right at the edge of the world, so that's as far as you'll be able to go-unless you know a
way to sprout w ngs."

"Well then, as long as I'mthis close, | think I'll go have a | ook."

"That's up to you, traveler. |I've got better things to do than stand around | ooki ng at
not hi ng. "

"Who were you talking to just now?"

"God. Me and God, we talk to each other all the tinme."

"Real | y? Next time you talk to him why don't you give himny regards? Tell himl said
hello."

“I"lIl do that-if | happen to think of it." And then the shabby old fell ow shanbl ed on
continuing his conversation with the enpty air around him

Al t hal us went back to his canp, gathered up his bel ongi ngs, and set out across the rocky
meadow toward the two | ow, rounded hills the old man had indicated. The sun rose, clinbing above
the snowy peaks of Kagwher, and the night chill began to fade.

The hills were darkly forested, and there was a narrow pass between them where the ground
had been tranpl ed by the hooves of deer and bison. Althalus noved carefully, stopping to exam ne
the gane trail for any unusual footprints. This was a very peculiar place, and it was entirely
possi bl e that unusual creatures |lived here. Unusual creatures sonetines had unusual eating habits,
so it was time to start being very careful

He noved on, stopping frequently to | ook around and listen, but the only sounds he heard
were the songs of birds and the sluggi sh buzzing of a fewinsects just starting to cone awake
after the chill night.

When he reached the top of the pass, he stopped again for quite a long tinme to look to the
north, not because there was anything to see in that direction, but because there wasn't. The gane
trail went on down through a narrow patch of grass toward the dead snag the crazy old nman had
mentioned, and then it stopped. There wasn't anything at all beyond that tree. There were no
di stant mountai n peaks and no cl ouds. There was nothi ng but sky.

The dead snag was bone white, and its twisted |inbs seenmed to reach in nmute supplication
to the indifferent nmorning sky. There was somrething unnerving about that, and Al thalus grew even
nmore edgy. He wal ked very slowly across the intervening stretch of grass, stopping quite often to
bring his eyes-and his spear-around to ook toward his rear. He'd seen nothing threatening so far
but this was a very unusual place, and he didn't want to take any chances.

VWhen he reached the tree, he put his hand on it to brace hinself and | eaned out carefully
to | ook down over the edge of what appeared to be a precipice of some kind.

There wasn't anything down there but clouds.

Al thal us had been in the nountains many tines before, and he'd frequently been in places
that were above the clouds, so |ooking down at the tops of themwasn't really all that unusual
But these clouds stretched off to the north with absolutely no break or occasional jutting peak
for as far as he could see. The world ended right here, and there was nothing past here but
cl ouds.

He stepped back fromthe tree and | ooked around. There were rocks lying here and there, so
he lifted one that was about the size of his head, carried it back to the tree, and heaved it as
far as he could out over the edge. Then he cocked his head to listen

He listened for a long tinme, but he didn't hear anything. "Well," he nurnured, "this nust
be the place."

He stayed sone distance back fromthe Edge of the World and followed it off toward the
nort heast .

There were places where tunbling rock slides had rolled down from nearby nountainsides to
spill over the edge, and Althalus idly wondered if those sudden aval anches mi ght have startled the
stars. That thought struck himas funny for some reason. The notion of stars whirring off in al
directions like a frightened covey of quail was sonmehow vastly anusing. The cold indifference of
the stars sonetinmes irritated him

In the late afternoon he took his sling and picked up several round stones froma dry
creek bed. There were hares and beaver-faced marnots about, and he decided that some fresh neat
for supper mght be an inprovenment over the tough strips of dried venison he carried in the pouch
at his belt.

It didn't take too long. Marnots are curious animals, and they have the habit of standing
up on their hind | egs beside their burrows to watch passing travelers. Althalus had a good eye,
and he was very skilled with his sling.

He chose a snmal|l grove of stunted pines, built a fire, and roasted his narnbt on a spit.
After he'd eaten, he sat by his fire watching the pul sating, rainbowcolored light of God's fire
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in the northern sky.

Then, purely on an inpul se that cane over himjust after nmoonrise, he left his canp and
went over to the Edge of the Worl d.

The noon gently caressed the msty cloud tops far below, setting themall aglow Althalus
had seen this before, of course, but it was different here. The noon in her nightly passage drinks
all color fromthe |Iand and sea and sky, but she could not drink the color fromGod's fire, and
t he seet hing waves of rainbow light in the northern sky also burnished the tops of the clouds
below. It seened that they al nost played there anmong the cloud tops, with the noon's pale |ight
encour agi ng the anorous advances of the rainbow fire. Al berused by the flicker and play of
colored light that seened al nost to surround and enclose him Althalus lay in the soft grass with
his chin in his hands to watch the courtship of the noon and the fire of God.

And then, far back anong the jagged peaks of the | and of the Kagwhers, he once again heard
that solitary wailing that he'd heard before in Arumand again in the forest outside Nabjor's
canp. He swore, rose to his feet, and went back to his canp. \Whatever was out there was obviously
following him

His sleep was troubled that night. The fire of God in the northern sky and the wailing
back in the forest were sonehow all m xed together, and that nixing seened to have a significance
that he couldn't quite grasp, no matter how he struggled with it. It nust have been al ong toward
dawn when his dreans of fire and wailing were bani shed by yet another dream

Her hair was the color of autumm, and her |inbs were rounded with a perfection that made
his heart ache. She was garbed in a short, archaic tunic, and her autum hair was plaited
el aborately. Her features were sonehow alien in their perfect serenity. On his recent trip to the
civilized lands of the south, he had viewed ancient statues, and his dreamvisitor's face nore
closely resenbled the faces of yore than the faces of the people of the nmundane world. Her brow
was broad and straight, and her nose continued the |line of her forehead unbroken. Her lips were
sensual , intricately curved, and as ripe as cherries. Her eyes were large and very green, and it
seened that she | ooked into his very soul with those eyes.

A faint smle touched those |ips, and she held her hand out to him "Cone," she said in a

soft voice. "Cone with ne. | will care for you."

“I wish | could," he found hinself saying, and he cursed his tongue. "I would go gladly,
but it's very hard to get away."

“I'f you cone with ne, you will never return," she told himin her throbbing voice, "for we
shal |l wal k anong the stars, and fortune will never betray you nore. And your days will be filled
with sun and your nights with |ove. Cone. Cone with ne, ny beloved. | will care for you." And she

beckoned and turned to lead him

And, all benused, he followed her, and they wal ked out anong the cl ouds, and the nobon and
the fire of God wel coned them and bl essed their |ove.

And when he awoke, there was a sour enptiness in him and the taste of all the world was
bitter, bitter.

He continued on toward the northeast for the next several days, and he al nost hoped t hat
at sonme point he mght see a peak or even a | owlying shadow energi ng fromthe perpetual cloud
beyond the Edge of the World to prove that this was not the place where everything ended. But
not hi ng ever energed, and he gradually and with great reluctance was forced to concede that the
sharp brink he followed was indeed the very Edge of the Wrld and that there was nothing beyond
but cl oudy enpti ness.

The days grew shorter and the nights nore chill as Althalus followed the Edge of the
Wirl d, and he began to | ook at the prospect of a very unpleasant winter |ooning ahead. |If he
didn't cone to the house CGhend had described very soon, he'd have to pull back, seek sone kind of
shelter, and lay in a supply of food. He decided that the first snowfl ake that touched his face
woul d send him south in search of soneplace to hole up until spring. He began to keep his eyes
directed toward the south in search of a break in the nobuntains, even as he continued al ong the
Edge of the World.

Perhaps it was because his attention was divided that he didn't even see the house unti
he was quite close to it. The house was nmade of stone, which was unusual here on the frontier
where nost houses were nade of logs or thatched |inbs. Mreover, such houses as he had seen in
civilized I ands had been nmade of |inmestone. This house, however, had been built of granite bl ocks,
and granite would eat up at a ferocious rate the bronze saws that slaves used to cut |inestone.

Al t hal us had never seen a house |ike this one before. The granite house at the Edge of the
Wirl d was enornous, bigger even than the log fort of Gosti Big Belly back in Arumor the tenple of
Apwos in Deika. It was so huge that it rival ed several nearby natural spires for sheer size. It
wasn't until he saw wi ndows that he finally accepted the fact that it really was a house. Natural

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/The_Redemption_of_Althalus_by_Eddings.txt (24 of 342) [1/28/03 11:09:42 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/The_Redemption_of _Althalus by Eddings.txt

rock formations do break off into square shapes fromtinme to tinme, but a natural formation with
wi ndows? Not very likely.

It was about noon on a short, overcast |late autunn day when Althalus first saw the house,
and he approached it with sonme caution. Ghend had told himthat it was unoccupi ed, but Ghend had
probably never been here, since Althalus was still convinced that Ghend was afraid of the house.

The silent house stood on a pronontory that jutted out fromthe Edge of the Wrld, and the
only way to approach it would be to cross the drawbridge that had been built to span the deep
chasm that separated the house fromthe narrow plateau that |ined the precipice where the world
ended. If the house was indeed deserted, the owner would certainly have devised some way to raise
that drawbridge before he'd left. But the drawbridge was down, alnost inviting entry. That didn't
ring true at all, and Althal us ducked down behind a noss-covered boul der to gnaw at a fi ngernai
and consi der options.

The day was wearing on, and he'd have to deci de soon whether to just walk on in or wait
until night. N ght was the native home of all thieves; but under these circunmstances, mght it not
be safer to cross that bridge in the daylight? The house was unfamliar, and if the place was
i ndeed occupi ed, the people inside would be alert at night, and they woul d know exactly how to
slip up behind himif he tried to sneak inside. Mght it not be better to openly cross the bridge
and even shout sonme kind of greeting to the unseen occupants? That m ght persuade themthat he had
no evil intent, and he was fairly sure that he could talk fast enough to keep them from
i mediately hurling himinto the void beyond the pronontory.

"Well," he muttered, "l guess it's worth a try." If the house was indeed empty, all he'd
be wasting was his breath. He still had lots of that, and trying to sneak in at night mght be a
very good way to cut it short. A show of friendly innocence really seemed to be the best approach
ri ght now.

Acting on that, he rose to his feet, took up his spear, and wal ked on across the bridge,
maki ng no effort to conceal hinself. If anyone was in the house watching, he'd certainly see
Al t hal us, and a casual saunter across the bridge would shout |ouder than words that he had no
unsavory notives.

The bridge led to a nmassive arch, and just beyond that arch |ay an open place where the
ground was covered with closely fitting flat stones with weeds grow ng up through the cracks.

Al thal us braced hinself and took a tighter grip on his spear. "Ho!" he shouted. "Ho, the house!"
He paused, listening intently.

But there was no answer.

"I's anybody here?" he tried again.

The silence was oppressive.

The mai n door of the house was nassive. Althalus poked his spear at it a few tinmes and
found it to be quite solid. Once again the warning bell sounded inside his head. If the house had
been enpty for as |long as Ghend had suggested, the door should have conpletely rotted away by now.
Al'l sorts of normal rules didn't appear to be in force here. He took hold of the massive ring and
pul |l ed the heavy door open. "Is anybody here?" he called once nore.

He waited again, but again there was no answer.

There was a broad corridor |eading back into the house beyond the doorway, and there were
other corridors branching off fromthat nain one at regular intervals, and there were many doors
in each corridor. The search for the book woul d obviously take | onger than he'd thought.

The light inside the house was growi ng dimer, and Althalus was fairly certain that
eveni ng was rapidly descendi ng. He was obviously running out of daylight. The first order of
busi ness now was to find a secure place to spend the night. He could begin his search of the house
t onor r ow.

He | ooked down one of the side corridors and saw a rounded wall at the far end, which
hinted strongly that there nmight be a tower there. A tower room he reasoned, woul d probably be
nmore secure than a chanber on the ground floor, and the notion of security in this peculiar
structure seened fairly inportant just now

He hurried down the hall and found a door sonewhat |arger than those he'd previously
passed. He rapped his sword hilt against the door. "Ho, in there?" he called.

But of course there was no answer.

The door latch was a bronze bar that had been designed to slip into a hole chipped deep
into the stone door frame. Althalus tapped its knob with the butt of his sword until it cleared
the hole. Then he poked the point of his sword into the edge of the door, flipped the door open
and junmped back, sword and spear at the ready.

There was nobody behind that door, but there were steps |eading upward.

The |ikelihood that these hidden steps just happened to be behind a door Althalus had just
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happened to notice in passing was very, very slim The clever thief had a profound distrust of
things that cane about by sheer chance. Chance was al nbst always a trap of sone kind, and if there
was a trap in this house, there alnost had to be a trapper

There wasn't much daylight |eft, however, and Althalus didn't really want to neet whonever
it was at night. He drew in a deep breath. Then he tapped the first step with the butt end of his
spear to make certain that the weight of his foot wouldn't bring sonething heavy down on top of
him It was slow going up the stairs that way, but the careful thief nethodically checked every
single step before he put his foot on it. Just because ten steps had been perfectly safe, there
were no guarantees that the eleventh wouldn't kill him and the way his luck had been going
lately, it was better to take sone extra precautions.

He finally reached the door at the top of those hidden steps, and he decided not to rap
this time. He tucked his sword under his left armand slowy pushed the |latch back until it cane
clear of the stone door frame. Then he took hold of his sword again and nudged the door open with
hi s knee.

Beyond the door there was one room and one only. It was a large, circular room and the
floor was as gl ossy as ice. The whol e house was strange, but this particular room seened stranger
still. The walls were al so polished and snooth, and they curved inward to forma done over head.
The wor kmanship that had created this roomwas far nore advanced than anything Al thal us had ever
seen before.

The next thing he noticed was how warm the room seened to be. He | ooked around, but there
was no fire pit to explain the warnth. Hi s new cl oak wasn't necessary here

Reason told himthat the room should not be warm since there was no fire and there were
four broad wi ndows, one |ooking out in each direction. There should be cold air blowi ng in through
each of those unglazed wi ndows, but there was not. That wasn't at all natural. Wnter was com ng
so the air outside was bitterly cold; but it wasn't coming in, for some reason

Al thal us stood in the doorway carefully | ooking over every bit of the done, circular room
There was what appeared to be a very large stone bed against the far wall, and the bed was covered
with dark, thick-furred bison robes. There was a table nmade of the same polished stone as the
floor and walls, and the table rested on a stone pedestal in the center of the floor, and there
was an ornately carved stone bench beside that table.

And there, resting on the precise center of that gleani ng tabletop, was the book Ghend had
descri bed.

Al t hal us cautiously approached the table. Then he | eaned his spear against it, and with
his sword firmy gripped in his right hand, he rather hesitantly reached out with his left.
Sonet hi ng about the way Ghend had handl ed that bl ack-boxed book of his back in Nabjor's canp had
suggest ed t hat books shoul d be approached with extrenme caution. He touched his fingers to the soft
white | eather of the book's enclosing box, and then he snatched his hand away to grab up his spear
as he heard a faint sound.

It was a soft, contented sort of sound that seened to be comng fromthe fur-covered bed
The sound was not exactly continuous, but seemed to change pitch slightly, going in and out al npst
i ke breathing.

Bef ore he could investigate, though, something el se happened that took his attention away
fromthat soft sound. Twilight was deepeni ng outside the wi ndows, but it was not growing dark in
this room He | ooked up in astoni shnment. The done above hi m had begun to glow, grow ng slowy
brighter and perfectly matching its brightening to the pace of the increasing darkness outside.
The only source of light other than the sun, the noon, and the shimrering curtain of God s |ight
at the Edge of the Wrld was fire, and the done over his head was not on fire.

Then that contented sound coming fromthe bed grew even | ouder, and now that the |ight
fromthe done over his head was growi ng brighter, Althalus could see the source of that sound. He
bl i nked, and then he al nost |aughed. The sound was conming froma cat.

It was a very dark cat, alnost black, and it blended so well into the dark fur of the
bi son robes on the bed that his cursory glance when he'd first entered the roomhad mssed it
entirely. The cat lay on its belly with its head up, though its eyes were closed. Its front paws
were stretched out on the robe in front of its short-furred chest, and they were naking little
kneadi ng nmotions. The sound that had so baffled Althalus was the sound of purring.

Then the cat opened its eyes. Mdst of the cats Al thalus had seen before had | ooked at him
with yell ow eyes. This cat's eyes, however, were a brightly gl owi ng green.

The cat rose to its feet and stretched, yawning and arching its sinuous back and hooki ng
its tail up. Then the furry creature sat down, |ooking into the face of Althalus with its
penetrating green eyes as if it had known himall its life.

"You certainly took your own sweet tine getting here,

the cat observed in a distinctly
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fem ni ne voice. "Now why don't you go shut that door you left standing wi de open? It's letting in
the cold, and | just hate the cold."

CHAPTER FI VE

Althalus stared at the cat in utter disbelief. Then he sighed nournfully and sank down onto the
bench in absolute dejection. His luck hadn't been satisfied with everything else she'd done to
him Now she was twisting the knife. This was why Ghend had hired sonebody el se to steal the book
i nstead of doing it hinmself. The House at the End of the Wirld didn't need guards or hidden traps
to protect it. It protected itself and the book fromthieves by driving anyone who entered it nad.
He sighed and | ooked reproachfully at the cat.

"Yes?" she said with that infuriatingly superior air all cats seemto have. "Was there
sonet hi ng?"

“You don't have to do that anynore," he told her. "You and this house have al ready done
what you're supposed to do. |'ve gone conpletely insane."

"What in the world are you tal king about ?"

"Cats can't talk. It's inpossible. You aren't really talking to me, and now that | think
about it, you're probably not really even there. |1'm seeing you and hearing you tal k because 1've
gone crazy."

"You' re being ridicul ous, you know. "

"Crazy people are ridiculous. | net a crazy man on ny way here, and he went around tal king
to God. Lots of people talk to God, but that old fellow believed that God tal ked back to him"

Al thal us sighed mournfully. "It'Il probably all be over before long. Since |I'mcrazy now, it
shoul dn't be very long until | throw nyself out of the window and fall on down through the stars
forever and ever. That's the sort of thing a crazy man would do."

"What do you nean by ‘fall forever'?"

"This house is right at the end of the world, isn't it? If I junmp out that w ndow, |'II
just fall and fall through all that nothing that's out there."

"What ever gave you the ridiculous idea that this is the end of the world?"

"Everybody says it is. The people here in Kagwher won't even tal k about it, because
they're afraid of it. I've | ooked out over that edge, and all there is down there is clouds.
Clouds are part of the sky, so that nmeans that this edge is the place where the world ends and the
sky starts, doesn't it?"

"No," she replied, absently licking one of her paws and washi ng her face. "That's not what
it means at all. There is something down there. It's a long way down, but it is there."

"What is it?"

"It's water, Althalus, and what you saw when you | ooked over that edge is fog. Fog and
clouds are nore or |less the sane thing-except that fog's closer to the ground."

"You know nmy nane?" That surprised him

"Well, of course | know your name, you ninny. | was sent here to neet you."

"Ch? Who sent you?"

"You' re having enough trouble holding on to your sanity already. Let's not push you off
any edges with things you aren't ready to understand just yet. You mght as well get used to ne,
Althalus. We're going to be together for a long, long tine."

He shook off his nomentary dejection. "No," he said. "I think |I've had just about enough
of this. It's been just wonderful talking with you, but if you'll excuse nme now, | think I'Il just
take the book and go. I'd love to stay and chat sone nore, but winter's going to be snapping at ny

tail feathers all the way hone as it is.”

"And just how did you plan to | eave?" she asked calmy as she started to wash her ears.

He turned sharply to | ook around. But the door through which he had entered the room
wasn't there anynore. "How did you do that?"

"W won't be needing it anynore-for a while at least-and it was letting in the cold air
since you were too lazy to close it behind you when you canme in."

A brief panic clutched at the thief's throat. He was trapped. The book had lured himinto
this place, and now the cat had trapped him and there was no way out. "I think I"Il kill nyself,"
he said nmournfully.

“"No you won't," she said quite calmy, beginning to wash her tummy. "You can try, if you
like, but it won't work. You can't |eave, you can't junp out of the wi ndow, and you can't stab
yourself with your sword or your knife or your spear. You mght as well get used to it, Althalus.
You're going to stay right here with ne until we've done what we're supposed to do."

"Then | can | eave?" he asked hopeful ly.
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"You'll be required to | eave. W have things we need to do here, and then there are other
things that have to be done in other places, so you'll have to go do them"

"What are we supposed to do here?”

"“I'" m supposed to teach, and you're supposed to learn."

“Learn what ?"

"The Book."

"How to read it, you nean?"

"That's part of it." She began to wash her tail, hooking it up to her tongue with one
curved paw. "After you teamhow to read it, you have to learn howto use it."

"Use?"

"We'll get to that in tine. You' re having enough trouble here already."

“I"1l tell you sonething right here and now," he said hotly. "I amnot going to take any
orders froma cat."

"Yes, actually, you will. It may take you a while to conme around, but that's all right,

because we've got all the tinme in the world."” She stretched and yawned. Then she | ooked hersel f
over. "All nice and neat," she said approvingly. Then she yawned again. "D d you have any ot her
silly announcenents you'd like to make? |'ve finished everything that | have to say."

The light in the done overhead began to grow dim

"What ' s happeni ng?" he demanded sharply.

"Now that |'ve got nmy fur all nice and neat, | think I'Il take a little nap."

"You just woke up."

"What's that got to do with anything? Since you re obviously not ready to do what you're
supposed to do, | nmight as well sleep for a while. Wen you change your mind, wake nme up and we'll
get started." And then she settled back down on the thick-furred bison robe and cl osed her eyes
agai n.

Althalus spluttered to hinself for a bit, but the sleeping cat didn't so much as twitch an
ear. Finally he gave up and rolled hinself up in his cloak near the wall where the door had been
and he too went to sleep.

Al thal us held out for several days, but his profession had nade hima hi gh-strung sort of
man, and the forced inactivity in this sealed roomwas beginning to fray his nerves. He wal ked
around the room several tinmes and | ooked out the wi ndows. He discovered that he could put his hand-
or his head-through themquite easily, but when he tried to | ean out, something that he couldn't
see was in his way. \Whatever that sonething was kept out the nmuch colder air outside. There were
so many things about this roomthat couldn't be explained, and the thief's curiosity finally got
the best of him "AIl right," he said to the cat one norning as daylight began to stain the sky,

"I give up. You win."

"Of course | won," she replied, opening her bright green eyes. "I always do.
and stretched sinuously. "Now why don't you come over here so that we can tal k?"

"I can talk fromright here." He was a little wary about getting too close to her. It was
clear that she could do things he couldn't understand, and he didn't want her to start doing them
to him

Her ears flicked slightly, and she lay back down. "Let me know when you change your mnd,"
she told him And then she closed her eyes again.

He nmuttered sone choi ce swearwords, and then he gave up, rose fromthe bench beside the
table, and went to the fur-robed bed. He sat down, reached out rather tentatively, and touched her
furry back with his hand to nmake sure that she was really there.

"That was quick," she noted, opening her eyes again and starting to purr

"There's not nuch point in being stubborn about it. You're obviously the one who's in
control of things here. You wanted to tal k?"

She nuzzled at his hand. "1'mglad you understand,” she said, still purring. "I wasn't
ordering you around just to watch you junp, Althalus. I'ma cat for now, and cats need touching.
need to have you near me when we talk."

"Then you haven't always been a cat?"

"How nmany cats have you cone across who know how to tal k?"

"You know," he bantered, "I can't for the life of ne renenber the last tine."

She actual ly | aughed, and that gave hima little glow of satisfaction. If he could nmake
her |augh, she wasn't entirely in control of the situation here.

"I"'mnot really all that hard to get along with, Althalus,” she told him "Pet ne now and
then and scratch ny ears once in a while, and we'll get along just fine. Is there anything you
need?"

She yawned

“I'"1l have to go outside to hunt food for us before long," he said, trying to sound casua
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about it.
"Are you hungry?"
"Well, not right now I'msure | will be |ater, though.”
"When you're hungry, I'll see to it that you have sonmething to eat." She gave hima

sidelong took. "You didn't really think you could get away that easily, did you?"

He grinned. "It was worth a try" He picked her up and held her

"You aren't going anywhere w thout me, Althalus. Get used to the idea that |'mgoing to be
with you for the rest of your life-and you're going to live for a very, very long tinme. You' ve
been chosen to do some things, and |'ve been chosen to make sure you do themright. Your life's
going to be nuch easi er once you accept that."

"How di d we get chosen-and who did the choosi ng?"

She reached up and patted his cheek with one soft paw. "W'll get to that later," she
assured him "You night have a little trouble accepting it right at first. Now then, why don't we
get started?" She hopped down fromthe bed, crossed to the table, and wi thout any seemning effort
| eaped up and sat on the polished surface. "Tinme to go to work, pet," she said. "Cone over here
and sit down while | teach you howto read."

The "readi ng" involved the translation of stylized pictures, much as it had in Ghend's
book. The pictures represented words. That canme rather easily with concrete words such as "tree,"
or "rock," or "pig." The pictures that represented concepts such as "truth," "beauty," or
"honesty," were nore difficult.

Al t hal us was adaptabl e-a thief alnost has to be-but the situation here took sone getting
used to. Food sinply appeared on the table whenever he grew hungry. It startled himthe first few
times it happened, but after a while, he didn't even pay attention to it anynore. Even niracles
becone commonpl ace if they happen often enough

Wnter arrived at the Edge of the Wrld, and as it settled in, the sun went away and
perpetual night arrived. The cat patiently explained it, but Althalus only dinmy understood her
expl anation. He could accept it intellectually, but it still seemed to himthat the sun noved
around the Earth instead of the other way around. Wth the com ng of that endl ess night, he | ost
all track of days. Wwen you get right down to it, he reasoned, there sinply weren't any days
anynore. He stopped | ooking out the windows altogether. It was al nbst al ways snow ng anyway, and
snow depressed him

He was maki ng sone progress with his reading. After he'd come across one of the pictures
of ten enough, he automatically recognized it. Wrds becane the center of his attention

"You weren't always a cat, were you?" he asked his conpanion once when the two of them
were lying on the fur-covered bed after they'd eaten.

"I thought 1'd already told you that," she said.

"What were you before?"

She gave hima long, steady |look with her glow ng green eyes. "You aren't quite ready for

that information yet, Althalus. You're fairly well settled down now | don't want you to start
bouncing off the walls the way you did when you first arrived.”
"Did you have a nane-before you becanme a cat, | nmeant"

"Yes. You probably woul dn't be able to pronounce it, though. Wy do you ask?"

"I't just doesn't seemright for ne to keep calling you "cat.' That's |ike saying " donkey'
or “chicken.' Whuld it upset you if | gave you a name?"

"Not if it's a nice name. |'ve heard some of the words you use when you think |I'm asl eep
I wouldn't |ike one of those."

"I sort of like "Enerald,' because of your eyes.

"I could live with that, yes. | had a very nice enerald once-before | cane here. | used to
hold it up in the sunlight to watch it glow "

"Then you had arns before you becanme a cat, and hands as well,

he said shrewdly.

"Yes, as a matter of fact, | did. Now would you |like to make some guesses about how nany
and where they were attached to me?" She gave himan arch look. "Stop fishing, Al thalus. Soneday
you'll find out who | really am and it mght surprise you. But you don't need to know that right

now. "

“"Maybe | don't," he said slyly, "but every now and then, you neke a slip, and | keep track
of those slips. It won't be too long before | know pretty much what you used to be."

"Not until I'mready for you to know, you won't," she told him "You need to concentrate
right now, Althalus, and if | used ny real formhere in the House, you wouldn't be able to do
that."

"That bad?"

She snuggl ed up agai nst himand started to purr. "You'll see, pet,'

she said. "You'l
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see."

Despite her rather superior attitude-which Althalus strongly suspected had been a part of
her original nature-Enerald was an affectionate creature who always wanted to be in cl ose physica
contact with him He slept on the thickly furred bison robes on the stone bed, and she al ways
snuggled up to him purring contentedly. Right at first he didn't care for that, so he nade a
practice of covering hinself with his wool cloak and holding it tightly around his neck. Enerald
would sit quite calmy at the foot of the bed watching him Then, as he started to drift off to
sleep and his grip relaxed, she would silently creep up the bed until she was just behind his
head. Then she would skillfully touch her cold, wet nose to the back of his neck, and Althal us
woul d automatically flinch away fromthat surprising touch. That was all she needed to burrow down
under the cloak, and she woul d settle down against his back and purr. Her purring was really very
soot hing, so he didn't mnd having her there. She seened to get a great deal of entertainnent out
of the gane, though, so Althalus continued to clench his cloak up around his neck so that she
could surprise himin the same way each tinme they slept. It didn't really cost himanything, and
as long as it anused her

She had one habit, though, that he really w shed she'd get over. Every so often, Enerald
seermed to devel op an overpowering urge to bathe his face-usually when he was sound asleep. His
eyes woul d suddenly pop open, and he'd realize that she had her paws firmy wapped hal fway around
his head to hold himin place while she licked himfromchin to forehead with her rough, wet
tongue. He tried to jerk away fromher the first fewtimes, but as soon as he started to nove,
she'd flex her paws slightly, and her claws would conme out. He got the point alnpst imediately.
He didn't really care for those inpronptu baths, but he |earned to endure them There are al ways
adjustnments to be nade when two creatures set up housekeeping together, and aside froma few bad
habits, Emerald wasn't really all that hard to get along with

Al 't hough the permanent night that blanketed the far north had taken away anything he could
really call "day," Althalus was fairly sure that the routine they foll owed probably coinci ded
rather closely with the rising and setting of the sun farther to the south. He had no real reason
for that belief and no way to verify it, but it seemed to himthat it nade nore sense to think of
it that way.

H s "days" were spent at the table with the Book open before himand with Emeral d seated
besi de the Book, watching. Their conversations were largely limted to his pointing at an
unfam liar synbol and asking, "Wat's this one nmean?" She would tell him and he'd stunble al ong
until he came to another unintelligible picture. The parchment sheets were | oose inside the white
| eat her box, and Eneral d becane very upset if he got themback in the wong order. "It doesn't
make any sense if you mx themup like that," she'd scold him

"Alot of it doesn't nake sense anyway."

"Put them back the way you found them™

"All right, all right. Don't tie your tail in a knot." That remark al ways seened to
trigger one of their little nock tussles. Emerald would | ay her ears back, crouch | ow over her
front paws with her bottomraised up and swi ngi ng back and forth om nously while her tail sw shed.
Then she'd leap on his hand and nouth it. She'd never extend her claws, and though she grow ed
terribly, she never actually bit him

Hi s best response to that was to take his other hand and thoroughly stir up her fur. She
seened to hate that, since it took her quite a while to conb everything back in place with her
t ongue.

Since Enerald was a cat-at |east for right nowshe had a keen sense of smell. She insisted
that Althalus should wash frequently-every tine he turned around, it seened. A large tiled tub
filled with steam ng water would quite suddenly appear near their bed, and after the first few
times, Althalus would sigh, rise fromhis seat, and begin renoving his clothes. In the long run
he'd found, it was easier to bathe than it was to argue with her. As tinme went on, he even began
to enjoy soaking in hot water before supper every day.

A peculiar notion cane to himthat w nter, brought on perhaps by the continual darkness.

He was still not entirely convinced that he wasn't crazy, having possibly gone i nsane because he'd
m ssed his tine to die-just like the mad old man who'd tal ked to God. But naybe he hadn't m ssed
it after all. What if sonewhere back in Hule, or naybe after he'd cone up into the nountains of

Kagwher, soneone had slipped up behind himwi th an axe and chopped his head open, and he was dead?
If it'd happened quickly enough, he wouldn't have even realized it, so his ghost had just kept on

wal ki ng. His body was probably |ying sonmewhere with its brains dribbling out of its ears, but his

ghost had continued on toward this house, totally unaware that he was really dead. It hadn't been

Al t hal us who' d encountered the crazy nman who tal ked to God, and he hadn't really reached the Edge

of the Wirld and watched the fire of God. That was just something his ghost had thought up. Now
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his ghost had reached its final destination, and it would remain here in this closed roomwth
Emeral d and the Book forever. If his theory was correct, he'd crossed over into the afterlife.
Everyone knows that the afterlife is filled with all sorts of strange things, so there was no
point in getting excited about a roomthat stayed warm and confortable and well it without any
trace of fire, and no real need to start bellow ng "inpossible" every tine he turned around and
somet hi ng unusual happened. The whol e busi ness was just his own personal afterlife.

Al'l things considered, though, this particular afterlife wasn't so bad. He was warm and
well fed, and he had Enerald to talk to. He mi ght have wi shed that there was some of Nabjor's nead
around sonepl ace, or that some sister of the naughty-eyed girl in Nabjor's canp mght pay hima
call now and then, but as tinme went on, those things became | ess and less inportant. He'd heard
sone pretty terrible stories about the afterlife, but if it didn't get any worse than it was right
now, Althalus felt that he could learn to be dead with it-he realized that "learn to live with it"
didn't exactly fit in with his current situation. The one thing that nagged hi mwas the total |ack
of any possibility of hunting down the man who'd killed him Since he was now an insubstanti al
ghost, he wouldn't be able to hack the rascal to pieces. But then he realized that he m ght just
be able to haunt his unknown assailant, and that night be even nore satisfying than butchering
hi m

He wondered if he might be able to persuade Enerald to agree to that. He could prom se her
that they could come back here to their private afterlife after he'd haunted his nurderer to
death, but he was al nost positive that she wouldn't put nuch store in prom ses nmade by the ghost
of a man so fanous for |lying every chance he got. After he'd thought his way through the idea, he
deci ded that he wouldn't nention the notion to his furry roommate.

Then the sun cane back to the roof of the world, and the notion that he was dead began to
fade. Eternal darkness sort of fit in with his concept of an afterlife, but the return of the sun
made him al nost feel that he'd been reborn

He could read the Book fairly well by now, and he found it nore and nore interesting. One
thing did sort of bother him though. Late one spring afternoon, he laid his hand on the Book and
gl anced at Eneral d, who appeared to be sleeping with her chin resting on her paws as she lay on
the tabl e beside the Book. "Wat's his real name?" he asked her

Her green eyes were sl eepy when she opened them "Wose nane?" she asked.

"The one who wote the Book. He never cones right out and identifies hinmself."

"He's God, Althalus."

"Yes, | know, but which one? Every land |I've ever visited has its own God-or its own set
of Gods-and they all have different names. Was it Kherdhos, the God of the Wkti and Pl akands? O
maybe Apwos, the God of Equero? Wat is his nane?"

"Dei wos, of course."

"Dei wos? The God of the Medyos?"

"Of course.”

"The Medyos are the silliest people in the world, Enmerald.”

"What's that got to do with anything?”

"You'd think that the people who worshiped the real true God woul d have better sense.”

She sighed. "It's all the sanme God, Althalus. Haven't you realized that by now? The Wekti
and Pl akands call hi m Kherdhos because they're interested in their herds of sheep or cows. The
Equeros call hi m Apwos, because they concentrate nost of their attention on the |akes. The Medyos
are the ol dest people in this part of the world, and they brought the name with them when they
first came here.”

"Where did they cone fron?"

"OfFf to the south-after they | earned how to herd sheep and plant grains. After they'd
lived in Medyo for a while, they expanded out into those other places, and the people in the new
pl aces changed God's nane." She rose to her feet and stretched and yawned. "Let's have fish for
di nner tonight," she suggest ed.

"W had fish |ast night-and the night before.”

"So? | like fish; don't you?"

"Ch, fish is all right, | suppose, but | get a little tired of it after we've eaten it
three times a day for three straight weeks."

"Fi x your own supper," she flared.

"You know perfectly well that | don't know how to do that yet."

"Then you'll just have to take whatever | put on the table, won't you?"
He sighed. "Fish?" he asked with a certain resignation
"What a wonderful idea, Althalus! I'mso glad you thought of it."

There were nmany concepts in the Book that Althalus couldn't understand, and he and Enerald
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spent many contented evenings tal king about them They also spent quite a bit of tinme playing.
Emerald was a cat, after all, and cats like to play. There was a kind of studied seriousness about
her when she played that nade her absolutely adorable, and she filled up nost of the enpty places
in his life. Every so often she'd do sonething while she was playing that was so totally silly
that it seened al nbost hunman. Althal us thought about that, and he cane to realize that only humans
could be silly. Aninmals generally took thenselves far too seriously even to suspect that they were
bei ng ridi cul ous.

Once, when he was concentrating very hard on the Book, he caught a slight noverment out of
the coner of his eye and realized that she was creeping up on him He hadn't really been paying
much attention to her, and she'd only let that go on for just so |long before she'd assert herself.
She cane creeping across the polished floor one furtive step at a tine, but he knew that she was
com ng, so he was ready for her when she pounced, and half turning, he caught her in nmidair with
bot h hands. There was the usual nock tussle, and then he pulled her to his face and held her
tightly against it. "Oh, | do love you, Emy!" he said.

She jerked her face back fromhis. "Enmy?" she hissed. "EMW!?!"

"I've noticed that people do that," he tried to explain. "After they've been together for
a while, they come up with pet nanes for each other."

"Put me down!"

"Ch, don't get all huffy."

"Enmry i ndeed! You put nme down, or I'Il claw off one of your ears!”

He was fairly sure she wouldn't, but he put her down and gave her a little pat on the
head.

She turned sort of sideways, her fur bristling and her ears | aid back. Then she hissed at
hi m

"Why, Emry," he said in nock surprise, "what a thing to say. |'m shocked at you. Shocked."

Then she swore at him and that really surprised him "You're actually angry, aren't you?"

She hi ssed again, and he | aughed at her. "Ch, Emy, Emy, Emy," he said fondly.

"Yes, Althie, Althie, Althie?" she replied in a spiteful tone.

"Althie?"

“I'n your ear!" she said. Then she went off to the bed to sulk.

He didn't get any supper that night, but he alnost felt that it mght have been worth it.
He now had a way to respond when she started acting superior. One "Emy" would inmediately erase
t he haughty | ook on her face and reduce her to near-inarticulate fury. Althalus carefully tucked
that one up his sleeve for future use.

They decl ared peace on each other the next day, and life returned to normal. She fed hima
near banquet that evening. He understood that it was a peacenaki ng gesture, so he conplinented her
after about every other bite.

Then, after they'd gone to bed, she washed his face for quite sonme tinme. "Did you really
mean what you said yesterday?" She purred.

"Which particular thing | said were you thinking of?" he asked.

Her ears went back inmediately. "You said you loved ne. Did you nean it?"

"Ch," he said. "That. O course | neant it. You shouldn't even have to ask."

"Don't you lie to ne."

"Wuld | do that?"

"OfF course you would. You're the greatest liar in the whole world."

"Why, thank you, dear."

“"Don't nmake me cross, Althalus," she warned. "I've got all four paws w apped around your
head ri ght now, so be very nice to ne-unless you'd like to have your face on the back of your head
i nstead of the front."

“I'l'l be good," he proni sed.

"Say it again, then."

"Say what, dear?"

"You know what!"

"Al'l right, little kitten, | love you. Does that nake you feel better?"

She rubbed her face against his and started to purr

The seasons turned, as seasons always do, although the sumrers were short and the winters
Il ong up here on the roof of the world, and after they'd gone around several tinmes, the past seened
to recede until it was only a dimnenory. In time, the days pl odded by unnoticed as Al thal us
struggled with the Book. He began to spend nore and nore of his tinme staring up at the gl ow ng
donme overhead as he pondered the strange things the Book had reveal ed.

"What is your problen?" Enerald demanded irritably once when Althalus sat at the table
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with the Book |ying al nost unnoticed on the polished surface in front of him "You re not even
pretending to be reading."

Althalus laid his hand on the Book. "It just said sonething |I don't understand,” he
replied. "I"'mtrying to work it out."

She sighed. "Tell ne what it is," she said in a resigned tone. "I'Il explain it to you
You still won't understand, but 'l explain anyway."

"You can be very offensive; did you know t hat ?"

"Of course. I'mdoing it on purpose-but you still |ove nme, don't you?"

"Ch, | guess so."

"You guess so?"

He | aughed. "Wke you up, didn't |7?"

She laid back her ears and hissed at him

"Be nice," he said, putting out his hand and scratching her ears. Then he | ooked back at
the troublesone line. "If I"'mreading this right, it says that all the things Deiws has nade are
of the sane value in his eyes. Does that nean that a nan isn't any nore inportant than a bug or a
grain of sand?"

"Not exactly," she replied. "What it really nmeans is that Deiwos doesn't think of the
separate parts of what he's made. It's the whole thing that's inportant. A man's only a small part
of the whole thing, and he's not really here for very long. A man's born, lives out his life, and
dies in so short a tine that the nmountains and stars don't even notice himas he goes by"

"That's a gl oomy thought. We don't really nean anything, do we? Deiwos won't even niss us
after the last one of us dies, will he?"

"Ch, he probably will. There were things that used to be alive, but they aren't anynore,
and Deiwos still renenmbers them"

"Way did he let themdie out, then?"

"Because they'd done everything they were supposed to do. They'd conpl eted what they'd
been put here to attend to, so Deiwos let them go. Then too, if everything that had ever lived
were still here, there wouldn't be any room for new things."

"Sooner or later, that'll happen to people as well, won't it?"

"That's not entirely certain, Althalus. Oher creatures take the world as they find it,
but peopl e change things."

"And Dei wos gui des us in those changes?"

"Way woul d he do that? Deiwds doesn't tinker, pet. He sets things in notion and then noves
on. Al the m stakes you nake are entirely yours. Don't blane Deiwos for them"

Al thal us reached out and ruffled her fur

“I wish you wouldn't do that," she said. "It takes forever to get it all straight again."

"It gives you sonething to do between naps, Emy," he told her, and then he went back to
t he Book.

CHAPTER SI X

The past receded even nore in his nenory as the Book clainmed Althalus. By now he could read it
through fromend to end, and he'd done that so often that he could recite | ong passages from
menory. The nore it sank into his nmenory, the nore it altered his perception of the world. Things
that had seened very inportant before he'd cone here to the House at the End of the Wrld were no
| onger rel evant.

"WAs | really that small, En?" he asked his conpanion one evening in the early autumm of
anot her of those interm nable years.

"What exactly are we tal ki ng about here, pet?" she asked, absently washing her ears.

"I was convinced that | was the greatest thief in the world, but along toward the end
there, | wasn't really nuch nore than a conmon hi ghwaynman hitting people on the head so that |
could steal their clothes."

"That comes fairly close, yes. What's your point?"

"I could have done nore with ny life, couldn't |?"

"That's why we're here, pet,"” she told him "Wether you like it or not, you are going to
do nmore with it. I'mgoing to see to that." She |ooked directly at him her green eyes a nystery.
"I think it's time for you to learn how to use the power of the Book."

"What do you nean, "use'?"

"You can make things happen with the Book. \Were did you think your supper comes from
every night?"

"That's your job, Em It wouldn't be polite for me to stick nmy nose into that area, would
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it?"

"Polite or not, you are going to learn, Althalus. Certain words fromthe Book carry the
sense of doing things-words like “chop' or “dig" or “cut.' You can do those things with the Book
instead of with your back if you know how to use it. Right at first, you'll need to be touching
t he Book when you do those things. After sonme practice, though, that won't be necessary. The idea
of the Book will serve the sane purpose.”

"The Book's always going to be here, isn't it?"

"That's the whol e point, dear. The Book has to stay here. It wouldn't be safe to take it
out into the world, and you have things you have to do out there."

"Ch? What kind of things?"

"Little things-saving the world, keeping the stars up in the sky where they bel ong, naking
sure that time keeps moving. Things like that."

"Are you trying to be funny, En®"

"No, not really. W'Ill get to those things later, though. Let's try the easy ones first.

Take of f your shoe and throw it over by the bed. Then tell it to conme back."
"I don't think it'll listen to ne, Emmy."
“I't will if you use the right word. Al you have to do is put your hand on the Book, | ook

at the shoe, and say 'gwem' It's like calling a puppy."

"That's an awfully ol d-fashi oned word, Emry."

"Of course it is. It's one of the first words. The | anguage of the Book is the nother of
your | anguage. Your |anguage grew out of it. Just try it pet. We can talk about the changes of
| anguage sone other tinme."

He dubi ously pulled off his shoe and tossed it over by the bed. Then he laid his hand on
t he Book and said "gwen' rather half-heartedly.

Not hi ng happened.

"So nuch for that as an idea," he muttered.

"Command, Althie," Emerald said in a weary tone. "Do you think a puppy would listen if you
said it that way?"

"Grvem " he sharply conmanded his shoe

He didn't really expect it, so he wasn't ready to fend the shoe off, and it hit him
squarely in the face.

"It's a good thing we didn't start with your spear," Emry noted. "It's usually best to
hol d your hands out when you do that, Althalus. Let the shoe know where you want it to conme to."

"It actually works!" he exclainmed in astoni shnent.

"Of course it does. Didn't you believe nme?"

"Well . . . sort of, | guess. | didn't think it'd happen quite that fast, though. | kind
of expected the shoe to come slithering across the floor. | didn't know it was going to fly."

"You said it just a little too firmy, pet. The tone of voice is very inmportant when you
do things this way. The | ouder and nore sharply you say it, the faster it happens.”

"I'"l'l remenber that. Getting kicked in the face with ny own shoe definitely got ny
attention. Wiy didn't you warn ne about that?"

"Because you don't listen, Althie. It's just a waste of breath to warn you about things.
Now try it again."

Althalus put miles on that shoe over the next several weeks, and he gradually grew nore
proficient at altering the tone of his voice. He also discovered that different words woul d make
the shoe do other things. "Dheu" would rmake it rise up off the floor and sinply stand in front of
himon nothing but air. "Dhreu” would lower it to the floor again.

He was practicing on that one day in |late sunmer when an inpish kind of notion cane to
him He | ooked over at Enerald, who was sitting on the bed carefully washing her ears. He focused
his attention on her, set his hand on the Book, and said, "dheu."

Emeral d i mrediately rose up in the air until she was sitting on nothing at all at about
the sane level as his head. She continued to scrub at her ears as if nothing had happened. Then
she | ooked at him and her green eyes seened very cold and hard. "Bhlag!" she said quite sharply.

The bl ow took Althalus squarely on the point of the chin, and it sent himrolling across
the floor. It seemed to have cone out of nowhere at all, and it had rattled himall the way down
to his toes.

"W don't do that to each other, do we?" Enerald said in an al nost pleasant tone of voice.
"Now put ne down."

Hi s eyes wouldn't seemto focus. He covered one of themw th his hand so that he could see
her and said "dhreu" in an apologetic sort of way.

Eneral d settled slowly back to the bed. "That's much better," she said. "Are you going to

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/The_Redemption_of_Althalus_by_Eddings.txt (34 of 342) [1/28/03 11:09:42 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/The_Redemption_of _Althalus by Eddings.txt

get up, or did you plan to lie there on the floor for a while?" Then she went back to washing her
ears.

He nore or less gathered at that point that there were rules and that it wasn't wise to
break them He also realized that Enerald had just denonstrated the next step. She hadn't been
anywhere near the Book when she'd knocked hi macross the room

He continued to practice with his shoe. He was nore familiar with it than with his other
possessions, and it didn't have any sharp edges, as sone of the others had. Just to see if he
could do it, he put a pair of wings onit, and it went flapping around the room bl undering into
things. It occurred to himthat a flying shoe woul d have been a sensation in Nabjor's canp or
CGosti Big Belly's hall. That had been a long tinme ago, though. He idly roaned back through his
menory, trying to attach sone nunber to the years he'd spent here in the House, but the nunber
kept evading himfor sonme reason

"How | ong have | been here, EnP" he asked his conpani on

"Quite some time. Way do you ask?"

"Just curious, | suppose. | can barely renenber a tinme when | wasn't here."

"Time doesn't really nean anything here in this house, pet. You're here to learn, and sone
of the things in the Book are very difficult. It took your mind a very long tinme to fully grasp
them Wen we cane to one of those, |'d usually let your eyes sleep while your mind worked. It was
a lot quieter that way. Your arguments were with the Book, not with ne."

"Let me see if | understand this. Are you saying that there' ve been times when | went to
sleep and didn't wake up for a week or nore?"

She gave himone of those infuriatingly superior |ooks.

"A nmont h?" he asked incredul ously.

"Keep going," she suggest ed.

“"You've put nme to sleep for years on end?" he al nost screaned at her

"Sleep's very good for you, dear. The nice thing about those particular naps is that you
don't snore.”

"How | ong, Emy? How | ong have | been penned up in here with you?"

"Long enough for us to get to know each other." Then she heaved one of those |ong-
suf fering sighs. "You nust learn to listen when | tell you something, Althalus. You' ve been here
in this house | ong enough to learn how to read the Book. That didn't really take too |ong, though
It was learning to understand the Book that took you so much tine. You haven't quite finished that
yet, but you're com ng al ong."

"That means that |I'mvery, very old, doesn't it?" He reached up, took hold of a |ock of
his hair, and pulled it down so that he could see it. "I can't be that old," he scoffed. "My hair
hasn't even turned white yet."

"Way would it do that?"

"l don't know. It just does. When a man gets old, his hair turns white."

"That's the whole point, Althalus. You haven't grown ol d. Nothing changes in this house.
You're still the sane age as you were when you first came here.”

"What about you? Are you still the sane age you were as wel | ?"

"Didn't | just say that?"

“I'f I remenber right, you told me once that you haven't always been here."

"Not always, no. | was somewhere else a long tinme ago, but then | cane to wait for you."
She gl anced back over her shoul der at the mountain peaks | oomi ng out beyond the south w ndow.
"Those weren't there when I first cane," she added.

"I thought nountains |asted forever."

"Not hing | asts forever, Althalus-except ne, of course."

"The world nust have been very different back in the days before those nountains," he
mused. "Where did people live back then?"

"They didn't. There weren't any people then. There were other things here instead, but
they died out. They'd done what they were supposed to do, so Deiwos |let themgo. He still nisses
them though."”

"You al ways tal k about Deiwos as if you knew hi m personally."

“"Yes. As a matter of fact, we're very well acquainted."

"Do you call him'Deiws' when you're talking together?"

"Sonmetines. Wien | really want to get his attention | call him  brother.’

"You're God's sister?" That startled Althalus.

"Sort of."

“I don't think I want to push that any further. Let's go back to what we were talking
about before, Em Just how | ong have | been here? G ve ne a nunber."
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"Two t housand, four hundred, and sixty-seven-as of |ast week."

"You're just neking that up, aren't you?"

"No. Was there anything el se?"

He swal | oned very hard. "Sone of those naps | took were a lot longer than I'd thought they
were, weren't they? That nakes ne just about the oldest nan in the world, doesn't it?"

"Not quite. There's a man naned Ghend who's quite a bit older than you are."

"Ghend? He didn't really look all that old to ne."

Her green eyes went very w de. "You know Ghend?"

"Of course | do. He's the one who hired ne to come here and steal the Book."

“Whay didn't you tell me?" she al nbst shrieked at him

"l nust have."

"No, as a matter of fact, you didn't. You idiot! You' ve been sitting on that for the | ast
twenty-five hundred years!"

"Cal m down, Enmy. We're not going to get anywhere if you turn hysterical.

He gave her a

long, level look. "I think it's just about tinme for you to tell ne exactly what's goi ng on, Emmy-
and don't try to put ne off this time by telling me that | won't understand or that |'mnot ready
to know certain things yet. | want to know what's going on and why it's so inportant."”

"We don't have time for that."

He | eaned back on his bench. "Well, we're just going to take the tinme, little kitten
You' ve been treating ne |ike a house pet for quite a while now. | don't know if you' ve noticed,
but | don't have a tail, and even if | did, | probably wouldn't wag it every tine you snapped your

fingers. You don't have ne conpletely taned, Em and I'mtelling you right here and now t hat we
aren't going any further until you tell ne just exactly what's going on."

Her | ook was very cold. "What is it that you want to know?" Her tone was al nost
unfriendly.

He | aid one hand on the Book. "Ch, | don't know, " he said. "Wy don't we start out with
everyt hing? Then we can nmove on fromthere."

She gl ared at him

"No nore deep, dark secrets, Emmy. Start talking. If things are as serious as you seemto
think they are, then be serious."

"Maybe you are ready to know what's going on," she conceded. "How much do you know about
Daeva?"

"Just what it says in the Book. I'd never even heard of himbefore | cane here. He's very
angry with Deiwos, | gather. Deiwos seens to be sorry that he feels that way, but he's going to
keep on doi ng what he's doing whether Daeva likes it or not-probably because he has to."

"That's a novel interpretation," she said. She mulled it over a bit. "Now that | think
about it, though, there seens to be a lot of truth in it. Sonmehow you've nmanaged to redefine the
concept of evil. In your view, evil's no nore than a disagreenent about the way things are
supposed to be. Deiwos thinks they' re supposed to be one way, and Daeva thinks they' re supposed to
be another.™

"I thought | just said that. It's the business of nmaking things that started the fight
then, isn't it?"

"That might be an oversinplification, but it cones fairly close. Deiws nakes things
because he has to make them The world and the sky weren't conplete the way they were. Deiws saw
that, but Daeva didn't agree. \When Deiwos does things to make the world and the sky conplete, it
changes them Daeva believes that's a violation of the natural order. He doesn't want things to
change. "

"What a shanme. There's not nuch he can do about it, though, is there? Once sonething's
been changed, it's been changed. Daeva can't very well go back and unchange it, can he?"

"He seens to think so."

"Time only nmoves in one direction, Emy. W can't go back and undo sonet hing that happened
in the past just because we don't like the way it turned out."

"Daeva thinks he can."

"Then both of his wheels just cane off the axle. Tine isn't going to run backward j ust
because he wants it to. The sea m ght run dry and the nountains night wear down, but tine runs
fromthe past to the future. That's probably the only thing that won't change."

"We can all hope that you're right, Althalus, because if you aren't, Daeva's going to wn.
He'l | unnake everything Deiwos has made and return the earth and sky to what they were at the very
begi nning. If he can nake tinme go backward, then things he does now will change things that
happened in the past, and if he can change enough of the past, we won't be here anynore."

"What's Ghend got to do with all of this?" Althalus asked her suddenly.
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"Chend was one of the early nmen who cane to this part of the world about ten thousand
years ago. That was before nmen had | earned how to cook certain rocks to nake copper or how to m x
tin with copper to make bronze. Al their tools and weapons were made of stone, and Ghend's Chi ef
put himto work cutting down trees so that the tribe could plant grain. Ghend hated that, and
Daeva approached hi m and persuaded hi mto abandon Dei wos and worship himinstead. Daeva can be
very persuasive when he wants to be. Ghend's the high priest of the Denpon Daeva, and the absolute
mast er of Nekweros." Enerald | ooked up suddenly. Then she sinuously flowed down fromthe bed,

crossed the floor, and junped up to the sill of the north window. "I should have known," she said
inan irritated voice. "He's doing it again."
"Doi ng what ?"

"Conme here and see for yourself"

He rose and crossed to the wi ndow. Then he stopped, staring incredul ously. There was
sonet hi ng out there, and there wasn't supposed to be. The world didn't seemto end there anynore
"What is that?" he asked, staring at what appeared to be a white nountain.

"lIce," she replied. "This isn't the first tinme it's happened. Every so often Daeva and
Ghend try this way to slow t hings down-usually when they think Deiwds is getting too far ahead of
t hem "

"That's a lot of ice, Em Wen | was coning here, the clouds were a | ong way down. Did
that water down there start rising?"

"No. It froze solid a long tine ago. It snows on it every winter, and the snow doesn't
melt anynore. More snow piles up and presses down on it, and it turns to ice."

"How thick is it?"

"About two m | es-nmaybe three."

"I meant how thick, Em not how far away."

"So did 1. Once it gets thick enough, it'll be above the |evel of what you call the Edge
of the Wrld. Then it'll start to nove. It'Il grind down nountains and spill down onto the plains.
Not hi ng can stop it, and people won't be able to live in this part of the world anynore.”

"Have you seen this happen before?"

"Several tinmes. It's just about the only way CGhend and Daeva have to interrupt what Dei wos
is doing. We're going to have to change our plans, Althalus."

"I didn't know we had a plan."

"Ch, we've got a plan, all right, pet. | just hadn't gotten around to telling you about it
yet. | thought we had nore tinme."

"You' ve al ready had twenty-five hundred years, Em How nuch nore did you think you were
goi ng to need?"

"Probabl y about another twenty-five hundred. If you'd told nme about Ghend earlier, | mght
have been able to adjust things. Now we're going to have to cheat. | just hope it doesn't make
Dei wos angry with ne."

"Your brother's awfully busy, Em" Althalus said piously. "W shouldn't really pester him
with all the picky little details, should we?"

She | aughed. "My thought exactly, pet. W were nmde for each other."

"Are you only just now coming to realize that? The sinplest way for us to cheat woul d
probably be for ne to just slip on over to Nekweros and kill Ghend, wouldn't it?"

"That's an awfully blunt way to put it, A thalus."

"I"'ma plainspoken man, Em All this dancing around is just a waste of tine, because
that's what it's going to cone down to in the end, isn't it? CGhend wanted ne to cone here and
steal the Book so that he could destroy it. If I kill him we can destroy his Book, and then Daeva
has to go back and start all over."

"How did you find out about Daeva's Book?" she asked sharply.

"CGhend showed it to ne back in Nabjor's canp."

"He's actually carrying it around out in the real world? Wat's he thinking of?"

"Don't ask ne to tell you what sonebody else is thinking, Em M guess is that he knew
that 1'd never seen a book before, so he brought one along to show ne what they | ook |ike. The
pictures in his Book weren't at all like the ones in ours, though."

"You didn't touch it, did you?"

"Not the Book itself. He handed nme one of the pages, though."

"The pages are the Book, Althalus. You've touched both Books with your bare hands?" she
demanded, shudderi ng.

"Yes. |s that significant?"

"The Books are absolutes, Althalus. They're the source of ultimte power. Qur Book is the
power of pure light, and Ghend's Book is the power of absol ute darkness. When you touched that
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page fromhis Book, it should have totally corrupted you."

"I was noderately corrupt already, Em but we can sort that out later. Wat do you think
about ny idea? | can slip across the border into Nekweros wi thout anybody ever seeing ne. Once
I've put Ghend to sleep, I'll burn his Book, and that'll be the end of it, won't it?"

"Ch, dear," she sighed.

"It is the sinplest solution, Em Wy conplicate things when you don't have to?"

"Because you probably wouldn't get nmore than a nile past the border, pet. Giend' s about
seventy-five hundred years ahead of you. He knows how to use his Book in ways you couldn't even
i mgi ne. Using a Book is a very conplicated process. You have to be so totally imersed in the
Book that the words cone to you autonmatically." She | ooked at him speculatively. "Do you really
| ove me, Althalus?" she asked.

"Of course | do. You shouldn't even have to ask. Wat's that got to do with what we were
just tal ki ng about ?"

"It's crucial, Althalus. You have to love nme totally. Qtherwise, this won't work."

"What won't work?"

“I think I know a way for us to cheat. Do you trust nme, pet?"

"Trust you? After all the tines you' ve tried to creep up and pounce on ne from behi nd?
Don't be ridiculous."

"What's that supposed to nmean?"

"You're sneaky, little kitten. | |ove you, dear, but |I'mnot foolish enough to trust you."

"That's only playing, so it doesn't count."

"What's love and trust got to do with getting rid of Ghend and his Book?"

"I know how to use our Book, and you don't; but you can do things out there in your world,
and | can't."

"That sort of defines the problem | guess. How do we get around it?"

"W break down the barriers between us, but that neans that we have to conpletely trust
each other. | have to be able to get inside your nmind so that |I can tell you what you have to do
and which word fromthe Book you have to use to do it."

"Then | just tuck you in nmy pocket and we go kill Ghend?"

“"I't's alittle nore conplicated than that, Althalus. You'll understand better, | think
once we're inside each other's nminds. The first thing you have to do is enmpty your nmind. Open it
up so that | can get in."

"What are you tal king about ?"

"Think about |ight, or dark, or enpty. Turn your mind off."

Althalus tried to enpty his mnd of thought, but that al nost never works. The nmind can be
like an unruly child. Tell it to stop, and it works that much faster

"Well have to try sonmething different," Enmerald said, her ears laid back inirritation
"Maybe . . . ?" she said a bit uncertainly. "CGo to the south window. | want you to | ook south at
the mount ai ns of Kagwher. Pick out the cl osest one and count the trees on it."

"Count trees? What for?"

"Because | said so. Don't ask silly questions. Just do it."

"All right, Em don't get so excited." He stood up and went to the south wi ndow. The
nearest peak was only a mle or so away, and he started counting the snow covered trees up near
the top. The snow blurred the outlines of the trees, and that nade counting themvery difficult.

"Move over just a little." Her voice seened to be murrmuring in his right ear, and he
jerked his head around in surprise. He couldn't feel her on his shoul der, but he could al nost fee
her warm breath on the side of his face.

Enerald was still sitting on the bed a dozen feet away. "I asked you to nobve over, pet,"
her voice sounded inside his head. "I need a little nore room"

"What are you doi ng?" he excl ai ned.

"Shush. 1'm busy."

He felt a kind of surging inside his head as if something were noving around in there.
"Quit fidgeting," her voice told him "I'mnot taking up that nuch room"

Then the sense of intrusion began to fade and he felt the gentle runble of her purring
within his mnd. /Now you are mne,/ her purring gl oated.

"What's going on?" he denanded in al arm

/You don't have to talk out |oud anynore, pet,/ she breathed inside his mnd. /Now that
I"'min here, | can hear your thoughts; and you can hear nmine, if you'll just take the trouble to
listen./

"How di d you do that?"

/Just think the words, Althalus. There's an awful echo in here when you think them and say
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them at the sane tine./

[Are you really in there?/ He sent his thought inward.

/My awareness is. It's also over on the bed, but it's easy to be in two places at once
with your mind./ There was a kind of tickling sensation over his left ear. /It's bigger in here
than | thought it'd be. You're nore clever than I'd imagined, and you're really rather poetic./

/W11l you quit rummagi ng around in there?/

/[ Not A chance, pet. Cats are curious. Didn't you know that ?/

/ How did you manage to break through so quickly? | thought this was going to take a | ong
time./

/So, did I, to be honest. | was pushing at the barrier before you started counti ng.
couldn't get through it, though. As soon as you started counting trees, the barrier went down./

/ Does that nean that |I'Il have to say "one-two-three" every time | want to talk with you
this way?/

/ Not anynore, pet. I'min now, and you'll never get rid of ne./

/1t's going to take sone getting used to. |'ve never had sonebody inside nmy head before./

/1s it really that unpl easant?/

/Not really./

/Now I'1l be with you wherever you, go./

/1 wasn't going to | eave without you, Em |'d been neaning to talk with you about that.
I'"'mnot going anywhere w thout you, kitten-even if that means that the world goes all to smash.
The worl d doesn't matter; you do./

/ Pl ease don't say things like that, Althalus./ Her voice inside his head had a nelting
sort of tone. /You're nmaking it very hard for me to think./

/Yes, | noticed that./ He considered it. /Wen you get right down to it, though, this is
where we' ve been going since | first came here, isn't it? You started out by talking to ne out
Il oud, and a talking cat isn't the nost natural thing in the world. All we've done is take that one
step further, so now you won't have to waste all those thousands of years teaching me how to use
the Book. W could leave right nowif winter weren't settling in./ He | ooked at her with one
rai sed eyebrow. "Now that you've opened the door, all sorts of things are com ng through," he said
aloud. "I don't want to seemcritical, Em but you shouldn't really be having those kinds of
t houghts, you know. "

She glared at himfor a nonent. Then she junped down fromthe bed and stal ked away.

"Are you blushing, En?" he asked mildly.

She turned and hissed at him

Part Two

THE GATHERI NG

CHAPTER SEVEN
Stay out of there, Althalus! Wat's in there is none of your concern!”

"You're the one who opened the door, Em" he replied mildly. "It swings both ways, you
know'

"Just mind your own business and quit snooping. You have to start paying closer attention
When | tell you which word to use, |I'msending a picture of what the word's going to do. You rnust
have the picture in your mnd as well as the word. The word's just a sound, pet. Nothing' s going
to happen if all you' re doing is making noises. Nowtry it again."”

"How nuch longer is it before we have to | eave?"

"About a nonth-six weeks at the nost. As soon as spring arrives, we go, whether you're
ready or not."

"We have to pick sonmething up in ArunP"

"The Knife, yes."

"I's that the knife I'll use when | kill Ghend?"

"WIl you stop that?"

"I'sn't that what this is all about? Gnhend' s interfering with what Deiwos is trying to do,

so | ' msupposed to get rid of him It's not really all that uncomon, Em |'ve done it before. I'm
primarily a thief, but I'll take on a nurder if the pay's right. | thought that's what you had in
m nd. "

"It nmost certainly is not!"
"It is a sinple solution, Em and you wouldn't even have to get your little paws dirty. W
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go to Arumand pick up the knife. Then | go to Nekweros and cut Chend's throat with it."
"That's not what it's for, Althalus. It has witing on the blade. There are sone people

we're going to need, and we'll recogni ze them because they'l|l be able to read that witing."
"Isn't that just alittle exotic? Talk to your brother and find out who these people are
Then we'll chase them down and get on with this.”
"It doesn't work that way, Althalus. Situations change. |If things have happened one way,
we'll need certain people. |If they've happened in another way, we'll need different people.

Circumst ances deci de exactly who we're going to need."

"Whul dn't that nean that the witing on the knife bl ade changes as the circunstances
change?"

"No. It's not the witing that changes, pet. It's the reading."

"WAait a mnute. Doesn't the witing nmean the sanme thing to everybody?"

"Of course it doesn't. Everybody who reads any witing gets a different nmeaning fromit.
When you | ook at the witing on the blade, you'll see a certain word. Qther people will see a
different word. Most people won't see words at all-only decorations. The people we want will see a
word, and they'll say that word out |oud."

"How wi | I we know that they've read it right?"

"We'll know, pet. Believe nme, we'll know "

The tag end of winter dragged on for the next nmonth or so, and then one night a warmwi nd blew in
fromthe southwest, cutting the snow away al nost overnight. Al thalus stood at the south w ndow
wat chi ng the nmuddy brown streans overflow ng their banks as they ripped their way down the
nmount ai nsi des of Kagwher. "Did you do that, En?" he asked.

"Do what ?"

"Call up that wind that's nmelting all the snow "

"l don't tanper with the weather, Althalus. Deiws doesn't like it when we do that."

“"I'f we don't tell him maybe he won't notice. We're already cheating, Em What's one nore
little cheat? Maybe we should work on that a bit. You teach me how to use the Book, and I'Il teach
you how to lie, cheat, and steal." He grinned at her

"That isn't funny, Althalus!" she flared.

"I sort of liked it. How about a little wager on which of us can corrupt the other first?"

"Never mnd."

"Corruption's a lot of fun, Em Are you sure you wouldn't like to try it?"

"You stop that!"

"Think it over, Em and let ne know if you change your nind."

They were both edgy for the next week while they waited for the spring runoff to subside
Then, after the nmountain streanms had returned to their banks, Althalus gathered up his weapons and
they nade ready to | eave.

He pull ed his cloak over his shoulders and | ooked around. "I guess that's everything," he
said. "I'mgoing to miss this place. It's the first time |'ve ever had a permanent hone. Do you
think we'll be able to cone back sone day?"

"I think so, yes. Shall we |eave?"

He picked her up, reached back, and spread the hood of this cloak. “Wy don't you ride
back there, En?" he suggested. "Once we get outside, | might need to have both hands free in a
hurry."

/Al right,/ her voice murnured in his head. She crawl ed up over his shoul der and down
into the baglike hood. /This should work out just fine./

"Wl other people be able to see you when we get outside?"

/1f we want themto. If we don't, they won't./

He | ooked at the curved wall and saw that she'd put the door back

/ No questions or coments?/ Her silent voice sounded di sappoi nted.

"Ch, I'msorry, Em How s this?" He threw hinmself back in an exaggerated posture of
anmazenent. "Astonishing!" he exclained. "There seens to be a hole in that wall! And sonebody even
covered that hole with a door! Wuld you fancy that?"

She hissed in his ear

He | aughed, opened the door, and started down the stairs.

He renenbered sonething as they were crossing the drawbridge. "This m ght not nean

anything, Em" he said, "but 1'll tell you anyway, since you always seemto tie your tail in a
knot when | nention something that doesn't seemvery inportant. There was sone ki nd of ani mal
following nme when | first cane here. | never saw it, but | could definitely hear the silly thing."

/What did it sound |ike?/
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"It was a sort of wailing sound, but not quite Iike the how of a wolf. | heard it off and
on all the way here."

/A kind of despairing screan? The kind of cry a man might nake if he'd just fallen off a
cliff?/

"That comes close. It wasn't a man, though."

/No, it probably wasn't./

"Should | have hidden so that | could get a look at it?"

/You woul dn't have really wanted to see that creature. It's something that Ghend sent to
foll ow you, to make sure you were doi ng what he wanted you to do./

"Chend and | are going to have a little talk about that one of these days. WII| that thing

still be waiting out there on the other side of the bridge?"
/1t mght be. There's not much we can do if it is./
"l could chase it down and kill it."
/You can't kill it. It's a spirit. Is killing always your first answer to every probl en?/

"Not every problem Em but | can kill things-or people-when the situation calls for it,
and | don't get all weepy about it. It's part of the business I'min. If | do ny job right,

don't have to kill anybody, but if sonething goes wong . . . ah, well."
/You're a terrible person, Althalus./
"Yes, | know. Isn't that why you hired me?"
[ Hi red?/

"You want somnething done, and you want nme to do it for you. One of these days before |ong
we'll have to discuss ny wages."

/ Wages?/

"l don't work for nothing, Em That's unprofessional.'
his spear at the ready.

/You want gold, | suppose?/ she asked in an accusatory tone.

"Ch, gold' s all right, | suppose, but 1'd really rather get paid in |ove. Love can't be
counted, so it's probably even nore val uable than gold."

/You're confusing ne, Althalus./

"I was trying hard enough."

/You're teasing nme, aren't you?/

"Wuld | do that? Me? Little old | ovabl e nme?"

They reached the other side of the bridge, and Althalus stopped, listening intently for
the wailing sound of CGhend' s sentinel, but the forest and nountains remained silent. "It must have
gotten bored," he said.

/ Maybe, / her voi ce murnured dubiously.

He turned to take one last |ook at the House, but it wasn't there anynore. "Did you do
t hat ?" he demanded.

/No, it takes care of that itself. You were able to see it when you cane here because you
wer e supposed to. Nobody el se needs to see it, so they can't. Let's go to Arum pet,/ she said.
Then she stirred around inside the baglike hood of his cloak until she was confortable and went to
sl eep.

He continued on across the bridge,

They covered about fifteen nmiles that day, traveling along the brink of the precipice
Al'thalus still thought of as the Edge of the Wbrld, despite the frozen glaciers that now | ooned
off to the north. As evening approached, they took shelter in a clunp of stunted trees, and
Althalus built a fire. Then Emmy provided himwi th the words that produced bread and a roasted
chi cken.

/ Not too bad,/ she observed, nibbling at a piece of chicken, /but isn't it alittle
over done?/

"l don't criticize your cooking, Em"

/Just a suggestion, pet. | wasn't criticizing./

He | eaned back against a tree, stretching his feet out to the fire. "I think there's
sonet hing you need to know, Em" he said after sonme reflection. "Before Ghend hired ne to go stea
the Book, | was having a run of bad luck. It m ght have worn off by now, but nothing was working
for me the way it was supposed to."

/Yes, | know. | thought the paper nobney in Druigor's strongbox was a nice touch, didn't
you?/

He stared at her. "It was you? You were behind all that bad I uck?"

/O course. If your luck hadn't turned sour, you wouldn't even have consi dered Ghend's
proposition, would you?/
"And before that, you were the one responsible for all the good luck I was so fanpus for?"
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/Vell, of course it was me, pet. If you hadn't had such a streak of good |uck, you
woul dn't even have recogni zed bad | uck when it cane al ong, would you?/

"You're the Goddess of Fortune, aren't you, EnP"

/1t's a sideline, pet. We all play with the luck of certain people. It's a way to get them
to cooperate./

"l1've been worshiping you for years, Enmy."

/1 know, and it's been just lovely./

"Wait a minute," he objected. "I thought you said that you didn't know that it was CGhend
who hired ne to steal the Book. If you were perched right on nmy shoulder to play games with ny
| uck, how could you have missed it?"

/1 wasn't quite that close, Althalus. | knew that sonebody was going to do it, but |
didn't knowit'd be Ghend hinmself. | thought he'd have some underling take care of it-Argan
maybe, or Khnom |'msure it wouldn't have been Pekhal ./

"Who are they?"

/CGhend's underlings. I'msure you'll meet thembefore this is all over./

"You al nost got nme killed in Equero, you know. Sone of those arrows came awfully cl ose
when | was runni ng across Kweso's garden."

/But they didn't hit you, did they? I wasn't going to |l et anything happen to you, pet./

"That notion of paper nmoney was your idea, wasn't it? Nobody could actually believe that
paper's worth anything."

/[ The idea's been around for a while. People who are in the business of buying and selling
things wite little notes to each other. They're a sort of promise to pay, and they're not as
cunbersone as gol d. The people of Maghu have sort of fornmalized the idea./

"Were you the one who arranged for Gosti Big Belly to lie to nme about what was in his
strong roonf"

/No. That might have been Ghend. He had as nmuch reason as | did to want you to be unl ucky
right then./

"I wondered why everything was turning so sour. | had people pouring trash on ny luck from
both sides of the fence."

/1sn'"t it nice to have everybody so concerned about you?/

"Then ny luck has changed back now?"

/O course it has, Althalus. I'myour luck, and I'Il love you all to pieces-as long as you
do just exactly as | tell you. She patted his cheek then with one soft paw./

A few days |l ater they reached the place where the dead tree stood. "It's still here?" Al thalus was
a bit startled.

/1t's a landmark, pet. We sort of like to keep it here as a reference point./

They turned south there and travel ed down through Kagwher for a week or so. Then | ate one
afternoon they crested a hill and saw a rude village huddled in the next valley. "Wat do you
thi nk, EnmP" Althal us said back over his shoulder. "Should we go on in and talk with a few peopl e?
|'ve been out of touch for quite a while, so it mght not be a bad idea to find out what's
happening in the world."

/Let's not | eave nenories of our passing lingering behind us, pet. Ghend has eyes and ears
ever ywhere. /

"Good point," he agreed. "Let's sleep here, then. W can slip past that village before
daybreak tonorrow. "

/1"mnot really sleepy, Athalus./

"Of course not. You've been sleeping all day. I'mthe one who had to do the wal ki ng, and
I"mtired."

/Al right, we'll rest your poor little |legs here, then./

Althalus wasn't really all that tired, however. There was sonething about the rude vill age
bel ow that had i nmedi ately caught his eye when he'd crested the hill. There was a corral on the
sout hern edge of the village, and there were horses in that corral and a nunber of rude saddl es
laid over the top rail. It was still a long way to Arum and riding woul d probably be faster-and
easi er -t han wal ki ng.

He decided not to burden Emy with his plan. He was a master thief, after all, so he was

perfectly capable of stealing a horse and saddl e wi thout any hel per commentary.
He fixed supper, and after they'd eaten, they curled up under his cloak and went to sl eep
/What are you doi ng? Emry asked with a sl eepy thought as he was preparing to | eave not
long after mdnight./
"I thought we should get an early start and slip past that village before the peopl e woke
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up. Traveling at night's the best way | know of to avoid being seen.”

/You don't mind if | sleep a bit |onger, do you?/

"Not at all, Em" he said. "Just curl up in your little pouch and go back to sleep.”

She squirmed around in the hood of his cloak as he started out. Then she got settled in
and purred herself back to sleep.

She woke up rather abruptly, however, when Althal us nudged his new horse into a | oping
canter. | suppose | shoul d have guessed, she murmnured.

"W are on a sort of sacred mission, aren't we, En?" he replied with a tone of high-m nded
justification. "W're going out to save the world. It's only right and proper that the people
al ong the way should Iend a hand, isn't it?"

/You'll never change, will you, Althalus?/

"Probably not, no. Go back to sleep, Em |'ve got everything under control now"

Once they were nounted, they nade good tinme, and they crossed out of Kagwher into the vast
forest of Hule a couple of days after Althalus had acquired the horse.

There were villages here and there in the deep wood of Hul e now, and that offended
Al thal us. Hul e was supposed to be wild, but now grubby little men had cone here to contaminate it.
The villages were squalid-Iooking collections of rude huts squatting on nuddy ground and
surrounded by garbage. They weren't nuch to | ook at, but what really of fended Al thalus were the
tree stunps. These wetched intruders were cutting down trees. "Civilization," he nuttered in
tones of deepest contenpt.

/What ?/ Emy asked.

"They're cutting down trees, Em"

/Men do that, pet./

"Little nmen, you nean. Men who are afraid of the dark and invent ways to talk about wol ves
wi t hout actually saying the word "wolf.' Let's get out of here. The sight of that trash heap makes
me sick."

They passed a few other villages on their way south, and the opinion he'd formed about the
people who lived in those villages didn't inprove very much.

Hi s hunor began to inprove as they rode up into the foothills of Arum He was fairly
certain that no matter how civilized man becane, it was highly unlikely that they'd conme up with a
way to chop down nountai ns.

They rode sone distance up into the foothills, and on the second day, as evening settled
over the nountains, Althalus rode back fromthe narrow track a ways and set up their night's canp
in a small clearing.

/ Coul d we have fish tonight, pet?/ Emmy asked once he had their fire going.

"I was sort of thinking about beef."

/W had beef |ast night./

He was about to say sonething, but suddenly | aughed instead.

[What's so funny?/

"Haven't we had this conversation before? It seens that | can remenber |ong tal ks about
havi ng the sane thing six or eight days in a row "

/[ That was different./

“I"'msure it was." He gave in. "All right, dear, if you want fish, we'll have fish."

She began to purr in happy anticipation.

Al thalus slept well that night, but just before dawn he awoke quite suddenly as sone
al nost forgotten instinct warned hi mof approachi ng danger. "Sonebody's coming, Em" He jarred her
awake with the urgent thought.

Her green eyes opened i medi ately, and he felt her send out a searching thought. Then she
hi ssed.

"What's the matter?" he demanded.

/ Pekhal! Be careful, Althalus. He's very dangerous./

"Didn't you tell ne that he's one of Ghend's peopl e?"

/ Ghend' s ani mal would cone closer. There isn't nuch humanity left in Pekhal. |'msure
he'll try to kill you./

"Lots of people have tried that, Em
bronze-ti pped spear.

/Don't try to fight him Althalus. He's a total savage and very vicious. He'll try to talk
his way in close enough to reach you with his sword. I'd imagine that he's | ooking for breakfast
al ong about now./

"He eats people?" Al thalus exclained.

/[ That's one of his nicer habits./

He rolled out fromunder his cloak, reaching for his
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"I think | remenber a way to nake himkeep his distance," Althalus said with a bleak sort
of grin.

There was a crashing sound back in the undergrowh, and Althalus slipped behind a tree to
wat ch.

The nan was huge, and his face was al nbst subhumanly brutish. He was bulling his way
t hrough the bushes, and he was swinging a |arge sword that obviously wasn't nade of bronze. "Where
are you?" he roared in a hoarse, aninal-Ilike voice.

"I"'mnore or less here," Althalus replied. "I don't think you need to come any cl oser."

"Show yoursel f!"

"Way would I want to do that?"

"l want to see you!"

“I'mnot really all that attractive."

"Show yoursel f!" the beast roared again.

"I'f you say so, neighbor,"” Althalus replied mldly. He stepped out from behind the tree,
|l ooking intently at the heavily armed savage. Then he said, "dheu."

The brute rose up off the ground with a startled oath.

"Just a precaution, friend," Al thalus explained urbanely. "You seema bit bad-tenpered
thi s norni ng-sonebody you ate, no doubt."

"Put me down!"

"No, | don't think we'll do it that way. You're fine just where you are."

The grotesque brute began swinging his sword at the air around himas if trying to slash
at whatever was hol di ng hi m suspended.

"You don't mind if | have a look at that, do you?" Althalus asked. Then he held out his
hand and said, "gwenl"

The huge sword spun out of the giant's hand and then drifted obediently down to Althal us.
"Very inpressive," Althalus said, hefting the heavy weapon.

"You give that back!"

"No. Sorry. You don't really need it." Althalus stuck the heavy sword into the ground and
then neatly filched the brute's dagger and purse fromhis belt as well.

Pekhal began roaring, his face contorted with savage fury.

Al'thalus lifted his hand. "Dheu," he said again.

Pekhal rose about another twenty feet into the air. H's face blanched, his eyes went very
wi de, and he stopped noving entirely.

"How s the view fromup there?" A thalus was beginning to enjoy this. "Wuld you like to
take a | ook at things froma few mles higher up? I can fix that, if you wish."

Pekhal gaped at him his eyes filled with sudden terror.

"Do we understand each other, friend?" Althalus asked. "Now, then, the next tinme you see
Ghend, give himny regards and tell himto quit playing around like this. | don't work for him
anynore, so he has no claimon nme." Althalus picked up his new purse and dagger. He tucked the
purse in his pocket, pulled his new sword out of the turf, and tapped its heavy blade with the
hilt of the dagger. It made a ringing sound. Then he tested the sword edge with his thunb. It
seermed nuch sharper than his bronze sword. "Very nice," he nmurnured. Then he | ooked up at Pekhal

"I certainly want to thank you for the gifts, friend," he said pleasantly. "All | have to give you
inreturn are nmy old weapons, but since you're so nmuch nobler than | am |'msure you won't mnd."
He stowed away his bronze weapons. "We'll have to do this again one of these days," he called.

"You have yourself a very nice day now, hear?"

/[ Are you just going to | eave himup there?/ Emmy asked critically.

"Ch, I'd inagine he'll set along about the same tinme the sun does, Em If he doesn't cone
down today, he probably will tonorrowor the next day. Wiy don't we have a bite of breakfast and
nmove on?"

She was trying to stifle her laughter wi thout too nmuch success. /You're awful!/

"Fun, though, don't you think? Is that half-wit the best that Ghend can come up wth?"

/ Pekhal's the one Ghend summpbns when brute strength and savagery seemto be called for
The others are nuch nore dangerous./

"Good. This m ght get kind of boring otherwise." He | ooked closely at his new dagger
"What is this metal ?" he asked.

/[ People call it steel,/ she replied. /They |l earned howto forge it about a thousand years
ago. /

"I was a little busy just then. That's probably why | missed it. Were does this neta
cone fronk"

/You' ve seen all those red rocks in Plakand, haven't you?/
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"Ch, yes. Plakand's red fromone end to the other."

[ There's a netal called iron in those rocks. Men couldn't smelt it out of those rocks
until they | earned how to nmake hotter fires. Iron is harder than bronze, but it's brittle. It has
to be mxed with other netals to make weapons or tools./

"I't's completely replaced bronze, then?"

/ For nost things, yes./

"It might be better than bronze, but it's not as pretty. This grey's sort of depressing."

/What on earth has that got to do w th anything?/

"It's a question of aesthetics, Em W should always strive to fill our lives with
beauty."

/1 don't see anything beautiful in sonmething that was designed to kill people./

"There's beauty in everything, Em You just have to learn to look for it."

/1f you're going to preach at me, | think I'Il just curl up and go back to sleep./

"What ever you wi sh, Em OCh, before you doze off, though, do you happen to know which clan
here in Arumhas that knife we're looking for? If I'mgoing to have to search every man in these
mountains for it, we could be here for quite a while."

/1 know where it is, pet, and you've been there before. You're even rather fanous in the
clan that has the Knife./

"Me? | try to avoid fame whenever | can."

/1 wonder why. You do renenmber the way to the hall of Gosti Big Belly, don't you?/

"I's that where the knife is?"

/Yes. The current Clan Chief has it. He doesn't know how he cane by it or how inportant it
is, so he keeps it in the roomwhere all his spare weapons are./

"I's that a coincidence of some sort? | nmean, that the knife's in Gosti's hall?"

/ Probably not./

"Wyul d you care to explain that?"

/1 don't think so. The word "coinci dence" always seens to start religious argunents for
some reason./

For the next several days, they traveled along the ridgeline Althalus had followed to nmake good
his escape from Gosti, and they finally reached the high pass that overl ooked the canyon where
CGosti's hall had stood. The rough |l og fort had been replaced by a | arge stone castle. The rickety
toll bridge that had been the source of Gosti's neager wealth was gone, and the bridge that now
spanned the rushing streamwas a structure of stone arches. Althalus turned his horse off the
trail and rode back into the trees.

[Aren't we goi ng down?/ Emry asked.

"It's al st evening, Em Let's wait and go down in the norning.

[ Wy ?/

"My instincts tell me to wait, all right?"

/Oh, well,/ she replied with exaggerated sarcasm /We nust obey our instincts, nustn't

we?/

"Be nice," he murrmured. Then he di snbunted and went over to the edge of the trees to | ook
at the settlement outside the castle. Sonething struck himas peculiar. "Wy are the men al
weari ng dresses?" he asked.

/[ They call themkilts, Althalus./

"A dress is a dress, Em Wuat's wong with | eggings |ike nine?"

[ They prefer kilts. Don't be picking any fights with them about their clothing. Keep your
opi nions to yourself./

"Yes, ma'am"” he replied. "You'll want fish for dinner again, | suppose?"

/[1f it's not too nuch trouble./

"And if it is?"

/That's just too bad, isn't it?/

CHAPTER EI GHT
Al thal us and Emry woke early the next norning, but they waited until the villagers started
stirring before Althal us nmounted his horse and rode through the woods to the trail that led on
down to the settlenent. He noticed that the houses were nore substantial now than they' d been | ast
time he'd been here.

They reached the settlenent just as a husky fellowin a dirty kilt canme out of one of the
houses near the wall of the castle. He was stretching and yawni ng, but when he saw Althal us riding
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toward him his eyes becane suddenly alert. "You there-stranger," he called.

"Were you talking to ne?" Althalus replied innocently.

"You don't live here, so you're a stranger, aren't you?"

Al t hal us nade sonme show of | ooking around. "Wy, blast ny eyes, | do believe you're right.
Isn't it strange that | hadn't noticed that nysel f?"

The man's suspicious | ook softened, and he started to chuckle.

"Was it sonmething | said?" Althalus asked, feigning wide-eyed i nnocence and cli nmbi ng down
from his horse.

"You're a hunorous fellow, | see.”

"I try. I've found that a little hunor snooths over the awkward nonments when | first neet
sonmebody. It lets people know that |'mnot really a stranger, but only a friend they haven't net
yet."

“I'"1l have to renenber that one," the now openly grinning man said. "And what night your
nane be, friend | haven't net yet?"

"I"'mcalled Althalus."

"I's that supposed to be a joke?"

"That wasn't what | had in mnd. |Is there sonething wong with it?"

"There's a very old story in our clan about a nan named Althalus. Oh, ny nane's Degrur, by
the way." He held out his hand.

Al t hal us shook hands with him "Pleased to neet you. What's the gist of this story about
that other Althal us?"

"Well, as it turned out, he was a thief."

"Real | y? What did he steal ?"

"Money, |I'mtold. The O an Chief back in those days was naned Gosti Big Belly, and he was
the richest man in the world."

"My goodness!™

"Ch, Yes. Costi's strong roomwas filled to the rafters with gold-until Althalus cane
al ong. Anyway, this Althalus could tell jokes so funny that they nade the walls |augh. Then, late
one night after everybody in the hall had drunk hinself to sleep, the thief Althalus broke into
CGosti's strong roomand stole every single gold coin there. The story says that he had to stea
twenty horses just to carry it all away"

"That's a lot of gold."

"It was indeed. 1'd inmagine that the story's been exaggerated a little over the years,
though, so there probably wasn't all that nuch gold in the strong room?"

“I"'msure you're right, Degrur. | heard a story once about a man who was supposed to be as
big as a nmountain."

“I"'mgoing on to the hall," Degrur said. "Wiy don't you conme along, and |I'Il introduce you

to our Chief? | think he'd really like to nmeet a nman called Al thalus."
"Probably so that he can keep his eye on me. My nanme might raise a few suspicions around

here. ™

"Don't worry, my friend. Nobody takes those old stories seriously anynore."

"l certainly hope not."

"Wuld it alarmyou if | told you that you' ve got a cat peeping out of the hood of your
cl oak?"

"No, | know she's there. | was canped up in the nountains, and she wandered in-probably to
steal sonme food. W sort of took to each other, so we're traveling together for a while. Wuat's
your Chief's nanme?"

"“Al bron. He's young, but we think he's going to work out fairly well. H's father, Baskon
spent nmost of his tinme facedown in the nearest ale barrel, and a drunken C an Chief tends to nmake
ni st akes. "

"What happened to hinP"

"He got roaring drunk one night and went up to the top of the highest tower to chall enge
God to a fight. Sone say that God took himup on it, but |I think he just wobbled and fell off the
tower. He splattered hinself all over the courtyard."

"Everybody dies from sonething, | suppose.”

They went on to the courtyard of the stone castle. Althalus noticed that it was paved,
much as the courtyard of the House at the End of the Wrld had been. Degrur led the way up the
steps to the nassive door, and they proceeded down a long, torchlit corridor to the dining hall

There were bearded nen sitting at a long table there, eating breakfast off of wooden
pl ates. Althalus glanced around as he and Degrur approached the table. The bl eak stone walls were
decorated with battle flags and a few anti quated weapons, and the logs burning in the fire pit
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crackl ed cheerfully. The stone floor had obviously been swept that norning, and there weren't any
dogs gnawi ng bones in the corners.

/ Neat ness counts,/ Enmy's voice nurmured approvingly.

/[ Maybe,/ he replied, /but not for very nuch./

"My Chief," Degrur said to the kilted nan with shrewd eyes and a cl ean-shaven face at the
head of the table, "this traveler was passing through, and I thought you mi ght want to meet him
since he's very fanous."

"Ch?" the C an Chief said.

"Everybody's heard of him ny Chief. Hs nane's Althalus."

"You're not serious!"

Degrur was grinning openly now. "That's what he told ne, Albron. O course, if that's
really his name, he might have lied about it to put me off ny guard.”

"Degrur, that doesn't mmke any sense at all."

"I just woke up, ny Chief. You don't expect nme to make sense when | first get up, do you?"

Al t hal us stepped forward and bowed el egantly. "I'm pl eased to nake your acquai ntance,
Chief Al bron," he said. Then he | ooked around the hall. "I see that you' ve nade sone inprovenents
since ny last visit."

"“You' ve been here before?" Albron asked with one quizzically raised eyebrow

"Yes-quite sone tine ago. The Chief in those days used to keep pigs in this hall. Pigs are
ni ce enough animals, | suppose-good to their nothers and all-but they don't nake very good house
pets. And the dining hall isn't really the place to keep themunless you like your bacon very
fresh.”

Al bron |aughed. "Is your nane really Althal us?"

Al'thal us sighed with feigned regret. "lI'mafraid so, Chief Albron," he replied
theatrically. "I was positive that your clan had forgotten me by now. Fane can be so inconvenient

sonetimes, can't it, ny Lord? Anyway, since my dreadful secret's out in the open, and if you're
not too busy, maybe we can get right down to cases here. Has your clan nanaged to amass enough
gold since ny last visit to make it worth nmy while to rob you agai n?"

Chi ef Al bron blinked, and then he burst into |aughter

Al t hal us pushed on. "Since you already know ny dreadful secret, there's no point in
beating about the bush, nowis there? Wen would it be npbst convenient for you to have ne rob you?

There'll be all that shouting and running around and organi zing pursuits, and the like. You know
how di sruptive a robbery can be sonetines."”
"You carry your age very well, Master Althalus,” Chief Albron noted with a grin.

"According to that story we all heard when we were children, you robbed Gosti Big Belly severa
t housand years ago."

"Has it been that |ong? My goodness, where does the tine go?"

"Why don't you join us for breakfast, Master Althalus?" Albron invited. "Since you plan to
rob me of all my gold, you' re going to need a few dozen horses to carry off all your |loot. W
coul d discuss that over breakfast. |1've got a few spare horses, and sone of them even have al
four of their legs. I"'msure we can strike a bargain on them Just because you're planning to rob
me, it shouldn't get in the way of our doing business together, should it?"

Al t hal us | aughed and joined the group of nmen at the table. They bantered back and forth
over breakfast, and after they'd eaten, the young Chief Al bron offered Al thalus a tankard of
sonet hing he called ale.

/ Never mnd,/ Emy's voice mrurnured.

/1t wouldn't be polite to refuse, Em/ he sent back his silent reply. Then he lifted the
tankard and drank.

It took all of the self-control he could bring to bear to keep fromspitting the awfu
stuff onto the floor. Good, rich nmead was one thing, but Albron's ale was so bitter that Althalus
al rost choked on it.

/[ Told you./ Emy's voice sounded snug.

Al thalus carefully set the tankard down. "This has all been very entertaining, Chief
Al bron," he said, "but there's a question | need to ask you."

"The best escape route to take after you've robbed ne?"

Al'thal us | aughed. "No, ny Lord. If | really were that other Athalus, |I'd have planned ny
escape before | even cane down here. As you've probably noticed fromnmy clothes, I'mnot an Arum"”

"That had sort of crossed ny nmind, Master Althalus."

"Actually |I conme fromover to the east in Ansu, and |'ve been trying to track sonething
down for several years now. "

" Sonet hi ng val uabl e?"
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"Well, not to anybody el se, probably, but it's sonething | need to have to lay claimto an
i nheritance. My father's older brother is the Arkhein of our region.”
" Arkhei n?"

"It's atitle of nobility, ny Lord-sort of an equivalent to your own title. Anyway, ny
uncl e's only son-ny cousin-had an argunent with a bear a few years back, and not many nmen win
t hose ki nds of argunents, since the bears of Ansu are very big and very bad tenpered. Anyway, ny
cousin lost the argunent, and since his father, my uncle, only had the one son, his title's going
to be vacant after he dies."

"And you'll succeed hinf Congratul ati ons, Master Althalus,” Al bron said.

"I't's not quite that cut and dried, nmy Lord," Althalus said, nmaking a sour face. "l've got
anot her cousin, the son of my father's younger brother, and he and | were both born in the sane
sumrer. We Ansus don't have a very precise cal endar, so nobody can really be sure which one of us
is the eldest."

"Wars tend to break out over things like that."

"My uncle, the Arkhein, realized that too, ny Lord. That's when he called nmy cousin and ne
to his castle and told us very firnmy to stop recruiting armes and formng alliances. Then he
told us a story. It seens that nany years ago one of our ancestors had owned a very pretty dagger
There'd been one of those little wars that break out in Ansu fromtime to tinme, and our ancestor
had gotten hinmself killed. Then, after the sun had gone down, the scoundrels who |urk around the
edges of every battlefield |like vultures cane out to rob the dead."

"Ch, yes," Albron said, nodding grimy.

"You' ve seen the sane sort of thing yourself, | gather. Anyway, one of those scoundrels
pi cked up our ancestor's dagger. It didn't have any jewels in the hilt or anything, but it was
ornanent al enough that the rascal thought he could probably sell it for enough to make it worth

his while. Qur uncle told nmy cousin and ne that he was proposing a sort of contest. Whichever one
of us could track down that dagger and bring it back to himwould be the one who'd get his title."
Al thal us sighed dramatically. "I've been running hard ever since that day. You would not believe
how interesting life can be when you're | ooking for an antique with one eye and watching for
assassins with the other."

"Assassi ns?"

"My cousin's a bit lazy, my Lord, so the idea of wandering around the world | ooking for an
anci ent knife doesn't light any warmfires in his heart. He seens to feel that it'd be nuch easier
to have me nurdered than it'd be to try to win a race with me. Anyway, to get to the point here, |
happened across a fellow who told nme that he'd been in your arnms roomonce, and he said that he
was al nbst certain that he'd seen a knife there that fit the description of the one I'd just told
hi mabout." Althalus cast a covert |ook at Chief Albron. The story he'd just conjured up out of
whol e cloth seened to have fired the Clan Chief's inmagination. Athalus was quite pleased to
di scover that he hadn't lost his touch

Chief Albron rose to his feet. "Wy don't we go have a | ook, Arkhein Althalus," he
suggest ed.

“I'"'mnot the Arkhein yet, ny Lord," Althalus anended.

"You will be if that dagger's in ny arnory. You're a well-spoken man with a civilized
sense of hunor, Althalus. Those are noble qualities, and your cousin's an absolute knave. |'ll do
everything in nmy power to see to it that you inherit your uncle's title."

Al t hal us bowed. "You honor me, ny Lord," he said.

/Wasn't that all just a little thick? Enmy's voice suggested.

/1 know these Aruns, Em so | know exactly what kind of story to tell them Actually, that
was a very good one. It had a threat of civil war, a hero, a villain, and a quest fraught with
danger. What nore does a good story need?/

[Alittle bit of truth m ght have added sonething./

/1 don't like to contam nate a good story with truth, Em That'd be a violation of ny
artistic integrity, wouldn't it?/

/[ Oh, dear./ She sighed.

[Trust nme, little kitten. That knife's as good as in ny hands already, and | won't even
have to buy it. Albron's going to give it to me outright, along with his blessing./

Al bron's arnmory was a stone-wal |l ed chanber at the back of his castle, and it was littered
with all kinds of swords, axes, pikes, helnets, daggers, and shirts made of chain.

Al bron introduced Althalus to a blocky, kilted fellowwith a bristling red beard. "This is
my arnorer, Reudh. Describe this dagger you're | ooking for to him™"

"It's about a foot and a half long, Master Arnorer," Althalus told the red-bearded nan,
"and it's got an odd-shaped bl ade-sort of like a laurel leaf. There's a design etched into the
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bl ade. From what | understand, the design's actually witing in sone ancient |anguage that nobody
under st ands anynore."
Reudh scratched his head. "Ch," he said then. "It's that one. It's very pretty, but it's a

little ornate for ny taste. | prefer nore businesslike weapons.

“"It's here, then?"

"Well, it was. Young Eliar cane here to armhinself before he went off to that war down in
Treborea. He took a fancy to that knife, so | let himtake it."

Al t hal us gave Chief Albron a puzzled | ook. "Have you got a quarrel of sone kind with
sonmebody in Treborea, mny Lord?"

"No, it's a business arrangenent. In the old days the | ow anders were always trying to
persuade the Can Chiefs of Arumto agree to alliances with thentalliances where we'd do the
bl eeding and they'd get the profit. There was a conclave of all the dan Chiefs of Arum about
fifty years ago, and the Chiefs all agreed that there weren't going to be any nore of those
alliances with the | ow anders. The way things are now, if the | owl anders need sol diers, they have
to rent them"

"Rent ?"

"I't works out very well for us, Master Althalus. W don't ally ourselves with anybody
during those wars, so we don't get sw ndled out of our share when the war's over. It's al
strictly business now If they want soldiers, they pay for themin advance-and we won't accept
prom ssory notes or paper noney. They pay in gold, and they pay before any of our nen start
mar chi ng. "

"How did the | ow anders take that?"

"Fromwhat |'ve heard, their screanms of outrage were echoing off the noon. The C an Chiefs
of Arum have held firm though, so now the | ow anders either pay, or they fight their own wars."
Al bron scratched his chin reflectively. "W're a warlike people here in Arum and there was a tine
when al nost anything could set off a clan war. It's not that way here anynore. There hasn't been a
clan war in Arumfor forty years."

Al thalus grinned at him "Wy burn down your neighbors for fun when you can set fire to
Per quai ne and Treborea for profit?" he said. "Wich Treborean city bought the services of this
young Eliar?"

"Kant hon, wasn't it, Reudh?" Al bron asked. "Sonetinmes | lose track. |'ve got men invol ved
in a half dozen little wars down there right now "

"Yes, ny Lord," Reudh replied. "This was Eliar's first war, so you sent himoff to one of
the quiet ones so he could get his feet wet in shallow water his first time out. That war between
Kant hon and Ost hos has been simrering for the last ten centuries, and nobody's taking it very

seriously."

"Well," Althalus said, "I guess | get to go to Kanthon then. There's sonething to be said
for that, | suppose.”

"Ch?" Al bron asked.

"It's open country down there in Treborea. | don't want to offend you, ny Lord, but there

are too many trees here in Arumfor ny taste."

"Don't you like trees?"

"Not when one of ny cousin's assassins might be hiding behind any one of them Flat, open
country's sort of boring, but sone boredom night give ny nerves a bit of a rest. Here lately
they' ve been stretched as tight as a bowstring. Wat does Eliar ook |ike?"

"He's sort of gangly,"” the red-bearded arnorer said. "He's only about fifteen years old,
so he's still growing. If he lives, he'll probably turn into a fairly respectable warrior. He
isn't any too bright, but he mght outgrow that. He's got a | ot of enthusiasm and he's convinced
that he's the greatest warrior alive."

"I'd better hurry, then," Althalus said. "Young Eliar sounds like a fellow who's just
brinful of incipient nortality."

"Nicely put, Master Althalus,"” Albron said adnmiringly. "That description fits just about
every adol escent male in the whole of Arum™

"They' re good for business, though, aren't they, Chief Al bron?"

"Ch, Yes." Albron smirked. "I can usually get double price for the young ones."

Al thalus and Enerald left Albron's castle the next nmorning and travel ed south. /Do you
know t he way to Kant hon?/ Enmy asked as they rode on down the canyon.

"Of course, Em | know several ways to just about every city in the world."

/ And several other ways to get out of thenf/

"Naturally. Getting out of town in a hurry is sonetines very necessary for people in ny
pr of essi on. "
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/1 wonder why?/

"Be nice, Emmy. Where do we go after we get the Knife away from Eliar?"

/1 haven't the faintest idea./

"What ?"

/Don't worry, Althalus. The writing on the Knife will tell us where to go./

"I thought the words on the blade were there to identify the people we're going to need."

[That's part of what they say, but only part of it. The witing on the blade is nmuch nore
conpl ex than that, pet, and its neaning changes with the circunstances. It tells us where to go,
who we need to find, and what we're supposed to do next./

"It sounds to nme as if it's alnobst |ike the Book."

/Sort of, yes. The Knife changes in subtle ways, though, and the Book doesn't. Let's nove
al ong, Althalus. W have a |long way to go./

They rode down onto the plaice of Perquaine, and after about a week they reached the city
of Maghu. There had been many changes in Maghu since Althalus had | ast been there, but the ancient
tenple was still the nost prominent building in town. As they rode past it, Althalus was a bit
startled by Enmmy's reaction. She was riding, as always, in the hood of his cloak, and she laid
back her ears and hissed at the tenple. "Wat was that all about?" he asked her

/1 hate that place!/ she replied vehenently.

"What's wong with it?"

/1t's grotesque!/

"It's alittle fancy, but not much nore than other tenples |I've seen.”

/1'"mnot tal king about the tenple, Althalus. |I'mtal king about the statue inside./

"You nmean the one with all those extra bosons? It's just the |ocal Goddess, Em You don't
have to take it so personally."

/1t is personal, Althalus!/

He could feel her fumi ng outrage, and he | ooked sharply back over his shoul der at her. A
sudden notion struck him and he sent a probing thought into that part of her mnd she'd al ways
i nsi sted was personal and private. He was stunned by what he found. "Is that who you really are?"
He gasped.

/1'"ve told you to stay out of there!/

“You're Dweia, aren't you?"

/ Amazi ng. You even pronounced it right./ Her tone was snippy. She was definitely not in a
good hunor.

Al thal us was awed. "Wy didn't you tell ne?" he denanded.

/1t wasn't any of your business who | am/

"Do you really look anything |like that statue?"

/Li ke a brood sow, you nean? Like a whole herd of brood sows?/

"I was tal king about the face, not all those extra. . ." He groped for an inoffensive
wor d.

/[ The face isn't accurate either./

"Afertility Goddess? What's fertility got to do with anything?" he asked.

/Woul d you like to rephrase that question, while you still have your health?/

"Maybe | should just drop it."

/ W se decision./

They rode out of Maghu, and Althalus struggled with what he'd just discovered. In a
peculiar sort of way, it began to make sense. "No biting," he said to Emry. "Just tell ne if I've
got this straight. Deiwos nakes things, right?"

/ So?/

"After he's made them though, he goes on to make other things, and he turns the things
he's already made over to you. You're the one who keeps themalive by making sure that they al
have of fspring-or whatever." Then anot her thought cane to him "That's why you hate Daeva so nuch,
isn't it, En? He wants to destroy everything Dei wos nmade, but you want to preserve it-to keep it
alive. Is there a reason why your nanes all begin with the sane sound? Dei wos, Dweia, and Daeva?
M ght that nean you're Daeva's sister as well as the sister of Deiwos?"

/[1t's alittle nmore conplex than that, Althalus, but you're nibbling around the edges of
it. There are sone nen conming up the road toward us./

Al t hal us | ooked on ahead. "Maybe you'd better pull your head in until | find out who they
are."

As the nen cane closer, Althalus saw that they were wearing kilts. Mst of themwere al so
weari ng bl oody bandages, and several were hobbling along with the aid of wooden staffs. "Aruns,"
he nmuttered to Enmy. "The markings on their kilts suggest that they' re nenbers of Albron's clan."
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/VWhat are they doing here in Perquai ne?/

"I don't know, Em [|'Il ask them" Althalus reined in his horse and waited as the wounded
men hobbl ed cl oser
The nan at the front of the colum was tall, |lean, and dark haired. He had a bl oody

bandage wrapped about his head and a sour | ook on his face.

"You gentlenmen are a long way from hone," Althalus said by way of greeting.

"We're trying to do sonething about that right now," the sour-faced nan said.

"You're of Albron's clan, aren't you?"

"How di d you know t hat ?"

"The markings on your kilts, neighbor."

"You don't |ook |ike an Arumto ne."

“I'"'mnot, but |I'macquainted with your custons. It |ooks as if you've run into sone
trouble."

"That sort of covers it, yes. Chief Albron hired us out to work in a war over in Treborea.
It was supposed to be a quiet little war, but it got out of hand."

"I't wasn't by any chance that little squabbl e between Kanthon and Gsthos, was it?" A cold
| unp began to settle somewhere in the vicinity of Athalus' stonach

"You' ve heard about that one?"

"We've just conme from Chief Al bron's hall."

C\\BD”
"My cat and nme," Althalus expl ai ned.

"A cat's an odd traveling conmpanion for a grown man,"” the | ean man observed. He gl anced
back at his battered troops. "Rest a bit." He barked out the command. Then he sank down onto the
grass at the side of the road. "If you've got a little tine, I'd sort of |like to know what's up
ahead of us," he said to Althalus.

"Of course." Althalus swung down fromhis saddle. "My nane's Althalus, by the way."

The wounded warrior gave hima startled | ook

"It's just a coincidence,” Althalus explained. "I'mnot really that A thalus."

"I didn't really think so. I'"'mcalled Khalor, and I'mthe Ancient of what's left of this
group of Al bron's clansnen.”

"You don't look all that ancient to nme."

"It's a Treborean title, friend Althalus. W' re supposed to try to fit in when we cone
down into the low countries to fight their wars for them Back at hone they call ne Sergeant. Did
you happen across any groups of arnmed nen on your way out of the nountains?"

"Not hi ng out of the ordinary, Sergeant Khalor-a few hunters is about all. | think you'l
be able to get honme wi thout any trouble. Fromwhat your Chief told nme, the clans of southern Arum
are nore or |less at peace with each other. Wat happened to you and your nen?"

“"Al bron hired us out to the Kanthons about six months or so ago. Like |I told you before,
it was supposed to be a quiet little war. About all we were supposed to do was nmarch around in
pl aces where the Osthos could see us-the usual sorts of things, you understand-flex our mnuscles,
wave our swords and axes, shout war cries, and all the other foolishness that inpresses the
| oml anders. Then the feebl e-nminded fool that sits on the throne of Kanthon got carried away and
ordered us to invade the territory of the Aryo of Osthos." The Sergeant shook his head in disgust.

"You couldn't talk himout of it?"

"I tried, Althalus. God knows | tried. | told himthat | didn't have enough nen for that
and that he'd have to hire ten tines as many as he already had before |I could nmount an invasion,
but the silly ass wouldn't listen. Don't ever try to explain mlitary reality to a | owl ander."

"You got yourself trounced, | take it?"

"Trounced only begins to cover it. | got a nud puddl e stonped into ny backside, if you
want to know the truth. Unfortunately, we took the Osthos by surprise when we marched across their
frontier."

"Unfortunatel y?"

"They didn't expect us to do that, so they weren't ready for us. That gave the idiot in
Kant hon all sorts of wild delusions, and he ordered ne to lay siege to the city of Gsthos itself.
| didn't have enough nmen to set up a picket line around the place, nmuch less lay siege to it, but
the jackass in Kanthon wouldn't listen to ne."

Al thalus started to swear

"When your vocabul ary begins to run dry, | can give you whol e platoons of interesting
things to say about ny fornmer enployer. |'ve been inventing new swearwords for the |last two and a
hal f weeks. You seemto be taking this sort of personally."

“"Yes, | am |'ve been | ooking for a young fellow who's under your command. H s nane's
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Eliar. He doesn't happen by any chance to be anong your wounded, does he?"

"I"'mafraid not, Althalus. 1'd inagine that Eliar's |ong dead by now unl ess that savage
girl down in Gsthos is still slicing very tiny pieces off of him™

"What happened?”

"Eliar was very enthusiastic about this business; you know how young fellows are in their
first war. Anyway, the Aryo of Osthos had ordered his troops to fall back every time they saw us.
El i ar and some of ny other green troops thought that neant that they were cowards instead of nen
who had a very clever | eader. Wen we reached the walls of the city, the Osthos just closed their
gates and invited us to try to get in if we thought we could. | had this cluster of young
ent husi asts on ny hands, and they were all junping up and down and frothing at the nmouth and
begging me to nount an assault on the walls. Eliar was the one who was scream ng the | oudest, so |
put himin charge and ordered himto take a run at the gate and see how many of his nmen he coul d
get killed."

"That's a blunt way to put it, Sergeant.”

"It's the only real way to find out if a young |eader's got sand in his craw. Eliar was a
nice boy, and the other young fellows all sort of followed his lead. That's part of ny job. I'm
supposed to keep an eye on these natural |eaders and put theminto situations where they can prove
whet her or not they've got what it takes to lead troops. Getting sone of your people killed is
part of the business of conmand. Well, to cut this short, Eliar and his puppies all went rushing
across the nmeadow toward the city gate screaning and waving their weapons as if they thought they
could frighten the walls into falling down. Wen they were about fifty paces fromthe gate, it
swung open, and the Aryo of Osthos personally led out his troops to give nmy howing little
barbarians a quick | esson in good manners."

"By hand, | assune," Althalus added in a gl oony voice.

"Also by foot. They tranped all over ny little boys. Eliar was right in the thick of
things, naturally, and he was really doing quite well until he came up against the Aryo hinself,
who just happened to be armed with a battle-ax. Eliar took a wild swing at the Aryo's head with
his sword, and the Aryo blocked it with his ax. Eliar's sword broke off just above the hilt, and I
t hought, “Well, good-bye, Eliar.' But the boy surprised ne-and he probably surprised the Aryo even
nmore. He threw what was |eft of his sword right at the Aryo's face and went for his dagger. Before
the Aryo could regain his balance, Eliar was all over him and he was working that dagger double
time. He trust have stabbed that poor nobleman two dozen tines, and he left a gash as wide as his
hand with every stab. | didn't really think that ornamental dagger of his was worth all that nuch
but it certainly |eaves big holes in people if a man uses it right. The Aryo's nen swarned Eliar
under, of course, and they took himand sone of his nen prisoner and went back into the city with
t hem "

"Who was this wonan you nentioned before?"

"The Aryo's daughter. There's a girl who can probably cut glass with her voice froma nile
away. W could hear her very clearly when her father's soldiers carried his body to her. W even
heard her when she ordered the soldiers to cone out of the city and chop us into little pieces.
didn't think real soldiers would take orders froma wonan, but Andine's got the kind of voice you

can't really ignore." Khalor winced. "It seens that | can still hear her. But for all | know, I
really can. You' ve never heard a voice like that one. It's only been two and a hal f weeks, and she
nm ght very well be still scream ng about how many yards of our entrails she wants draped over

every tree in the vicinity."

"Andi ne?" Al t hal us asked.

"That's her nane. It's a pretty name for a pretty girl, but she's got a very ugly nmind."

"You' ve seen her?"

"Ch, yes. She stood up on top of the city wall to gloat while her soldiers butchered us.
She kept screaming for nore blood and waving Eliar's dagger around. She's a total savage, and
she's the ruler of Osthos now. "

"A woman?" That startled Althalus.

"She's no ordinary wonan, Althalus. That one's nade out of steel. She was the Aryo's only
child, so they're probably all bowing to her and calling her “Arya Andine.' If Eliar's lucky, she
just had himkilled outright. | sort of doubt that, though. Mre probably, she's been carving
pi eces off himwi th his own knife and naki ng hi mwatch while she eats them | wouldn't be at al
surprised to hear that she's trying to come up with a way to cut out his heart so fast that he'd

still be alive long enough to watch her eat it right in front of his face. Stay away fromt hat
one, Althalus. I'd advise you to give her forty or fifty years to cool down before you go anywhere
near her."
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CHAPTER NI NE
“Whay should we care if she kills him EnmP" Althalus asked aloud. "It's the Knife we want, not sone
hal f-grown little boy fromArum"

/VWhen are you going to learn to | ook beyond the end of your nose, Althalus?/ Her tone was
a bit snippy, and there was enough condescension in it to be offensive.

"That's about enough of that, Em" he told her crisply.

/Sorry, pet,/ she apologized. /That was a little nasty, wasn't it? What |I'mgetting at is
that everything is connected. Nothing happens in isolation. Eliar's probably sone crude,
unschool ed barbarian fromthe backcountry of Arum but he did pick up the Knife back in Albron's
arns room It might have been a whim but we can't be sure of that until we test him If he can't

read what's witten on the blade, we'll pat himon the head and tell himto run along hone. If he
can read it, though, he'll have to cone with us./

"What if he's like | was before | came to the House? |I couldn't even read my own nane back
t hen."

/1 noticed. It won't matter whether he can read or not. If he happens to be one of the
sel ected ones, he'll know what the witing nmeans./

"How wi || we know if he's got it right?"

/W'l know, pet. Believe me, we'll know./

"Why don't you enlighten ne? Tell me what the word on the blade is.”

/1t varies. It'll nmean sonething different to each person who reads it./

"Emmy, that doesn't nake any sense at all. Aword's a word, isn't it? It's supposed to

have one specific meaning."

/ Does the word "hone" have a specific meani ng?/

"OfF course it does. It means the place where a man |ives-or maybe the place he originally
came from'

/Then it has a different neaning for each person, doesn't it?/

He frowned.

/Don't beat yourself over the head with it, pet. The word that's carved into the Knife's
blade is a conmand, and it tells each one of the people we have to | ocate to do sonething
different./

"It can't just be one word, then."

/1 didn't say that it was. Each reader will see it differently./

"I't changes, then?"

/No. It's permanent. The witing stays the sanme. It's the readi ng that changes./

"You're starting to give me a headache, Em"

/Don't brood about it, Althie. It'Il make nbore sense to you once we get the Knife. CQur
problemright nowis getting the Knife-and Eliar-away from Andi ne./

“I think I've already got the answer to that one, Em I'Il just buy themfrom her."

/ Buy?/

"Pay her to give themto ne."

[Althalus, Eliar's a person. You can't buy people./

"You're wong about that, Em Eliar's a captured soldier, and that nmeans that he's a sl ave
now. "

/ That's disgusting!/

"OfF course it is, but that's the way things are. I'll have to rob a few rich people to get
enough gold to buy Eliar and the Knife. If Arya Andine's as dead set on butchering Eliar as
Sergeant Khal or seens to think she is, I'lIl need lots of gold to persuade her to sell himto ne."

/ Maybe,/ she murmured, her green eyes going distant. /But then again, maybe not. If we use
the Book right, she'll be nore than happy to sell himto us./

"I've come across vindictive |adies before, Em Believe ne, it'll take a lot of gold. If
Sergeant Khal or was anywhere at all close to being right, she's devel oped a strong appetite for
Eliar's blood by now Let's see if we can find some rich man's house. 1'll rob himand then we can
go make Andi ne an offer."

/[ There are other ways to get gold, Athalus./

"I knowmning it out of the ground. |I don't care for doing it that way. |'ve seen a | ot
of deep holes in the nountainsides of Kagwher, and fromwhat | hear, only about one in a hundred
has turned up even a speck of gold."

/1 believe |I can inprove on those nunbers, pet./

“I still don't like chopping at the ground, Em It makes ny back hurt."

[/ That's because you don't get enough exercise. Let's nove right along. W have severa
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days' travel ahead of us before you get to start digging./
"There isn't any gold down here in the |l ow country, Em"
[ There is if you know where to | ook. Ride on, ny brave boy, ride on./
"Was t hat supposed to be funny?"

They rode south across the parched grain fields of Perquaine for the next several days, noving at
a steady canter. It was about mdafternoon on the third day after their neeting with Sergeant
Khal or when Althalus reined in and di snounted.

/Why are we stopping?/ Emy asked.

"We' ve been pushing the horse a bit. I'Il walk alongside to give hima rest." He | ooked
around at the sun-baked fields. "Skinmpy," he observed.

[ What is?/

"This year's crop. It looks to nme as if it's hardly going to be worth the trouble to
harvest it."

/1t's the drought, pet. It doesn't rain much anynore./

"W shoul d be getting close to the coastline, Em It always rains along the coast."

/We're a long way from where the coast is now, pet. W tal ked about that back in the
House, remenber? The ice locks up nmore of the world' s water every year. That causes the drought
and | owers the sea |evel

"Are we going to be able to repair that?"

/What do you nean?/

"Melt the ice so that things go back to the way they're supposed to be.”

/Why do nen al ways want to tanmper with the natural order of things?/

"When sonet hing breaks, we fix it, that's all."

/[ What gave you the absurd idea that it's broken?/

"It's not the way it was before, Em To our way of |ooking at things, that neans that it's
br oken."

/ Now whi ch one of us is thinking the way Daeva t hi nks?/

"Drying up the oceans and turning the world into a desert doesn't nake things better, Em"

/ Change doesn't necessarily mean inprovenent, Althalus. Change is just change. "Better"
and "worse" are human definitions. The world changes all the time, and no amount of conplaining' s
going to stop it from changing./

"The seacoast shouldn't nobve around,"” he decl ared stubbornly.

/You can tell it to stop, if you'd like. It mght listen to you, but I wouldn't nake any
| arge wagers on it, if | were you. She |ooked around. W should each the place we're | ooking for
sonetime tonorrow. /

"Have we been | ooking for sonepl ace special ?"

/Sort of special. It's the place where you're going to start working for your I|iving.
"What an unnatural thing to suggest."
/1t'11 be good for you, love fresh air, exercise, wholesone food . . ./

"I think 1'd sooner take poison."

They set up a rudinentary canp in a scraggly thicket sonme distance back fromthe road that evening
and started out again shortly after dawn.

[There it is, Emy said after they'd ridden for a couple of hours./

"There what is?"

/ The place where you do some honest work, pet./

"I wish you'd stop rubbing ny nose in that." He | ooked across what appeared to be a | ong-
abandoned field at a kind of knoll, sparsely covered with stunted, tired-Iooking grass. "Is that
it?" he asked.

/[ That's the place./

"How can you tell? It's just a hill. W've passed dozens of others just like it."

/Yes, we have. This one isn't an ordinary hill, though. It's the ruins of an old house
that's been covered with dirt./

"Who buried it |ike that?"

/ The wind. The ground's very dry now, so the wind picks up dirt and cares it along unti
it comes to sonmething that blocks it. That's where it drops the dirt./

"I's that the way all hills get built?"

/Not all of them no./

Al t hal us squinted at the rounded hillock. "I think I'mgoing to need sone tools. I'll dig
if you insist, Em but I"'mnot going to do it with ny bare hands."
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/W'l take care of it. I'll tell you the word to use./
"I still think it'd be easier just to rob sonmebody."
/ There's nore gold in that hill than you're likely to find in a dozen of the houses we've

passed. You say that you'll need gold to buy Eliar and the Knife fromAndine. Al right, there's
the gold. Go dig it up./

"How do you know there's gold there?"

/1 just do. There's nore gold in those ruins than you' ve ever seen before. Fetch, boy,
fetch./

"That's starting to make ne a little tired, Em"

/1f you'd do as you're told the first tinme, | wouldn't have to keep telling you over and
over again. You're going to do what | tell you to do eventually anyway, so why not just do it
i medi ately instead of arguing with ne?/

He gave up. "Yes, dear."

/ Good boy,/ she said approvingly. /Good boy./

She gave himinstructions on how to manufacture a shovel with a single word and then directed him
to a spot about fifty paces up the south side of the slope. As he led his horse up the hill, he
saw some very ancient |inestone building blocks half buried in the soil. They'd obviously been
sawed square when the house had been erected, but wi nd and weat her had rounded themto the point
that they were al nost indistinguishable fromnative stone. "How | ong ago was the house abandoned?"
he asked.

/ About three thousand years ago. The man who built it started out in life as a pl ownan
Then he went up into Arum before anybody el se went up there. He wasn't really | ooking for gold,
but he found sone./

"Probabl y because he got there first. Wiy did he go to Arumif he didn't know there was
gold there, though?"

/[ There'd been a slight m sunderstandi ng about the ownership of a certain pig. Hs
nei ghbors were a little excited about it, so he decided to go up into the nountains for a while to
give themtine to calmdown. |I'msure you understand. This is the place, pet. Get down off the
horse and start digging./

He di smounted, lifted Emy out of the hood of his cloak, and set her on his saddle. Then
he took off his cloak and rolled up his sleeves. "How deep do | have to dig?" he asked.

/ About four feet. Then you'll hit sone flagstones, and you'll have to pry themup. There's
alittle cellar under the stones, and that's where the gold is./

"Are you sure?"

/Quit wasting time and start digging, Althalus./

"Yes, dear." He sighed and very reluctantly thrust his shovel into he dirt.

The drought had made the soil dry and sandy, so digging wasn't really Ls hard as he'd
t hought it would be.

/1 wouldn't throw the dirt so far down the hill, pet, Enmmy suggested after while. You'l
have to shovel it all back in the hole when you've finished./

"What for?"

/ To keep sonebody from finding the gold you'll have to | eave behind./

"I"'mnot going to |l eave any, Em"

/How do you plan to carry it?/

“"You're sitting on him love. He's a strong horse."

/Not that strong, he isn't./

"How much is there here?"

/[ More than our horse can carry./

"Real | y?" Althalus began to dig faster

After about a half hour, he struck the flagstones Emmy had told hi mabout. Then he wi dened
out the hole he'd dug to give hinself sone nore room He | eaned his shovel against the side of the
hol e, knelt on the stones, and began to probe between themw th his bright steel dagger. “Exactly
what am | 1 ooking for here, En?" he asked. "These flagstones fit together so tight that | can't
get ny knife into the cracks."

/ Keep | ooki ng, she instructed. The one you want to find fits a little nore |oosely./

He kept poking until he found it. The dirt the patient centuries had blown in had sifted
down into the cracks between the stones, and it took hima while to dig it out with his dagger
poi nt. Then he resheathed his dagger, took the shovel, and began to pry.

The stone lifted out rather easily, followed by a rush of stale-snelling air. There was an
open space of some kind below the flagstones, but it was too dark down there to see anything. He
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pried up another stone to let in nore light.

There were tightly piled stacks of dust-covered bricks in the cellar, and a hot surge of
di sappoi ntrent cane over him But why woul d anyone take so much trouble just to hide bricks? He
reached down through the hole and brushed the dust away from one of the bricks.

He stared at it in absolute disbelief. The brick that had been conceal ed by centuries of
dust was bright yellow

"Dear Cod!" Althal us exclainmed, brushing away nore dust.

/He's busy right now, Althalus. Could | take a nessage?/

"There nust be tons of it down here!"

/ Tol d you, she rem nded himsnugly./

The gol d had been cast into oblong bl ocks, each about the size of a man's hand and
slightly thicker. They wei ghed about five pounds apiece. Althalus found that he was trenbling
violently as he lifted the blocks out of the hole and laid themon the flagstones.

/Don't get carried away, Althalus, Emry suggested./

"Twenty?" He said it with a great reluctance

/1 don't think the horse would want to carry any nore./

Al thalus forced hinself to stop at twenty of the gold bl ocks. Then he replaced the
flagstone, shoveled all the dirt back into the hole, and uprooted a nunber of nearby bushes. He
repl anted the bushes in the freshly dug-up dirt to conceal his private gold mne

Then he fashioned a couple of bags, put ten blocks of gold in each, tied themtogether
and hung them across his horse's back just behind his saddle. Then he renounted, whistling gaily.

/You' re all bubbly this afternoon,/ Emmy noted.

"I"'mstinking rich, Em" he said exuberantly.

/1'"ve been noticing that for several days now. You're long overdue for a bath./

"That's not what | nmeant, little kitten."

/1t shoul d have been. You're strong enough to curdle mlk./

"I told you that hard work didn't agree with me, Em" he rem nded her

They crossed the River Osthos |late that afternoon and made canp on the Treborean side. To
keep the peace, Althalus bathed, washed his clothes, and even shaved off the past nonth's growth
of beard. Emmy definitely approved of that. They rose early the follow ng norning, and three days
| ater they caught sight of the walls of the city of Osthos. "Inpressive," Althalus observed.

/1"msure they'Il be glad you approve./ Emmy's whisper sounded inside his head. /How did
you plan to gain entry into the pal ace?/

"Il come up with sonething. What's the word for “stay away' ?"

/" Bheudh." Actually "bheudh" neans "to nake soneone aware of sonething," but your thought
when you say the word shoul d get your neaning across. Wiy do you ask?/

“I'"ll have to go about on foot to locate certain officials, and |I'd rather not have sone
rascal steal ny horse. He's very dear to nme right now”

/1 wonder why/

Al thal us rode sone distance away fromthe road, and with Emry's instruction, he converted five of
his gold blocks into coins marked with the realized picture of a stalk of wheat, which identified
them as having cone from Procai ne. Then he rode into the city, where he stopped by a clothier's
shop and bought himself sonme noderately el egant garnents to disguise his rustic origins. Emy
chose not to conment when he energed fromthe shop

He renpbunted and nmade his way to the public buildings near the palace to listen and to ask
questi ons.

"l wouldn't go anywhere near her, stranger," a silver-haired old statesman advi sed when
Al t hal us asked hi m about the procedure for gaining an audience with Arya Andi ne.

"Ch?" Althalus said. "Wy's that?"

"She was difficult before her father's death, but now she's graduated fromdifficult to
i mpossi ble."

"Unfortunately, | have sone business | have to discuss with her. 1'd planned to talk with
her father, the Aryo. | hadn't heard that he'd died. Wat happened to hinP"

"I thought everybody knew. The Kanthons invaded us a nonth or so back, and they sent their
mercenari es down here to lay siege to our city. Qur noble Aryo |l ed our arny outside the walls to
chase those how ing barbarians off, and one of the scoundrels nurdered him™

"My goodness!"

"The nurderer was captured, naturally."

"Good. Did Arya Andi ne have him put to death?"

"No, he's still alive. Arya Andine's still considering various ways to send himoff. |'m
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sure she'll come up with sonething suitably unpl easant- eventually. Wat |ine of business are you
in, nmy friend?"

"I"'ma | abor contractor,"” Althalus replied.

The statesman gave hima qui zzical | ook

Al thalus winked slyly at him " “Labor contractor' sounds so nuch nicer than "slave
trader,' wouldn't you say? |'d heard about the assault on your city, and | understand that your
sol diers captured several of the attackers. | thought |I might stop by and take them of f your

hands. The owners of the salt nmines in Ansu are paying a |ot of noney for strong, healthy slaves
right now. Captured soldiers bring a premumprice in the salt nines, and | pay in good gold. Do
you think Arya Andine might be interested?"

"The word “gold" is very likely to get her attention," the courtier agreed. "She'll want
to keep Eliar, the young fellow who killed her father, but she'd probably be willing to sell the
others to you. VWat m ght your nane be, ny friend?"

“I"'mcalled Althalus."

"A very ancient nane."

"My famly was sort of old-fashioned."

"Why don't we step over to the palace, Master Althalus?" the courtier suggested. "I'l|
i ntroduce you to our inpossible Arya."

The ol d gentleman led the way to the pal ace gate, and he and Althalus were i nmedi ately
admtted. "The soldiers will look after your horse, Master Althalus," the silver-haired man said.
"Ch, my nanme's Dhakan, by the way. | tend to forget that strangers don't know ne."

"I'"m pl eased to make your acquai ntance, Lord Dhakan,"” Althalus said, bow ng politely.

Emmy, who'd been sitting rather primy on the saddl e of their horse, dropped sinuously to
the stones of the courtyard.

"Your pet, Master Althalus?" Dhakan asked.

"She tends to look at it the other way around, my Lord," Althalus replied. "Cats are sort
of like that."

"I have a pet turtle nyself,"” Dhakan said. "He doesn't nove very fast, but then, neither

do I."

Ost hos was an ancient city, and the throne roomwas truly magnificent. It had a marble
floor and stately colums. At the far end was a raised dais backed by crinson drapes, and there
was an ornate throne on that dais. |nperious Andine, Arya of Osthos, sat upon that throne. She was
qui te obviously not paying the slightest bit of attention to the droning speech being presented by
a stout man wearing a white mantle. The speech was a diplomatically gentle suggestion that the
young Arya wasn't payi ng enough heed to affairs of state.

Andi ne was young-very young, in fact. A thalus judged her to be no nore than fifteen years
old. Everyone else in her throne roomhad white hair, the only exception being a sinmlarly
yout hful kilted Arum who was chained to a marble columm at one side of the dais. That young
fell ow was receiving inperious Andine's undivided attention. She was |ooking directly at himwth
her huge, al nost bl ack eyes, and she was absently toying with a large |laurel-I|eaf dagger

/That's the Knife, pet,/ Emy silently exulted

"I's that the nurderer chained to that post?" Althalus whispered to Dhakan a bit
i ncredul ously.

"Sick, isn't it?" Dhakan replied. "Qur glorious, but slightly warped, |eader hasn't |et
hi m out of her sight since the day he was captured.”

"Surely she has a dungeon.”

"Ch, yes, indeed she does. The other prisoners are all there. For sone strange reason, our
little girl longs for the sight of the young ruffian. She never talks to him but she never takes
her eyes off him She sits there playing with that knife and watching him"

"He | ooks just a bit nervous."

"Whul dn't you be?"

Then Emry, her tail sinuously flow ng back and forth, daintily crossed the marble fl oor
and went up onto the dais.

/What are you doing?/ Althalus sent a startled thought at her

/Stay out of this, pet,/ her voice came back. Then she raised herself up, putting her
front paws on the marble throne, and nmeowed inquiringly at the young Arya.

Andi ne jerked her eyes off her captive and | ooked at the green-eyed cat at her knee. "What
an adorable kitten!" she exclained. "Were did you cone from Puss?"

"My apol ogi es, your Highness," Althalus said, stepping forward. "Enmmy, you conme back
here. "

Arya Andi ne gave hima puzzled | ook. "I don't believe |I know you," she said. Her voice was
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rich and vibrant, the kind of voice that stirs a man's spirit.

"Permit me, your Highness," Dhakan said, stepping forward and bowing slightly. "This is
Master Althalus, and he's cone here to discuss a business matter."

Emmy gave anot her inquiring neow.

"Did you want to cone up here into ny | ap, Puss?" Andine asked. She | eaned forward and
pi cked Enmmy up. She held the cat out and | ooked into her face. "My," she said in her rich voice,
"aren't you adorabl e?" Then she put the cat in her lap. "There," she said, "was that what you
want ed?"

Emry started to purr

"Master Althalus here is a businessnman, Arya Andi ne," Dhakan said. "He deals in captives,
and since he heard about the recent attack on our city, he's stopped by to inquire about the
possi bility of buying those barbaric Arum prisoners fromyou. | recomend that you give hima
hearing, your Hi ghness."

"What on earth would you do with them Master Althalus?" Andine asked curiously.

"I have a number of contacts in Ansu, your Highness,"” Althalus replied. "The owners of the
salt mnes there are always in the market for strong young nen. A salt mne uses up workers at a
ferocious rate."

"You're a slave trader, then?"

Al 't hal us shrugged deprecatingly. "It's a living, your Highness. Slaves are a valuable
commodity. | buy themin places where they' re an inconveni ence and take themto places where they
can be put to work to pay for their keep. Everybody benefits, really. The one who sells themto me
gets gold, and the one who buys them gets | aborers.™

"What do the slaves get?"

"They get fed, your Highness. A slave doesn't have to worry about where his next neal's
coming from He gets fed even when the crops fail or the fish aren't biting."

"Qur phil osophers tell us that slavery's an evil."

"I don't concern nyself w th philosophy, your H ghness. | take the world as I find it. I'm
prepared to offer ten Perquai ne gold wheats for every abl e-bodi ed young captive you' d care to
sell."

She stared at himin astoni shnent. "That's a noble price, Master Althalus," she said in
t hat throbbi ng voi ce.

"I buy the best, your H ghness, so | pay the best. | don't deal in children or old nmen or
young woren. | buy only young, strong, healthy men who can put in a good day's work." He gl anced
over at the youthful Arumchained to the nmarble pillar. "Wth your perm ssion, your Highness," he
said, bowi ng slightly. He wal ked over to the pillar where Eliar sat disconsolately on the narble
floor in chains. "On your feet!" Althalus barked.

"Who says so?" Eliar replied sullenly.

Al 't hal us reached out, took Eliar by his hair, and jerked himinto a standing position
"When | tell you to do sonething, do it," he said. "Now open your nouth. | want to see your
teeth.”

Eliar tightly clanped his nouth shut.

"He's a bit stubborn, Master Althalus," Andine said. "I've been trying ever so hard to
cure himof that."

"It takes a certain anpunt of firmess to break a slave's spirit, your Hi ghness," Althalus
advi sed her. Then he took his dagger fromhis belt and pried Eliar's teeth apart with it. "Good
healthy teeth," he noted. “That's a pronmising sign. Bad teeth usually nmean that the slave's got
sonmet hing wong with him"

Eliar made a lunge at Althalus, but his chains brought himup short.

"He's a little stupid," Althalus observed, "but that can be cured. Boy," he said to the
captive, "didn't your Sergeant ever explain to you that it's foolish to attack an arned man with
your bare hands? Particularly when you' re chained up."

Eliar was straining at his chains, trying to pull hinself free.

"Good nuscle tone there, too," Althalus said approvingly. "I'd pay a premumfor this one,
your Hi ghness."

"That one isn't for sale," Andine replied rather intensely. Her voice had taken on a
steely note, and her huge bl ack eyes burned.

"Everything's for sale, your Hi ghness,"” Althalus replied with a cynical |augh.

/Don't push it just yet, Althalus,/ Emy's purring voice murnured in his mnd. /I'mstill
wor ki ng on her./

/Do you think you can bring her around?/

/ Probably. She's young enough to be inpulsive. Ask to see the other captives. You'l
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probably have to buy themall to get Eliar./

"We can discuss this one later, your Hi ghness," Althalus said to the Arya. "Do you suppose
I might be able to take a | ook at the others?"

"Of course, Master Althalus,"” Andine replied. "Show himthe way to the dungeon, Lord
Dhakan. "

"At once, your Highness,
Al thal us.”

The two of themleft the throne room

"Your Arya's a beautiful young wonan, Lord Dhakan," Althal us observed.

"That's the only reason we tolerate her, Althalus. She's pretty enough that we can
overl ook her flaws."

"She'll settle down, Dhakan. Marry her off, that's ny advice. After she's had a few
babi es, she'll start to grow up."

There were nine kilted young Arunms in the dungeon, and some of themwere still nursing
wounds they'd received during the battle outside the walls of Gsthos. Al thal us nmade sone show of
i nspecting them "Not bad, on the whole," he said as he and Dhakan were returning to the throne
room "That one she's got chained to the post is the key to the whole arrangenent, though. He's
the best of the lot. If we can persuade her to include him [|'Il nmake her an offer. If she won't
agree, | think I'lIl have to go el sewhere."

"I"1l speak with her, Althalus," Dhakan prom sed. "You mght want to describe the
conditions the slaves have to live in once they get to the m nes of Ansu. Exaggeration woul dn't
hurt. Qur little girl hungers and thirsts for revenge. Let's persuade her that the |ife of a slave
inasalt mneis far, far worse than anything she can think of to do to himhere. That night just
tip the scales. Be eloquent, Althalus. Linger on unspeakable horrors if you possibly can. Qur dear

the silver-haired old gentlenen replied. "This way, Master

Andi ne is topful of passions, and passionate people make hasty deci sions based on whinms. 1'll help
as much as | can. | want that young Eliar out of Osthos and out of Andine's sight. If she refuses
to sell himto you, I'lIl have to come up with a way to kill him | have to get rid of him™"

"Trust ne, Dhakan,"” Althalus said confidently. "Wien it comes to buying and selling, I'm
the very best." Then he sent his thought out to Emy. /Have you got her yet, En?/ he asked.

/1'"mgetting closer./

/See if you can stir sone interest in the salt mnes./

[ What for?/

/So | can tell her some horror stories./

/You're going to lie to her, | take it?/

/No, I'"'mgoing to tell her the truth. Unless things have changed, the salt m nes of Ansu

are worse than the deepest pits in Nekweros. Dhakan thinks that might turn the trick here. Nudge
her hard, Em |f she doesn't sell Eliar to us, Dhakan's going to have himkilled./

When Althalus and Dhakan entered the throne room they saw that Andine had laid the laurel -
| eaf dagger aside and that she was concentrating all her attention on Emmy. She was sniling, and
her smle was al nost |ike the sun coming up. Even when she'd been scowling at Eliar, she'd been
beautiful, but when she smiled, her beauty nade Althalus go weak in the knees.

Dhakan went up to the dais and spoke quietly with his young ruler at sone |ength.

Andi ne shook her head vehenently several times. Then Dhakan beckoned to Althal us.

Al t hal us approached the throne. "Yes, ny Lord?" he asked Dhakan

"I think we should get down to cases here, Master Althalus," Dhakan declared. "What's your
of fer?"

"Ni ne Perquai ne wheats api ece for the ones you've got down in the dungeon," Althalus
replied.

"You said ten!" Andine's voice suddenly soared. Sergeant Khalor's description of that
voi ce appeared to have been a slight understatenent.

Al thalus held up one finger. "The price is subject to amendnent, your Hi ghness,"” he said.
"If you're willing to include the one you have chained here, 1'lIl slide it up. I'll pay you eighty-
one gold wheats for the nine in the dungeon. If you're willing to add this one, I'll pay you a

hundred for the lot."

"That's a difference of nineteen pieces of gold. He isn't worth that nuch!" Her voice rose
agai n.

"He's prime stock, your H ghness. When | reach Ansu, |I'Il put himout front for the mne
owners to look at. They'll buy the ot just to get him | know good merchandi se when | see it. |
could sell cripples if I could wave Eliar in the buyer's face."

"What's it |ike down there in those salt nines?" she asked. "How woul d you descri be thenf"

Al thal us feigned a shudder. "1'd really rather not, your Highness," he replied. "Over to
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the east, in Wkti, Plakand, and Equero, crimnals beg to be executed when they're sentenced to be
sold into the salt mines as a punishnment for nurder and the like. Being sent into those nmines is
far worse than a death sentence. If a slave's unlucky, he'll last for ten years down there. The
| ucky ones die in just a few nonths."

"Why don't we tal k about that?" Andine al nost purred.

Al 't hal us described conditions in the salt nines at sone | ength, exaggerating only
slightly. He mentioned the preval ence of blindness, the frequent cave-ins during which |ucky
sl aves were crushed to death. He covered the darkness, the perpetual chill, the continuous choking
dust, and dwelt at sone length on the burly men with whips. "All in all,"” he concluded, "nurderers
and the like are very wise to prefer hanging to the mnes."

"Then you'd say that being sent to the salt nmnes is a fate worse than death?" Andine
said, her lovely eyes all agl ow

"Ch, yes," Althalus assured her. "Mich, nuch worse."

"I do believe we can strike a bargain here, Master Althalus," she decided. "A hundred gold
wheats for the lot, you say?"

"That was ny offer, your H ghness."

"Done, then-if you'll throw in your cat."

"l beg your pardon?"

“I want this lovely little cat. If you let ne have her, we've struck a bargain."

CHAPTER TEN
/Do as she says, Althalus. Emmy's thought cut through his startled di smay./

/1 nmoist certainly will not!/ he shot back

/You don't really think she can keep me here, do you? Make her throwin the Knife,
t hough. /

/How am | goi ng to nanage that?/

/1 don't care. Think sonething up. That's what |'m paying you for, renmenber? Oh, one other
thing. When you get the Knife fromher, just tuck it under your belt and don't look at it./

[ Wy ?/

/Can't you ever do as you're told without asking all these questions? | don't want you to
| ook at the Knife until after we're out of here. Just do it and don't argue./

/ He gave up. Yes, dear, he said silently./

"What's the problem Master Althalus?" Andine asked, gently stroking the purring cat in

her | ap.

"You took me by surprise, your Highness," he replied. "I'"'mreally very fond of ny cat." He
scratched his chin. "This puts the whole transaction on a different footing. The slaves are just
mer chandi se; including Emmry changes things. | think I'll need sonething in addition to the slaves
before I'd be willing to part with her."

"Such as?"

"Ch, | don't know." He pretended to think about it. "It really ought to be some persona
possessi on of yours. I'mnmuch too fond of nmy cat to include her in sone crass commerci al
transaction. |I'd have trouble living with nyself if | just sold her outright."

"You're a strange nman, Master Althalus." Arya Andine |ooked at himwi th her |um nous eyes.
"What sort of possession of mine would satisfy your delicate sensibilities?"

"It doesn't have to be anything of great value, your Hi ghness. | didn't pay anything for
Emmy. | just picked her up along the side of the road a few years ago. She's very good at worm ng
her way into soneone's affections.”

"Yes, | noticed that.” Andine inpulsively lifted Emmy up to hold her agai nst her own face.
"I just love this cat," she said in that throbbing voice of hers. "Choose, Master Althalus. Nane
your price."

Al thal us | aughed. "You really shouldn't say things |like that, your Hi ghness," he advised

her. "If | weren't an honest businessman, | coul d take advantage of your sudden attachnment to mny
cat."

"Nane your price. | nust have her."

"Ch, | don't know anything, | suppose. How about that knife you've been toying with? You

seemto have a certain attachnent to it. That's all that matters, really."

"Choose sonething else." Andine's eyes grew troubl ed.

“"Ah . . . no, your Highness, |I don't think so. My cat for your knife. You won't value her
if you haven't given up sonething that you cherish for her.”

"You bargain very hard, Master Althalus,” she accused.

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/The_Redemption_of_Althalus_by_Eddings.txt (60 of 342) [1/28/03 11:09:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/The_Redemption_of _Althalus by Eddings.txt

Emmy reached out one soft paw and gently stroked the Arya's al abaster cheek
"Ch, dear," Andine said, pressing Enmy against her face. "Take the knife, Master Althal us.

Take it. | don't care. Take anything you want. | rmnust have her." She seized up the |aurel-I| eaf
dagger and tossed it to the marble floor in front of the dais.
"I'f it please your H ghness, I'll see to the details," the silver-haired Dhakan said

smoot hly. Quite obviously, Dhakan was the one who really ran things here in Gsthos.

"Thank you, Lord Dhakan," Andine said, rising to her feet with Emy cradl ed possessively
in her arms.

"You be a good cat now, Em" Althalus said, bending to pick up the Knife. "Renenber-no
biting."

"Does she bite?" Andine asked.

"Sonetines," Althalus replied, tucking the Knife under his belt. "Not very hard, though
Usual ly it's when she gets carried away while we're playing. Snap her on the nose with your
fingernail and she'll quit. Ch, | should probably warn your Hi ghness: don't be too surprised if
she decides to give your face a bath. Her tongue's a bit rough, but you get used to it after a
while."

"What's her favorite food?"

"Fish, of course." Althalus bowed. "It's been a pleasure doing business with your
H ghness, " he said.

The clinking of the long chain started to irritate Althalus before he and the ten young Aruns even
reached the main gate of Osthos. It was a continual reninder that he wasn't al one anynore, and he
didn't really like that.

Once they were outside the city, Althalus sent a searching thought back toward the pal ace.
This was the farthest he'd been fromEmy in the last twenty-five centuries, and he didn't |ike
that either.

/1" mbusy right now, Althalus,/ her thought cane back to him /Don't bother me. Go to that
pl ace where we nmade the coins and wait for ne there./

/Do you have any idea of how long you'll be?/

/[ Sometime tonight. Keep Eliar, and turn the others |oose./

/1 just paid a lot of noney for them Em/

/ Easy cone, easy go. Point themtoward Arum and send them hone. Get them out from
under f oot . /

The wal s of OGsthos were still in sight when Althalus turned his horse aside and rode
across an open field to the snall grove of oak trees where he and Emy had converted the five bars
of gold. As his horse plodded across the field, A thalus prudently manipul ated his hearing and
directed it back toward his slaves to hear what they were up to.

"-only one nman," he heard Eliar whisper. "As soon as we get away fromthe city, we'll al
junp on himat once and kill him Pass it on to the others. Tell themto wait for ny signal. Up
until then, we'd all better act sort of nmeek. Once we've got himalone, we'll get unneek."

Al'thalus snmled to hinmself. "I wonder why it took himso long," he nurnured to hinself.

"That notion should have conme to hi mhours ago.
steps here to discourage certain loyalties.

They reached the grove of trees, and Althalus disnounted. "All right, gentlenmen," he said
to his captives, "I want you to sit down and listen. You're right on the verge of making sone
hasty decisions, and |I think there's sonething you should know first." He took the key to their
chains and freed the young man at the end of the line. "Conme out here in front of the others," he
told him "You and | are going to denonstrate sonmething for your friends."

"You're going to kill me, aren't you?" the boy asked in a trenbling voice.

"After what | just paid for you? Don't be silly." Althalus led the boy out to the center
of the clearing. "Watch very closely," he instructed the others. Then he held his hand out, palm
up, toward the shaking boy. "Dheu," he said, raising his hand sl owy upward.

The slave gave a startled cry as he rose up off the ground. He continued to rise, going
hi gher and higher into the air as Althalus rather overdramatically continued to lift his hand.
After a few nonents the boy appeared to be only a tiny speck high above them

"Now t hen," Althalus said to his gaping slaves, "what |esson have we just |earned? Wiat do
you suppose woul d happen to our friend up there if let go of hinP"

"He'd fall?" Eliar asked in a choked voi ce.

"Very good, Eliar. You've got a quick mnd. And what'd happen to hi mwhen he came back
down to earth?"

"It'd probably kill him wouldn't it?"

Qovi ously, he was going to have to take sone
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"It goes a long way past “probably,' Eliar. He'd splatter like a dropped nelon. That's our
| esson for today, gentlenen. You don't want to cross nme. You want to go a long way to avoid
crossing ne. Does anybody need any further clarification?"

They all shook their heads violently.

"Good. Since you all understand just exactly how things stand, | suppose we can bring your
friend down again." Althalus said "dhreu," slowy lowering his hand as he said it.

The boy descended to the ground and col | apsed, bl ubbering incoherently.

"Ch, stop that,” Althalus told him "I didn't hurt you." Then he went down the chain,
unl ocki ng each slave's iron collar, leaving only Eliar still chained up. Then he pointed north.
"Arumis off in that direction, gentlenen. Pick up your distracted friend there and go honme. Oh,
when you get back, tell Chief Albron that 1've found the knife | was |ooking for and that Eliar's
going to be coming with me. Al bron and | can settle accounts on that sonewhere on down the line."

"What's that all about?" Eliar denanded.

"Your Chief and | have a sort of agreenent. You'll be working for me for a while."

Al thalus gl anced at the others. "I told you to go hone," he said. "Wy haven't you |left yet?"

They were running the last time he saw t hem

"Aren't you going to unchain ne?" Eliar asked.

"Let's hold off on that for alittle while."

"I'f you've got an agreerment with my Chief, you don't have to keep me chained up like this.
I"1l honor his word."

"The chain makes it easier for you, Eliar. As long as you're chained up, you won't have to
struggle with any difficult noral decisions. Do you want sonething to eat?"

"No," the boy answered sullenly. Eliar appeared to be very good at sullen. Aside fromhis
pouty expression, he was a fairly handsone young nan, tall and blond haired. Despite his youth, he
had fairly bul ky shoul ders, and his kilt reveal ed powerful legs. It was easy to see why the other
young Aruns in Sergeant Khal or's detachnent had accepted this young fellow as their |eader

Al thal us | ooped the boy's chain around an oak tree, |locked it securely, and then stretched

out on the leafy ground. "You mght as well catch a few winks,"” he advised. "I expect we'll have a
long way to go and not nuch tine, so we'll be a little short on sleep in the not-too-distant
future.'

"Where are we going?" Eliar asked as curiosity evidently won out over sullenness.

"I haven't got the foggiest idea," Althalus adnitted. "I'msure Enmy will tell us when she
gets here, though.”

"Your cat?"

"Things aren't always what they appear to be, Eliar. Go to sleep.”

"Can | have sone bread or sonethi ng?"

"I thought you said you weren't hungry."

"l changed ny nind. | really could eat sonething."

Althalus called up a | oaf of bread and tossed it to his captive.

"How did you do that?" Eliar exclained.

"It"'s just a little trick |I picked up a few years back. It's no great thing."

"That's the first time |'ve ever seen anybody do it. You're not exactly |like other people,
are you?"

"Not very rnuch, no. Eat your supper and go to sleep, Eliar." Then Althalus settled back
and drifted off to sleep.

Enmy ghosted silently into the oak grove not |ong after mdnight and found Althalus just waking
up. /Aren't we being a bit irresponsible, pet?/ she chided him

" About what ?"

/1 sort of thought you'd be keeping an eye on Eliar./

"He's not going anyplace, Emnot unless he plans to take that tree with him"

/Did you have any trouble persuading his friends to | eave?/

"No, not really. They were scheming a bit on our way here, but then | showed themthat it
wasn't a good idea."

/ Ch? How?/

"I picked one at random and did the same thing to himthat we did to Pekhal a few weeks
ago. They got ny point alnost inmediately. Then | unchained themand told themall to go hone.
They left in quite a hurry."

[ Show of f ./
"I know the way Arunms think, Em They're intensely loyal, so | had to do sonething
spect acul ar enough to dispel that loyalty. | didn't think we'd want them | urking back in the
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bushes wat ching for a chance to anmbush us. | nmanaged to get ny point across to them"

/ Have you got the Knife?/

He patted the hilt protruding fromhis belt. "Right here,"” he replied.

/ Come out into the nmoonlight,/ she told him I|eading the way out of the grove.

"What are we doi ng?"

/You're going to read the Knife./

"l take ny orders fromyou, Em not fromthis antique."

/Just a precaution, Althalus. The Knife'll make sure you don't |lose interest along the
way. /

"What's the matter? Don't you trust nme?"

[ Trust you?/ Her |augh was sardonic.

"That wasn't very nice, Em"

/Just take the Knife out and read it, Althalus. Let's get on with this./

He drew the Knife out fromunder his belt and held it out in the moonlight. The
inscription engraved on the bl ade was conpl ex and very formal, with interlocking |ines that tw ned
around each other. The witing was not the distinctly separated pictographs Althalus had seen in
t he Book, but seened sonehow to flow together. He had no difficulty picking out one single word,
however, since it glowed with a pale light.

/What does it say?/ Emy asked intently.

"Seek," he answered pronptly.

There was a soft, nusical sound that seenmed to soar higher and hi gher, enclosing,
envel opi ng, alnost caressing him It was so beautiful that it brought sudden tears to his eyes.

/ And now you are mne,/ Emry gl oated.

"I already was, Em Is the Knife really singing?"

/[ Oh, yes./
"What for?"
/To let me know that you' ve been chosen. And, of course, that you'll do exactly as | tell

you to do./ She gave hima sly look. /Sit,/ Althalus, she said.
He i medi ately sat down.

/ Stand up./

He scranbled to his feet. "Stop this, Emy!" he said sharply.

/ Dance. /

He began hopping around. "lI'mgoing to get you for this, Em" he threatened.

/ No, you won't. You can stop dancing now. | just wanted to show you what the Knife can do.
You'll be able to do the same sort of thing with it just in case
Eliar or any of the others we'll pick up later start getting out of hand./

"That could conme in handy." He | ooked even nore closely at the Knife's blade. "That one
word is all | can nmake out. It junps right out of the nmiddle of those other squiggles."”

[/ The other "squiggles" are intended for others./

"Why can't | read then?"

/ Nobody can read it all, Althalus. Some of those words were intended for people who |ived
t housands of years ago, and others are there to be read by people who won't even be born for
several thousand nmore. Qur current crisis isn't the only one in the history of the world, you
know. /

"It's enough to get ny attention. Did it tell you where we go next?"

/That' Il come after Eliar reads his instructions. Everything in its proper tinme and
pl ace./

"Anyt hing you say, dear." He frowned slightly. "Let's see if |'ve got this straight.
Nobody except certain people can read the Knife, right?"

[ Exactly./

"Everybody el se just sees those squiggles that | ook |ike some neani ngl ess decoration?"

/Didn'"t | already say that?/

"What woul d happen if | showed it to CGhend-or Pekhal, or Khnonf"

/ The screans woul d probably be very |oud. The sight of the Knife causes unbearable pain to
the agents of Daeva./

"Well, now," he said, grinning. "Maybe |'d better not use the Knife to cut bacon with,

then. "

/You woul dn't!/

"Only teasing, Em That Knife's going to be very useful, | think. | believe I'll keep it
very close."

/Sorry, pet. You aren't the one who's supposed to carry it./

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/The_Redemption_of_Althalus_by_Eddings.txt (63 of 342) [1/28/03 11:09:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/The_Redemption_of _Althalus by Eddings.txt

"Who is?"

/ Probably Eliar./

"Are you absolutely sure | can control hin? He is a professional killer, Em so the first
thing he's likely to do if | hand himthe Knife is stab ne in the belly withit."

/[ There aren't really any absolutes in life, Althalus./

"Ch, thanks, Em" he said sarcastically.

/1t's a safe wager. The chance that he'll kill you is about the sane as the one for the
sun coming up in the west this norning./

"I suppose I'd risk a little noney on that one. Wiy don't we wake hi mup and have hi mread
to us?"

/Let himsleep. After he reads the Knife, we'll find out where we're supposed to go next,
and we'll have to leave inmmediately. Let's not start wandering around in the dark./

He shrugged. "You're the one in charge, Em" Then he | ooked at her curiously. "Wat did
you do to Andine to bring her around? She didn't really want to sell Eliar to ne."

/1 persuaded her to |love me nore than she hated him/

"I thought you couldn't do that sort of thing out here.”

/1 didn't create her love, pet. Al |I did was encourage it. Andine's very young and very
passi onate. She | oves-and hates-with her bl ood and bones, and she | oves even nore intensely than
she hates. All | had to do to unleash her Iove was to be adorable. |I'man expert at that, if
you'll recall./

"I still think you' re cheating, Em"

/No, not really. Andine's very pretty, and she snells nice. She's soft and warm and that
voi ce of hers throbs like a bell. She's very easy to love, and she responds to love with | ove of
her own. | didn't cheat her, Althalus. | did |love her-and | still do./

"I thought you were supposed to love only ne."

/What a ridiculous idea. Just because | love her, it doesn't nean that | |ove you less. MWy

| ove is boundl ess, you know.
"But now you've managed to sneak away from her, and that neans that |'ve sw ndl ed her out

of Eliar, the Knife, and you-all in the same day. | really think we should get out of here, Em
al nost i mredi ately."

/ She won't wake up until norning; |I've seen to that. Wen she does wake up, the first
thing she'll do is search her whol e palace for ne. The idea of sending out her soldiers won't cone
to her until later./

"Are you sure?"
[ Trust me./

Eli ar woke up just before dawn, and he'd evidently forgotten that he was securely attached to the
tree, because he started struggling with his chain before he was fully awake.

"Stop that!" Althalus barked sharply. "You'll hurt yourself."

Eliar quit fighting. He held up one of his wists and jingled the chain. “You don't need
to keep nme | ocked up anynore," he said. "lI've already told you that if you really do have an
agreement with ny Chief, 1'll do what you tell me to do. If you're lying bbout it, you'll have to
answer to him"

"Now you're starting to make sone sense,"” Althalus said approvingly. "I thought | m ght
have to rattle your teeth a little bit before you started to get the point."

“I"'ma good soldier, and | follow ny Chief's orders. | don't have to get any points or
understand anything. | just have to do what |'mtold to do."
"I think we'll get along just fine," Althalus said. "Hold out your hands. Let's get rid of

those silly chains."

Eliar held out his wists, and Althalus freed him

Eliar stood up, stretching and yawning. "I didn't sleep too well," he said. "Those stupid
chains jingled and rattled every tinme | noved. Wiat am | supposed to call you? Sergeant, maybe?
won't call you Master, no matter what you do to ne."

“I'f you ever call ne Master, I'Il braid all your fingers and toes together. My nane's
Al thal us. Wy don't you call me that?"

"I's that really your nane? There's an old story in our clan about a man named Althalus."

"I know. Chief Albron thought it was just a coincidence, but he was wong." Althalus nade
a wy face. "My nane's about the only part of the story your people got right. The rest of it's
the biggest lie |'ve heard in nmy whole life-and |'ve heard sone very big lies in my tinme. Let's
get it right out into the open, Eliar. I amthe one who robbed CGosti Big Belly about twenty-five
hundred years ago, but CGosti didn't have any gold in his strong room just copper and a little
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brass. He wanted people to believe that he was the richest man in the world, so he spread sone
wild lies about how nuch gold I'd stolen fromhim You wouldn't believe how much troubl e that
caused ne."

The boy scoffed. "Nobody can live that |ong."

"I didn't think so nmyself, but Enmy cured nme of that. Let's stick to the point here. Can
you read?"

"Warriors don't waste their time on that nonsense."

"There's somet hing you have to read."

"I just told you that I don't know how, Althalus. You'll have to read it to ne."

"It won't work if we do it that way." Althalus took the Knife out fromunder his belt and
held it out to Eliar. He pointed at the conpl ex engraving on the bl ade. "What does this say?" he
asked.

"I can't read. | told you that."

"Look at it, Eliar. You can't read it if you don't |ook."

Eliar | ooked at the |eaf-shaped bl ade, and he jerked his head back, startled. "It says,
“Lead'!" he exclainmed. "I can actually read it!" Then he shrank back as the song of the Knife

t ouched him

"Pretty, isn't it?" Athalus said.

Emmy had been sitting nearby, watching. She rose and canme over to where they were seated.
She | ooked very closely at Eliar, who was still staring at the Knife with a befuddl ed expression.
Tell himto do sonething, Althalus, she suggested. Let's make sure that you can control himbefore
you give himthe Knife.

Al t hal us nodded. "Stand up, Eliar," he said.

The boy imediately scranbled to his feet. He swayed a bit and put one hand to the side of
his head. "It made ne a little dizzy," he confessed.

"Dance," Althalus told him

Eliar started to jig, his feet pattering on the ground.

"Stop. "

Eliar quit dancing.

"Put both hands up over your head."

"Why are we doing this?" the boy asked, raising his hands.

"Just meking sure that it works. You can put your hands down. Did you notice anything
pecul i ar just now?"

"You kept telling me to do things that were sort of silly,’

"I'f they seened silly, why did you do then®"

“I"'ma soldier, Althalus. | always do what the man in charge tells me to do. If he tells
me to do silly things, he's the one who's silly, not ne."

"That sort of takes a lot of the fun out of this, doesn't it, En?" Althalus said al oud.
"Did the Knife force Eliar to junp around, or was it just his training?"

Eliar gave Emmy a surprised | ook. "How did your cat get away from Andi ne?" he asked
curiously.

"She's sort of sneaky."

"Andi ne's going to be very angry about that. Maybe we should |l eave in sort of a hurry-
right after breakfast."

"Are you hungry?"

"I''"'m always hungry, Althalus."

"Way don't we eat, then?" Althalus held the Knife out to the boy. "Here. You're the one
who's supposed to carry this. Tuck it under your belt and don't lose it."

Eliar put his hands behind his back. "You should probably know that | was planning to kil
you | ast night before we got to know each other. You might want to think it over a little before
you just hand ne back ny knife |like that."

Eliar replied.

"You aren't going to try to kill ne now, though, are you?"

“No. Not now. "

"Why not ?"

“You're the man in charge, Althalus. Your arrangenent with Chief Al bron sort of nmakes you
my Sergeant. A good soldier never tries to kill his Sergeant."

"Then | haven't got a thing to worry about. Take the Knife, Eliar, and let's eat."
"What a great idea," Eliar said enthusiastically, tucking the Knife under his belt.
"Bacon? O nmaybe han®?"

"Whi chever one you can make the quickest."

Al t hal us nade sonme ham and a | oaf of black bread. Then he produced a very |arge cup of
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mlk.

Eliar started to eat as if he hadn't had anything for a week.

Al t hal us made nore. /How | ong can he keep this up?/ he silently asked Emy.

/1"mnot really certain,/ her reply canme back. She watched Eliar eat with a slightly
benused | ook in her large green eyes. /See if you can distract himenough to get himto show ne
the Knife. | need to find out where we're supposed to go next./

"Eliar," Althalus said, "you can keep chewi ng, but Enmy needs to take a quick | ook at your
Knife."

El i ar munbl ed sonet hi ng.

"Don't talk with your nmouth full,” Althalus told him "Just take the Knife out from under
your belt and show it to her."

Eliar shifted the chunk of ham he'd been eating to his left hand, wi ped the grease off his
right hand on the grass, and drew out his Knife. Still chewi ng, he held the Knife out to Emy.

She glanced at it briefly. /Awes,/ she said.

/1sn"t it in ruins?/ Althalus asked.

/ So?/

/Just thought I'd nention it, that's all. I'll go saddle ny horse./

Emmy had gone back to watching Eliar eat. There's no real hurry, Althalus. Her silent
response sounded slightly anused. /Fromthe | ook of things, our boy here's just getting started./

CHAPTER ELEVEN
Just exactly where's this war?" Eliar asked as he trotted al ong beside Al thalus' horse, "and what
ki nd of people are we going to be fighting?”

"War?" Althal us asked.

"People don't rent soldiers just for show, Althalus. I'mfairly sure you didn't go to al
the trouble of getting ne away from Andi ne just because you were | onesone. Sergeant Khal or al ways
told us that we should find out as nuch about the people we're going to be fighting as we possibly
can."

"Your Sergeant's a very wise nan, Eliar."

"We all | ooked up to himeven though he could be awfully picky about details sonetines.
I'"lI'l swear that he can tal k about one speck of rust on a sword for half a day."
“Some Soldiers are like that, | suppose,"” Althalus said. "I don't get all that excited

about it nyself. A rusty sword kills sonebody as well as a polished one does."

"W're going to get along just fine," Eliar said, grinning broadly. "Now, then, who am|
supposed to fight?"

"The war we're involved with isn't exactly like an ordinary war-at |east not yet. W
haven't quite reached the point of armes and battlefields."

"We're still choosing up sides?"

Al'thal us blinked, and then he | aughed. "That nmight just cone closer to what we're doing
than anything |'ve heard so far."

/Watch your nouth./ Emy's thought had a slight edge to it.

Al t hal us | aughed again. "That's why we absolutely had to get our hands on the Knife,

Eliar," he told the boy. "It's the only thing that can tell us who's on our side. The ones we want
can read it. Ohers can't. Emy can read nore of it than you and | can, and it tells her where
we're supposed to go to recruit the people we'll need."

"She's not really a cat, then, is she? My nother's got a cat, but all her cat does is eat
and sl eep and chase mice. If Emy's that inmportant, you took an awful chance when you traded her
for the Knife the way you did. Andine's a very strange little lady. You're lucky she didn't chain
Enmy to her bedpost.™

"The way she had you chained to that pillar in her throne roonf"

Eli ar shuddered. "That was a real bad tinme for ne, A thalus. The way she used to | ook at
me gave ne the wibblies. She'd sit there for hours playing with nmy knife and staring right
straight at ne. Wnen are very strange, aren't they?"

"Ch, yes, Eliar. Indeed they are.”

Shortly before noon, Althalus noticed a farnstead sonme di stance back fromthe road they were
followi ng, and he turned into the lane that led toward the house. "Let's get you nobunted, Eliar,"
he said.

"I can keep up with you on foot, Althalus."

"Possi bly, but we've got a long way to go. I'Il talk with the farner here and see what

file:/lIF|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/The_Redemption_of_Althalus_by_Eddings.txt (66 of 342) [1/28/03 11:09:43 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Dave%20Eddings/The_Redemption_of _Althalus by Eddings.txt

he's got to offer.”

VWil e Althal us spoke with the seedy-looking farnmer, Eliar carefully examnmi ned the farm
horses in the large corral behind the farnmhouse. "This one,"” he said, rubbing the ears of a |arge
sorrel horse

The farnmer started to object, but he changed his nmind when Althalus jingled his purse.

"You paid himtoo nuch," Eliar said as they rode away fromthe farm

"The noney doesn't really mean anything."

"Money al ways means sonet hing, unless you just made it up in the same way you nmeke up the
food we eat." Then he | ooked sharply at Althalus. "You did, didn't you?" he denanded. "You just
reared back, waved your hand, and there was a great big pile of gold, wasn't there?"

"No, as a matter of fact, I-" Althalus stopped, his eyes suddenly going very w de. /Can
do that?/ he sent his startled question at Emmy, who was dozing in the hood of his cloak

/ Probably, yes./

/[ Then why did you nmake me dig it up?/

/ Honest work's good for you, pet. Besides, it doesn't exactly work that way. Food' s one
thing, but minerals are quite a bit different./

[ Wy ?/

/ They just are, Althalus. There's a certain balance involved that we shoul dn't tanper
with./

/Woul d you like to explain that?/

/No, | don't think so./

They rode hard for the next couple of days until they were sone distance away from Osthos, and
then they slowed to give their horses a bit of rest. The plains of Treborea, drought-stricken and
barren under the hot summer sun, were depressing, so Althalus passed the tinme telling Eliar
slightly el aborated stories about his adventures back in the days before he'd gone to the House at
the End of the World. Like all Aruns, Eliar enjoyed good stories, and he was exactly the kind of
audi ence that warmed Althalus' heart.

Althalus did cheat just a little, though, as they rode along. Every tine Eliar's attention
started to wander, a chicken leg or a chunk of still-warm bread would i medi ately recapture it.
The arrangenent worked out rather well, actually.

Emry, however, found |ong naps much nore interesting than the stories, for sonme reason

Eliar nore or |ess took over the care of their horses when they set up canp each night.

Al t hal us produced the hay and oats their mounts needed, and not infrequently he was obliged to
provide water for themas well. Eliar did the actual work, though, and the horses seened quite
fond of him Al in all, Athalus rather Iiked the arrangenent.

They passed the walled city of Leupon a few days later, crossed the R ver Kanthon, and entered the
| ands of the Equeros. The | ake country was not as parched as the plains of Perquai ne and Treborea
had been, and the popul ation there had not been forced to huddl e around slowy dim nishing water
hol es or al ong riverbanks.

It took them about ten days to cross Equero, and then they entered manki nd's ancestra
honel and of Medyo. Five days later they reached the place where the R ver Medyo forked and where
the ruins of the city of Awes were | ocated.

"What happened here?" Eliar asked as they stood on the west bank of the river waiting for
the barge that-for a price-ferried travelers across to the ruins.

"There was a war, I'mtold," Althalus replied. "The way | understand it, back in those
days the priesthood ruled all of Medyo and the surrounding |lands. They got a little too greedy
finally, and the army decided that the world mght be a nicer place without so many priests, so
they marched in to see if they could arrange that. The priests had an arny of their own, and those
two arm es had sonme extended di scussions in the streets of Awes."

"I't nust have been a long, long time ago. They've got full-grown trees standing in the
streets over there."

[Althalus,/ Emy's voice nurnured, /I need to talk with Eliar directly, so I'mgoing to
borrow your voice. | think it mght be easier if he's holding me while we do this./

/Why' s that?/

/Just do it, Althalus,/ she replied. /Don't keep asking silly questions./

Al 't hal us took her up and held her out to their youthful conpanion. "Here," he said. "Emy
wants to talk to you. Hold her."

Eliar put his hands behind his back. "I think I'd rather not," he said.

"You'd better get over that. Take her, Eliar."
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"l don't understand cat talk, Althalus,"
rel uct ance.

"I"'msure she'll nmake you understand.”

/ Get out of the way, Althalus,/ Emmy's voice commanded. /Count trees or sonething. |I'm
going to be using your voice, so don't interfere./ Then Althalus heard his own voice saying, "Can
you hear me, Eliar?" H's voice seened lighter, and it had a higher pitch

"Of course | can hear you, Althalus,"” Eliar replied. "You're only a few feet away. Your
voi ce sounds a little odd, though."

"I"'mnot Althalus, Eliar," the voice conming fromAlthalus' |lips said. "I'"mjust using his
voi ce. Look at ne, not at him"

Eliar | ooked down at Enmy with astonishnent.

Emmy wrinkl ed her nose. "You need a bath," she said.

“I've been a little busy, ma'am" the boy replied.

"You can pet ne, if you'd like," she suggested.

"Yes, ma'am" Eliar began to stroke her.

"Not quite so hard.”

"Sorry, ma'am'

"He's such a nice boy," Emmy nurnured in her borrowed voice. "All right, Eliar, listen to
me very carefully. There's a distinct chance that we'll encounter enem es over there on the other
side of the river. Wiat do you do when you neet an eneny?"

"Kill him ma'am"”

Eliar protested, taking Enmy w th obvious

"Exactly."

"Enmry!" Al t hal us overrode her usurpation of his voice.

"Stay out of this, Althalus. This is between the boy and nme. Now, then, Eliar, we'll be
meeting priests over there. | want you to show the Knife to every one of themwe neet. Can you
pretend to be stupid?”

Eliar made a rueful kind of face. "Ma'am" he said, "lI'ma country boy fromthe highl ands

of Arum We invented stupid.”

"I'd really prefer it if you called ne 'Emmy,' Eliar; we don't have to be so fornmal. This
is the way | want you to do this: Wen we talk to a priest, put on your best Arum expression and
hold the Knife out for himto see. Then you say, " Excuse ne, yer priestship, but kin you tell ne
what's wote on this here knife?"

"Probably not with a straight face, Emy,"'
in the whole world who's that sinplem nded?”

"You'd be surprised, Eliar. Practice saying it until you can do it w thout com ng down
with the giggles. Now, nost of the priests won't be able to make any sense out of what's witten
on the Knife. They'll either admit that they can't read it, or they' |l pretend to be too busy to
take the time. The one we're looking for will read it in exactly the same way you did when you
read it, and the Knife will sing to you as soon as he reads it al oud."

"I sort of thought that was what was going to happen, Enmy. What's this got to do with
enem es, though?”

“"I'f you do happen to show the Knife to an eneny, he'll screamand try to cover his eyes."

“\Ahy 2"

"Because the sight of the Knife will hurt himprobably nore than anything has hurt himin
his entire life. As soon as sonebody does that, drive the Knife right into his heart."

"Al right, Emmy.”

"No probl ens? No questions?"

"No, Emy, none at all. You're in charge of things. If you tell ne to do something, |'lI
do it. Sergeant Khal or always told us that we're supposed to obey orders imredi ately wi thout
aski ng any stupid questions, and your orders are really very sinple. |If sonmebody screans when
show himthe Knife, he'll be dead before the echo fades away."

Emry reached up one soft paw and stroked his cheek. "You' re such a good boy, Eliar," she
purred.

"Thank you, Enmy. | try ny best."

"l hope you've been listening very carefully, Althalus. Maybe you shoul d have taken sone
notes for future reference. It saves so nuch time when people know how to foll ow orders wi thout
all the endless discussion | get fromsone people | know. "

"Can | have my voi ce back now?"

"Yes, pet, you may. |'mdone with it-at least for right now [|'Il let you know when | need
it again."

The barge took them across the west fork of the River Medyo, and they rode into the ruins

Eliar said, laughing. "Is there really anybody
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of the city. The priests who lived there wore cow ed robes, for the nost part, and they had built
crude hovel s anong the ruins. There were sone noticeable differences between the various groups of
priests. Those who lived in the northern part of the ruins wore black robes, the ones in centra
Awes were robed in white, and the ones closest to the river fork wore brown. Althalus noted that
they tended not to talk to each other very much-except to argue.

"No, you've got it all wong," a black-robed priest fromthe northern end of town was
saying to a fat priest in a white robe. "The WIf was in the ninth house when that happened, not
the tenth."

"My charts don't lie," the chubby priest replied hotly. "The sun had noved to the fourth
house by then, and that definitely noved the WIf to the tenth."

/What are they tal king about?/ Althalus silently demanded of Emmy.

/[ Astrology. It's one of the cornerstones of religion./

/Wi ch religion?/

/[ Most of them actually. Religion's based on a desire to know what's going to happen in
the future. Astrologers believe that the stars control that./

[ Are they right?/

/Why woul d the stars care what happens here? Besides, nost of the stars the priests argue
about don't actually exist anynore./

/1 think that one missed nme, Em/

/The stars are fire, and fires eventually burn out./

/[1f they're burned out, why are the priests still arguing about then®/

/ Because they don't know that they've burned out./

/Al they have to do is |ook, Em/

/1t doesn't quite work that way, Althalus. The stars are a |lot farther away than people
realize, and it takes a long tinme for their light to reach us. Probably about half of what you see
when you | ook up at night isn't really there anynore. To put it another way, the priests are
trying to predict the future by | ooking at the ghosts of dead stars./

Al t hal us shrugged. /It gives them sonething to do, | suppose./ He | ooked around at the
rui ned buil dings and rubbl e-strewn streets. The robed and cow ed priests were noving about singly
or in small groups, but there were nore conventionally dressed nen in Awes as well. He saw one man
who' d set up what appeared to be a shop next to a partially collapsed wall. The man had a rough

table with pots, pans, and kettles on it.

"Wl conme, friends,” the fellow said hopefully, rubbing his hands together. "Look and buy.
Look and buy. | have the best pots and kettles in all of Awmes, and ny prices are the | owest you'l
find in any shop here."

/Be careful, Althalus,/ Emry nmurnmured in his mnd. /That's Khnom He works for Ghend./

/ Then Ghend knew t hat we were coming here?/

/[ Maybe not. He might have just spread his agents out to watch for us. Fix Khnonmis face in
your mind. We'll probably run across himagain./

"Was there anything in particular you were |ooking for, friend?" the ostensible merchant
asked. He was a small-sized man, and he seened to be very careful not to |ook Althalus in the eye.

“"Actually, | need sone information, neighbor," Althalus replied. "I'mnot fanmliar with
the proprieties here in Awes. Can | just set up shop in any ruined building that's enpty?"

"That woul dn't be a good idea," the nmerchant advised. "Mst of the business that goes on
here in Ames takes place in this mddle part of town, and the White Robes who control it sort of
expect a “donation' fromyou before you open for business."

"“A bribe, you nean?"

"I wouldn't use that word to their faces. Pretend to be sone religious sinpleton. Al
priests | ove feeble-nminded parishioners.” Khnomcast a sly, sidelong glance at Althalus to see how
hi s somewhat sacril egi ous remark had gone over.

Al thal us kept his face bland. "Wat are their feelings about us pitching our tents at the
back of the shop?" he asked.

"They'd rather that we didn't-and you probably wouldn't want to. They pray a | ot, and
they're noisy about it. The rest of us businessnen have a sort of community over by what's |eft of
the east wall of the city."

"How do these priests get the noney to buy anything?"

"They sell horoscopes to gullible people who believe in that nonsense, and they charge a
fairly steep price."

"Good. They swindle their parishioners, and then we swindle them | |ove doing business
with a man who devoutly believes he's nore clever than | am Thanks for the infornation."

"Gad | could help. Do you need any pots or pans?"
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"Not right at the noment, no. Thanks all the sanme."

/ He knows who you are, Althalus,/ Emy's voice warned.

/Yes, | know. He's clever, I'll give himthat, but he's not really a nmerchant./

/ How did you know that ?/

/He didn't once ask ne what line | was in. That's the first question any merchant asks. No
mer chant wants a conpetitor right across the street. Should we get rid of hinP Eliar and | could
kill himright now /

/No. You two aren't the ones who are supposed to deal with Khnom Just be careful around
him that's all./

"Where do we go now?" Eliar asked.

"There's a nmerchant conmunity over by the east wall,"” Althalus replied. "W'I|l set up canp
there and start |ooking for the one we want first thing in the morning."

"Coul d you make ne sone soap?" Eliar asked as they led their horses off down the rubble-
strewn street.

"Probably. Wy?"

"Enmy wants nme to take a bath. |Is that the first thing that pops into every wonan's m nd?
Every tine I'd visit my nother back hone, those were usually the first words that cane out of her
nmout h. "

"You don't like bathing, | take it?"

"Ch, I'll bathe if it really gets necessary, but once a week's usually enough, isn't it?
Unl ess you' ve been cl eaning the stables, of course.”

"Emy's got a very sharp nose, Eliar. Let's neither of us go out of our way to offend

her .
/You, too, Althalus,/ Emmy's voice murnured.
/1 don't need a bath, Em/ he silently protested.
/You're wong. You definitely need a bath. You' ve been riding for several weeks now, and
you' ve got a very horsey fragrance about you. Bathe. Soon. Please./

They started out early the followi ng norning, and after a few awkward starts Eliar became nore
proficient. H s open, boyish face helped quite a bit as he hopefully approached each hooded pri est
with his question. Mdst of the priests, Althalus noticed, refused to conme right out and admt that
they couldn't read the alien script carved into the Knife's blade. Their usual response was a
brusque, "I'mtoo busy for that kind of nonsense." Several they encountered, however, offered to
translate-for a price. One holloweyed fanatic |aunched a blistering denunciation, declaring that
any script he couldn't read was obviously the handwiting of the devil hinself.

Al'thalus and Eliar left himin the niddle of the street still preaching to nobody in
particul ar.

"Here comes another one,"” Eliar said quietly. "Maybe we can start maki ng wagers about what

they'll say when | show themthe Knife. This one looks like an "I'mtoo busy' sort of fellowto
ne. "

“I'd put himin the “1'll have to charge you for a reading' crowd," Althalus replied,
grinni ng.

"What gi ves hi m anay?"

"He's cockeyed. He's got one eye on the sky watching for Deiwos and the other on the
ground | ooking for a penny that sonebody m ght have dropped."

"I just hope he's not like the last one. The next one who calls ny knife an instrunent of
the devil is going to get nmy fist in his face."

The priest approaching themup the enpty street had a gaunt, hungry | ook about him and
hi s di sconnected eyes and wild hair gave himthe appearance of a lunatic. Hi s shabby brown robe
was filthy, and there was a powerful odor about him

"Excuse me, your Worship," Eliar said politely, going up to the cockeyed holy man. "I just
bought this knife, and it seens to have sone kind of witing on the blade. | never got around to
| earning howto read, so | can't tell what it says. Could you help me out?"

"Let me see it,"” the priest growed in a harsh, rasping voice.

Eliar held out his laurel-1eaf dagger

The sudden scream was shockingly | oud, echoing fromthe ruined walls of nearby buildings.
The ragged priest stumbl ed back, covering his eyes with his hands and screamng as if he'd just
been di pped in boiling pitch

"I hope you won't take this personally, your Wrship
directly into the shrieking priest's chest.

The scream cut off abruptly, and the dead nman collapsed with not so much as a twtch.

Eliar said, driving the Knife
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Al thal us spun, his eyes searching every vacant wi ndow and doorway. As luck had it, they
were alone. "Get himout of sight!" he barked at Eliar. "Hurry!"

Eliar quickly put the Knife away, seized the fellow s wists, and dragged hi m behind a
partially collapsed wall. "D d anybody see us?" he asked just a bit breathlessly.

"I don't think so," Althalus replied. "Conme here and keep watch. | want to search the
body. "

"What for?" Eliar stood up. His hands were trenbling slightly.

"Cal mdown," Althalus told him "Get a grip on yourself."

"I"'mall right, Althalus,” Eliar said. "It's just that he startled ne when he started
screamng |like that."

"Why did you apol ogi ze before you killed hinf"

"Just trying to be polite, | guess. Mther taught me to nmind my manners. You know how
not hers are. "

"Watch the street. Let me know i f somebody happens along." Althalus roughly searched the
body, not really know ng what he m ght be | ooking for, but the dead man's pockets had absolutely
nothing in them He kicked a bit of rubble over the body, and then he came back out into the
street.

"Did you find anything?" Eliar asked. H's voice still sounded a little excited.

“Cal mdown," Althalus told him "If you're going to do this, do it right. People who are
all worked up rmake mi stakes."

Then a bl ack-robed priest cane striding up the rubble-littered street toward them He was
a fairly young man, and his hair was a rich auburn color. His dark eyes were flashing indignantly.
"I saw what you just did!'" he said. "You nmen are nurderers!”

"Shouldn't you get a few details before you start nmeking accusations |ike that?" Althalus
said calmy

"You killed himin cold blood!"

"My blood wasn't particularly cold,” Althalus said. "Was yours, Eliar?"

"Not really,” Eliar replied.

"The man was not a priest, Reverend Sir," Althalus told their accuser. "Quite the opposite-
unl ess Daeva's set up a priesthood of his own here lately."

"Daeva!" The yout hful priest gasped. "How did you know t hat name?"

"I's it supposed to be a secret?" Althalus asked mldly.

"That information is not supposed to be in the hands of the general population. Odinary
people aren't equipped to deal with it."

"Ordinary people are probably nmuch wi ser than you think they are, Reverend," Althalus told
him "Every fam |y has a few black sheep. There's nothing really unusual about it. Deiwos and
Dneia aren't really happy that their brother went astray, but it wasn't really their fault."

"You're a priest, aren't you?"

"You make it sound al nbst |ike an accusation,” Althalus said, smling slightly. "Eliar and
I sort of work for Deiwos, but | wouldn't go quite so far as to call us priests. The man Eliar
just put to sleep was one of the people who work for Daeva. As soon as we discovered that, we
killed him There's a war in the works right now, Reverend. Eliar and | are soldiers, and we're
going to fight that war."

“I'"'ma soldier of Deiwds, too," the priest asserted.

"That hasn't been established yet, ny young friend. There's a little test you' d have to
take first. That's what you just saw happen here. The fellow |lying over behind that wall didn't
pass the test, so Eliar killed him"

"The stars haven't said anything about a war."

"Maybe the news hasn't reached themyet."

"The stars know everything."

"Maybe. But maybe they've been told to keep the information to thenselves. |f | happened
to be the one who's running this war, | don't think I'd be scrawing ny battle plans across the
sky every night, would you?"

The priest's eyes grew troubled. "You' re attacking the very core of religion," he accused.

"No. |'mattacking a misconception. You | ook at the sky and imagine that you're seeing
pictures up there, but they aren't really pictures, are they? They're just disconnected points of
light. There isn't a raven up there, or a wlf, or a serpent, or any other imaginary picture. The
war's right here, not up there. But this is all beside the point. Let's find out if you really are
one of the soldiers of the Sky God."

"I have taken a vow to serve him" the priest asserted devoutly.

"Did he ever get around to telling you whether or not he accepted your vow?" Althal us
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asked slyly. "Maybe you don't qualify"
The auburn-haired young man's eyes grew troubl ed.

"You're filled with doubts, aren't you, friend?" Althalus said synpathetically. "I know
that feeling very, very well. Sonetines your faith falters and everything you want to believe
seenms to be nothing but a nockery and a deception-sone cruel joke."

"I want to believe! | try so hard to make nysel f believe."

"Eliar and | are here to make it easier for you," Athalus assured him "Show himthe
Knife, Eliar."
"If you say so," Eliar said obediently. He | ooked at the troubled priest. "Don't get

excited about this, your Worship," he said. "I"'mgoing to show ny Knife to you. |'m not
threatening you with it or anything. There's sone witing on the blade that you're supposed to
read to us. If you can't read it, we'll shake hands and part friends. |If you do happen to see a
word on the blade, you'll be joining us. This is that test Althalus was tal king about."

"Just show himthe Knife, Eliar," Althalus said. "You don't have to nake a speech to him"

"He gets grouchy sonetines,” Eliar told the nowbaffled priest. "He's the oldest man in
the world, and you know how grouchy old nmen get sonetines. We'd better get down to business before
he starts junping up and down and frothing at the nouth."

"Eliar!" Althalus al nost shouted. "Show himthe Knife!"

"You see what | nean about hinP" Eliar said. He took the Knife out fromunder his belt and
poi nted at the conplex engraving on the blade. "This is what you' re supposed to try to read," he
expl ai ned. "The word sort of junps right out at you, so you don't really have to work at it too
hard. "

"Eliar!" Al thalus al nost pl eaded.

“"I"'mjust trying to help him Althalus." Eliar held the hilt of the dagger firmy in his
fist and turned his hand to hold the blade directly in front of the trenmbling priest's pale face
"What does it say, your Worship?" he asked politely.

The yout hful priest went paler still, as if every drop of blood had drained fromhis face.
"lI'llumnate,” he replied so reverently that it seened al nost a prayer

The dagger in Eliar's fist broke into joyful song.

"I knew he was the one, Althalus," Eliar said in an offhand sort of way. "That's why | was
trying to sort of ease himinto it. You're a fairly good Sergeant, but sonetinmes you're just a
little rough. You ought to work on that, if you don't mnd ny saying so."

"Thanks," Althalus replied in a flat, alnost unfriendly way.

"It's part of ny job, Althalus,” Eliar replied, tucking the Knife back under his belt.
"I"'msort of your second in conmmand, so if | see a way to do things better, |I'm supposed to
suggest it to you. You don't have to listen if you don't want to, of course, but |1'd be letting
you down if | didn't say it, wouldn't [|?"

Don't say anything, Athalus, Emmy silently commanded.

Al t hal us sighed. Yes, dear, he replied in a resigned tone.

CHAPTER TVELVE
The auburn-haired young priest had sunk linply dowmn onto a nbssy stone, and he sat staring at the
ground in a kind of distracted wonder.

“"Are you all right?" Eliar asked their new conpani on.

"I have seen the word of God," the priest replied in a trenbling voice. "Deiws has spoken
to me."

"Yes," Eliar replied. "W heard him too." Then he amended that. "Well, actually we heard
the Knife, but since it's God's Knife in the first place, it sort of anpbunts to the sane thing, |
guess. "

"Why did the Knife nmake that sound?" The priest's voice was still shaking and filled with

awe.

"I think that's God's way of letting us know that you' re the one we've been | ooking for
My nane's Eliar."

"I"'mknown as Bheid," the priest replied, looking into the young Arumis face with a
puzzl ed expression

“I''"'mpl eased to nake your acquai ntance, Bheid," Eliar said, grasping the priest's hand.

"Aren't you a bit young to be a holy man?" Bheid asked. "Most holy men |'ve known are nuch
ol der."

Eli ar | aughed. "Nobody's ever called me a holy man before, and I"'mnot, really. I'"'mjust a
sol di er who happens to be working for God right now | don't really understand what's going on
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but that's all right. A soldier doesn't have to understand. He just has to do as he's told."

Bheid started to rise, but Eliar put one hand on his shoulder. "It might be better if you
sat still for a while," he suggested. "If you're feeling at all the way | did when | first read
the Knife, you're probably a little wobbly right now God's got a very loud voice. |'msure you

noticed that."

"Ch, Yes," Bheid replied fervently. "What are we supposed to do now?"

"You'll have to ask Althalus here. He's the only one who can talk to Emy, and Emmy's the
one who makes the decisions."

"Who's Emy?"

"As | understand it, she's the sister of God, but right now she sort of |ooks like a cat,
and she spends all her tine sleeping in that hood Al thalus has on the back of his cloak. It's sort
of conplicated. Emy's ol der than the sun, and she's very sweet, but if you nake a ni stake and

cross her, she'll swat the end of your nose right off."
Bhei d | ooked at Althalus. "Is this boy all right?" he asked.
"Eliar?" Althalus replied. "I think so. O course he hasn't had anything to eat for an

hour or two, so he mght be a little |ight-headed."

"I don't understand any of this at all," Bheid confessed.

"Good. That's the first step toward wi sdom"

"This might all nake nore sense if | knew your sign, Althalus-and Eliar's as well. If |
can cast your horoscopes, |'ll probably know just who you are."

"Do you actually believe that, Bheid?" Althalus asked.

"Astrology's the core of all religion,” Bheid told him "Deiws has witten our destinies
in the stars. The duty of the priesthood is to study the stars so that we can give man the word of
God. What's your sign? Wien were you born?"

"Avery long time ago, Bheid," Althalus said with a faint snmile. "I don't think you' d have
much luck trying to cast my horoscope, because the stars have changed a | ot since then. They had
di fferent nanes, and the people who | ooked at the skies didn't see themin the sane conbi nations
that you do. Half of the WIf was the bottom of sonething the old sky watchers called the Turtle,
and what astrol ogers call the Boar now was the top hal f."

"That's bl aspheny!" Bhei d excl ai ned.

“I wouldn't worry about it too nmuch, Bheid. Those astrologers all died, so they won't be
able to accuse you."

"That's not what | neant."

"I know, but they'd see it that way, wouldn't they?" Althalus put his hand on Bheid' s arm
"There aren't really any pictures in the sky, you know. As | said before, the stars aren't
connected to each other to nmake pictures for us to ook at, but you' ve already guessed that,
haven't you? That's why you're having your crisis of faith. You want to believe that there's a
wol f and a boar and a dragon up there, but when you | ook, you just can't really see them can
you?"

"I try."” Bheid alnbost wept. "I try so very hard, but they just aren't there."

"Thi ngs have just been rearranged, Bheid. You won't have to | ook at the sky anynore,
because Eliar's got the Knife of Deiwos. The Knife will tell us where to go next."

"Are we going to | eave Awes?"

"I"'msure we are. W& have a long way to go, | think."

/You're wasting time, Althalus./ Emmy's voice crackled inside his head. /You and Bheid can
specul ate about the stars on the way back to Gsthos./

"Osthos!" Althalus protested out |oud. "Enmy, we just cane fromthere!"

/Yes, | know. Now we have to go back./

"Were you talking with Enmy just now?" Eliar demanded. "Did she say that we have to go to
Osthos again? | can't go back there, Althalus! Andine would have ne killed if |I went back!"

"I's there something wong?" Bheid asked, sounding very confused.

"W just got our nmarching orders,” Althalus told him "Eliar's a little bit unhappy about
t hem "

"Di d sonething happen just now that | nissed?"

"Enmy just told me that we have to go to Gsthos."

"I"'mnot sure | understand all this tal k about sonebody named Emmy."

"Enmy's the messenger of Deiwos-sort of. It's a bit nore conplex than that, but let's keep
it sinple for right now. Deiwos tells Emy what he wants done. Then she tells nme, and | pass it
on."

"We're taking orders froma cat?" Bheid asked incredul ously.

"No, we're taking orders from God. W can tal k about that on our way to Osthos, though
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Enmy wants us to start getting ready to | eave." Althalus glanced about. "Let's pile sone nore
rocks on top of that dead man so that he's not quite so visible. Then we'll go pick up your
bel ongings, and 1'Il buy you a horse. W'll leave first thing in the norning."

They conceal ed the body nore thoroughly and started off through the ruins toward the
northern end of Awes. "Who's this Andi ne person you were tal king about?" Bheid asked Eliar

"She's the ruler of Osthos," Eliar replied. "She wants to kill me."

"What ever for?"

"Well," Eliar replied with a slightly pained expression, "I did sort of kill her father, I
guess, but it was during a war, and that kind of thing happens during wars. | was just doing ny
job, but Andine took it personally. | didn't really nmean anything by it. I was just follow ng
orders, but she can't quite understand that, | guess."

"Did any of that nmake any sense to you?" Bheid asked Althalus with a perpl exed | ook

“You al nost had to have been there," Althalus told him "It was all very conplicated. W
can talk about it on our way to Gsthos."

They went to the northern end of Awes where the bl ack-robed priests stayed, picked up
Bhei d's bl ankets and his few other bel ongings, and then returned to the rudi mentary canp where
Al'thalus and Eliar had spent the previous night. Then Eliar and Bheid went to the corral of a
horse trader and returned with a nount for their newest nenber.

"I"'mawfully hungry, Althalus," Eliar said hopefully. "Could we have beef tonight instead
of fish?"

"I"1l make a fire," Bheid offered.

"That won't be necessary” Althalus told him Then he called up a fairly |arge beef roast
and several |oaves of bread.

Bheid jerked back with a startled oath.

"Makes your hair stand on end, doesn't it?" Eliar chuckled. "I was alnpbst afraid to eat
the first supper he nade that way, but the food he makes with words is really very good." Eliar
started to eat with a great deal of enthusiasm

"How do you do that?" Bheid asked Althalus in an awed voi ce.

"Enmy calls it “using the Book,' " Althalus replied. "She taught ne howto do it back in
the House at the End of the Wbrld where the Book is."
"“Whi ch Book?"

"The Book of Deiwos, of course."
"You' ve actually seen the Book of Deiwos?"

"Seen it?" Althalus laughed. "I lived with it for twenty-five hundred years. | can recite
it fromend to end, forward or backward, and fromside to side, if you' d really care to hear it
that way. | think I could even recite it upside down if | put ny mind to it."

"Exactly howis it that the Book of Deiwos nakes it possible for you to performmniracl es?"

"The Book's the word of God, Bheid. It's witten in a very antique |anguage that's sort of
i ke the | anguage we speak now, but not exactly. The words fromthe ol d | anguage make thi ngs
happen. If | say “beef,' nothing happens, but if | say "gwou,' we get supper. There's a little
nore involved in the procedure, but that's the core of it. | spent a |lot of years comitting the
Book to nenory" He tapped his forehead. "I've got it in here now, so | don't have to carry it with
me-which isn't permtted, of course. The Book has to stay in the House. It wouldn't be safe to
carry it out into the real world. You' d better eat your supper before it gets cold."

Eli ar had several nore hel pings, then they talked a bit nore before rolling up in their
bl ankets to sl eep.

It was Awes. Althalus was sure that it was Awes, but it had no buildings. He could clearly see the
fork of the River Medyo, but a grove of ancient trees had sonmehow repl aced the ruins. He wandered
for a tinme under those mighty oaks, and then he | ooked toward the west and saw people far off in
the distance. As he watched them coming across the grassy plain toward the place where he stood,
he seened to hear a faint wailing sound conming fromvery far away. There was a | ost, despairing
quality to that wailing that seened to wench at his very soul

And then the people he'd seen reached the far bank of the river, and he could see them
more clearly. They were dressed in the skins of animals, and they carried spears with stone
poi nt s.

He roll ed over, nuttering and gropi ng under his blanket for the rock that had been gouging his
hip. He finally located it, threwit away, and slid easily back into sleep

There were crude puts under the oak trees now, and the fur-clad people noved anbng those huts,
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tal ki ng, tal king, talking in hushed and fearful tones. "He cones, he cones, he comes," the people
said. "Make ready for his coming, for he is God." And the faces of some of the people were
exalted, and the faces of others were filled with terror. And still they said, "He cones, he
cones, he comes."

And Ghend noved anbng them whi spering, whispering. And the people pulled back from Ghend
with fear upon their faces. But Ghend paid no heed to their fear, and his eyes burned, burned.

And Gnhend lifted his face and | ooked upon Althalus with his burning eyes. And the eyes of
Ghend seared at the soul of Althalus. And CGhend spoke then, saying "It is of little nonment, ny
thief. Run, Althalus, run, and | shall pursue you down the nights and down the years, and the Book
shal | avail you not, for | shall deliver you up to the throne of Daeva, and you-even as |-shal
serve himdown all the endl ess eons. And when the eons end, we shall turn and follow them back to
their beginning. And then shall we turn again, and behold, they shall not be as they were before."

The wailing sound rose to an awful shriek

Althal us started up, sweating profusely. "God!" he exclained, trenbling violently.

"Who was he?" Bheid's terrified voice came out of the darkness. "Who was that man with
eyes of fire?"

"You saw him too?" Eliar asked, his voice also trenbling.

[/ Step aside, Althalus./ Emmy's voice inside his head had a crisp, no-nonsense quality
about it. /1 need to talk to them/

Althalus felt hinmself being rather rudely thrust aside. "Eliar," Emy said, "tell Bheid
who | am"

"Yes, ma'am " Eliar responded. "Bheid," he said, "that's Emy tal king. She does that now
and then. Althalus might still be there, but she's using his voice."

"The cat?" Bheid said incredul ously.

"I wouldn't think of her as a cat, exactly,” Eliar advised. "That's just the way she hides
what she really is. Her real formwould probably blind us if we | ooked at her."

"Hush, Eliar," Emry said gently.

"Yes, ma'am"”

"What you've all just experienced, gentlenmen, wasn't exactly a dream" Emmy told them
"Al thal us has nmet Ghend before, so he'll be able to tell you about himafter |I've finished using
his voice. What you saw just now wasn't a dream but it wasn't real, either. It's what Ghend-and
Daeva-want to nake real ."

"Who were those people we saw?" Bheid asked in a trenbling voice.

"The Medyos-the first ones who cane to this part of the world ten thousand years ago. They
brought the worship of Deiwods with them when they cane here, but Daeva's trying to change that.
He's trying to alter things so that the first Medyos worship himinstead of his kinsman Dei wos.'

"But that's inpossible,” Bheid protested. "Once sonething's happened, it can't be
changed. "

"Keep a very firmgrip on that thought, Bheid," she advised. "It night help. Daeva doesn't
seemto agree with you, though. He believes that he can change the past-by changing the present.
That's why we're being gathered together. W're supposed to prevent what Daeva's trying to do.
This will happen again. You'll see things that didn't really happen, and you won't always be
asl eep when you see them"

"This just stopped being fun, Emy," Eliar conplained. "If these w de-awake dreans cone
poppi ng out of nowhere the way that one did, how can we tell what's real and what's not?"

"Because of the wailing," she replied. "Wen you hear that wailing off in the distance,
it's a sure sign that Giend's trying to alter the past. You'll also know when the wailing starts
that you're not in the present. You may be in the past or in the future, but you aren't in the
pl ace call ed now"

Al thal us | ooked off to the east where the first faint hint of the new day was touching the
hori zon. "It's al nost daybreak," he told his conpanions. "Let's gather up our things and get ready
to start."

"W are going to have breakfast, aren't we?" Eliar asked in a worried tone.

Al thal us sighed. "Yes, Eliar, we'll have breakfast.

The sun was just coming up when the barge ferried themacross the west fork of the river, and they
rode toward the west. After they'd gone a fewnles, Bheid trotted his horse up beside Althalus.
"Can we tal k?" he asked.

"I guess that's permitted,” Althalus replied.

"How did you find out where the Book of Deiwos was | ocated?" Bheid asked. "I've been
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hearing stories about it for years now Argunents about that Book have been going on for
centuries. Mst of my teachers said that the Book was actually the night sky, but sone said that
it really did exist. Evidently those were the ones who were right."

"Yes," Althalus replied, "there really is a Book."

"How did you find it? Did God cone to you in a vision?"

Al thal us laughed. "No it wasn't God who cane to nme. It was Ghend."

" CGhend?"

"He | ooked me up and hired ne to steal the Book for him It was Ghend who told ne where
t he House was."

"Why woul d any honest nman agree to sonething like that?"

"An honest man probably wouldn't have, but | don't have that problem |'ma thief, Bheid."

"A thief?"

"That's a man who steals things. |'mprobably the best thief in the world, so |'ve got a
good reputation. CGhend tracked me down and told ne that he'd pay ne if | stole the Book for him
Then he told nme where it was."

"The House at the End of the Wrld?"

"Well, that's what it's called. It's built on the edge of a cliff up in northern Kagwher,
and it's the biggest house |'ve ever seen. It's alnost conpletely enpty though. As far as | could
tell, there's only one roomthat has any furniture in it. That's where the Book was. O course,
Emmy was there, too. She scolded ne for being late, and | thought for certain that |1'd gone mad.
She told me to stop being silly, and then she taught me how to read.”

"From t he Book of Deiwos?" Bheid asked reverently.

“I't was the only Book there."

"What does it | ook I|ike?"

"I't's a box covered with white | eather. The pages are stacked inside the box. Enmy used to
conme all unraveled if | mixed up the pages. Anyway, | learned how to read the Book, and then Emy
and | found a way to speak to each other w thout using our voices. Then we |left the House to go
find the Knife. W discovered that Eliar had it. He's a nercenary soldier, and he was fighting in
that war between Kant hon and Gsthos that's been going on for forty or fifty generations now Eliar
was | eading an attack on the walls of Osthos, and he killed the Aryo during the fighting. The
Aryo's daughter, Andine, didn't like that at all, and since Eliar'd been taken prisoner, she
started thinking about all sorts of interesting things to do to him | posed as a slave trader and
bought him from her. Then we cane here to find you. Now we're going back to Osthos to find
sonebody el se.”

"How | ong ago was it? Wien Ghend hired you, | nean?"
"Enmy says it was twenty-five hundred years ago. Fromwhat she tells nme, people don't age
in the House. It's just as well, really. If 1'd aged nornmally, 1'd have a white beard about twelve

nles long by now "

"I's Emmy really the sister of God?"

"That's what she tells ne. Her nane's Dweia, but she says she doesn't actually | ook rmuch
like that statue in her tenple in Maghu."

"You worship a fernal e God?" Bheid' s eyes bulged in outrage.

"I don't worship her, Bheid. |I love her, but I don't worship her. Wrship neans absol ute
obedi ence, and it involves a ot of groveling. | do what Emmy tells ne to do nost of the tinme, but
I don't spend nuch time on ny knees. We argue all the time, actually. Emy |ikes to argue-al npost
as nmuch as she likes to sneak up and pounce on ne."

“"May | touch her?" Bheid asked in an al nbst reverent tone.

"Enmry," Althalus said back over his shoul der. "Wake up. Bheid wants to rub your ears."

Emmy poked her sl eepy-eyed face up out of his hood. "That would be nice," she nurnured.

Al 't hal us reached back, lifted her out of his hood, and held her out to Bheid. "Go ahead
and hold her, Bheid," he said. "She'll steal your soul, of course, but why should you be any
different fromEliar and nme?"

Bhei d jerked his hand back.

“I'"'monly joking, Bheid," Althalus said.

Are you really all that certain, pet? Emy asked, her green eyes turning sly.

Bhei d's hands were trenbling as he took her from Al thalus, but he rel axed when Enmmy
started purring.

"When are we going to stop for lunch?" Eliar called from behind them

They rode on across western Medyo, keeping off the main roads whenever possible. The sudden
appear ance of the cockeyed man back in Awes indicated a |likelihood that Ghend had agents
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everywhere. Althalus knew that they could deal with those agents, but unnecessary killings went
against his grain. Areally good thief shouldn't have to kill people.

It was midsunmer by the tinme they approached the bridge across the west fork of the R ver Osthos,
and Al thalus prudently turned aside fromthe road and led Eliar and Bheid into a grove of trees
sonme di stance upstream

/Em/ he said silently after they'd di smounted, /just exactly who are we supposed to find
there in Osthos?/

/ Guess,/ she replied rather snugly.

/Don't do that,/ he scol ded.

/You' ve already net her, pet./

He blinked. /You' re not serious!/ He alnmpost said it out |oud.

/Oh, vyes./

/[ How are we supposed to get inside her palace?/

/You're the thief, Althalus,/ she replied. /If you can steal things, |'msure you'll be
able to steal one little girl./

/[ Emmy, her palace is guarded by an army. One little squeak out of her and I'Il have thirty
arnmed men clinbing all over me./

/[ Then we'll just have to nmake sure she doesn't squeak, won't we?/ She considered it. /I
think we'd better |eave Eliar and Bheid here-and your horse. W'll want to nove very quietly. I'm

a cat, and you're a thief. W know how to be quiet; they don't./

/[ How | ong have you known that Andine would be joining us?/

/Since the moment Eliar read the Knife./

/Way didn't we pick her up before we went to Awes?/

/ That woul d have been out of sequence, pet. Everything nust be in its proper place and
tinme./

Al thal us glanced at Eliar, and he renenbered the way Arya Andine had | ooked at the boy. /I
think your brother's got a very warped sense of hunor, Em/ he said.

/Wy, Althalus,/ she said, /1'mshocked at you. Shocked./

It was well past mdnight when Althalus and Enmy slipped into Andine's palace in the center of
GCsthos. This tine, Emry chose to wal k rather than ride, and she noved on silent feet ahead of the
t hi ef, passing warnings back to him Once they were inside the massive palace, she led himto the
Arya's private quarters. /She's asleep,/ Emy advised. /There are two guards outside her door
Encourage themto take a little nap./

/ How?/

[Try "leb."/

/W1l that work?/

/1t always has before. After we |leave, you' d better wake them up again, though. People
mght think it's alittle peculiar if they sleep for fifty or sixty year the way you used to do
back in the House./

/1s that the way you did it?/

/| OF course. Step right along, Althalus. The night won't | ast forever, you know./

The pair of guards at Andine's door were still standing, but their chins had sagged down
onto their chests and they were snoring softly. Althalus reached past them and took hold of the
door handl e.

Then Emy hi ssed.

"What's the probl enP" he whispered.

/ Argan!/

"What's an Argan?"

/1t's a who, not a what. This guard on the left is Argan./

"I's that name supposed to nmean anything to ne?"

/1 mentioned him before. Argan's another one of Ghend's underlings./

"That's convenient." Althalus reached for his dagger

/[ Put that away,/ Enmmy said in a disgusted tone.

"It's a nice, sinple solution, Em"

/ Per haps, but how do you plan to solve the problemthat'll cone up |ater?/

"Which problemis that?"

/Returning himto life when he absolutely nust be alive and well./

"I didn't follow that."

/1 didn't really think you would. Put the knife away, Althalus. You aren't the one who's
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supposed to deal with Argan-any nore than you were the one who's supposed to deal w th Pekhal or
Khnom Just |eave him al one./

"Hold it, Em Doesn't this nean that Ghend knew we were com ng here?"

/ Probably, yes./

"How did he find out?"

/ Probably because Daeva told him/

"How di d Daeva find out?"

/[ The same way | did, of course. We hear things that you can't, Althalus. | know about
peopl e |i ke Khnom and Pekhal and Argan, and Daeva knows about people |like Eliar and Bheid and
Andi ne. They're significant people, and significant people give off a certain sound that we can
hear. Just | eave Argan alone. Let's get Andine and get out of here before Argan wakes./

CHAPTER THI RTEEN

The nmoon was full, and its pale light streamed in through the open wi ndow of the Arya's bedroomto
fall upon the sleeping girl's face. Her mass of dark hair spilled out over her pillow, and sleep
had softened her inperious expression, making her seem very vul nerable and very, very young.

As silent as a shadow, Enmmy flowed up onto the bed and sat beside the sleeping girl's
pillow Her green eyes were a nystery as she regarded the face of her sonetine mstress. Then she
started to purr.

/How do we get her out of here?/ Althalus asked silently. /1 suppose | could carry her

but -/

/She' Il walk,/ Emy replied. /Look around and find her sone clothes and a dark cape./

/ Doesn't she have to be awake to wal k? And won't she start scream ng even before her eyes
are open?/

/1 know what |'m doing, Althalus. Trust me. Get her sonme clothes./

Al t hal us poked around until he found boots, a well-nmade cloak, and clothing suitable for
travel . When he turned, he saw Andine sitting on the edge of the bed. Her huge eyes were open, but
t hey obvi ously saw not hi ng.

/Just bundle up her clothes,/ Emy said. /I'll have her dress herself once we're outside
the city. The cloak should be enough for now./
Andi ne stood up, her eyes still blank, and she was holding Emmy in her arms. Althalus

draped t he cl oak about her shoul ders. /How | ong can you keep her asleep like this?/ he asked Emy.

/As long as | need to./

[/ Six or eight weeks night not be a bad idea. If the first face she sees when she wakes
just happens to be Eliar's, things mght start to get noisy./

Emmy's eyes grew thoughtful. /You mght have a point there,/ she nmurrmured in his mnd
/Let me think about it for a bit. Shall we go?/

They led their sleeping captive out into the corridor, and Althalus stopped briefly to
exanine the face of the sleeping Argan. Chend's henchman had yell ow hair and regul ar features.

/[ What are you doi ng?/ Emmy asked.

/1 want to be sure I'll recognize himwhen | see himagain,/ Althalus replied grimy.

They went back down the corridor, and after they'd rounded a corner, Althalus reached back
and woke Argan and his conpanion. Then he silently led the Arya of Osthos out of her pal ace.

They nmoved quietly through the darkened streets of Osthos. Althalus used "leb" to put the
gate guards to sleep, and they left the city.

"I think you were right, Althalus," Emy said as Andi ne woodenly dressed herself. "It
m ght be better to keep her mind asleep until we cross over into Perquaine. By noon tonorrow, her
soldiers are going to be | ooking under every bush in Treborea for her."

They soon rejoined Eliar and Bheid, and Eliar | ooked rather closely at the young woman who
probably still wanted desperately to kill him "lIs she all right?" he asked with a note of concern
in his voice. "I mean, you didn't have to hurt her, did you?"

"Enmy put her to sleep,” Althalus replied. "It'Il probably be better to keep her that way
until we get her out of Treborea."

"She won't be able to sit a horse in her present condition,” Bheid suggested.

"I"lIl take care of her," Eliar said. "I'll sit her on ny horse in front of ne. | can keep
her fromfalling off."

"Al'l right," Althalus agreed. "She's your responsibility. Take care of her. Let's nove
out. I want to put sone di stance between us and Gsthos by norning."

They crossed the River Maghu just to the north of the Perquaine city of Gagan two days |ater and
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nmoved into the drought-stricken countryside to the west. Arya Andi ne had renmi ned seni consci ous,
and Eliar had been strangely solicitous of her throughout the journey. He held her in place in
front of himas they rode and lifted her on and off his horse with a peculiar gentleness. He fed
her at nealtines, and his own appetite seened to have fallen off considerably.

“"I's it ny imagination, or is he behaving just a bit oddly?" Bheid asked Althalus after
they'd crossed the river

"Eliar takes his responsibilities very seriously,"” Althalus replied, "and he's al ways
vol unt eeri ng because he wants to be hel pful. He'll probably outgrow that in tine."

Bhei d chuckl ed. "From what you've told nme, | don't think he should be quite so close to
Andi ne when she wakes up. |If she hates himas nuch as you say she does, she'll probably try to
reach down his throat and jerk out his heart as soon as she |ays her eyes on him"

"We'll find out before long, | expect. Emmy's going to wake our little girl this evening,
and you and | shoul d probably be on our toes when Eliar holds the Knife out for her to read. She
m ght take that as an invitation."

They took shelter in the ruins of a | ong abandoned house | ate that afternoon, and Althal us
call ed up beef for supper before Emy coul d suggest fish. Eliar, as he had since they'd left
OGst hos, cut up Andine's supper and fed her carefully. She sat placidly with her hands folded in
her | ap, opening her nouth as he held each bite to her lips, nmuch as a sparrow chick mght.

After they'd eaten, Emy conmandeered Althalus' voice again to give themtheir

instructions. "I want you to be standing directly in front of her with the Knife right in front of
her eyes when | wake her, Eliar. That way she'll see the Knife before she sees you. Once she reads
the Knife, she'll be nore or less conpelled to do as she's told. She might rant and rave a bit,

but she won't try to kill you."

Eliar seated their captive on a square stone block by their fire, took out the Knife, and
stood in front of her with the bl ade before her eyes. Emmy |eaped up into the girl's lap, nestled
agai nst her, and purred.

The life flowed back into the Arya's huge dark eyes.

"Can you tell me what that peculiar witing says, your Hi ghness?" Althalus asked her
pointing at the Knife.

"Cbey," Andine said al nost automatically.

The Kni fe sang joyously, and Emy purred all the | ouder.

Andi ne' s expression was at once baffled and stunned. Then she seenmed to realize suddenly
that Enmy was in her |ap. She seized the cat up in her arms and held her tightly. "Naughty cat!"
she scolded. "Don't you ever run away |ike that again. Were have you been?"

Then she | ooked at the ruins around themin utter astonishnment as the Knife continued its
song. "Where am | ?" she denanded

"You'd better stay seated, your Hi ghness,
dizzy right at first."

The Arya, however, didn't appear to be listening. She was staring at Eliar instead. "You!"
she said sharply. She dropped Enmy and sprang directly at the young Arum both of her hands
extended clawi ke at his face. "Assassin!" she shrieked.

Then she reel ed and woul d have fallen had Eliar not caught her. "Be careful, your
H ghness!" the boy exclained. "You'll hurt yourself!"

"Let me take care of her, Eliar," Bheid suggested. "Let's get her calnmed down a bit."

"I can do it, Bheid," Eliar protested. "She can't really hurt nme, you know. "

"Maybe not, but the sight of you might be hurting her. I'msure she'll cone around, but it
m ght be best if you stayed clear of her for a while."

"He's probably right, Eliar," Althalus agreed. "The girl's a little enotional."

"Alittle?" Eliar said. Then he sighed a bit regretfully. "Muybe you're right, though.

I"lIl stay away fromher for a few days."
Al t hal us and Bheid reseated Andine by the fire, and Emmy | eaped up into the girl's lap

Al t hal us suggested. "You'll probably be a bit

agai n.

"Where are we?" Andi ne asked in her vibrant voice.

"Per quai ne, your Highness," Althalus replied.

"Per quai ne? That's inpossible!"

"I wouldn't be too quick to start throwi ng that word around, your Hi ghness," Bheid advised
her. "Althalus here can do al nost anything, and Emry can do even nore."

"I don't believe I know you," she said.

"My nane is Bheid,” he introduced hinself. "I'ma priest. Wll . . . | was until Althalus
called ne."

"Just what's going on here, Master Althalus?" the girl denanded. "I thought you were
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taki ng the slaves you bought fromne to the salt mines of Ansu.”

"I sort of lied about that, your Hi ghness," he adnitted blandly. "Eliar was the only one |
really needed. | told the rest of themto go hone."

"You thief!" Her voice rose, soaring dramatically.

"That's a fairly accurate description, yes," he agreed. "Let's clear the air here just a
bit. You've just entered the service of Deiwos, the Sky God."

"That's absurd!"

"Andi ne," he said firmy. "Wat was the word you read on the Knife?"

"It said, 'obey,'" she replied

"Exactly. Now hush. Don't interrupt me when |I'mexplaining things to you. I'mthe teacher
you're the student. |'m supposed to teach. You're supposed to sit there and | ook stupid."

"How dare you!"

"Shush, Andine!"

Her eyes went very wi de. She struggled, fighting the conpulsion he'd just |laid upon her
but no sound canme from her nouth.

"I have a feeling that mght prove to be useful fromtinme to tine," Bheid nurnured as if
to hinself.

"That' |l do, Bheid," Althalus told him

"Sorry."

Al thalus patiently explained the situation to his reluctant pupil. "It gets easier to
accept after a while," he assured her after he'd finished. "I thought |I'd gone insane when Enmy
first got her paws on ne, but that passed-eventually. She has her little ways, as you probably
al ready know. "

"What do you mean?" the girl asked.

"Wake up, Andine. Wuld you have really sold Eliar to me unless sonmething very powerfu
had gotten its little paws on your heart? Killing himwas the only thing on your mnd that day
when | wal ked into your palace. Then Emy junped up into your lap and started purring at you

After about a half hour of that, you' d have given ne the entire city of Gsthos for her
now woul dn't you?"

"Well . . ." Andine |looked helplessly at the cat in her lap. "She's so adorable," the girl
said, catching Emmy up in her arns and snuggling her face up to the furry captor of her heart.

"You noticed," Althalus said drily. "Don't try to fight her, because she always w ns. Just
give her all your love and do as she tells you to do. You might as well, because she'll cheat to
get what she wants if she has to."

/1 think that's about enough, Althalus./ Enmy's voice crackled crisply in his nmnd

/Yes, dear,/ he replied. /Did you happen to read the Knife when Eliar showed it to
Andi ne?/

/O course./

/[ Where do we go next?/

[Hule./

/Hule's a big place, Em You didn't by any chance happen to pick up the nanme of the one we
want, did you?/

/W don't need the name of this one, pet. He'll find you./

"You two are talking to each other again, aren't you?" Eliar asked a bit wistfully.

"She was just giving ne our instructions. W have to go to Hule."

Eliar's eyes brightened. "W' |l be passing through Arumthen, won't we? Do you think I
m ght have tine to stop and say hello to ny nother? She worries about nme a lot."

"I think we can arrange that," Althalus agreed. "I don't think you should tell her what
we' re doi ng, though."

Eliar grinned. "I'mpretty good at that. There were a lot of things | did when | was just
a boy that | didn't tell her about. | didn't come right out and lie to her, of course. A boy

shoul d never lie to his nother, but now and then things sort of slipped ny mnd. You know how t hat
can happen."
"Ch, yes." Althalus |laughed. "Things have been slipping ny mind for as long as | can

remenber. "

“I"'msort of hungry, Althalus," Eliar said. "lI've been so busy taking care of her Hi ghness
here that | seemto have missed a few neals. |'m absolutely starving."

"You'd better feed him Althalus,"” Bheid suggested. "W don't want himwasting away on
us."

"You might ask her Highness if she'd |like sonething, too," Eliar added. "I couldn't get
her to eat very nuch at all at lunchtine."
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Andi ne was staring at them

"You missed all that, didn't you, Andine?" Bheid said a bit slyly. "After Emy put you to
sleep, Eliar | ooked after you like a nother hen with only one chick. He spent nore tine feeding
you than he spent feeding hinself, and food's very inportant to young Eliar just now If you watch
himcl osely, you can al nost see himgrow "

"What are you tal king about? He's a grown nan."

"No, he's only a boy," Bheid corrected her. "He's probably not nuch ol der than you are."

"He's bigger than any man in Gsthos."

"Arunms are bigger than Treboreans,” Althalus told her. "The farther north you go, the
tall er people get-maybe so that they're tall enough to see over all the snow that piles up in the
north."

“I'f he's only a boy, what was he doing in a war?"

"He comes froma warrior culture. They start earlier than civilized people do. It was his
first war, and it was supposed to be a quiet one. The half-wit who sits on the throne in Kanthon
got carried away, though, so he ordered the soldiers he'd hired fromEliar's Can Chief to invade
your father's territory. It was a stupid thing to do, and it wasn't supposed to happen. It was his
fault that your father got killed, not Eliar's. Eliar was only follow ng orders. The whol e
busi ness was the result of a series of stupid m stakes, but that's what nost wars are all about, |
guess. Nobody ever really wins a war, when you get right down to it. Do you think you could eat
sonet hi ng? You don't really have to, but Eliar's worried about how little he was able to get you
to eat on our way here from Gsthos."

"Why shoul d he care?"

"He feels responsible for you, and Eliar takes his responsibilities very seriously."

"You put me in the care of that nobnster?" Her voice soared. "I'mlucky he didn't kill nme!"

"He woul dn't do that, Andine-quite the opposite, actually. If sonmebody had threatened you
al ong the way, Eliar would have killed him not you, or he'd have died trying."

"You're lying!"

"CGo ask him"

"I wouldn't talk to himif ny |ife depended on it."

"Sonmeday it might, Andine, so don't |ock yourself in stone on this issue."

/Let it lie, Althalus,/ Emry's voice told him /She isn't ready for this yet. Keep those
two apart for now. Turn her over to Bheid for a while. I'Il stay with her and try to get her past
this./

/[ Should I buy her a horse?/

/Let's get her settled down a little first./

/You think she might try to run away?/

/The Knife won't let her do that, pet, but she doesn't want to face the truth about what
Eliar really is, so she nmight try to override the conpul sion, and that could cause her a great
deal of pain. Let Bheid know what's going on and have himhel p her along. You stay with Eliar and
keep himaway from Andine. Let's sort of tiptoe around the children until they settle down./

They rode north through the drought-ravaged fields of Perquaine, and Al thalus and Bheid rather
careful ly kept some distance between Eliar and Andine. Althalus soon realized that the auburn-

hai red young priest was very intelligent, and once he'd been cured of the notion that astrol ogy
really had any significance, he was able to apply his intellect nore usefully. "Is it ny

i magi nati on, Althalus," he asked one eveni ng when they were alone, "or is there sonething brew ng
between the children? They never | ook each other in the face, but their eyes are always sort of
strayi ng back to each other, for some reason."

"They're at that age, Bheid," Althalus replied.

"I don't quite follow"

"That age. They're both adol escents-with all that's inplied in the word "adol escent.' This
is avery trying tine for themand even nore trying for you and ne, I'mafraid."

"Yes," Bheid agreed. "I sort of noticed that nyself."

"They' re both having urges right now. The sinplest way to deal with that would be for you
to performa weddi ng cerenony. W could give thema week or so to explore the differences between
boys and girls, and then we could get back to business.”

Bhei d | aughed. "W might have a little difficulty persuading Andine to go along with that
notion. She's like a little teapot, isn't she? Always right on the verge of blowi ng off her lid."

"N cely put, Bheid," Althalus noted. "Eliar's an unconplicated little boy and Andi ne's
just the opposite. | rather imagine that Emy has plans for them though."

"Has she said anything to you about that?"
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"She doesn't really have to. Emmy and | have been together for |ong enough for nme to get
occasi onal hints about her intentions. It's part of her nature to bring boys and girls together
You m ght want to keep that in mnd, Bheid. She's probably already shopping around to see if she
can find a wife for you."

“I"'ma priest, Althalus. The nen in nmy order don't marry. It's one of the vows we take."

"You might want to give some thought to joining another order, then. If Enmy decides to
marry you off, she will marry you off, whether you like the idea or not."

It was when they were approachi ng Maghu that Emy spoke quite sharply to Althalus, her silent
voi ce echoing in his nmind. /Up ahead!/ she said urgently.

[VWhat is it?/

/ That man standing off to the left side of the road. It's Koman, Althalus. Put your guard
up. He'll try to get inside your mind./

/ Anot her of Ghend's underlings?/

/ Yes-and probably the nost dangerous one of all. Get between himand Eliar. The boy's not
equi pped to deal with him/

[And | an? What do | do?/

Put yoursel f between himand the others. Look himin the face and count trees.

/Again with the counting trees, En?/

/ Not quite. Skip numnbers./

/You m ssed nme there, Em/

/Junp fromsix to eight. Then go back to three. Scranble the nunbers the way you'd
scranbl e eggs./

/What's that supposed to do?/

[1t'1] distract his mind fromwhat he's attenpting. He'll try to creep inside your m nd
If you're throw ng out-of-sequence nunbers at him he won't be able to concentrate-on you or on
any of the others. He'll be looking for information, and we don't want himto get any. Bl ock him

out, Althalus./

/1 hope you know what you're doing, Em And please don't tell nme to trust you again./

The man at the side of the road had a harsh-1ooking face and a short white beard. H s
eyes, Althalus noticed, burned in al nost the same way Ghend' s eyes had that night in Nabjor's
canp. Althalus reined his horse in slightly and | ooked directly at the harsh-faced nan.

Al t hal us began to count silently. One, two, three, four, nine hundred and forty-two,
ei ght, nine, twelve

The man at the side of the road blinked. Then he shook his head as if trying to clear it.

Ni neteen, eighty-four, two, four, six, fifty-two.

The man Emry had identified as Koman glared at Althalus with snol dering hatred.

"Are we having fun yet?" Althalus asked drily, then continued. /Eleven nmllion and a
quarter, thirteen, ninety-seven and six-eighths, forty-three-/

The man cal | ed Koman stal ked away muttering to hinself.

"Always nice talking with you, friend," Althalus called after him "W'I||l have to do this
again sometine real soon."

/[ The fractions were a stroke of absolute genius, pet./ Emmy's thought actually purred.

/1 thought you might like them/ Althalus said.

/Where in the world did you conme up with the notion?/

He shrugged. /1 just made it up, he said. | thought that if whole nunbers bother him bits
and pi eces of numbers should drive himwld./

They stopped by a farmon the outskirts of Maghu, and Althal us bought a rather sedate nare for
Andi ne. The Arya wasn't particularly inpressed by her nmount, but despite Emmy's assurances t hat
the volcanic girl with her dramatic voice was resigned to her situation, Althalus had prudently
decided to nount her on a horse that wasn't likely to run very fast.

Then they left the lands of the Perquai nes and rode up into the foothills of Arum Bheid
and Andi ne rode side by side along the way, and the auburn-haired priest spent days trying to
explain just exactly why the snow on the nountaintops of Arumdidn't nmelt in the sumer sun
Andi ne's teachers had evidently been great believers in logic, so despite the evidence of those
white-ti pped nmountains, she continued to argue that since the peaks were closer to the sun, it had
to be warmer up there.

After three days of that, Bheid gave up

They reached the valley where Chief Albron's fort stood shortly after noon on a gl orious sunmer
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day, and Althalus had a brief word with Eliar. "Keep your visit with your nother sort of brief,
Eliar," he advised. "You know that place a few niles on ahead where there's a waterfall in the
river?"

"Quite well. We used to go swinming in the pool at the foot of the falls,

"We' || nake canp there. Try to catch up with us before dark."

“I'I'l be there," Eliar prom sed. Then he turned aside and rode down into the valley.

Eliar replied.

"Well," Andine said sardonically, "I"'msure that's the last we'll see of him"
"Why do you say that?" Althalus asked her.
"Because he'll run off and hide."

"l rather doubt that."

"The only reason he's stayed with us is because you have sone kind of hold on him He's a
murderer, and murderers can't be trusted. And you |l et himkeep that precious knife you need so
much. You can ki ss that good-bye, too, Master Althalus."

"You're wong on all counts, Andine. Eliar's a soldier, and he always foll ows orders.
He'll rejoin us before nightfall, and he's the one who's supposed to carry the Knife. He just
wants to visit his nother, that's all."

“I"'mgetting very tired of hearing about his nother," she flared.

"They're very close, Andine," Bheid told her. "I've talked often with Eliar since we net.
H s father was killed in a war several years ago, and Eliar becanme his nother's only support. He
was a little young to go off to war, even for an Arum but his nother needed his soldier's pay to
keep eating. In a peculiar sort of way, Eliar went off to war as a way to show his love for his
father-and his nother. Your father was unlucky enough to get in his way while he was show ng his
veneration for his parents. Isn't that sort of what you were doing when you were planning to kill
hi m before Althal us came al ong?"

“I't's not the sane thing at all, Bheid," she flared. "My father was the Aryo of Osthos.
Eliar's father was just a conmon soldier."

"And do you believe that Eliar loved his father |ess than you | oved yours? W all |ove and
revere our parents, Andine, and the peasant or conmon sol dier |oves-and grieves-as deeply as the
aristocrat. You might want to think about that just a bit before you |launch yourself into your
next tirade."

They set up canp in a grove of fir trees near the waterfall, and Andi ne spent the afternoon by
herself sitting on a |og and watching the tunbling water.

"I think you mght have touched a nerve there, Bheid," Althalus said. "Qur little Arya
seens to be reconsidering sone of her preconceptions.”

"Class distinctions are an inpedi nent to understanding, Althalus,"” Bheid told him "and
anything that interferes with understanding should be di scarded."

"You might want to give some thought to keeping that particul ar opinion tucked up under
your arm Bheid," Althalus advised. "It won't nmake you very popular in certain quarters."”

As Al thalus had predicted, Eliar rejoined themjust as the sun was goi ng down. The boy was
in high spirits. Arya Andine seenmed on the verge of several spiteful remarks, but evidently
Bheid's little sernon had taken some of the wind out of her sails, and she finally announced t hat
she had a splitting headache and was goi ng to bed.

Sunmer was wi nding down to its dusty conclusion when they cane down out of the northern foothills
of Arumand rode into the vast forest of Hule. In spite of all that had happened, Althalus felt
good to be back. He'd once told Emy that the House at the End of the Wbrld had been the cl osest
thing he'd ever had to a pernmanent home, but he now realized that his declaration hadn't been
entirely true. No matter how far he travel ed, he always felt very good when he returned to Hul e,
and he finally came to realize that nore than anypl ace el se, Hule was his hone.

They rode sone di stance back into the forest of gigantic trees, and Althalus was pl eased
and al nost surprised that he still knew his way around in the woods. For some reason, he wasn't
surpri sed when he di scovered that a place he renmenbered very well was still there and that the
nmore recent settlers in Hule had yet to contaminate it with rude huts, nuddy streets, and the
stunps of trees. "We'l| stop here,” he announced to his conpanions.

"We still have a fair ampbunt of daylight, Althalus," Bheid pointed out.

"We'll have time to get settled in, then. This is the place."

"I didn't quite follow that," Bheid confessed.

"The Knife told us to go to Hule, Bheid. This is Hule."

"Wasn't it Hule ten miles back? And won't it still be Hule ten mles up ahead?"

"No, | don't think so. I'll see what Emmy has to say about it, but I"'msure this is the
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place. This is where it all started, ny friend. This is the place where CGhend hired nme to go to
the House at the End of the Wirld to steal the Book of Deiwos for him This is where Nabjor's canp
used to be. Emmy and | used to have |l ong tal ks about coinci dence back in the House. W never did
settle the matter, but I've got a very strong feeling that sone things that seemto be pure chance
or coincidence aren't that at all. They're things that were intended to happen. Wien Emy read the
Knife and told ne that it said Hule,' this was the first place | thought of, and | rather inmagine
that | was supposed to. It's one of those significant places, Bheid, so let's stay here for a bit
and find out if significant events need significant places to happen in."

/1 think you're starting to get the hang of this, pet,/ Emy silently congratul ated him

After they'd set up their canp, Althalus poked around a bit to see if the centuries had left any
traces of Nabjor's establishnent. He eventually cane to the narrow crevice between two |arge

st andi ng boul ders where Nabjor had brewed his nead. There was a nound of stones near the back of
the crevice, and lying on top of the nmound were the nuch-pitted remmants of a |arge bronze battl e-
ax. Even in its present condition, Althalus recognized it. He sighed. "At |east sonebody cared
enough about you to give you a decent burial, old friend," he said to the grave. Then he sm | ed.

"I"'d tell you quite a story if you were still here, Nabjor. You always |iked a good story, didn't
you? | do wish you were still here. A few cups of your mead would go rather well right now Maybe
when this is all over, we'll be able to sit on a cloud somewhere drinking your nmead, and 1'lIl tel

you all about the House at the End of the World."
He sighed again. "Sleep well, old friend," he said.

It was just past midnight, and their fire had burned I ow Althalus wasn't even particularly
surprised when his seem ngly dormant instincts warned himthat sonmeone was creeping up on their
canp. He silently rolled out fromunder his blankets and slipped into the darker shadows away from
the fire.

"You heard it, too?" Eliar's whisper canme out of the shadow of a gigantic tree.

Even that didn't surprise Althalus. "I think it's the one we've been waiting for," he
whi spered back. "He might try to run. Stop him but don't hurt him"
"Al right.”

They wai ted, scarcely breathing. Then Althalus heard a very faint scuffing sound back in
the forest. "He's not very good," he whispered to Eliar

"What' s he doi ng?"

"He's trying to sneak up on our canp-probably to steal whatever he can lay his hands on
He's fairly inept about it if he can't nove any nmore quietly than that. He'll go to where the
horses are.™

"I's he going to try to steal our horses?"

"Probably. Work your way around to the far side and cone up on himfrombehind. 1'lIl slip
over to the horses. He won't see ne, so I'll surprise him If he gets away fromne, you grab him

"Right." Eliar faded into the shadows.

It wasn't particularly difficult to apprehend the woul d-be thief. When he reached the
pl ace where the horses were tied, Althalus was waiting for himin the shadows, and Eliar was no
nore than a few feet behind him They grabbed himfromthe front and back al nost sinultaneously.
"He's just a little boy, Althalus!" Eliar said, easily holding their struggling captive.

“"Yes, | noticed." Althalus took the child by the scruff of the neck and hauled himto the

fire.

"I didn't do anything!"™ the child protested in a shrill voice, struggling to get free.

"That's probably because you' re too clunsy for this line of work,” Althalus told him
"What's your nane?"

“I"'mcalled Althalus," the boy answered a bit too quickly.

El i ar doubl ed over with sudden | aughter. "Pick another nane, boy," he chortled. "The nan
who' s hol di ng you by the back of the neck is the real Althalus."

"Real | y?" the boy answered in astonishnent. "I thought he was just an old | egend."

"What's your real nane, boy?" Althalus demanded. "No nore lies. Tell nme your nane."

"I"'mcalled Gher, Master Althalus.” The boy stopped struggling.

"Show himthe Knife, Eliar," Althalus said. "I think Gher here is the one we've been
waiting for."

Eliar drew out the Knife. "Wat does the witing on this knife blade say, Gher?" he
demanded.

"I can't read, sir.

"Try."
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Gher squinted at the Knife. "It looks to ne as if it says "deceive,' " he said dubiously.
"I's that anywhere close at all?"

The Kni fe, however, had burst into joyous song.

"It sounds close enough to ne," Eliar congratul ated their newest nenber. "Wl cone, Gher."

CHAPTER FO URTEEN

“Thi ngs haven't been too easy since ny father finally drank hinself to death |ast year," Cher
said. "I ran errands for Dweni-he keeps a tavern not far fromhere. He let me eat the scraps from
his table and sleep in the shed at the back of his tavern. A lot of thieves drink in Dwneni's
tavern, and 1'd listen to themtal king, but I knew enough not to ask questions. Was | doing
sonmething wong when | tried to sneak up on your canp, Master Althalus?"

"Didn't the notion of noving quietly ever occur to you?"

Gher sort of hung his head. "I thought you were all asleep."

"You're still not supposed to nmake so nuch noise. You were crashing around |ike a drunken
bear. "

"Do you suppose you might have the tine to give ne a few pointers?" Gher asked hopefully.

"We'll see.™

Gher had muddy bl ond, tangled hair, and he was dressed in castoffs that he'd evidently
tried, wthout much success, to patch. Hs clothing was filthy, and his face and hands and hair
weren't nuch better

"You have no family at all, then?" Eliar asked.

"Not that | know of, no. O course, nmy father couldn't renenber very nmuch along toward the
end there. He might have had sone brothers or sisters, but he never told ne about them He was too
drunk nost of the tinme to nake sense."

"What about your nother?"

"I don't know for sure if | ever had one."

Eli ar choked on that just a bit. "Aren't you feeling just a little dizzy?" he asked.

"No. Should I?"

"I did the first time | read the Knife."

"I"'mfine. Do you work for Master Althalus here?"

"You could put it that way, yes," Eliar replied.

Bheid cane into the firelight. "I heard the Knife singing," he said. Then he stared at
Gher. "Is this our newest acolyte?"

"That's what the Knife tells us,” Althalus replied.

"He's only a child!" Bheid objected.

"You can talk to the Knife about that, if you'd like. |I don't choose them Bheid. | just
hunt them down. Hi s name's Gher."

"What word did he read?"

"It was “deceive,' wasn't it, Althalus?" Eliar asked.

"That's the way | heard it."

Bheid frowned. "Seek, lead, illum nate, obey, and deceive," he went down the list. "That
| ast one doesn't seemto fit. | don't quite followthe logic there."

"Enmy can explainit," Eliar told him "Emmy can expl ain anything."

"What are you peopl e doi ng?" Andi ne demanded crossly, coning into the light. "How am I
supposed to sleep with all this noise going on out here?"

"W were just getting to know our latest recruit, Andine," Althalus replied.

"Thi s?" she said, |ooking disdainfully at Gher. "Is this the best we can do?"

"All shall be revealed in time," Bheid said with nock piety.

"Go preach your sernons soneplace el se, Bheid," she flared. She | ooked Gher up and down.
"Did he cram out fromunder a rock, perhaps? O did he just cone slithering out of the nearest
cesspool ?"

"Do | have to take that from her, Master Althalus?" Gher demanded with a certain heat.

[ Turn himloose, Althalus,/ Emy's voice whispered.

/won't that nake the rest of the night a little noisy? he objected.

/Just do it, pet./

/[ What ever you say, Enf. Althalus | ooked at the boy. "Feel free to respond, Gher. Brace
yoursel f, though. Qur bel oved Andi ne has an expressive-and penetrating-voice."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Andi ne demanded, her voice going up several octaves.

"W | ove your voice, your Highness," he replied with a straight face. "You need to work on
your crescendos just a bit, though. You mght think about sone deep-breathing exercises. Cet sone
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bot t om under your voice so that you don't have to nove froma whisper to a shriek quite so fast.
It'Il be much nore inpressive once you learn to control it." He glanced at Gher. "WAs there
sonmet hing you wanted to add, boy?" he asked.

"I just wanted to tell her that |I don't nuch care for that nose-up-in-the-air way she
talks," Cher replied. He | ooked Andine in the face. "All right, lady, |I'mwoodsy. So what? If you

don't like the way | ook, don't look at me. | don't have any parents, and | wear rags because
that's all | can find to wear. | don't see where that's any of your business, though. |I'mtoo busy
staying alive to worry about how | look, and if you don't like it that way, well, that's just too
bad. "

/ Move over Althalus,/ Emmy's tone was brisk. 1'mgoing to take care of sonething right

now. He felt her roughly shoul dering his consciousness out of her way.

Andi ne was gaping at Cher. "People don't talk to nme that way!" she gasped.

"Not to your face, maybe," Gher shot back, "but | think if you'd close your nouth and
listen to other people once in a while, you nmight find out what they really think of you. But you
don't want to know, do you? | wasn't raised in a palace the way you were, lady. | grewup in a
gar bage heap, so | don't have fancy manners."

"l don't have to listen to this!"

"Maybe you don't have to, but you really should. | breathe in and out the sane as you do,
| ady, and you don't own the air, so it belongs to nme as much as it does to you. Just back away,
| ady. You nmake me even sicker than | make you."

Andi ne fl ed.

/Did you do that?/ Althalus silently demanded.

/| OF course,/ Emry replied. /I told you that I'd have to go through you to do these things
Gher's going to work out just fine, Althalus./ Emy paused. /| think you should clean himup just
a bit, though,/ she added.

They stayed in Nabjor's old canmp for several days introducing Gher to his new situation. The boy
was quick, there was no question about that. In a different tine and place, Althalus night have
taken hi munder his wing as an apprentice, since he recognized an enornous potential. It took a
whi l e, however, to persuade Gher that regul ar bathing would keep the noise down. Wth Emy's help
Al 't hal us conjured up sone clothing for their recruit, and that made himl ook rmuch less like the
runoff froma passing rag cart.

Andi ne avoi ded Gher alnopst religiously until the nmorning of the boy's fourth day in the
canp. Then she canme to the fire with a determnmined | ook on her face and a conb and a pair of
scissors in her hands. "You!" she said to him She pointed at a stunp. "Sit. There. Now. "

"What are you going to do to ne?"

"I"'mgoing to fix your hair. You took |ike a haystack."

"I can snmooth it down if it bothers you."

"Hush. Sit."

Gher | ooked quickly at Althalus. "Do | have to take orders from her?" he asked.

“I would, if | were you. Let's keep peace in the famly, if we can."

"How can you even see through all of this?" Andine demanded, taking hold of the shock of
hair that hung down over Gher's forehead. Then she started combing and cutting, frowning in
concentration. For sone reason she seened to be taking her task very seriously.

Gher apparently wasn't used to haircuts, so he squirned a bit as Andine barbered at him
for all she was worth. "Sit still!" she conmanded. She conbed and sni pped for al nbst an hour
frequently stepping back to look critically at her handiwrk. "Cose," she said finally, reaching
out to snip off a stray hair. Then she | ooked at Althalus. "Wat do you think?" she asked.

"Very nice."
"You didn't even | ook!" Her voice went up an octave or so.
"Al'l right, all right. I'Il look. Don't get excited."

Gher's shaggy hair was neatly trimred and well conbed now. Andine had cut his forel ock
into strai ght bangs, and the rest of his hair ended at his collar Iline in the fashion Althalus had
seen in OGsthos. "Really not bad at all, your Highness," he said. "Were did you | earn barbering?"

"I used to trimny father's hair for him" she replied. "Shaggy hair makes mny fingers
start to itch."

"At least he doesn't |look quite so nuch like a sheepdog anynore,” Bheid noted.

Andi ne took Gher firnmly by the chin and | ooked himstraight in the face. "You're
presentabl e now, Gher," she told him "You're clean and you' ve got new cl othes and a decent
haircut. Don't go out and play in the nud."

"I won't, ma'am" Gher prom sed. He | ooked at her al most bashfully. "You' re awfully
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pretty, ma'am" he blurted, "and | didn't really nmean everything | said to you the other night."

"I knew that," she said with a little toss of her head. Then she stroked his freshly
trimed hair and ki ssed his cheek. "Run along now, Cher," she told him "Go out and play, but
don't muss your hair or nuddy up your clothes."

“"Yes, ma'am" he prom sed

Andi ne | ooked around, absently clicking her scissors. "Anybody el se?" she asked.

Emmy read the Knife that afternoon. "Kweron," she advised Althalus. "W still have one nore to
pick up, and we'd better hurry."

They broke canp the next norning and rode northwesterly through the ancient forest of Hule.
Andi ne, peculiarly, had insisted that Gher ride with her on her placid mare.

"I didn't really think they were getting off to a very good start right there at first,"
Eliar said to Bheid and Althalus. "Did sonething happen that | didn't know about ?"

"Cher said sonething to her that night that apparently cut a little close to the bone,"
Bhei d explained. "lI'msure that he's the first comoner she's ever actually encountered. She
probably didn't have any idea at all about how m serable the lives of nbost common people really
are. Gher's a bit quick with his tongue, and our little Princess was probably surprised that he
even knows how to talk at all. The haircut and the ride on her horse are her way of apologizing to
himfor any past injustices.”

"You've got sone fairly radical opinions for a nenber of the priesthood, Bheid," Althalus
suggest ed.

"The goal of mankind should be justice, Althalus. In their hearts, nmen really want to be
just and kindly, but other things get in the way. It's the duty of the priesthood to keep man on
the right course."

“Isn't it just alittle early in the day for these dense phil osophical discussions?"

Al t hal us asked.

"It's never too early-or too late-to |learn, mnmy son

"Now, that's really offensive."

Bheid gave hima mschievous little smrk. "I"'mglad you liked it,"'

Bhei d procl ai ned sententiously.

he sai d.

It was early autum in Kweron, and the |eaves of birch and aspen were beginning to turn. Althalus
hadn't been into these particular nmountains very often, largely because there'd been very few
peopl e in Kweron when he'd net Ghend and gone to the House at the End of the World. The vill ages
here were small and crudely built, and the people who lived in them seened fearful and withdrawn.

"They aren't very friendly here, are they?" Eliar asked as they rode al ong the nuddy
single street of another ham et. "Back home, everybody cones out to gawk at strangers who cone
t hrough, but these people all go hide."

"The Kwerons are reported to be a superstitious lot," Bheid told him "I've heard that
they grow violent if sonebody's shadow happens to touch them | think it might have sonething to
do with how cl ose Kweron is to Nekweros. Legends tell us that sone fairly awful things cone
creepi ng out of Nekweros now and then."

"Has Emmy told you where we're going yet?" Eliar asked Althal us.

“I"'msure she'll get around to it eventually," Althalus replied.

They rode steadily westward for the next week and cane down out of the nountains to the jagged
shoreline of the long, narrow inlet that narked the western edge of Kweron. The inlet, like the
sea at the Edge of the Wrld in Kagwher, was filled with ice.

/W' re getting closer, Althalus,/ Emy's voice nurnmured | ate one afternoon. /Let's pul
back into the woods a ways. Set up a canp of sorts, and then you, Bheid, and | had better drift
into a couple of those villages down by the edge of the inlet./

/What are we | ooking for, Enf/

/A witch./
/You're not serious!/
[/ The local people call her a witch, but she isn't really. W'll want to talk with the

priests in these little towns, and Bheid knows how to talk to other priests. Don't throw the word
"witch" around in front of the others. It's one of those words that turns people's heads off./

They rode back into the forest, and Althalus spoke briefly with Bheid. Then he told Eliar,
Andi ne, and Gher to wait. "Bheid and | are going to snoop around a bit," he told them "These
Kwerons are sort of peculiar. I'd like to get the lay of the land before we all go trooping into
these vill ages. "
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Then Althal us and the auburn-haired young priest rode back to the main trail. /I need to
talk to him pet,/ Enmy said. /Wiy don't you take a little nap or somethi ng?/

/Very funny, Em/

/Just step aside, Althalus. You can listen, if you want, but stay out of it./

Then she sort of shoul dered himout of the way again. "Bheid?" she said.

Bhei d | ooked sharply at Althalus. "Is that you, Emy?" he asked in a startled tone.

"Yes. Put on your priestly expression and brush up on your astrology just a bit. \Wen we
go into these villages, | want you to | ook up the local priest in each one. Introduce yourself and
tell themthat you' ve cone here to verify sonething that you ve read in the stars.”

"I mght need sonmething a little nore specific, Enmy," he said.

"Tell themthat if you're reading the stars right, there's going to be a fairly big
aval anche around here in the near future."

"WIl there really be one?"

"I can al nost guarantee it, Bheid. 1'll have Althalus bring down a whole nmountain if we
really need one that big. I want you to act very concerned. You' ve travel ed hal fway across the
world to warn the people. Make a big fuss. Get excited. Throw in the word “disaster' every tine
you get the chance. Then, after Althalus has spilled a few acres of boul ders down a nountai nsi de,
everybody around here's going to believe that you're a holy savior, and they'll all trust you."

Bhei d | ooked a bit puzzled. "Exactly what are we building up to here, Emmy?"

"One of the villages around here has sonmebody chained up that they believe is a witch, and
they're planning a big cel ebration when they burn her at the stake. You' re going to persuade them
to turn her over to you instead. Tell themthat you're going to take her back to Awes for
i nterrogation."”

"That might be a bit tricky, Emmy," he said dubiously.

"Not really. just tell themthat the priesthood in Awmes needs to know what Daeva's pl ans
are so that they can take steps to counter those plans. Make dramatic noi ses about the fate of the
wor | d, eternal darkness, hordes of denmons rushing up out of Hell, and assorted other foolishness.
I"I'l have Althalus punctuate your speeches with thunderclaps and eart hquakes and maybe a few
heavenly trunpets."

"Emy!" he protested.

"Yes? WAs there sone problemw th that?"

"What you're tal king about is pure fakery!"

"So what ?"

"I"'ma priest, Emy, not a charlatan! W can't just make things up this way."

"Why not ?"

“I'"'msupposed to tell the truth."

"It is the truth, Bheid. Al you're going to do is sinplify things so that sinple people
can understand. "

"I's this woman we're going to rescue really a witch?"

"Of course not. She's one of us-or she will be as soon as she reads the Knife. W have to

have her, Bheid. W'll fail if she's not with us."

"You're forcing ne to violate one of ny nost sacred vows."

"Ch, I'msorry. We won't do it that way then. We'll just kill everybody in this part of
Kweron instead. You'll be standing wai st-deep in blood, but your soul will be all nice and cl ean
wn't that make you proud?”

"Monstrous!"

"It's entirely up to you, Bheid. You can either be a swindler or a butcher. Take your
pi ck." She paused. "Quickly, quickly, Bheid. Choose which it's to be so that we can get on with
this. If we're going to kill all these people, we'd better get to killing."

[Aren't you coming down on hima little hard, En/ Althalus rmurrmured to her fromthe back
conmer of his nind.

/He is going to learn to do as he's told, pet. The words each of you pick up fromthe
Knife apply to all of us. You aren't the only one who's seeking, and Andine's not the only one who
must obey. We all seek, and we all obey./ Then she spoke aloud to their very troubl ed young
priest. "Well, Bheid, what's it to be? Lies or blood?"

"What choice do | have?" he said helplessly. "I'Il lie to them"

"That's nice," she approved.

They rode down into a crude village that had probably been the hone of fishernen before
the com ng of the ice. Althalus clinbed down off his horse and approached one of the residents, a
thickly bearded man | eading a placid ox. "Excuse ne," Althalus said to the nan, "do you happen to
know where | night find the |ocal priest?"
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"There's the church right over there. He might not be awake yet, though."

"Il wake him" Athalus said. "My Reverend Master here needs to talk to him"

"He doesn't like to be roused out of his bed.”

"He'll like getting buried alive a ot |less.”

"Buried alive?" the bearded man excl ai ned.

"By the aval anche."

"What aval anche?"

"The one that's going to cone rolling down the side of that nountain before | ong. Thanks
for the information, friend. Have yourself a real fine day."

"You weren't supposed to say that, Althalus,"” Bheid hissed when the worried man with the
ox was out of earshot.

"Preparation, Bheid," Althalus explained. "A few awmful runors are always useful in these
situations."

The local priest was a tall, untidy man with nelancholy eyes, and his name was Terkor. "I
haven't studi ed astrol ogy as deeply as | probably should have, Brother," he confessed to Bheid.
"This is a renote place at the outer edge of civilization. | care for the sick, confort the

bereaved, and nedi ate | ocal squabbles. That doesn't |eave nme nuch tine for study. Wat have you
seen in the stars?"

"The Dragon has noved into the seventh house," Bheid replied glibly, "and with the nmoon in
the ascendancy, there's a great potential for a natural-disaster. |I'msure you recognize the
signs."

"I'"l'l have to take your word for it, Brother,"” Terkor admitted. "That's at a | evel of
conpl exity far beyond ny poor understanding."

"The Dragon is one of the three Earth signs," Bheid explained, "and the noon carries
strong hints of instability-earthquakes, aval anches, and the |ike. Anyway, as soon as | plotted
the course of the Bear, | realized that the disaster was going to strike here in Kweron. | had an
obligation to come here to warn you, so ny servant and | imediately went to horse. Thank the CGods
that we reached you in tine."

"You're a noble man, Brother. Mst men | know woul dn't have taken the trouble."

"It's my duty, Brother. That's why | read the stars-to warn ny fell ow men when these
things are destined to occur. Mdst of ny fellow priests in Ames concentrate on casting horoscopes
for other men for pay. | watch the stars for hints of these disasters instead."

"Were you able to pick up any signs about what kind of disaster this is going to be?"

"The position of the nobon sort of hints that a nountainside' s going to give way."

"An aval anche? Dear Gods!"

"That's what |'mreading, yes. Sone of nmy brothers in Awmes believe that a conet's going to
strike the Earth, but | don't agree with them The Rooster's in the wong house for a conet."

"Conet or aval anche, it doesn't matter much which one's going to fall on us, Brother,"

Terkor said. "Either one would kill a lot of ny neighbors.”

Bhei d | ooked around as if to make sure that they were alone. "Has anything particularly
unusual happened here |l ately, Brother Terkor?" he asked. "lI'mreading the presence of sone great
evil inthis vicinity. The stars seemto be conbining to respond to that evil."

"Nekweros is over on the other side of the inlet, Brother Bheid," Terkor said rather
drily. "That's about as evil as anything's likely to get."

"No, Brother Terkor. This is something here on the Kweron side. It may be conceal ed,

t hough. "

“I't mght be that witch Brother Anbho recently exposed in the village of Peteleya a mle
or so on down the coast to the south. Brother Anbho's a very enthusiastic witch-hunter."

“"A witch?" Bheid exclaimed in nock horror

"Brot her Anmbho seens to think she's a witch. His evidence isn't really very convincing,
just between you and ne. Her nane's Leitha, and Anbho plans to burn her at the stake at sunrise
tonorrow. "

"Prai se Deiwos!" Bheid exclained. "I arrived intime to talk himout of that notion."

"I doubt it, Brother Bheid. Anbho's got his heart set on burning her. He's an enthusi ast
about witch burning."

“"I'"I'l change his nmind," Bheid said bl eakly.

"I question that. Ambho's an absolute fanatic when it cones to wtches."

"Are you telling ne that word of |ast year's decision hasn't reached here yet?" Bheid
demanded. "There was a sol emn concl ave of the high clergies of all faiths, and the decision was
unani nous. All witches nust be sent to Awes for interrogation. Wat's your Exarch thinking of?
Wrd of that decision was supposed to be disseninated i mediately."
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"Kweron's a long way from Ames, Brother Bheid," Terkor replied. "I doubt if our Exarch
even knows where it is. Wiy are we supposed to send our witches to Awes instead of burning thenP"

"W nust have the opportunity to question them Brother Terkor. Wtches are in | eague with
Daeva. |If we can persuade themto talk, we'll be able to deternine what the denon's plans are. The
fate of humanity nay hinge on our getting those answers."

“I'"ve never known a witch yet who was willing even to adnit that she was a witch."

"That's because you don't know how to question them There are holy objects in Awes. No
servant of the evil one can bear to | ook upon them The pain the sight of those sacred objects

causes witches and others in | eague with Daeva is so intense that they' Il tell us everything they
know if we'll just renove the object fromtheir sight. If we can put our hands on just two or
three witches, we'll know Daeva's innernost thoughts."

"Evidently our beloved Exarch didn't think we needed to know about that," Terkor said.

"W nust go to Petel eya and persuade Brother Anbho to turn this accursed worman over to us
so that | can take her to Awes for questioning. The fate of mankind nmay hinge on it."

"I'"l'l get my horse,” Terkor said, and he quickly went out.

"You're very snooth, Bheid," Althalus said admringly.

"I hated that," Bheid said. "Terkor's a good man."

"Yes, he is," Althalus agreed. "You didn't really deceive himthat nuch, though, Bheid.
The fate of man might very well depend on what we're doing. He's doing the right thing for the
wong reasons, but it's still the right thing."

"You're going to have to be very el oquent to persuade Anbho to turn Leitha the witch over to you,
Brot her Bheid," Terkor said as they rode south. "He has a reputation for building bonfires under
peopl e wi thout too much in the way of proof that they're really witches. All he really needs are a
coupl e of accusations, and he'll start building fires. If I were you, |I'd make sone issue of what
you've read in the stars. If I'"mfollowi ng what you told nme, there's some connection between this
di saster and the witch of Petel eya."

"You might be right about that, Terkor," Bheid agreed. "The stars have been known to do
that on occasion. Their nessages are warni ngs, and very often they conceal solutions in their
war ni ngs." He reached inside his tunic and drew out his rolled-up map of the stars. "Let ne | ook
at this again," he said.

"If it doesn't quite fit, make it fit,” Althalus nuttered softly.

"Right," Bheid whispered his agreenment. "Warn Emmy that | might need a few rocks rolling
down one of these nobuntains to get ny point across.”

The priest of Petel eya was a | ean, cadaverous-looking man with a perpetually outraged expression
on his face. His reputation had becone w despread in western Kweron as the result of his wtch-
burning activities, and the idea of turning his captive over to Bheid didn't exactly fit into his
noti on of the way things ought to be done. "The conclave of Awes has no authority over ne, Bheid,"
he decl ared al nost belligerently.

"Perhaps not, Anbho," Bheid replied coldly, "but the stars do. Ignore their warning at
your own peril. Under what sign were you born?"

"The sign of the Boar," Anbho replied a bit nervously.

"I thought as nuch. The stars have warned us about the nen of the Boar."

"You have the nerve to insult my sign?" Anbho's eyes bul ged.

"“You Boars are stubborn," Bheid said flatly. "Sonetinmes the stars have to fall down around
your ears to get your attention." Then he threw up his hands. "I have done as the stars
commanded, " he declared. "I've warned you. If you choose not to |listen, what happens to you isn't
on ny head."

/ The word you want is "twei," pet,/ Emmy nmurnured to Althalus. /Think of a deep, boom ng
sound when you say it. Be a little careful with that one, though./

Al'thalus turned to ook at the nountain that |ooned over the village of Peteleya. "Twei,"
he conmanded softly.

The t hunder came echoing up frommles beneath the surface of the earth. The sound was so
deeply pitched that it seened alnost that it was felt, rather than heard. It subsided slowy,
fading off toward the northwest.

"What was that?" Ambho excl ai ned.

“I rather think it was your final warning, nan of the Boar," Bheid replied. "I'd suggest
that you nake your peace with God. | don't imagine that any of us will see the sun go down this
evening if you refuse to turn your witch over to ne."

"That was just a coincidence.” Anbho scoffed.
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"There's no such thing as coincidence, nmy Brother. Everything that happens, happens by
desi gn. Choose, Ambho, choose, and know that the life or death of every living soul in Peteleya
hangs on your choice.”

Al thal us nudged the earth again, a bit nore firmy this tine.

The cracking that cane from beneath their feet was nmuch |ike the sound that frozen trees
in the far north nmake when the sundering frost explodes them and the very earth shuddered.

Sone fairly |large rocks cane bounci ng down the steep nountai nside.

"The next one should probably do it," Althalus said calmy, squinting up at the nountain.
"Farewel |, Master Bheid. It's been a pleasure serving you. If we're lucky, the rock slide wll
kill us all instantly. | hate the notion of being buried alive, don't you?"

"Take her!" Anbho al nost screaned. "Take the witch to Awes, but neke it stop!"

"Sonmehow | al nbst knew he was going to say that," Althalus said to nobody in particul ar

CHAPTER FI FTEEN
Leitha the witch had flaxen hair that seened filled with an inner light, and her skin was very
pale, alnost like the fine nmarble so prized by scul ptors. She was tall and slender, and her eyes
were of the deepest blue, large and | um nous and very wi se. She was chained to a stone pillar in
the center of Peteleya, a pillar rmuch bl ackened by previous fires.

Her expression as they cane to rel ease her seened unconcerned, but her eyes held a great

injury.

"This is but a reprieve, witch," Arbho said in his harsh voice as he roughly unchai ned
her. "The priests of the holy city of Ames will question you nost severely, and they will force
you to answer their questions about your foul master. Then you will burn.”

"I have no master, Ambho," she replied in an untroubled voice. "I amnot as you are.
have seen your soul, priest, and it is vile. Wat burns there is your doing, and not mine-nor the
doing of all the others you have consigned to the flanmes. Your lust is the only evil here, and you
cannot drive it away by burning the objects of your lust as you have sought to do. Your vowis
viol ated by your every thought, and the flames in which you shall burn are far hotter than the
flames you have built for us. Go fromthis place and cl eanse your soul."

Anmbho stared at her, his haggard face filled with sudden guilt and sel f-loathing. And then
he turned and fl ed.

Al thal us paid an outrageous price for a horse for Leitha, and then he and Bheid bade the priest
Terkor farewell and rode back up into the wooded hills. When they were out of sight of the
village, Althalus reined in. "Let's get rid of those chains right now, " he said, disnounting and
hel pi ng Leitha down from her horse. He examined the crude |ock on the chain that bound her hands
toget her. Then he unsnapped it, renoved the girl's chains, and in a fit of sudden rage hurled them
back into the bushes as hard as he coul d.

"Thank you, Althalus,"” she said quietly.

"You know ny nane?" He was a bit surprised.

"l do now. '

/[ Oh, dear,/ Emmy nurnured.

"What ?" he asked, baffled.

"Dwei a knows that | can hear your thoughts, Althalus," Leitha said with a faint smle. "I
think it bothers her."

"You can do that?" Bheid excl ai nmed.

"Yes. It's always puzzled nme that others can't.”

"So that was why Anbho wanted to burn you at the stake."

"Not really. Anmbho had taken a vow of chastity, and he kept having thoughts that violated
that vow. He chooses to blanme those who unwittingly stir those thoughts rather than accept the

bl ame for them hinself. Many people do that, |'ve noticed."

"You have a great gift, Leitha.”

"l suppose so, if you want to look at it that way. |I'd be very happy to give it to you, if
| could. The silence nmust be |lovely" She |ooked directly at Emmy then. "There's no real point in
trying to hide it, Dweia," she said. "They'll all know sooner or later. That was the nistake
made in Peteleya. | tried to hide this so-called gift, and | ook what it al nmost got me."

/[ Get out of the way, Althalus,/ Emry ordered.

"I can hear you without his voice, Dwmeia," Leitha said. "I don't think I really want to
join you."

/1 don't think you have much choice, Leitha,/ A thalus heard Emmy reply. Leitha sighed
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then. "Perhaps not," she said in a nelancholy tone.
"What ' s happeni ng?" Bheid asked Althalus in a baffled voice.

"The ladies are talking," Althalus explained. He tapped his forehead with one finger. "In
here," he added. "It's a little crowded in there right now " He | ooked around. "Let's nove along,"
he said. "I'd like to get back to the others before dark."

Twi light was settling down over the foothills of western Kweron when they rejoined Eliar, Andine,
and Gher at the canp back in the trees.

"I's she the one?" Gher asked Althal us.

"Emy seenms to think so," Althalus replied

"She's awfully pretty, isn't she?"

"Yes, she is. That al nost got her burned alive. The priest in her village had a habit of
burning pretty girls at the stake. Pretty girls gave hi mnaughty thoughts, and he seened to
believe that using themfor firewood was the best way to get rid of those thoughts."”

"Did you kill hin?" Gher denmanded fiercely.

"I gave it sone thought, but Emmy talked me out of it. | love Emy dearly, but she can get
so unreasonabl e sonetinmes. She doesn't approve of killing anything you don't plan to eat."

“I'f you want ne to, I'Il talk with Eliar. Then you could sort of distract Emy, and Eliar
and | could sneak back to that village and kill the priest.”

"She'd find out,” Althalus said rather sadly. "Then she'd yell at us for at |east a week."

/1 heard that, Althalus./ Emy's voice was accusatory.

/1"mnot at all surprised, Em If you'd keep your nose out of things that don't concern
you, you wouldn't hear so much that offends you./

/Do you think you could shorten Gher's leash just a bit? He's an absol ute savage./

/1 rather like him Do we want to have Leitha read the Knife this evening?/

/Let's wait until norning. | think I'd better work on her just a bit. She really doesn't
want any part of what we're doing./

/Did any of us?/

/ Behave yoursel f, pet./

/ Yes, dear./

The forest was dark and tangled, and the sky was steely grey. Althalus had |ost his way, though he
coul d not renenber exactly where he'd been going before he'd entered this gl oony wood. His mnd
seened to wander, and each tine he tried to bring it back into focus, the hollow sound of wailing
bl otted out his thoughts, leaving himto grope mndlessly through the tangled vines and brush. It
seened that there was no end to this forbidding forest, Gut with a kind of hel pl ess resignation he
grimy pushed on.

H s m nd becanme suddenly alert, and he struggl ed up through thought and nenory as tangled as the
dark wood itself even as the hollow wail pulled himback into the depths of the world Ghend had
woven about himlike the web of sone dark spider

"She cones,"” the trees sang. "She cones," the vines replied. "She cones!" the holl ow sky shrieked.
"Fall down before her in abject surrender!”

And Ghend wal ked once nore through the wood and across the plain as the day wore on back
to sunrise. "And how shall you greet her, ny thief?" Ghend demanded of Althalus as his eyes took
fire.

"I shall defy her," the thief replied, "even as | defy you, and even as | defy your

master."

"Your Puny defiance is of no nonent, Althalus,"” CGhend of the burning eyes declared in
tones of deepest contenpt. "For Gelta, Queen of the N ght, shall overcome you, and I, servant of
Dar kness, shall bear you down into the pit, and Daeva, master of all, shall claimyour soul."

And Al t hal us | aughed. "Your illusion has no truth, Ghend, but clinge to it if you must.
Hol d your illusion tightly to your breast, and be as wary as a man can be. But in spite of al
your care, | shall filch your illusion fromout of your arns and turn the sun once nore into its
proper course. Time will not return to the place it has left behind. Your illusions are folly, and

your curses hollow. | cast ny defiance into the teeth of the Queen of the Night, and | cast ny
defiance into your teeth, servant of Darkness, and even nore | cast ny defiance into the teeth of
hi mwho is your naster, but never mine."

And Ghend screaned.

And Al t hal us woke up
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/[ Are you nad?/ Emy al nost shrieked at him her voice reverberating inside his head.
/That's a little hard for me to know, Em/ he replied calmy. /Crazy people don't know

that they're crazy, do they? | think we tal ked about that back in the House a few tines. | just
thought it might be sort of interesting to turn the tables on Giend. He's trying to play with
reality, but I"'ma nmaster at that. | know all sorts of ways to change the rules of any gane he can
devi se. /

/You shouldn't be so surprised, Dweia,/ Leitha's soft voice murrmured. /lsn't this why you
hired himin the first place?/

/You're not supposed to be in here, Leitha!/ Emy said sharply.

/Just curious, Dweia,/ Leitha replied. /You can't really keep me out, you know./

"Do you | adi es suppose you could go someplace else to discuss this?" Althalus asked. "I'd
like to get sone sleep, and you're naking a great deal of noise in there."

The sun was comi ng up when they awoke again, and Althalus took Eliar and Bheid out into the woods
to make a quick search of the surrounding area. "This isn't exactly friendly territory,
gentlenmen,” he cautioned them "The Kwerons thenselves don't pose nmuch of a threat, but we're a
little too close to Nekweros for nmy confort." He'd decided to keep Ghend's visit during the night
to hinself.

When they returned to canp, they found Andine and Leitha deep in sonme kind of discussion
and Gher sitting nearby with a bored | ook on his face. The boy's face brightened when he saw t hem
"Did you find anything?" he asked hopefully.

"W saw a deer," Eliar replied. "No people, though.™

"Let's feed the horses, gentlenen," Althalus suggested. "Then I'I| see about sone
br eakfast."

"I was starting to think you'd forgotten," Eliar said. "I was just about to renind you."

"What are the | adies tal king about, Cher?" Bheid asked as they wal ked over to where the
horses were picket ed.

"Clothes, nostly,"” Gher replied. "Before that, they were tal king about hair. They seemto
be getting along fairly well. O course, Emy's lying in Andine's |lap, so she m ght be keeping
them fromgetting into any argunents."

"Emy is a girl cat, Gher," Eliar renminded him "She night be interested in clothes and
hair, too."

After they'd tended to the horses, they rejoined the | adies, and Althal us made breakfast
for them

"I'sn't that the strangest thing you ever saw?" Eliar said to Leitha

"Very peculiar," she agreed, watching with a certain surprise as Eliar fell on his
br eakfast enthusiastically.

"He's a grow ng boy," Bheid explained to her

After Eliar's third hel ping of breakfast, Emy spoke briefly to Althalus. /Let's show
Leitha the Knife, pet,/ she suggested. /1'malnbst certain | know where we're supposed to go next,
but let's play by the rules./

/Al right, dear,/ he replied. He | ooked at Leitha. "W've got a little formality we
shoul d get out of the way, Leitha," he told her. "You're supposed to read the Knife al ong about
now"

"It won't really hurt, Leitha,"” Andine told her new friend. "It's a little surprising,
that's all. It made ne a little dizzy, but it didn't seemto bother Gher at all. Do you know how
to read?"

"Yes," Leitha replied. "The script | read isn't quite the sane as yours, but | don't think
that's going to make any difference."

Eliar wiped his nouth on his sleeve and took out the Knife. "I'mnot threatening you or
anything, Leitha," he assured her. "There's sonmething witten on the bl ade that you' re supposed to
read. "

"Yes," she said. "Showit to ne."

Eliar held the Knife out to her in his left hand.

"You've got it upside down," she told him

"Ch," he replied, switching hands. "Sorry. \Wat does it say to you?"

" “Listen,'’ she replied quite sinply.

The song of the Knife seemed sonehow richer this tine, and even nore profound. Eliar
| ooked just a bit startled.

Then Leitha reached out and laid her hand on his wist. "Don't take it away just yet," she
said, still looking intently at the shining bl ade.
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Then she began to trenble, and she swayed as if about to fall

Bhei d qui ckly caught her.

"Don't do that, Leitha,"” Emy scol ded, usurping Al thalus' voice.

"I"'msorry, Dweia," Leitha replied in a shaken voice. "I had to know. There's so nmuch
there. "

"Too nmuch to take in all at once, dear," Emy replied. "I was right, Althalus. It's tinme
for us to go back hone."

"That's a long way, Em" he said dubiously, "and winter's not very far off."

"I have it on the very best authority that we'll nake it, pet."

"I made it al nmost too easy for Anbho back in Peteleya," Leitha was telling Andine as they rode up
into the nmountains. "I anused the other village girls by telling their fortunes. | knew what they
were thinking and what they really wanted, so | could go a little further than prom sing them all
ri ch husbands, fine houses, and whol e pl atoons of children. Anbho twi sted that around to convince
the village elders that | was a witch."

"What's it |ike?" Andine asked curiously. "Hearing the thoughts of others, | nean?"

"Di sturbing," Leitha replied. "Wat people say and what they're thinking don't always
exactly match. We're nmuch closer to being animals than nost of us would care to admit." She | ooked
around to make sure that Eliar was ahead and well out of earshot. "Your feelings about himare
very confused, aren't they, Andine? One side of your thought wants to sl aughter hi m because he
killed your father, but another side finds himphysically very attractive."

"I do not!" Andine protested, blushing furiously.

"Yes you do, Andine." Leitha smled. "It's not your fault, you know. This is what | was
tal ki ng about when | told you that we're all part aninal. Mybe someday we should talk it over
with Dweia. She's the one who arranges those things-or so | understand."” Leitha | ooked over at
Emy, who was watching and listening with a great deal of interest fromher usual place in
Al thal us' hood. "Did you want to join in, Dweia?" she asked with artful innocence.

/ Never mind,/ Emmy replied shortly.

"Why do you use that other nane when you talk to Emmy?" Andi ne asked curi ously.

"It's who she really is, Andine," Leitha said, shrugging, "and she's not really a cat. In
her own reality, she |ooks nuch as we do-except that she's rmuch nore beautiful.”

"She cheats.”

"Of course she does," Leitha replied. "Don't we all? Don't we put soot on our eyel ashes to
make them | ook | onger? Don't we pinch our cheeks to nake them |l ook rosier? Dneia's a girl, the
sane as you and | are. She's a nuch better cheat than we are, though."

[That will do, Leitha,/ Emy said quite firmy

"Well, aren't you?" Leitha's blue eyes went innocently w de.

/1 said that will do!/

"Yes, ma'am " Then Leitha | aughed.

/1 don't want any clever remarks fromyou either, Al thalus./

"I didn't say anything, Em”

/vell, don't./

They crossed the nountains of Kweron and rode down into Hule without incident. Despite Emy's
reassurances, Althalus pushed their horses as much as he dared. The idea of being caught by an
early snowstormin northern Kagwher didn't appeal to himvery nuch. Better, he felt, to arrive a
week or so early than half a year |ate.

They avoi ded the few settlements in Hul e and nade good tinme. Despite his objections to
"civilization,” Althalus was forced to admt that roads did make travel somewhat easier and nuch
faster.

It was late autumm by the time they reached the foothills of Kagwher, and they'd been
together as a group for nore than a nonth now They'd all grown accustoned to Andine's voca
extremes and to Eliar's overwhelnmng interest in food. Althalus and Bheid had snoot hed over some
of Cher's rough edges, and on several occasions they'd found Leitha's special ability quite
useful, particularly when they wanted to avoid contact with | ocal inhabitants. Leitha' s nelancholy
was no | onger quite so pronounced, and she and the sonetines expl osive Andi ne had grown very
attached to each other.

They turned toward the northeast at the indistinct frontier between Hul e and Kagwher, and
they nore or less followed the same route Althalus had taken some twenty-five centuries earlier on
his journey to the House at the End of the Wrld.

"Things were a lot different then,” he rem nisced to Bheid one afternoon when they were
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nearing the precipice he still thought of as "the Edge of the Wrld."

"It was quite a while back, Althalus,"” Bheid noted.

"Why, | do believe you're right,” Althalus replied in nock astoni shnent.

"Al'l right," Bheid said, laughing. "I was being obvious, wasn't |? Sonetines | get this
overpowering urge to preach little homlies."

"When we get to the House, the Book may cure you of that." Then Althalus renmenbered

sonething. "Are you still examining the stars every night, Bheid?" he asked, trying to nmake the
questi on sound casual

"It's a habit, | guess. | still can't quite shake off the notion that the stars contro
our destinies."

Al thal us shrugged. "It's a clean, inexpensive hobby, | suppose, so watch the sky all you
want. You might start paying particular attention to the north. | think the northern sky may have
a surprise for you before too nmuch | onger."

"Ch, I'mvery faniliar with that part of the sky, Althalus. |I'msure there's not rmuch up
there that'll surprise ne."

"We'l | see."” Althalus squinted off to the southwest. "W'd better start |ooking for a

place to canp," he said. "Sunset's not too far off.”

They reached the Edge of the World about two days |ater

"How coul d you have possibly believed that the world cane to an end here?" Andi ne asked
Al'thalus. "There are all those white nmountains out there."

"They weren't there then, your Highness," Althalus explained.

"I've asked you not to call nme that," she told him

"Just practicing nmy good manners, Andine," he told her.

"Well, don't practice on me. You don't have to keep reminding ne what a silly girl | used
to be.”

They made their canmp by the dead tree at the Edge of the World, and Althalus called up fish for
supper.

"Fi sh?" CGher objected. "Again?"

"W sort of have to keep Emmy happy, Cher," Eliar explained. "Fish is supposed to be good
for you, anyway."

Way haven't you told them pet? Emmy asked Althal us.

/1 don't want to spoil the surprise, kitten,/ he replied innocently.

/You' re being childish./

He shrugged. /Advancing age, no doubt. Please don't interfere. | want to see their faces
when it happens./

/When are you ever going to grow up, Althalus?/

/ Never, | hope./

"Eliar," Althalus said after supper, "why don't you and Gher gather up a little nore firewood?
W'l | need sone in the norning."

"Right," the young Arum agreed, rising to his feet. "Conme along, Cher."

The two of them went back across the narrow strip of grass to a grove of stunted trees to
pick up linbs. After a little while Gher cried out sharply. "Althalus!" The boy's voice was
shrill. "The sky's on fire!"

"My, ny," Althalus replied blandly. "Imagine that."

"That was cruel, Althalus," Leitha scolded him "Wy didn't you tell them about the
northern Iights?"

"l thought they mght enjoy the fire nore if they discovered it for thenselves," he
replied.

They all went to | ook, of course. The fire of God was particularly bright that night,
shi nmering and pul sating in great undul ati ng waves in the northern sky.

"What is that?" Andine demanded, her voice frightened.

“It's called by many nanes," Leitha replied, "and peopl e have many explanations for it.
Some of the explanations are very far-fetched, and religion always seens to play some part in
them"

Bhei d was gaping at the seething light to the north.

"Wi ch astrol ogi cal house would you say that's in, Bheid?" Althalus asked slyly.

"I . . . | couldn't say." Bheid faltered. "It keeps noving."

"Do you suppose it mght be a portent of sone kind?"
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"He's teasing you, Bheid," Leitha told the young priest. "Nobody in northern Kweron even
pays any attention to those |lights anynore."

"They stretch all the way across the north?" Bheid s voice was trenbling.

"Evidently so. | didn't know you could see themhere as well as in Kweron."

"Does that |ight burn every night?"

"You can't see it so nmuch when its cloudy, and it's nuch nore visible at certain seasons."

"You knew this was going to happen, didn't you, Althalus?" Bheid accused.

"I was fairly sure we'd notice it eventually," Althalus replied. "I found it noderately
interesting the first time | sawit." Then he renmenbered sonething he hadn't thought of for a very
long tine. "I was on ny way to the House at the End of the Wrld to steal the Book the first tine
| sawit. | was fairly superstitious at the tine, and | was positive that the fire in the sky was
God's way of warning ne away. Then one night | went over to the Edge of the Wrld and | ooked out.
The nmoon was up, and there were clouds down bel ow the edge. | lay down in the grass and wat ched
the moonlight and God's fire playing along the top of those clouds. It was probably the nost
beautiful thing I'd ever seen. Then that night | had a dream about a very beautiful |ady who told
me that if | went with her she'd care for nme forever. | have ny suspicions about the source of
that dream" He sent a quick, sly glance back over his shoul der at Enmy.

/Would | do that, pet?/ she asked w th exaggerated i nnocence. /Little old nme?/

Lei t ha | aughed.

"How nmuch farther is it, Athalus?" Eliar asked on a chill, cloudy afternoon a few days |ater
"I"'mstarting to snmell snowin the air."

"We're fairly close now," Althalus replied, squinting off to the south. "These nobuntains
are starting to | ook very famliar."

"What's that?" Andine exclainmed as a familiar, haunted, wailing sound began to faintly
echo fromthe nearby peaks.

"Let's close up here," Althalus comanded. "That's Ghend out there. W don't want to be
spread out just now "
"Chend? Hinsel f?" Bheid asked, his voice al arned.

"Maybe, maybe not. Any time you hear that screaming, though, you'll know that Ghend or one
of his underlings isn't very far away."
"No," Leitha said, "not far at all. She's very inpressive, but her horse seens to have

wander ed. "

Al'thal us | ooked sharply at the pale girl from Kweron.

"She's out there," Leitha said calmy, pointing toward the north.

The cl ouds had built up beyond the Edge of the World-dirty grey clouds that seethed and
boiled in the vagrant air currents rising off the ice below, and a dark figure sat astride a bl ack
horse on a roiling pinnacle of cloud.

The figure was quite obviously a woman. Her gleaning, tight-fitting breastplate nade that
abundantly clear. Her black hair streamed in the wind and she held an archaic-1|ooki ng spear. There
was a large sword with a wide, curved blade at her belt. Her features were angul ar and very col d.
"I am Celta, Queen of the Night," she declainmed in a hollow voice

"You are the image of Gelta," Leitha corrected, "and quite insubstantial. Go back to Ghend
and tell himthat he should carry his own nessages.”

"Have a care, mind |l eech,"” the dark figure spat. "Speak not so to ne, or | shall give you
cause to regret your words."

"We go to the House at the End of the Wirld," Leitha replied quite calmy. "If you wish to
di scuss this further, visit us there-if you dare.”

[Try "dhreu," rather sharply, pet,/ Emmy suggested. /It mght not bother Gelta, but her
horse may not care for it all that nuch./

Al t hal us chuckl ed. Then he | ooked at the heavily armed Queen of the Night. "Better hold
he called to her. Then he snapped, "Dhreu!"

Her horse screaned as they fell down through the clouds and vani shed.

/Vell, that's the last of them/ Emmy said conplacently. /I was sort of wondering when she
was going to show up./

"You knew we'd see her?" Leitha asked.

/OF course. Synmetry, Leitha. W' ve encountered all the others along the way. Ghend woul d
never have left Celta out./

"I's it just coincidence that there are as nany of themas there are of us?" Althalus

on,

asked.
/OF course not. Enmmy started to settle back in./
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"We'll be neeting themall again, won't we, Dweia?" Leitha asked.
[Naturally,/ Emry said. /That's what this has all been about, dear Leitha./
"WIIl you be able to talk out |oud again when we get back to the House, En?" Althal us

asked.

/ Yes. \Wy?/

"Just curious. It'll be sort of nice not to have you | adies using ny head for a neeting
hal I."

Eliar was |ooking at Leitha with an awed sort of expression. "I'mvery glad you' re on our
side, ma'am" he said. "You don't back away from anybody at all, do you?"

"Not often, no."
"Let's nove along," Althalus said. "There won't be any nore of Ghend's surprises once we
go inside the House."

They reached the House at the tag end of a blustery norning when tattered cl ouds had been spitting
stinging pellets of snow at them since daybreak

"I't's enornous!" Bheid exclained, staring at the vast granite structure.

"Just a little place Emmy and | like to think of as home," Althalus replied. "Let's get in
out of this wind."

They crossed the drawbridge, the hooves of their horses clattering on the thick, heavy
pl anks.

"Why did you | eave the drawbri dge down when you cane out?" Eliar asked Althalus. "That's
an open invitation to anybody who happens by."

"Not really," Althalus disagreed. "The only people who can see the House are the people
who are supposed to see it."

"It's right out in the open, Athalus."

"Not to the people who aren't supposed to see it, it isn't.” Althalus led theminto the
courtyard and swung down from his horse

"“You know where the stables are, don't you, Althalus?" Emy asked, speaking aloud in her
own voi ce.

"She tal ks!'" Andi ne excl ai ned.

"Ch, yes," Althalus chuckled. "I'msure that before too long you' |l w sh she didn't."

"Take care of the horses, Althalus,” Emy said very firmy. "I'll take the | adies inside
out of the weather." She clinmbed out of the hood of his cloak and dropped silently to the
flagstones. "There's fresh hay in the stable. Unsaddl e the horses and feed them Then cone inside.
We'll be in the tower."

"Yes, dear," he replied.

Emy, her tail noving sinuously, |ed Andine and Leitha inside while Althalus and the
ot hers took the horses across the courtyard.

"That's going to take a bit of getting used to," Bheid observed.

"Ch, yes," Althalus agreed, unsaddling his horse. "When | first canme here, | was positive
that the House had driven me insane. Sonmetinmes |'mstill not conpletely certain that all ny wheels
are running in the sane direction.”

The House had a familiar smell to it when Althalus |ed Bheid, Eliar, and Gher inside and down the
corridor to the stairs that went up to the roomat the top of the tower.

"lt's really quite warm isn't it?" Bheid said, unfastening the front of his cloak. "These
halls aren't the least bit drafty."

"Whoever built it did a very good job," Eliar agreed.

"I"'msure he'll be glad you approve,” Althalus noted.

"Who did build it, Althalus?"

"The one who |ived here, nost likely. He likes to do things hinself-or so his Book says."

They reached the door at the top of the stairs, and Al thalus rapped. "May we conme in?" he
cal | ed.

The door opened-by itself, evidently.

"What was that all about?" Emy asked.

"Eliar's been giving ne | essons in nanners."

Emmy, Andine, and Leitha were seated on the bison-robe-covered bed, and the done overhead
was glowing faintly.

"I't's good to be back hone," Althalus said, renoving his cloak

"Don't get all settled in, pet," Emy told him "I've nade sonme other arrangements."”

"What's wong with staying right here, the way we used to?"
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"Have you happened to notice that there are two different kinds of people in our little
group, pet? We have these girl people here with ne, and you have those boy people over there with
you. "

"Al'l right," he said.

"Were you aware of the differences between boy people and girl people?"

"l said, “all right," EmM"

“I'n nost places it isn't considered nice for girl people and boy people to sleep together
until after certain formalities have been attended to. Did you know that, pet?"

"Does she do that a |ot?" Gher asked.

"Al'l the tinme," Althalus said sourly.

"Go back downstairs, Althalus,"” Emmy said in a pleasant tone. "There's a |arge roomon the
right-hand side. That's where the boy people are going to sleep. Do not try to open the door on
the left-hand side of the stairs where the girl people and | are going to sleep, because if you
do, I'lIl claw off the front of your head."

The roomto the right of the stairs was |arge and well furnished. Al thalus had peeked into that
room once when he'd first come to the House centuries before, and it'd been totally enpty. Now
that Emmy coul d use the Book herself rather than going through him she'd evidently given her
creativity full rein. The floor of the roomwas carpeted, there were drapes at the w ndows, and
there was a fair anount of heavy, ornate furniture. The beds were |arge, with blankets and
pillows, and there was a nmassive table in the center of the roomwith four |arge chairs. There was
a cheery fire in the large fireplace, and as Althalus had nore or | ess expected, a |large bathtub
in one corner.

"I hadn't realized that Emy could be quite so. Bhei d groped for a word

"Sni ppy, you nean?" Althalus supplied. "Ch, yes, Emy cones fromthe capital city of snip
What woul d you gentlemen |ike for supper?”

"Anyt hing but fish," Gher said quickly.

“I'"d sort of like beef, nyself," Eliar suggested, "lots and |ots of beef."

Al thalus could not seemto get to sleep. He'd returned to the House, but w thout Enmy curled up
beside himpurring softly, he couldn't drift off.

He finally gave up, threw off his blanket, and went out into the corridor. The House
seermed the same, but without Emmy it was enpty for him He sourly went up the stairs to the
fam liar roomat the top.

He stood at the north wi ndow | ooking out at the ice with a sour discontent rankling at
hi m

Then he heard a soft sound conming frombehind him and everything was all right again. The
sound of Emmy's purring wel coned hi m hone.

"Come," he heard her say. "Cone with nme, pet, and | will care for you."

And he turned, filled with nore than astoni shnent.

The girl fromhis ancient dream sat on the bison-robed bed beyond the table where the Book
of Deiwos lay, and her face and formwere nore beautiful than he renenbered.

"Cone to me, ny beloved Althalus,"” she purred. "I will care for you."

Part Three

DVEI A

CHAPTER S| XTEEN

Her face was still the face that had sung in his dreans for two thousand and nore years: a face of
anci ent, serene perfection. She rose, and her green eyes penetrated his soul even as her rounded
arnms reached out to possessively clasp himin a fierce enbrace.

Hi s senses reeled in that enbrace, and he was lost in her Kkiss.

How |l ong they remained in each other's arns he would never know, and then as he held her
closely to himhe heard a very famliar sound, and it filled himw th a kind of wonder. The
Goddess who had perneated his dreanms had al ways been with himhere in the House, and their |ives
were inseparably interwoven. So nmuch that had been strange before was now clear to him "You're
doing that to let ne know that we've al ways been together here, aren't you?" he said to her

"What on earth are you tal king about, Althalus?"

"You're purring, Emy."
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"I nmost certainly amnot!" she exclainmed, and the purring stopped.

Althalus smiled inwardly and stored that away. Their ganme obviously wasn't over yet.
"Maybe it was only ny inmagination," he said. Then he once nore kissed her soft, perfect nouth, and
she began to purr again.

"Talk to nme, Althalus," she told him pulling back
"What ?"
"Things are getting just a little intense."
"I thought that was what you had in mnd."

"Not right now, love. W'll have all the tine in the world for that later, but for now we
need to keep our heads clear."
A hot surge of disappointnent filled him Then he pushed it aside. "I think we should talk

a bit," he said.

She stepped back a pace and ran her fingers up her tenples through her autum hair. "M,"
she said, "isn't it warmfor this tine of year? Wat were you sayi ng agai n?"

"You really are Dweia, aren't you? That's what you told nme when we were passing through
Maghu, anyway."

"And you even renenbered. Anmazing."

"Be nice," he said alnpst fromforce of habit. "What |'mgetting at here is whether or not
the others are going to see you in the same way that I do. O wll you be Dneia for ne and Enmy
for then"

"That might be just a little difficult, Althalus. |I could probably do it, but what'd be

t he point?"

"Your reality's just a bit overwhel ning, you know. The others all have things they need to
do here, and they' Il probably have to concentrate. Wn't a divine distraction sort of get in their
way ?"

She | aughed a silvery little laugh and inpul sively threw her arns about him "How sweet!"
she said, kissing himagain. "You want to keep me all to yourself, don't you?"

"Well," he said sheepishly, "that m ght have been part of it, | guess, but | still think
we ought to talk it over. It's very hard to concentrate when you're around, Dweia."

"Wy, thank you, kind sir,"” she said with a little nock curtsey.

"WIIl you please be serious? |I think there nmight be a problemhere that we'd better | ook
at. Andine and Leitha are both probably going to turn bright green when they see you, and trying
to talk to Eliar or Bheid while you're around is going to be alnost |ike shouting down a well.
Just the sight of you is very likely to blot out everybody's mind."

"I"'mnot doing it on purpose, love. My brothers and | exist on a different |evel of
reality, and that always seens to come bl azing through, even when we try to hide it. If you'l
think back a bit, you'll probably renenber that flashes of it cane through even when | was Enmy
the cat. I"'maffectionate by nature, and it always seens to show. "

"I still think it might be better if you put your fur back on, Em The children have to be
able to think while we're here, and they won't be able to do that in the presence of a perpetua
sunrise."

"That's part of what we have to do here, Althalus. The others have to get used to having
me around. It's far better to turn their heads off here than it'd be to turn themoff in the
m ddle of a crisis out there in the real world."

“"Maybe." Althalus was still very dubi ous about the whol e notion. "There's another thing,
too," he said. "Aren't you going to be rather conspi cuous when we go back outside the House?
think you're going to attract a |ot of attention out there."

She shrugged. "Back to Enmy the cat, then."

"I's that your own idea, or has your brother forbidden you to go outside in your rea

fornP"

"For bi dden?" Her tone was flat, even unfriendly.

"Well, he is God, after all."

"So am |, Althalus, and nobody tells me what | can or can't do. Emry's ny idea, not ny
brother's. | use her when | want to sneak. You should know all about sneaking. It's part of your
trade, and it's also part of mne. Neither one of ny brothers needs to know what |'m doi ng, and

sneaki ng keeps them from knowi ng." She |aughed a sly little laugh. "Every now and then, | sneak up
on Deiwos, and he doesn't even know that |'ve been there."

"You and Deiwos are very close, aren't you?"

"Not really. We have different interests, so we don't have very nmuch to tal k about. W say
hello to each ot her when we pass, and that's about as far as it goes."
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"Being a God sounds very lonely."

"It isn't. We have our thoughts for company.’
now | have you as well as ny thoughts, don't [?"

"Ch, yes. And you'll never get rid of ne." Then a thought cane to him "If you and your
brothers are so totally conplete, why's Daeva trying to change everything? Wiat does he expect to
get out of it?"

"It goes back a long, Iong way, Althalus," she replied pensively. "Daeva destroys-but only
the things Deiwos and | pernmit himto destroy. That inmediately reduces him He's the rag man of
the universe, gathering up our castoffs. In a certain sense, he's the God of Nothingness, and that

She gave him a snol dering sort of |ook. "And

| eaves himenpty and alone in the dark. Deiwos joys in creation, and | joy in nothering everything
he nmakes. There's not much joy in enptiness, though, so when Daeva's |oneliness becane nore than
he coul d bear, he sought out CGhend to find conpanions to fill the enptiness. | think Ghend was the

wrong choice for my brother."

"You pity him don't you, Dweia?"

"Alittle, yes. I'mnotorious for being soft-hearted."

Al thal us gl anced at the east w ndow and saw that the norning star had risen. "It's al nost
time to wake the children," he said. Then he scratched his chin. "You' re probably right about the
sl eepi ng arrangenents," he agreed, "but wouldn't a sort of neutral dining roomgive thema place
to gather together? Wen you start putting high walls between boy people and girl people, they
spend nmost of their time trying to think of ways to clinb those walls. If we let them m ngle at
meal times and up here in this room they night even pay attention to you when you're trying to
teach them A little closely supervised mngling mght help to keep certain urges under control
I's this nmaking any sense at all?"

"Very good sense, Althalus; sonetinmes you surprise ne. Wiy don't you go ahead and set up a
di ni ng room near the places where we sleep. |I'll wait up here for you. That way, you'll be able to
prepare thema little for the new Emry."

"That's probably a good idea, too."

"Ch, as long as the subject of nealtine's cone up, there's one other thing."

"What' s that?"

"When | sit down at your table, | don't want to see fish."

"I thought you loved fish."

"Enmy' s the one who loves fish, Althalus. | can't stand the sight of it, nyself."

Al t hal us "nmade" sone fairly luxurious furniture for their dining room It cost himno nore effort
than a trestle-based table and rude benches, and he rather thought that pleasant surroundings
nm ght encourage "the children” to linger and socialize. He felt that if they were close-knit when
they went back across the drawbridge, things nmight go nore snoothly. Then, to increase their
fondness for the place, he nade a breakfast fit for a King.

He woke them by knocking on their doors and then waited in the hall outside the dining
room | i ke an expectant innkeeper. "Hurry right along," he told themas they energed fromtheir
sl eeping quarters. "Emy's waiting for us upstairs, and you all know how cranky she gets when
we're late. "

"I'sn't she going to eat with us anynore?" Eliar asked.

"Not this time," Althalus replied. "She wanted to give ne a chance to warn all of you that
she's not Emmy the cat anynore.”

"She's not?" Eliar sounded injured. "I |ike Emy!"

"WAit until you see her now. "

"She hasn't taken her true form has she?" Leitha gasped.

"Ch, yes," Althalus replied fervently. "She's Dmeia now, and | think she's going to take
some getting used to." Then he felt a faint touch brush his m nd.

"Ch, dear," Leitha said, biting her I|ip.

"What's wrong?" Andi ne asked.

"I's that what she really looks |ike?" Leitha demanded of Althal us.

"“It's probably fairly close. | have a very good eye for details."

"Ch, dear," Leitha said again.

"What is it, Leitha?" Andine | ooked puzzl ed.

"W're crows now, Andine."

"She can't be that beautiful, can she?"

"She's even worse," Leitha nourned.

"Couldn't we talk about this while we're eating?" Eliar demanded, hungrily eying the
groani ng tabl e.
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"Eliar's right,” Althalus told them "Let's eat breakfast before it gets cold. Then we'll
all go upstairs and I'Il introduce you to Dweia."
"I don't think I"'mreally very hungry" Leitha sighed.

After breakfast, they all nervously followed Althalus up the stairs to the circular roomat the
top of the tower.

Dwei a was standing at the nmarble table with her hand |ying al nost absently on the Book.
She wore a white gown of an ancient style that |eft her arns bare to the shoul ders, and her sunset
hair streaned down her back. Her perfect face was a nystery. "Good norning, children," she greeted
t hem

There was a sort of stunned, awkward silence as they all gaped at her. "Are you really our
Emmy?" CGher asked finally.

"Yes, Cher," she replied gently. "I hid behind Emy for a while, but that isn't necessary
anynore, so |'ve stopped hiding." She gave Althalus a sly, sidelong glance. "Qur glorious |eader
here was a bit concerned about the changeover. He was positive that ny unspeakabl e perfection
woul d reduce you all to gibbering lunacy." She paused, cocking her head as if listening intently.

"How odd," she said. "I don't seemto hear a single gibber. Could it be that Althalus was w ong?
Is it possible that he underestimated your conprehension?"

"Al'l right,". Althalus conceded sourly. "I was wong. You don't have to beat it into the
ground. "

"Of course not. Beating things into the ground is your departnent, isn't it?"

"Are you actually God's sister?" Bheid asked in a voice trenbling in awe.

"That depends on your point of view, Bheid," she replied with a faint snile. "Fromwhere
sit, Deiwos is God's brother. I'msure he doesn't see it in those ternms, but that's his problem
isn't it? The three of us-Deiwos, Daeva, and l-all look at things froma slightly different
perspective. In nmy own personal view, Deiws nmakes things for nme to | ove, and Daeva haul s out the
trash. "

"That's a novel set of definitions, Divinity," Leitha noted. "Have you presented themto
your brothers lately?"

"It'd just be a waste of tinme, Leitha. My brothers are both too inpressed with thensel ves
to look at things the way they really are. They can be so tiresone sonetinmes."” She | ooked at them
her eyes slightly narrowed. "I see that you ve all sort of adjusted to the situation, so maybe
it's tinme for us to get to work. Make sone furniture, Althalus. W mght as well be confortable."

"Anyt hi ng you say, Dweia."

"Wwuld it be at all possible for you to grow a few freckles or sonething, Divinity?"
Leitha asked. "You're nmaking life terribly difficult for poor Andine and me, you know. "

"We're not really in conpetition, Leitha," Dweia suggested gently.

"What an unworldly attitude,” Andine nurmured.

"How are we to address you?" Bheid asked when they were all seated in the confortable chairs
Al t hal us had nade.

"Can't you pronounce 'Dweia,' Bheid?" Leitha asked himw th feigned curiosity.

"Sone orders of the priesthood tell us that it's forbidden to speak the name of God,"
Bhei d expl ai ned.

"They're wong," Dweia told him "The snmall nmind tries to conceal its inadequacy in
sensel ess formality and endl ess di sputes about neaningless trivia. You re above that, Brother
Bheid, or you wouldn't be here. | have a name. Please use it. It's very confusing when sonebody
| ooks at the sky and says, "Oh, God." My brothers and | can never be sure which of us he's talking
to." She laughed then. "That started a whole new religion in Plakand once,"” she recalled. "Wen
all three of us answered a priest at the sane tine, he took it to be a revelation, and three-
headed i dol s began popping up all over Plakand."

"Some orders of the priesthood denounce statues of God," Bheid said with a troubled | ook
"They tell us that no one can really see God."

"You can see ne, can't you?" Dweia asked. "Actually, the statues don't concern us too much-
except for that nonstrosity in Maghu." She paused, her hand resting on the Book. "W're getting a
little far afield,” she noted. "I think it mght be best to put things in their sinplest terms
right at the beginning here so that we're all starting fromthe same point. The three of us-
Dei wos, Daeva, and |-have al ways existed, and we seldom agree with each other about anything."

"A war of the Gods, you nean?" Eliar asked.

"There are only three of us, Eliar," she said. "I'd hardly call that a war. As |long as
only the three of us were involved, our disagreenents generated sone interesting argunents and not
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much el se. W were civil to each other when we net-which wasn't very often-and we nore or less |et
it go at that. Then humans cane al ong and everything changed. Ot her creatures take the world as
they find it, and so does nost of mankind. There are a few humans, however, who have urges to
tanper-to change things. Sone of the changes are good; sonme aren't. But it's human nature to try
themjust to find out if they'll work."

"When has this happened?" Bheid asked.

"The arguments have been going on forever, but humans cane to this part of the world about
ten thousand years ago, searching for open | and where they coul d grow wheat. Probably nothi ng has
changed the world as nuch as wheat. It guaranteed the survival of humans, and it kept themin one
pl ace | ong enough to build villages and towns, and that's how civilization began. Anyway,
primtive humans cane up out of the south-bel ow Meusa and Pl akand. There was a vast tropica
forest in their original honeland, and choppi ng down all those trees with stone axes to nake room
for farm and didn't appeal to themvery nuch, so they canme north in search of open country."

"That was ten thousand years ago?" Bhei d asked.

"Ten thousand or so," she replied. "Cal endars back then weren't very good, and ny brothers
and | don't pay very nuch attention to tinme. As it happened, CGhend was one of those early settlers
in Medyo. He's always had a very high opinion of hinself, and that used to irritate his chief. The
chi ef always seenmed to think of Ghend when sone particularly dirty job cane al ong, and no natter
how hard CGhend tried to obey his chief's commands, his efforts were never quite good enough to
satisfy his ruler. H s resentnent bloonmed |like a well-watered weed, and he soon hated his chief.
It's a gloony sort of story that's been repeated over and over again down through the centuries.
Ghend' s puffed-up sense of his owmn worth nade it inpossible for himto see just how absurd he was
sonetimes. | think that if he'd been able to laugh at hinself, things m ght have turned out
differently; but he couldn't laugh, and that opened the door for Daeva. It didn't take very |ong
Daeva offered glory and power and imortality, and Ghend accepted it all quite eagerly. Then, just
to reinforce his grasp on Ghend's soul, Daeva took himto Nahgharash to corrupt himeven nore."

Leit ha gasped. "Not there!" she excl ai ned

"Where el se?” Dweia said. "Nahgharash is the seat of Daeva's power, after all.”

"l don't think I've ever heard of it," Eliar said

"It's a place in Nekweros," Leitha told him "It lies deep under the earth, and it's a
pl ace of unspeakabl e horror."

"Only if Daeva wants it to be that way, Leitha," Dwmeia corrected. "Daeva was trying to
ensl ave Ghend, so he provided himw th anything he wanted. As far as Ghend was concerned,
Nahgharash was a place of infinite delight. At first, Daeva was al nbst |ike a servant to Chend,
but as his grasp of Ghend's soul becane nore firm that changed. Tine nmeans nothing in Nahgharash
and Daeva's infinitely patient; so by the time Giend | eft, Daeva was the master, and Ghend was the
servant."

"Do his eyes really burn the way they did in that dreamwe all had back in Awes?" Eliar
asked.

"Ch, yes,"” Althalus told him "Ghend could light his path through the darkest wood with
only his eyes."

"I't's the mark of Daeva," Bheid explained confidently.

"Not entirely," Dweia disagreed. "The fire in CGhend' s eyes is his, not Daeva' s. Anyway,
once he had Ghend totally under his control, Daeva sent himback to Medyo with the sane conmand
the Knife gave Althalus."

"Seek?" Althalus asked. "Wat was he supposed to | ook for?"

"The sane things you were, dear," Dweia replied. "There were certai n peopl e Daeva needed,
and he ordered Ghend to go find them W' ve encountered those people, so you know who they are."

"Pekhal and those ot hers?"

"Exactly. Pekhal was the first, and wi nning himover wasn't nuch of a problem It was
about nine thousand years ago when Ghend cane out of Nahgharash and went back to Medyo. Pekhal was
a nmurderer who lurked around the outskirts of several villages in central Medyo killing anybody
who happened by carrying anything that took his fancy: clothes, food, weapons-anything of the
slightest value. He even killed people who had nothing-if he happened to be hungry."

"You're not serious!" Andine exclainmed.

"I't was nmore comon in those days than nost people realize, Andine, and Pekhal was an
absol ute savage. Chend used his book to subdue the brute, and then he won himover with assorted
diversions and entertainments we don't really need to tal k about."

"Have you ever seen this Pekhal fellow, Mster Althalus?" Gher asked.

"Enmy and | cane across himin Arum when we were | ooking for the Knife," Althalus replied.
"The years haven't inproved himvery nuch."
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"You shoul d have killed hi mwhen you had the chance."

"I was told not to. | guess it didn't exactly fit in with Emy's plans."

"You know perfectly well that wasn't the reason, Althalus,” Dweia said.

"What ever you say, dear," he replied blandly. "Wio did Ghend recruit after he' d gotten
Pekhal under control ?"

"Khnom carme next," she replied, "but that was after the Medyos had expanded into Wekti,
Pl akand, and Equero. That expansion took fifteen hundred years, but Ghend's very patient, so he
wai ted. Khnomlived in Ledan in Equero, and he was a notorious cheat. He dealt nostly in flax, but
the bales of flax he bartered had a | ot of combn weeds mixed in. The citizens of Ledan finally
drove himout of their town and let it be known in the other cities that he wasn't to be trusted.
Al'l gates were closed to him and an outcast's chances of survival were very renpte back in those
days. Chend and Pekhal found himhiding in a willow thicket near the |akeshore, on the verge of
starvation. Ghend didn't have much trouble recruiting him since he really didn't have any ot her
pl ace to go."

"He was selling pots and pans when Althalus and | met himin Awmes," Eliar recall ed.

"He was pretending to be selling pots and pans,"” Althalus corrected. "Actually, he was
there to keep an eye on us."

"Khnom s a born cheat who can change his face and manner at the drop of a hat," Dweia told
them "He can be charming and very ingratiating, but only a fool would trust him"

"This is turning into a very good story" Gher said enthusiastically. "Which one of Ghend's
bad peopl e cane next?"

"CGelta."

"The lady in the iron shirt whose horse stands on cl ouds?"

"That's the one. She was the queen of a warrior clan in Ansu about six thousand years

Bheid frowned. "Wuldn't that have been a bit unusual in Ansu?" he asked. "As | understand
it, the men of Ansu don't really believe that wonen are human.”

"You saw her, Bheid," Dweia rem nded him "She's as big as any nan, and far nore savage.
She's a honely wonman with a pocknmarked face and a big nose. She grew up in the conmpany of her
father's warriors, so she thinks nore like a nan than a worman. She waded t hrough bl cod to reach
her throne, and any man who nade an i ssue of her gender didn't live |ong enough to see the sun go
down. "

"How in the world did Ghend ever manage to convert a woman |ike that?" Bheid asked.

"He offered her power, Bheid. CGelta has lots of appetites, but her hunger for power goes
far beyond the others. Ghend offered enpire and dom nion in exchange for her soul, and Gelta was
sure that she was getting a bargain.”

"Whi ch one cane next?" Eliar asked.

"I't was a thousand years before he found the next one," Dweia replied. "The Dei kan Empire
came into promi nence after the religious wars of the fifth mllenniumhad sent Medyo into decline.
There was a priest of the Equero god Apwos living in the city of Deika early in the sixth
mllennium H s nane was Argan, and he violently disagreed with his high priest on sone obscure
aspects of astrology. The high priest finally ordered himto recant, and Argan refused. Then the
hi gh priest asserted his authority and expelled Argan fromthe priesthood."

"Dear Cod!" Bheid gasped. "That's dreadful!"

"Argan thought so, too. The center of his life had been renoved, and he was sunk in
absol ute despair. Chend picked himthe way you' d pick a ripe apple froma tree.™

"I's there really a God nanmed Apwos?" Cher asked

"It's a variation of 'Deiwoss,'" Dweia explained. "The nane "Apwos" neans ~Water CGod,' and
"Kherdhos" nmeans "Herd God.' The Medyos | ooked at the sky, the Equeros | ooked at their |akes, and
the Wekti and Pl akands | ooked at their herds of sheep or cows. They use different names, but
they're tal king about the sane God."

"Do they know that?"

"Not really," Dweia replied with a shrug. "I've had about a dozen different nanes since
this all started. Anyway, Ghend's last recruit was living in Regwos about three thousand years
ago, and he has the sane gift Leitha has."

"I'd hardly call it a gift," Leitha objected.

"Koman feels differently about it. Regwos is a troubled land. It was originally col oni zed
by Gsthos, but the land's not good, and there's very little gold there.”

"W still have a few settlenents along the coast," Andine supplied, "but they cost us far
nore than we ever get out of them They're nothing but a burden.”

"Koman used his gift to probe for secrets,"” Dweia continued, "and then he sold them He
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happened to neet Ghend, and he |iked what he found in Chend' s nind. He didn't have to be enlisted;
he volunteered." She smiled then. "Althalus did sonmething horrible to poor Koman when we net him?"
she recalled. "Leitha m ght appreciate it nore than the rest of you."

"Enmy warned ne that Koman was going to try 