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I ntroduction
Lynn Abbey

Cauvin thought held made himsalf froggin’ clear: He was awork-ingman, astonemason who liked the fedl
of aheavy malet in his hand, not some froggin' songbird caged up in the paace.

"He says hell beet me, if you don't come,” the stranger—a youth not out of histeens—inssted flatly,
desperately.

That didn't sound like Arizak perMizhur. Sanctuary's froggin' tyrant was a hard man, not acruel or
vindictive one, or so Cauvin remembered. Cauvin had athousand froggin' memories of Arizak

perMizhur, dl of them clamoring for his attention. Problem was, d most none of those memorieswere his.
Five months earlier, on hisway to smash some old bricks, he'd gotten his sheep-shite self caught upinthe
death-wishes of Malin Torchholder, an old man who'd had hisfroggin' finger on every worthwhile pulse
in Sanctuary for a half-century. Everyone knew the froggin' Torch wasaliar, a schemer, ahero, and the



priest of avanquished god. What they hadn't known was that the old pud was awitch, too, and before
he breathed hisfroggin' last, he managed to cast dl hislifetimesworth of memoriesinto Cauvin'sskull.

If he/d had the power, Cauvin would have summoned the Torch's shade and forced him to take back his
froggin' gift. If held had the power, which he didn't. Cauvin remembered the ways of witchcraft but he
couldn't do anything with them, not yet anyway. Along with his memories, the Torch had managed to
bequeath his god to Cauvin. Vashankanow skulked in Cauvin's dreams.

Cauvin could handle the memories and V ashankas bitter prophecy. Hed survived a childhood on the
streets of Sanctuary and adolescence in the grasp of the Bloody Hand of Dyaredla. He was afroggin'
master at ignoring the unignorable. But he wasn't the only one who knew about the Torch'slegacy.
Arizak perMizhur knew it, too. Sanctuary'styrant had relied upon the Torch's cunning to govern the city
his Irrune tribesmen had conquered ten years ago and would never understand. Arizak was getting old
himsalf and crippled by arotting foot, but his mind remained sharp. He knew exactly how to get
Cauwvin—and hisinherited memories—moving.

"I'm off to thefroggin' palace," Cauvin called across the stone-yard to hisfoster father, Grabar.
"Be careful,” Grabar replied nicely, asif Cauvin's absence wouldn't wreak havoc on the day's labor.

Then again, why wouldn't Grabar bend over backward for him? Tucked away among al the Torch's
memories were the hundred-odd boltholes where the old pud had stashed his considerable wedlth and
Sanctuary'streasures, beside. Shite for sure, with alittle effort, Cauvin could have bought hisfoster father
out of the stoneyard. He could have bought himself a magnate's mansion fronting on the Processond or
resurrected one of the abandoned estates ringing the town, even the great Land's End estate of the exiled
Serripines. Frog al—Cauvin could have bought Arizak out of the palace—if hed wanted any part of the
lifethat went with wedlth.

Cauvin did have aclean shirt in his quarters over the shed where they stowed their tools and stabled the
mule, but pulling on aclean shirt halfway through aworkday was just the sort of thing he refused to do.
He did pause by the water trough to duice himsdf off. The water was breathtakingly frigid, but midway
through winter, it was water, not ice.

Sanctuary had had afew hitter days, but nothing like its usua winter. The old folks—older than
Grabar—who remembered before the Irrune, before the Bloody Hand of Dyaredla, and al the way back
to the days when the Rankan Empire had thought to make something of this city stuck onits backside,
they whispered that magic must be returning to the city, as though the presence of afew wizards could
change the westher ...

They once had, the Torch's memoriesrippled through Cauvin's mind. They might again. Be careful.
Cauvin shrugged away a dead man's thoughts and followed the youthful servant onto Pyrtanis sireet.
"Just 0! Just 0! Y ou move now. Quick!™

Cauvin waited donein the shadows of the audience chamber. The servant had melted into the tangled
corridors, first froggin' chance he got. Arizak sat in his cushioned chair at the center of the chamber—not
hisusua place, which was on the dais at the rear. His bandaged and blanketed foot was propped up on
aseparate, higher stool. He'd twisted sideways over his hip—a posture that had to be painful, though not
aspainful asadowly rotting limb. A servant sood behind him struggling with the butt end of along spear
from which three lanterns—all lit and smoking—dangled.

The man doing the speaking, the mud-covered man in tattered fur and leather, was the tyrant's brother,



Zarzakhan, the Irrune's sole shaman. The way his mud shone in the lamplight, Zarzakhan was fresh from
aspirit walk with his god, Irrunega, and considering what the shaman mixed into his mud—Dblood, horse
dung, and stinkweed oil—Cauvin was froggin' glad to be upwind and watching as Zarzakhan seized
sixteen-year-old Raith, the most able of Ari-zak's sons and potentia heirs, and stood him face-to-face
with an older Irrune warrior, whose back wasto Arizak.

"See? See?' Zarzakhan chirped. "Tentinok blocks the sun. His shadow falson Raith. Themoonis
hidden from Tentinok's eyes.”

From hischair, Arizak grunted and rearranged himsalf. Zarzakhan immediately grabbed Raith by the
shoulders again and guided him into anew position between Tentinok and Arizak, with hisback to
Arizak. The shaman then spun Tentinok around to face both Raith and hisfather.

"Now, Raith blocksthe sun and his shadow falls on Tentinok. For Tentinok, it was day, but becomes
night'—Zarzakhan gave Raith ashove that sent him staggering toward Cauvin—"then the shadow is
gone. Itisday again."

Another grunt from Arizak. "If thiswere true," the tyrant decreed, "then each month as the moon grew
full, it would disappear and later, instead of resting, it would sneak into the heavensto swallow the sun.
My own eyes have seen that thisis not so. The sun and moon move above us bringing the light of day
and the light of night. The makers of light do not hurl shadows at our eyes, brother. Thisis nonsense.”

Zarzakhan dammed his staff againgt the stonetiles. The servant Sarted at the noise and nearly lost his
grip on the lantern-hung spear.

"ItisIrrunegal" The shaman shouted the name of the one god of the Irrune through the swaying light.
"Thevison Irrunega shared with me, to warn me—to warn you, my brother, that twice, soon, the
shadows are coming! Prepare! Mischief hidesin the shadows. Sorcerers—wizards, magicians, priests of
lesser gods, and witches. Irrunega has seen them creeping—d ouching—toward Sanctuary. Prepare!™

Arizak wasn't comfortable. He writhed on the cushions, turning away from the shaman and spotting
Cawvin, findly.

"Hah! Y ou're here. Have you heard this nonsense?" Arizak beck-oned Cauvin closer and, cautioudy, he
entered the lamplight. "My brother saysthat the next time we have afull moon, it will turn red, then
disappear, and later the sun will do the same." Hisface tightened into a scowl. "Have you ever heard of
suchathing?'

Cawvin flinched. It wasn't his answer the Irrune wanted, it was the Torch's. He braced himsdlf for the
sensation, a haf-breath shy of pain, that came with adive into adead man's memories.

"No," he croaked, then, "Yes" as, in hismind's eye, rippling draperies the color of dried blood fell dowly
over around, slvery moon and—aongside the moon, asit could only bein recollection, never inlife—a
black disk diced into the sun. The Torch's memories held nothing of shadows, but the Rankan priests had
known the eclipses—that was the word Cauvin found with the images—were coming and that they
would be over quickly, without damaging either the sun or the moon.

Cauvin fought hisway back to his own mind. From Arizak to the guard holding the spear, everyonein the
audience chamber was staring at him. "It could be," histongue told the tyrant while his thoughts cursed
the Torch to greater torments. "If—If Irrunega saysit could.”

"Wise man,” Zarzakhan crowed, rushing to Cauvin'ssde. "Wise man."



Cauvin held his breath, but that trick failed when the shaman clapped him hard between the shoul der
blades. Odor asthick as smokefilled Cauvin's chest and there was nothing he could do to keep himself
from gagging. Zarzakhan clapped Cauvin a second time before retregting a pace. Cauvin couldn't stop
coughing. Arizak couldn't stop laughing. The tyrant shook so much the stool beneath hisrotting foot
toppled and hisfoot dropped to the floor like a stone.

Cauvin froze mid-cough and stayed that way while Tentinok darted to Arizak'said. The older man
righted the stool and gently— oh-so-froggin’-gently—lifted the tyrant's foot ontoit.

"Better," Arizak said through clenched teeth. "Leave us." He dismissed Tentinok with aflick of hishand.

Tentinok dropped to one knee instead. " Sakkim," he pleaded, giving the tyrant his Irrune-languagetitle.
"I ask—I beg—She hasdoneit agan—"

"Kadasah?"
Tentinok nodded. " There was much damage. Many complaints. They want money."
Cauvin was too close. He could hear the conversation he was not meant to hear.

Money was a sore subject between the Irrune warriors and the city they ruled. Bluntly, they froggin'
refused to useit, said it broke their honor, and they'd have risen up againgt Arizak perMizhur if held been
fool enough to argue with them. The tyrant was not afool. Helet hiswarriors keep their honor intact and
quietly paid their bills from the palace. Shite for sure, snce he could scarcely leave his cushioned chair,
paying those bills—especidly the bills run up by hisown sons—wasthe joy of Arizak'slife. Tentinok's
problem was that he didn't have awild son; he had awild daughter who drank and fought from one end
of Sanctuary to the other and back again.

Cauvin did one foot back, prepared to get out of earshot—but retreat would only prove that he'd been
listening, so he Stayed put.

"l said, last timewasthe last time. Y ou said theréd be amarriage.”
Tentinok hung his head like abullied child. "I havetried, Sak-kim."

Cauvin had seen—not met, merely seen across the common room at the Vulgar Unicorn—the lady in
guestion. She was attractive enough, even had afew dogged admirers—the timid sort of men who
needed afroggm'’ strong arm to back them in their brawls— none of them Irrune or worth marrying.

Anzak understood. Helaid ahand on Tentinok's arm and promised that he/d have his Wngglies—Cauvin
and his neighbors, the native blood of Sanctuary, had been called Wngglies so long that they no longer
consdered it an insult and used it among themsel ves—settle Tentinok's debts. ... again.

"Now, go," the tyrant concluded and pointed toward the chamber doors.

Tentinok mumbled his appreciation and escaped. Cauvin wished he could have followed, but Anzak had
aready caught his eye and motioned him—or, more properly, hisfroggm' memories—into confidence
range. Like Tentinok, Cauvin dropped to one knee beside the cushioned chair. Raith joined them—he
had the itch for governing a city—and so—the gods dl be froggm' damned—did the reeking Zarzakhan.

"It has gone as you predicted,” Anzak confided once his circle had drawn close around him.

He fished among the cushions and withdrew a parchment coil with abroken sedl that he handed to
Cauvin who unrolled it. Only afew froggm' months earlier and Cauvin wouldn't have known which end of



the scroll was top and which was bottom, much lessthat it was written in the elegant hand of an Ilsigi
court scribe. Reading—even reading languages he couldn't froggm' speak or understand—was another
of the Torch'sfroggm' legacies.

But read Cauvin could and read he did, while Anzak explained to his brother and Raith.

"Thellsgi king hears hisrival, the Rankan emperor, has sent atournament to Sanctuary—to honor our
rolein hisrecent victories. Thellsigi king suspects hisrival has other reasons. He does not say o, of
course, but he has sent us the emissary who brought this, agolden statue of ahorse my grandmother
would not stoop to ride, and eight fighters to—what>—'uphold our ancestors glory'?

Cauvin nodded: Those were the words and the gist of the letter King Sephens 1V had signed and sedled
himsdlf.

"S0," Anzak continued, "'now we have them both in Sanctuary, suspecting each other while they pry after
our secrets. What are our secrets, my friend?" The tyrant scowled down a Cauvin. "Why are they
here?'

"War," Cauvin replied with his own wits. Hed had enough time with the Torch's memoriesto learn some
thingsfor himsdf. "The Nisin the north arefinished. Garonneisin revolt and devouring itsdlf. There's
nothing to keep Sepheris and Jamasharem"—the Ran-kan emperor—"from each other'sthroats.”

"Of course, war," Arizak snapped. "They are young and strong and the world istoo small. But why here
?Why Sanctuary?'

A twinge of dmost-pain squeezed Cauvin's heart. He couldn't spesk until it had passed and, by then, it
wasdl clear inhismind.

"Sorcery—magic, prayer, and witchcraft." Helisted dl three branches, of which witcheraft was the most
feared, the most reviled. "They know about the eclipses... When the moon is swallowed, everyone from
IIsig to Ranke will know, but the disappearance of the sun"—Cauvin swallowed hard: The Torch's
memories were no match for his own dread—"that will happen here. And between the two"—he shook
his head, but the images of fire, blood, and things he could not name would not dissolve—"great
sorcerieswill be possible.”

"Thistournament isdiverson," Arizak mused. Hewas awily, farsghted man. "An excuseto flood
Sanctuary with strangers. .. sorcerous strangers.”

"Irrunegal”™ Zarzakhan shouted and dammed his staff to thefloor.
"What manner of sorcery is possible between the eclipses?' Raith asked.

Cauvin got along well with Raith. He would have answered the young man's questions without agoad
from the Torch's memories, but memory was no fair guide to the future. "Powerful sorcery, that'sal |
know," he admitted. "The sort of sorcery no one's seen for forty years or more. Worse than ten years
ago, when the Bloody Hand tried to summon Dyaredla. Doors could get opened, and |eft open. We can't
be too careful

Arizak stroked his chin and nodded. "We need someone in that tournament, someone who'll win—"

"And someone wholll attract trouble," Raith added, and they al turned toward him. "Naimun,” he
suggested with aguileful smile. "Who better than my brother?”

"Anyone would be better than Naimun!™ Cauvin answered. "He can't be trusted!” Raith's dow-witted but



ambitious elder brother had aready been caught treating with the outlawed remnants of the Bloody
Hand, not to mention every foreign schemer who washed ashore.

"We don't need to trust him," Raith snarled coldly. "We need only follow him."
"Raith said that?' the black-clad man asked with the raised eyebrows of surprise and new-found respect.

Cauvin nodded. "Everything went dead quiet—you could hear the froggin' flies buzzing around
Zarzakhan. But that's not the strangest part—"

"I might have guessed.”

The two men were done on ahill outside Sanctuary, their conversation lit by thefaint light of asiver
moon.

The black-clad man's name was Soldt and he was a dudlis—an assass n—whao'd come to the city years
ago to solve aproblem caled Lord Malin Torchholder. The Torch—no froggin' spring chicken then,
either—had outwitted him and Soldt had wound up staying on as the old pud's eyes, ears, and,
sometimes, his sword. He was another part of Cauvin'slegacy.

"Whilel knelt there,” Cauvin went on, "not daring to froggin' breathe, the light began to shimmer—"
"Zarzakhan catching fire?!

"No—not that froggin' strange. The guard—the spear man who'd played the part of the sun? | looked up
and he was shaking al over—Ilaughing. Shite, I'd forgotten he was even there; we all had— and that's
the way he meant it."

Another arch of eyebrows.
"I blinked and the man's eyes were glowing red.”

"Ah, Yorl again, Enas Y orl. Spying on everyone. How long do you suppose he's known we were fated
for two eclipsesin quick successon?”’

"l didn't get achanceto ask. | blinked again, and he was gone.”
"And then Zarzakhan caught fire?"
"No, the guard was till there—looking like held just awakened from anightmare; Yorl was gone.”

"That's new. He'sfinding away to turn that shape-shifting curse to his own advantage. Y ou've got to ask
yourself—who would benefit more from alittle sky sorcery? Doesn't want any competition, that's for
aure. Figure héll show up in the tournament?!

Cauvin cleared histhroat. "All the more reason we've got to have someone there... and it can't be one of
the Irrune, even though Raith volunteered, of course, and you know the Y oung Dragon would eat dirt for
the chance.”

Soldt recoiled. He stood up, stomped away, then turned on his hedl. "I don't work in Sanctuary, you
know that. It's bad enough, with everything that happened with Lord Torchholder's degth, that my name
isknown. But acommon tournament? | will not."

"Shite! | understand!” Cauvin couldn't meet the other man's eyes. "That'swhy I'm putting my namein.”



"You? It'sa sted tournament, pud. Y ou can't even draw asword properly. You're—" Soldt stopped,
mid-rant, then finished in afar more thoughtful tone: "Y ou're getting more like him every day.”

HomelsWheretheHatels
Mickey Zucker Reichert

A densefog blurred the long-ruined temples of the Promise of Heaven and dimmed the early afternoon
sunlight to adusk-like gray. Light rain stung Dysan's face as he douched a ong the Avenue of Temples
that led to the shattered ruin he done caled home. The dampness added volume and curl to raven hair
aready too thick to comb. It fell to his shouldersin achaotic snarl that he clipped only when it
persgtently fell into his eyes. Few bothered with this quarter of the city, though Dysan guessed it had
once bustled with priests and their pious. In the ten years since Arizak and his Irrune warriors had
destroyed the Bloody Hand of Dyaredlaand banished dl but their own religion from the inner regions of
Sanctuary, no one had bothered to pick up the desecrated pieces the Dyaredans had | ft of their former
temples. Instead, the buildingsfell prey to ten years of disrepair, beset by Sanctuary'sinfernal sormsand

soggy climeate.

At sixteen, Dysan was only just beginning to learn hisway around the city that bred, bore, and neglected
to raise him. Herecadled only flashes of hisfirst four years, when he, his mother, and his brother,
Kharmael, had lived in ahovel near the Street of Red Lanterns. Only in the last few years had hefigured
out what so many must have known al aong: Kharmad'sfather, limaris, the man Dysan had once blindly
believed his own, had died three years before his birth. Their mother had supported them with her body.
Dysan's father might be any man who had lived in or passed through Sanctuary, and his mother, in what
the Rankans had proclaimed was the 86th year of their crumbling empire and the llsigis cdled the
3,553rd year of theirs.

Dysan flicked water from hislashes and wiped his dripping nose with the back of agrimy, tattered
deeve. He had managed to swipe ahandful of bread and some lumps of fish from an unwatched stew
pot, enough to fill hissmall belly. Tonight, he planned to use his meager store of wood to light afirein the
Y ard—his namefor the roofless two-walled main room of his home—benesath an overhang sheltered
fromtherain. It was aluxury he did not often dlow himsdlf. The flames sometimes managed to chase
away the chill that had haunted his heart for every one of the ten years he had lived without his brother,
but it was a bittersweet trade-off. Even small, controlled fires sometimes stirred flashbacks to the worst
momentsof hislife,

Tearsrose, unbidden, mingling with the rainwater dribbling down Dysan'sface. Kharmadl and the
Dyaredlans had raised him from atoddler to achild in aworld of pain and blood that no one should ever
have to endure. Lightning flashed, igniting the sky and amemory of astranger: skinned and muitilated by
laughing children trained to kill with cruel and guiltless pleasure. Dysan had personaly suffered the lash of
the whip only once. Small and frail, haf the size of anormal four-year-old, he had passed out at the
agony of thefirst strike. Only the scarsthat striped his shoulders and back, and the achesthat had
assailed him on awakening, madeit clear that his lack of mental presence had not ended the torture. The
Hand had labeled him as weak, a sure sacrifice to their blood-loving, hermaphrodite god/goddess; and
he would have become onein hisfirst few weeks had Kharmael not been there to comfort him, torally
and bully him, when necessary, into moving when he would rather have surrendered to whatever death
the Hand pronounced.

Kharmael had been the survivor: large, strong, swarthy with health, and handsome with a magnificent
shock of strawberry-blond hair inherited from their father. His father, Dysan reminded himsdlf. Dysan
had shared nothing with his brother but love and amother, dead from a disease one of her clients had
given her. Later, Dysan discovered, that sameillness had afflicted him in the womb, the cause of his poor



growth, his ddicate hedlth, and the oddities of his mind. Oddities that had proven both curse and
blessing. Socid conventionsand small talk baffled him. He could not count his own digits, yet languages
cameto him with an eerie golden clarity that the rest of theworld lacked. At firgt, hiscompanionsin the
Pits, and the Hand dike, believed him hopelessdy smple-minded. At five years old, he barely looked
three; and only Kharmael could wholly understand his speech. It was the orphans who figured out that
Dysan used words from the languages of every man who had cometo visit hismother, of every childin
the Pits, interchangeably, switching at random. But once the Hand heard of this ability, Dysan'slife had
irrevocably changed.

Dysan turned onto the crude path that led to his home, sinking ankle-deep into mud that sucked the last
shreds of cloth from hisreet. He would have to stedl a pair of shoes or boots, or the money to buy them,
before colder days set in. Already, the wind turned his damp skin to gooseflesh; his sodden hair and the
wet tatters of hisclothing felt like ice when they brushed against him. But the thought of shopping sent a
shiver through Dysan that transcended cold. No matter how hard he tried, counting padpols confounded
him. Most thieves would celebrate the discovery of something large and silver, "Ut he dreaded the day
histhieving netted him a horde of soldats °r shaboozh. He could never figure out how to changeit or
spend it, and it would taunt him until some better thief relieved him of the burden.

A gruff voice speaking rapid Wrigglie froze Dysan just a the boundary between the dilgpidated skeleton
of some unused I1sigi temple and the one he called his own.

"Frog your sheep-shite arse, I'm donefor the day. My froggin' left hand can't see what my froggin'’ right
hand isfroggin' doing."

An older man snapped back. "Watch your language, boy! There'salady present.”

The aforementioned lady spoke next. Unlike the men, clearly Sanctuary natives, she spoke llsigi witha
musical, Imperia accent. "Don't worry about his language, Mason. | don't understand aword that boy

S,

Dysan peeked around the corner. However ese being born with the clap had affected him, it had not
damaged hiseyesight or hisears, at least not when soggy shadows and darkness covered the city, which
was mogt of the time. He spotted threefiguresin his Y ard, standing around a fresh stack of stone blocks.
They had worked quickly. He had seen no sign of them when heleft the ruins that morning.
Gods-all-be-damned. What in the froggin' hell—? The goosebumps faded as curiosity warmed to
anger. That's my home. MY HOME! Dysan's hands balled to fists, but he remained in place. He had
seen plenty of fightsin hislifetime, enough to know he could barely take on the plump, gray-haired
woman, |et aone the two strapping men beside her.

The mason trandated for his gpprentice, diminating the curses, which did not leave much. "He saysit's
quitting time. Well finish staging the wal tomorrow, then start mortaring.” Mopping his brow, he
straightened, then plucked a lantern from the ground.

"Fine. Fine." Thewoman glanced at the piled stone from every direction, stroking her strong, Rankan
chinasshedid so.

Thefish churned in Dysan's gut, and he thought he might vomit. He swallowed hard, tasting acid, wishing
he had not fought the lurching in his ssomach. The sour taste reminded him too much of the End. This
time, he struggled againgt the memory, but it surged over him too quickly and with a strength he could
never hope to banish. Once again, he found himself in the Rits, surrounded by dead-eyed orphanslost to
that empty interna world that numbed them to any mordlity their parents might have managed to drive
into their thick skulls before the Dyared ans snatched them. The Hand molded them like clay puppetsto



fit their own image of normalcy: soulless brutdity, bitter mistrust, and blood. Dysan knew that place, an
empty hideaway for the mind while the body performed unbearable evil. In time, the orphans either
severed that place or escaped into it. The first left them forever stranded from their consciences, the latter
steeped in madness.

When the Bloody Hand findly fell, an old man they called the Torch had interviewed each of them
separately. Dysan had dodged dark eyes keener than any man that age had aright to and said he wished
to remain in the palace with the Hand forever. At the time, he had meant it. His brother was there, and
Dysan recdled no other family, no other life. He knew the Hand was evil, that they glesfully sated their
goddess with the blood of innocents, that they tore down the orphans with brutal words, torture, and
davelabor. Y et, Dysan had suffered far less than the others. Once the priests gave him the organizationa
skillsto tame his runaway taent with languages, he became proficient down to the accent in every tongue
they threw at him. He dipped effortlessy from perfect 11Sgi to amelodious and Imperia Rankeneto the
rapid, broken Wrigglie that was his birthright. They had taught him others aswell, most of which they
never named and none of which posed much difficulty, written or spoken. They had taught him to stedl,
to climb, to bend, wrap, and twist his scrawny, underdeveloped body into positions that allowed access
mto thetiniest cracks and rat holes. They had taken him to houses 2nd temples, to gatheringsand inns,
where he had only to sip abowl of goat milk and report the conversations of strangers, who seldom
bothered with discretion in front of ayoung boy. In short, the Hand rewarded him for next to nothing and
taught himto survive.

Dysan had used those skillsto rescue his brother from the solitary confinement into which the Torch had
placed him. Together, they had returned to the Pits to gather their scant belongings, al the while planning
grand futures that six- and nine-year-old brothers could never really hope to attain. There, they found
their companions feasting on abounty of raw horsemeet. Kharmael joined them. Nursing theend of a
stomach virus and accustomed to richer foods than his companions, who supplemented their mealswith
the bony ratsthey could catch, Dysan refused his share. Worried for hislittle brother's strength,
Kharmael forced a mouthful on him. Many of the orphans had cometo prefer their food raw, the
bloodier the better; but Dysan's never-strong ssomach could not handleit. He started vomiting amost
immediately. By midnight, al of the others had joined him. One by one, he watched them fal into what he
thought was peaceful deep. But, when ajagged agony in his gut awvakened him in the night, he found his
brother eerily cold beside him.

Now, with a desperate surge, Dysan managed to throw off the memoriesthat had assailled him. Again.
Slipping into the shadows, he watched the men and woman navigate the mucky pathway to the road,
shaking dime from their boots with every step. The woman's features pinched. "Well need to cobble
that. Can't have us swimming through a stinking swamp every timeit rains.”

My mud. My swamp. Dysan remained unmoving, watching the retreating backs and resenting every
word. Though he had long cursed that same quagmire, it was afamiliar quagmire. It was his quagmire.

"Alwaysfroggin' raining,” the apprentice muttered, and the othersignored him. " Shite-for-sure, | can't
wait to get out of thiscessof acity.”

"Gravel might be better," the mason started. "Dump afew cart-loads of broken..." Hisvoice and the
figures disgppeared into the night, the lantern light visible like adistant star long after they had vanished.

Dysan'sfigstightened in increments, until his nails bit painful impressonsinto his pams. Once certain they
were not returning, he glided to the piled stones and examined them. Their position told him everything.
These srangers planned to rebuild the missing walls, which might have pleased Dysan had it not clearly
meant that someone expected to take over hishome. More than five froggin' ruinsin this froggin'
run-down quarter, and they have to pick mine. Therewere alot more than five, but that wasthe



highest number Dysan could religbly identify.

Seized by sudden rage, Dysan hurled himsdlf againgt the piled stones. Pain arched through his shoulder,
and his head snapped sdeways. He did to the ground rubbing his bruised, abraded skin, feding likea
fool. The mason and his foul-mouthed apprentice had not mortared yet, which meant thewall would
come down, even if Dysan had to do it block by heavy block.

Dysan sat straight to work. It had not taken the men long, but Dysan harbored no illusionsthat he could
work as quickly. Strength had never been his asset. The Hand had made him understand that hisfrailty,
the strange workings and mafunctions of hismind, his notched front teeth and bow-shaped shinswere dl
agod-inflicted curse vidited upon his mother for her ains. If the Hand had intended to drive him toward
worship, their words had had the opposite ef-tect. Dysan would never throw his support to any deity
who punished infants for their parents wrongdoing. More likely, the priests had intended the insultsas a
subgtitute for the " sheep-shite Supid" 1abel they gave to most of the other orphans. They could hardly cdll
Dysan brainless and till expect him to learn the language lessons they bombarded him with for much of
the day.

Sometimes, in his dreams, Dysan taunted his teachers, driving them to araw rage they dared not sate
with coiled fists, whips, and Wades for fear of losing their delicately constitutioned secret wegpon. In his
dreams, he could triumph where, in red life, he had miserably failed. Then, Dysan had done whatever
they asked because he had seen the price others paid for disobedience. He had been desperatdly, utterly
afraid, terrified to the core of his being, dependent on the praise and approvd that he received from a
brother who, though only three years older, was the only parent figure Dysan had ever known. Certain
her undersized, sallow baby with his protuberant belly and persstent river of snot would die, his mother
had not even bothered to name him. He had turned two, by the grace of Kharmael, before she dared to
invest any attachment in him. By then, the disease had damaged her physicaly and mentdly, and she
relied nearly as much on her older son as Dysan did.

Dysan examined the ssonework from every angle, ideas churning through hismind. Though willing to
spend the night dismantling the structure, he sought an easier and faster way. Well-placed and wedged,
the gray stone seemed to mock him, asolid testament to another stolen love. He had one possessionin
thislife that he saw as permanent, and no one was going to take it from him without a fight. He examined
the base, knowing that it ultimately supported the entire pile. If he could remove a sgnificant piece from
the bottom, the whole day'slabor might collapse. He had only to find one stone, one low-placed weak

point.

Anger receded as Dysan focused on the wall, here studying, there wiggling, until he found an essentia
rock that shifted dightly when he pressed againgt it. Dysan flexed hisfingers, planted them firmly against
the rock, and shoved with dl his strength. A sheeting sound grated through his hearing, but he felt much
less movement than the noise suggested. Not for thefirst time, he cursed hislack of size. He had stopped

growing, in any direction, Snce he had eaten, abeit lightly, of the poisoned feast and had met more than
one seven-year-old who topped him in height and breadth.

Damn it! Dysan pounded afist against the wall, which only succeeded in damming pain through the side
of hishand. He had long ago learned that legs were stronger than arms, so he lay on his back and braced
his bare feet againgt the rock he had selected. Dampness permested the frayed linen of his shirt, chilling
his back to the spine. Closing his eyes, he attempted to focus his mind in one direction, though the effort
proved taxing. His thoughts preferred to stray, especidly when it came to anything involving counting, and
it took agreat effort of will to kegp his mind engaged on any one task. The Hand had taught him to use
anger as an anchor, and he turned to that technique now. Dysan closed his eyes and directed his
thoughts. They want to take away my home. Hismuscles coiled. They battered and broke my friends



. Itwasadifferent "they,” but it had the same effect. Those sheep-shite bastards killed my brother!
Images flashed through Dysan's mind: maimed women screaming in mindless terror and agony, grown
men streaming blood like spilled wine and pleading for mercy, abroken fevered child begging the others
to kill him so hewould not have to face the tortures of Dyaredladive.

Bombarded by rage, vision ared fog, Dysan drove his feet againgt his chosen stone. It gave way benegath
his assault, grinding free of its pogtion in the wall. For ahovering instant, nothing happened. Dysan
opened his eyes, immediately assaulted by lime and rain. His anger dispersed with the suddenness of a
startled flock of birds, and he abruptly realized his danger. " Shite!" He scrambled backward as the entire
wall collapsed, and stone exploded around him.

A boulder crashed against Dysan'swrist, sparing hisface but sending pain screaming through hisarm.
More rumbled onto hislegs, one caught him on the hip, and another smashed into his abdomen with
enough forceto drive air through histeeth. Then, the assault ended. The world descended into an
unnaturd slence, gradualy broken by agrowing chorus of night insects.

Dysan assessed hisinjuries. Hisarm hurt, the rubble pinned hislegs, and pain ached through hiship.
Cautioudy, he wriggled from benegth the pile, sonesrolling from hislegs and raisng anew crop of dust.
Gingerly, herose, careful not to put any weight on hisleft hand. Hislegs held him, though hisweight
ground pain through hisright shin. Teeth gritted, he limped toward his bed, unable to fully savor what had
become a bitter victory, and wished he had chosen the dower course.

Dysan awakened to astring of coarse swearing. Helay till, heart pounding, limbs aching, and forced
himsdlf to remember the previous night. Wedged into his blanketed crevice between the ceiling beams, he
looked down on the Y ard. The stoneworkers stood surveying the scattered stones that had once formed
the beginnings of awall far surdier than the previous adobe. Thistime, two women accompanied them:
onethe gray-haired matron he had seen yesterday, the other a middle-aged dark blonde with a
bewildered expression.

The apprentice paced with balled fists. "Gods dl be froggin' sure damn! | don't froggin' believe thid"
"Watch your tongue, boy. Therere ladies present.” The mason's familiar words had become amantra.

"Thewind?' the younger woman suggested softly, with the same Imperia accent as her companion.
"Perhapsit—"

The apprentice stopped pacing to whirl and face the women. He seemed beyond controlling his language.
"Shite-for-sure, thisain't done by no wind. There weren't enough froggin' wind last night to take down a

froggin’ hay pile

Apparently giving up on curbing his gpprentice's swearing, the mason leaned againgt one of the solid
walls. "Don't pay him any mind, ladies. Lost hismother young and raised by afoul-mouthed father.”

The gray-haired woman ran her gaze around the entire area. "' don't hire builders for their sweet
manners. And, likel keep saying, | don't understand aword he says anyway."

The younger woman blushed. Apparently, shedid. "So how did it come down?"

The mason ran ameaty hand through black hair liberdly flecked with gray. " Someone worked, and
worked hard, to bring this down."

The younger woman glanced at the older, who pulled & her lower lip and examined the carnage
thoughtfully. "Who?'



The apprentice threw up his hands and walked toward the mule cart, filled with new building stone.

"Don't know," the mason admitted. "It's never happened before, and I'm not sure what anyone would get
out of it except the pleasure of watching me and Maklado the whole thing again.”

The older woman looked up suddenly, hazel eyes darting, gaze sweeping the ceiling. Dysan froze, hoping
she could not make out his shadow against the cracks, that his eyeswere not asvisible to her as hersto
him. He had the benefits of darkness, of solid wood and blankets, of familiarity and utter tillness; but he
could not help fedling asif the woman's cold eyes pinned him solidly to the beams. Y e, if the woman
noticed him, she gave no sign.

The mason set to regathering stones, and the apprentice swiftly joined him.
"A prank?' the younger woman suggested.
"Sheep—" the gpprentice sarted, cut off by the mason's abrupt gesture.

The mason turned to her, head shaking. "Possible. But alot of effort for some dumb pud out looking for
afrayed purse string." He went back to hiswork, straightening those base stones till in place.

For severd moments, the men worked in silence before the younger woman tried again. "An enemy,

perhaps?'

The mason checked the dignment while his young apprentice hurled the most widely scattered rocks
back toward the damaged wall. "Haven't got any | know of." Herose, walked to the other side, and
eyeballed the congtruction from the opposite side. " Got a son who's made afew, but he's out smashing
stone for another Project. His are the type who'd walk right up and plant afist in your face, not ruin a
day'swork then hide like cessrats.”

"Froggin' cowards,” the gpprentice muttered, barely loud enough for Dysan to hear.
Dysan amiled at the insult. He was used to worse,

The mason findly gave hisfull attention to the women again. "Begging your pardons, but not everyone's
happy to see someone new come to the Promise of Heaven. Memoriesof ... the Hand and dl."

Though not hismotive, Dysan had to agree. He hated the Dy-aredlans and mistrusted the ruling Irrune,
the victims of most of his spying; but he had no grievance with the established religions of 1lsigi and
Ranke. He remained unmoving, watching the interaction unfold benesth him.

The gray-haired woman stiffened. The other's mouth dropped open, and no words emerged for severa
moments. Findly, she managed, "But were not atemple—"

The older woman took her arm. "No, SaMavis, but we are dedicated believers. A passerby could
assume." She smiled at the mason—at least Dysan thought she did. Her mouth pulled outward more than
upward. "Whoever did it seemslike an opportunist rather than someone willing to take credit or blame
for hisactions. Despite his presentation, | believe the young manisright. Our vandd isacoward. He
wouldn't dare bother our mason, and he's not likely to touch the wall while we're here either.”

"Madam," the mason started. "It might not be safe for agroup of women..." Asthe older woman's
attention settled grimly upon him, hetrailed off. "I just mean it—"

Thewoman'stone held ice. "I know what you mean. But we've bought this place, and here we will build.
WEell eventudly haveto live here, women that we are. What will we have then that we don't have now?"



"Walls?' the apprentice suggested.

Dysan swallowed alaugh, his course dready clear. He would let the soneworkers build their walls and
repair the leaky ceiling. Once he chased the newcomers away, he would have a fine home for which he
did not have to pay a padpal.

"We have the blessing of sweet Sabellia. She chose this place for us and She does nothing without
reason.”

Dysan did not recal avist from any goddess. In fact, they had not answered the prayers of any of the
orphanstrapped in the Dy-aredan Pits. He wondered how so many fanatical worshipers convinced
themsalves that their god or goddess held a persona interest in the mundane doings of any human's day.
Had he not committed himself to statue-like stillness, he would have rolled hiseyesin disdain.

The mason went back to work without another word. To argue his point would only anger hisclients,
which tended to hamper payment. Dysan remained stock-till and planned his next strike.

Dysan watched the women move basi¢c packs and provisonsto the Y ard, counting five, al with Imperid
accents. The youngest appeared a decade older than Dysan, the oldest the solemn woman who had
handled their business with the stonemason and his apprentice. Their hair colorsranged from gray to
medium brown, their features chisded and fine, their skin Rankan ivory without ahint of [lSgi
swarthiness. Dysan waited until the stoneworkerstook abreak and the women disappeared to gather
more of their belongings. Their conversation had reveaed that they did not expect the vandal to return
until after nightfal, so Dysan seized the opportunity.

Slipping from his hiding place as quietly as any cat, Dysan glided around the crawl space, which adlowed
him abird's eye view of every anglein and near the ruins. No one hovered around the two sill-standing
adobe walls, behind the new congtruction, around the collected stones where the mule grazed on twisted
shootsjutting between the debris. Attuned to the dightest sound, Dysan spiraled through shadows
toward the packs. He trusted his sensesto warn him of any traps and hisintuition of any magic. Those
things done had never failed him.

No stranger to thievery, Dysan scanned through the packs quicker than most people could pour out their
contents, disturbing little in the process. He discovered blankets with embroidered patterns, dresses of
smple design yet without holes or fraying, dried travel foods that might suffice for sustenance but little
more, not worth stealing. He did find three soldats and a scattering of padpols. Dysan shoveled these into
one purse without counting, which aways gave him a headache. When others occasiondly hired him and
asked hischarge, he dways answered, "Five," leaving the denomination to the client. So far, he had
received only padpols. If aman ever paid him in anything bigger, he would know it reflected amore
difficult, valuable, or dangerous assgnment. He tucked the pursein hiswaist band, covered it with the
remnants of hisshirt, and tried to minimize the bulge.

Finishing in scant moments, Dysan dipped around the walls and onto the Avenue of Temples. Evenin
broad daylight, he found little company on the street. Every dtar desecrated, every priest brutaly
massacred, every wall blood-splattered or smashed reminded the inhabitants of the worst of Dyareda
Theinner shards of the broken walls of Dysan's home till held paint that had once probably fit together
asamura depicting some pantheon and its miracles. The dtar contained stains that reeked of urine and
seX, blood and degth; and he had disposed of lumps of anima and human feces left where vauables had
once sat as offerings. Even those gods who might bother returning to Sanctuary could want nothing to do
with the defiled remnants of their once great temples. Except, apparently, asmdl, confused group of
Rankan women.



Dysan kept to the smaller alleyways, preferring to risk robbery over the need to exchange small talk.
Though he had lived his entire life here, few knew hisface and only ahandful his name. Though he had
kept "Dysan’” throughout hislife, atribute to Kharmael, he could see no reason why anyone from his past
would recognizeit. He had seen the corpses of the other orphans buried by strangers. If others had
survived the Pits, and he had heard rumorsthat afew had, they must have escaped before the poisoning
and thefire. Re-portedly, the Dyareel ans had been destroyed to a man; and good riddance. He only
wished they could have suffered the same terror, the same protracted and agonizing deaths they had
inflicted on so many others.

A cold breeze touched swest trickling along Dysan's spine, shocking him with anicy shiver. He shoved
the thoughts aside before they could spark to flashback. He had suffered enough of that in the years
following his escape; they had plagued him nearly to suicide. Grim focus hed findly given him dominion
over thelegps and lapses of histhoughts, but it required him to become attuned with body and mind, with
the firgt indicationsthat memory wasrisng toward rebellion. Only in hisdreams could it ill catch him
unprotected, but even those had becomerarein the last severa years.

Dark men hidden deeply in shadow paid less attention to Dysan than he did to them. He seemed amost
unlikely and unnecessary target in his bare feet and tattered clothing. He knew how to draw attention
away from his hidden purse, how to let the others know he saw them without giving away their
concedlment, how to listen while seeming distant and disinterested. Thislanguage, too, he knew, the one
that kept asmall man dive on dangerous streets.

Dysan dso knew where to take his money, the only place he trusted to give him afair exchangefor his
coinsor for the merchandise he acquired. As he trotted past the Maze, he redlized the time had come to
enter it again, too. He had spent alot of time there with the Hand, usualy in the VVulgar Unicorn; but, in
thelast ten years, he went only often enough to keep tabs on the shifting landscape, or when hired
business brought him there. Though great places for information, he otherwise found taverns boring.
Strangers saw him asachild. Herarely found himsdf invited directly into discussions or games of chance,
and the barmaids usualy diluted his drinksto water. He had learned to appreciate that, as his dight-ness
gave him little body massto offsat even one full-strength beer, it also gave him nothing much to savor.

Dysan turned onto Wriggle Way and headed for the shop of Bezul the Changer. A pair of women passed
him, discussing intended purchasesin the market. He heard more than watched a dark-clad figure dink
into the Maze. Ignoring them, Dysan tripped the gate laich and headed into the shop yard. He had taken
only three steps when an enormous, muddy goose waddled from behind abush with a snake-like hiss
followed by ahonk loud enough to wake the dead. More geese answered in ringing echoes from the
back courtyard. Dysan turned his quiet saunter into arun for the door, the goose honking, flapping, and
biting at hisheds.

Dysan charged into the changer's shop, attempting to dam the door without breaking the goose's neck.
But the huge bird crashed in behind him, and the door banged shut an instant too late. Loose in the shop,
the gooseran in crazed circles, huge wingswalloping the air into whirlwinds and sweeping aline of
crockery from alow table. Clay pots spilled to the floor, some smashing, some clomping hollowly against
wood and tile. Shards scattered like frightened spiders.

Bezul scrambled from behind atable where he had been servicing acustomer. "No! No!" His sandy
disarray of hair looked even more touded than usua, and he moved spryly for aman in hislatethirties.
He rushed the goose.

Dysan threw the door back open, hoping no one expected him to pay for the damage. He had no idea of
the value of such things, but he had enough trouble keeping himself in food and clothing.



The customer back-stepped, presumably to steer clear of the growing wreckage, but stepped on a
crockery shard. Balance tegtering, heflailed, lost the battle, and landed on his backside. A thrown-out
arm barely missed the row of empty jars and vids he had been examining amoment earlier.

Thefall drew Dysan's attention even more than the goose, now hissing and squedling asit raced back into
the yard, astep ahead of Bezul's broom. The stranger appeared to be nearing thirty, tall, with wiry black
hair veined with white. Unlike most graying men, the lighter hairs did not congregate a histemples but
seemed chaotically sprinkled, asif someone had dumped a scoop of whest flour on his head. He had
blue eyes, brighter than Dysan's own but cast into shadow by prominent ridges. The long face and
solemn features |ooked familiar, and Dysan took an involuntary, shocked step backward. He knew this
man, or would have, had he sported a seething cacophony of tattoos. Like al of the Dyaredan priests,
the man Dysan thought he recognized would have had ams asred as the blood ritualy and gleefully
gplattered in the name of his goddess. That man had aso worn permanent swirls of flame, numbers, and
names plastered across hisface and body.

Sop it! Dysan chastised hisimagination. He had not projected an image of the Hand over an innocent in
years. He shook hishead to clear it, just as Bezul returned, leaving the door open as awelcome to
customers. Dysan tried to gpologize for letting the goosein, but histongue stuck to the roof of his mouth.

Asif nothing had happened, Bezul leaned his broom againgt adisplay and approached the stranger.
"Werewefinished, Pel?"

"Yes," Pdl said, hisgaze on Dysan, hisvoice too gentle and deliberate to have ever served the Hand.
"Werefinished.”

Dysan knelt and started picking up pieces of broken crockery, feigning excessive interest in hiswork.
"| think the boy's a bit shaken by your deadly man-eating attack goose."

"Who, Dysan?' Bezul's attention turned to him, much to Dysan's chagrin. "He'saregular. Not thefirst
goose he'stangled with, eh Dys?"

Dysan hated when Bezul shortened his name. It reminded him that the first two |etters matched those of
the goddess he despised.

When Dysan did not back-banter, Bezul's tone changed to one of concern. Y ou dl right, boy?"

"Eh, Bez," Dysan returned belatedly, though Bezul was dready a shortened form of the man's name:
Bezulshash. "1 thought you locked those nasty critters up during the day.”

"Must have missed one.” It wasthe standard answer. 1t seemed like Bezul dways forgot a goose or two
when he shooed them from the main yard in the morning. Usualy, they had the common sense not to
follow someone inside the shop.

Dysan swept the clay shardsinto apile so he did not have to force asmile. He owed no one an
explanation, especialy not in Sanctuary, but he dtill felt obligated to say something. He forced himsdlf to
look up. Then, uncertain what to do with his now-free hands, he rubbed his nose with a not-quite casual
gesture. "It wasn't the goose. It was the thought of who's going to haveto pay for this." He made a
gesture that encompassed those shards that had escaped his crude attempt at cleaning.

Bezul shrugged off the concern. "My goose. My mistake.”

Pdl headed for the door, and Dysan gave him plenty of space. "WEell dl pay for it, ultimately.” He looked
down at the younger man from aframe at least athird again astal as Dysan'sand winked. "Y ou, me,



everyone. Bdieveme."

Bezul neither confirmed nor contradicted as Pel |eft the shop. He watched the man down the pathway
and through the gate before turning to Dysan, who had dowly risen. " So, what can | get for you today?"

Dysan knew he ought to make smal talk before launching into business, but jokes about shins bruised by
the goose might force him to display the red ones he had gotten from falling building stones. He could ask
about Bezul's mother, wife, and children; but he dways sounded nervous when he did. Chatter made him
uncomfortable; and, under the circumstances, he preferred to stick with the familiar. "I need something to
put on my feet." He raised abare foot, then returned it to the floor, careful to avoid the piled shards of
clay. "Someliverasor mice. A couple of snakes."

Bezul's brows crept upward. "Y ou're keeping odd pets these days, Dysan." He did not question; Bezul
never questioned. But he left the point hanging if Dysan wished to discussit further.

Dysan gave an evasive answer. "Need more meet in my diet." Knowing what he could buy depended on
what he had to exchange for it, Dysan untied the purse and spilled its contents on the counter. Bezul's
head bent over the coins, reveding pae scalp where his hair had begun its southward march. He picked
up the soldats, sep-arating them from the padpols. "Not pure, but decent. Worth about—"

Dysan stayed the Changer with araised hand. "Just tell mewhat | can get with it. Something for my fedt.
And those critters | mentioned.”

Bezul sraightened. "Right." An amost imperceptible grin touched the corners of his mouth. By now, he
had to know Dysan preferred not to count money or deal with much in the way of change. They both
scanned the outer shelves, filled with an assortment of bric-a-brac that spanned the length and breadth of
Dysan'simagination. Pots and mugs sat beside foodstuffs, trinkets, books, and artwork, much of it filmed
with alayer of dust. As he headed for the back room, Bezul made aquick grab that knocked a nest pile
of linen askew. He emerged with awrithing black snake clutched behind the head. Hehdd it upin
triumph, then took it with him as he disagppeared into the back.

Dysan planted his elbows on the table and buried hisface in his hands. Too tired even to glance around
the shop, he closed his eyes and savored the moments of dark aloneness. His mind glided toward those
empty moments prior to deep.

Safely ensconced in his hiding place abovethe Y ard celling, Dysan watched the drama unfolding benesth
him. The stonemason and his gpprentice had finished, leaving the beginnings of awal abit bigger than the
one from the night before and securely mortared. The women sat around a controlled circle of fire, the
flickering oranges, reds, and ambers casting dancing shadows aong thewalls and their faces.

In thefirelight, the oldest looked more world-weary than wise and dangerous. The middle-aged, dark
blonde she had called Sa-Mavis moved with jerky motions that seemed nervous, and she glanced around
the Yard asif she expected an abrupt visit from apack of starved and wild dogs. Dysan examined the
others, gleaning their names from occasional bursts that rose above their quiet conversation. They called
the old woman SaVel or Raivay SaVdl or just the Raivay, which was, apparently, atitle of respect. The
youngest was a pretty brunette in her twenties named SaKimarza. The last two were nondescript,
heavyset women in their early thirties who could have passed for twins: SaShaykaand SaParnith.

Dysan had to strain to catch even spatterings of their conversations. They talked softly, mostly in
Rankene. Occasiondly, they spoke moreintimately in a self-styled syntax that resembled the Court style
of Rankan aristocrats, one of the first languages the Hand had taught him. Most Wrigglieswould find
those portions of their talks incomprehensible, though anything based on Rankene came aseasily to
Dysan as counting did not. The only languages that had given him any trouble at al were the cryptic,



unnamed, and evolving diaects of spies and thieves. However, when the women dipped into their
persond tongue, they aso tended to drop their volume. What Dysan did manage to catch concerned
watches and guarding, fears about an attack, speculation about the person or people who had destroyed
their wdl inthe night.

Though Dysan tried to stay aboveit dl, in atitude aswell as position, he could not help smiling. He had
only received this much attention when he reported conversations overheard in various tunnels and
tavernsto hishandlers. Normally, he shied from notice, preferring anonymity. But, perhaps because these
were women and he had never managed to win over hismother, thisfdt right. The fact that he had had to
commit acrimeto attract them did send a twinge through him. Kharmael would not approve, yet Dysan
knew he had to keep focused on his mission. These women were invaders; and, one way or another, he
would repel them.

The aromas of roasting spiced tubers and venison brought salivato Dysan's mouth despite the full medl,
cold and tasteless, that the women's money had bought him. He had gotten his boots, scuffed outside and
smoothed ingide by the child who had worn them before him, but till the best footgear he had ever
owned. A new linen shirt, at least three Szestoo big, joined the tatters of hisregular clothing, dong with
britches he had to tie up with abelt looped three times around hiswaist. He had exchanged the women's
purse for another, in case he had to deny the theft. Even with the five padpols change, Bezul said Dysan
had squared the chegp pottery and its thorough clean-up. Apparently, he had stolen afortune from these
women, yet they seemed not to have noticed. Or, if they did, they had done their screaming and shouting
in hisabsence.

The blanketsfelt snug and greasy against Dysan's skin, warmed by thefire. He closed hiseyes, limiting
his concentration to one sense, the one he so often wholly relied upon, his hearing. The women's
conversations turned to the mundane. Desperately shy on rest, Dysan did into deep without redizing it,
awakened moments later by aghrill scream of terror. Only well-ingrained training kept him from springing
to hisfeet and braining himsalf on the crawl space. Instead, he jerked opened his eyes and aimed them a
the sound. Movement caught hisvision first, amouse scampering for freedom and asnake sidling with
surprising speed for a creature lacking legs. SaShayka clutched her gear in trembling hands, her festures
paler than usua, her gaze locked on the fleeing snake. SaMavis sood on the stones surrounding thefire,
hand clutched to her chest. The other three women stared at them.

Asusud, the Raivay took control, clapping her handsfor attention. "Ladies, please! Control yourselves.
They'rejud little animals.”

SaShayka hurled her things to the ground, and another mouse scrambled out, running jerkily into the
night. "Those arent littleanimas” she said, with ayip. "They're horrid little vermin and dimy, repulsive
serpents.” She shuddered. "Disgusting.”

Once again, Raivay SavVdl's sharp yellow gaze swept the interior and seemed to ferret out Dysan where
helay. He scarcely dared to breathe but could not stop a cold shiver that twisted through him despite
blanketsthat still held his body heat. "Disgusting they may be, but well see many more, 1'd warrant.
Now, ladies. Each of you take an end of your bedrolls and shake. And don't be surprised if you find
vauablesmissng."

Thewomen obeyed, some with clear timidity and others with the gpparent intent of didodging aherd of
mules. Clothing and foodstuffs, blankets, persond toiletries, sacks, and even jewdry flew through the
partidly enclosed room, aong with the mice, lizards, frogs, and snakes that had not skittered out of their
own accord since Dysan had placed them there. All of the animals ran scared, disappearing into the
darkness while the women unfolded every shift and emptied every pouch to assure they would not
deliberately sharetheir bedswith creatures of the creeping variety.



The youngest, SaKimarza, switched to their private didect. "Our invader?'
SaVel nodded once. "Undoubtedly."

SaMavis sorted her things back together and ran a comb through her locks. She returned the
conversation to standard Rankene. "If the excitement is over for the night, | suggest we get some deep.”

"Indeed,” SaVdl said, gesturing to the othersto collect their belongings and find a suitable location.
"Watches as discussed. The guard will be mostly responsible for tending thefire, as| think our
welcoming party has performed his cowardly evil for the night.”

Dysan suffered aflash of angry pain at the insult. He did not like the words cowardly or evil ascribed to
him, though both currently fit. They had left him little choice, five againgt one, commandeering hishome
without so much as an gpology. Though women, every one stood taler and heavier than him, and it might
take him forever to earn the money to buy them out. He did work the occasional odd job, but no one
would hire his scrawny self for manua labor. They could aways find someone larger, stronger, more
personable to do the job. The anonymity necessary to perform Dysan'strue caling well aso kept the vast
majority of people from knowing he existed for hire. Even those who learned of him often balked when
they saw him, assuming him an unsophigticated child, unsuitable for such intricate assgnments. In alife
where his clotheswore out faster than he could replace them, where he went to bed hungry as often as
not, where agrimy blanket worn threadbare served as his only constant source of warmith, he could
scarcely help turning to the darker side of himsdlf for sustenance and solace. At theworst of times, he
sometimeswondered if the Irrune had done him any favors by destroying the Dyaredlans. At least they
had kept him dive with adaily warm medl, aplace by the fire, and herbs when the raw fogs of Sanctuary

crept deep into hislungs.

Dysan aways knew he had reached bottom when those thoughts oozed into his mind. At those times, he
warmed himsdlf with rage. Those few and regular comforts had come at an unbearable price. And, he
knew, the Hand only tended hisillnesses because they found usefor histaent. If it had ever failed him, if
they had found another who could do it better, if they had no longer needed his services, they would have
sacrificed him as blithely and easily as any goat and taken ruthless pleasure in the experience.

Dysan watched the women preen and dress for bed. The girls among the orphans had taught him
propriety by dapping or kicking him when he dared to peek a them unclothed. The more jaded ones
either did not care or might charge him in amurderous rage. It became vitally important to discern which
and, after his brother had rescued him twice, easier not to look at any of them in avulnerable state.
Dysan had findly grown old enough to find women more than just acuriosity, but hisbody had not
caught up to hismind and probably never would. He had long ago resigned himsdlf to the permanent
height of a seven-year-old but found himsdlf wistful again as he passed into the second haf of histeens.
He doubted any Woman would ever take him serioudy as a partner, not even the girlsin the Unicorn;
and anyway, theideaof paying for it reminded him too much of hismother.

At length, al the women, except SaParnith, settled in for the flight. She kept hersdf busy throwing an
occasiond log on thefire, staring out &t the stars, and laboring over aknot of rope work in her lap.
Dysan had no trouble sneaking down from hisloft to the outside, then creeping soundlesdy behind
SaParnith. He distinguished the breathing of each woman, four naturally and blissfully adeep and one
camly awake. Cautioudy, he dipped the end of SaParnith's bedrall into the fire. She took no notice of
him either when he dipped away, clambered back into position, and watched the results through a space
inthecaling timbers.

The cloth took longer than he expected to ignite. Gradually, wisps of smoke condensed into abillow. He
watched long enough to see aflame appear amidst the smoke. Smiling, he settled back into position, with



every intention of observing the drama unfolding benesth him. Then, exhaustion ambushed Dysan,
claming watchfulness and consciousness dike.

Dysan dreamt of another fire. The past flooded into a dawn memory of men dragging out the bodies of
dead orphans, speaking sorrowfully about these soulless babies, hopelessness, and parental dreams
dashed. Severd cried or made gestures he did not understand. Somehow, he managed to drag his
unresponsive brother to acrevice, to cram Kharmael inside, to hide himself in anearby hole. He watched
in horror as the men gathered the children's meager possessions, the remainder of their feast, the bitsand
shards of remaining Dyaredan might, and set the pile ablaze. Findly, the men retreated.

Only then did Dysan dare to squirm from his hiding place. Those flames had roared to lifewith a
suddennessthat caught him whoally off-guard. Smoke funnded into hislungslike aliving thing, solid and
suffocating. Heran for the nearest exit, dragging Kharmae! into awild column of flame consuming the
doorway, searing hisface, wringing tearsfrom hiseyes only to dry them with heet an ingtant later.
Gasping like a beached fish, he sprinted blindly back the way he had come, losing his grip on his brother.

Kharmael ! Dysan tried to shout, but the flames burned his lungs, and histhroat felt asraw as cinders. He
took astep forward, trip-ping over something solid. Kharmael ? He reached for the body, blistering his
hands on blazing linen. He jerked backward, sobbing, trying to find bearings that the now impenetrable
smoke would not dlow. Hismind grew desperately fuzzy. Heran in atight circle, then forced himsdlf to
struggle onward, to leave Kharmad's flaming body behind. He's dead. Dead. Dysan's overwhelmed
mind could not comprehend that any more than the realization that the only existence he knew had ended.
He waded through smoke and flame, guided only by ingtinct that sent him alwaysto where the smoke
thinned, where the air felt coolest. His brother's death had only just penetrated when he redlized that he,
too, would die.

Dysan struggled forward into another wall of firethat ignited his clothes.

Dysan awakened screaming for the first time in seven years. He heard the echoes of hisown cry
bouncing from theloft and clamped a hand over his mouth to keep from loosing another. His heart
dammed in hischest, and his breath wheezed out in frenzied gasps. It's all right. | found the window.
I'malive. Dysan measured his breathing, felt his heart rate dow. Then, another sound trickled to hisears,
familiar but unplacesble. Just as hefinaly recognized it as priestly magic, thefloor collgpsed beneath him.

Air surged around Dysan, and he felt himsdlf faling. Before he could think to do anything, before he
could even untangle himself from the blanket, he hit the ground with an impact that shot pain through his
shoulder, hip, and gut, stedling his breath. For amoment his eyes and lungs refused to work. Darkness
closed over him, filled with spots and squiggles. Then, asharp spird of agony swung through him. His
lungs spasmed open, taking in air, and his gaze revealed acircle of five women amidst a shattered fire
and apileof billowing ash.

"It'sachild," SaParnith said.

SaMaviss sooty face softened, and she made a high-pitched syrupy noise. "He's so cute.”
"Adorable," SaShayka agreed.

Too stunned and hurt to move, Dysan remained gtill and let them talk around him.

SaKimarza brushed back the knotted clump of hishair to ook into hisface. "Y ou're injured, little boy.
Tdl mewhereit hurts?'

Dysan found himsdlf unable to focus on that. Pain seemed to envelop dl his parts, and he was more



concerned with what these women planned to do with him. Nothing made sense, especidly his captors
cooing over him like aflock of mother hens. Herolled his eyesto Raivay Savdl, who studied him with
equd intent and Slence.

The other four began to talk a once, while SaKimarzarummaged through a cloth sack. "Poor little one."
"l hope we didn't hurt him too badly."
"Y ou don't think he'sredlly the one—"

The Raivay brokein. "Of course he'sthe one. Remember, sisters, child or not, he'stherat we caught in
our trap."

"He'sthe one who—" SaShayka started.
"es

"Thischild—" she Sarted again.

"es"

All of the women went quiet, studying Dysan. Still uncertain what to do or say, he remained ill. He
measured the distance to the door with his gaze but knew pain would dow him too much to try. Sleep,
dight asit was, had stiffened hiswounds from the coll apsed stonework; and the fall had reawakened
every ache. He had landed on the same hip the toppling rocks had pummeled, and he worried for the
bone. Bruises mottled hislegs, hiswrist ached, and his shoulder felt onfire.

The women switched to their private language; but, thistime, Dysan could hear each word. He darted
glancesin every direction, only partidly feigning fear and pretending not to understand them.

SaMavis never took her eyesfrom Dysan. "What do we do now?"

SaKimarza continued to search her sack. "Find out why he did it. Fix him up. Go from there." Shelad
out arow of crocks and bottles, and amouse skittered from the linen. She jerked backward, and a
frown scored aface pretty with youth.

SaParnith dropped to her haunches. "1 say we scare him off for good. Threaten to... sacrifice himto
Sabdliaor something.”

SaMavis gasped. " Sacrilege! Sabellia doesn't take blood—"

A grin stretched SaParnith's face. Though probably intended to appear wicked, it did not measure up to
what the Hand priests could manage with the rise of asingle brow. Their eyes had dways given them
away, and SaParnith's pale brown orbslacked that dangerous gleam of crudlty. "He won't know that.
After what the people here have suffered, he won't doubt—"

Raivay Savel interrupted. "That's exactly what we don't want. Any comparison to the evil that nearly
destroyed this place, nearly turned them al against the gods. Sabelliasent us here." She made astabbing
motion at the ground to indicate the building, then a broader gesture that encompassed al of Sanctuary.
"Here—to spread the word and greatness of Sabelliato the women of this... thiscity."

Dysan thought he caught ahint of contempt in her tone, acommon reaction of foreignersto Sanctuary for
reasons he did not have the information to understand.

"| just—" SaParnith started.



But Savel had not finished. "Money has corrupted the highest priestessesin Ranke, and Sabellia sent us
here to win over the hearts of Sanctuary's women honestly—with selflessness and good deeds, not by
terrorizing children.”

SaMavis dtirred afinger through the sodden ashes. "Imagine what this boy would tdl his parents. The
Dyaredans have | eft these people suspicious enough of religion insde their walls. Remember, those
bloodthirsty monsters, too, started with good works and charity.”

SaShayka legpt to her feet. "But oursisgenuine!”

"I'm sure the Dyaredlans seemed that way, too—at first.” SaMavis|ooked up at SaShayka. "Otherwise,
they couldn't have grabbed so much power so quickly.”

Savdl il sudied Dysan, her yellow eyesvita for one so old and their intendity unnerving. "We can
discussthislater. We have another maiter to deal with now.” Finally, she switched to IS gi. "Boy, why
did you set our thingson fire?"

"Maybe| didn't." Dysan restored the brisk stop-and-gtart inflection to the bastard Wrigglie language.
"Maybe you just put your old junk too closeto the flames." Fatigue dowed his thoughts and pain made
him hodtile; yet, a the sametime, hefdt dangeroudy vulnerable.

"Maybe nothing." SaVel's gaze remained unwavering. "Ah, so you want to do thisthe hard way." She
raised anarm.

Dysan flinched.

Asthe old woman came no closer, and she did not strike him, Dysan turned his attention to her. A tingle
passed through him, and he recognized it instantly as priestly sorcery. He had seen his share of it in front
of dtarswrithing with human bodies or dripping with their blood. Thistime, he saw no illusons, fet none
of the crushing evil that accompanied the summoning of Dyaredas power. Thistime, it seemed to cleanse
him, to strip away the layers of grime that darkened and protected him. His thoughts floated backward,
not to the blows, physical and verba, of his handlers but to the warm solace of his brother'sarms.

The whole proved too much for Dysan. Tears stung his eyes, and he confessed in awhisper, "l live here.”
The wordsraised a power and anger dl his own, and he rammed through the pain to make his point.

"Y ou're going to take away my home. My home!" Herolled his gaze to the ceiling, where the boards
hung in jagged disarray, reveding the hole that had once served as his bed. Those timbers had remained
solid dl thistime; he tested them daily. Only sorcery could have caused them to fail ingtantaneoudy and
without ahint of warning. Savel had made him fal, and Sabelliahad granted her the power, had
sanctioned that decision.

Before Dysan knew it, he found himsalf cocooned in warm arms, pressed against an ample bosom, and
rocked like an infant. He did not fight, just went limp in the embrace, let her body heat wash over himina
wave of soothing he would not have imagined contact with some stiranger might fulfill. She smelled clean
and of some sweet spice he could not identify.

The Raivay's voice shattered the sanctity of the moment, struggling to mimic his coarse Wrigglie diaect.
"We are building our Ssterhood here.”

Dysan anticipated a flash of anger that never came. He knew better than to trust himsalf to make
sgnificant decisions when fatigue and pain muffled his thoughts, just as he knew better than to fal adeep
in ahouse with an uncontrolled fire. Y et, tonight, he did both. Adopting the Rankene variation the women
had used, he spoke in a perfect rendition of an Imperia accent. "l know Sabellia doesn't take human



sacrifices, and | don't have parents to which to tell anything.”

Startled, the woman dropped Dysan. He tensed to keep his balance, the abrupt movement driving pain
through him. Cold air washed over Dysan, and he realized SaMavis had been the one embracing him.

Even SaVel's nogrilsflared, though she gave no other sgn of her surprise.

"How... 7' SaParnith sammered. "How... 7' When the words il did not follow, she changed the
guestion. "You don't... look... Rankan."

Dysan glanced between the women's shocked faces and wondered if he had made the right decision.
"I'm Wrigglie. But | do dl right with pretty much any language." He could tdll by the bewilderment il
pasted on their faces that his explanation had not wholly satisfied them.

Finaly, SaKimarzaexplained, "But that language belongs to our Sisterhood. Only usand Sabellia—"

SaVvdl legpt in, as she so often did. " Sabellia picked this city, thisbuilding.” Though not ared
explanation, it served well enough. Even Dysan understood that she believed Sabelliahad cast hislot with
theirs on purpose, had filled in any blanks between his natural bent toward languages and the Rankene
code-speech that served this order.

Dysan shivered at the loss of control. That anyone might take over hismind and actions chilled him to the
marrow, and the understanding that she was a goddess did not make him any more comfortable. He had
been so young when the Bloody Hand, and perhaps Dyaredla, owned and shaped him; and he had spent
the last decade assuring himself that he answered to no one unless he freely chose to do so. He had done
some stupid thingsin the last two days: positioning himsdlf to get crushed by stones, faling adeep near
fire, dlowing adream to take over hiscommon sense. Y &, hefdt certain al of those mistakeswere his
own, not attempts by anyone to consume him. The association fdlt right, secure. Five mothersfor the one
he had never redly known and Grandmother Sabellia. None of these could ever truly take the place of
the brother he so desperately missed, but any seemed better than ten more years of londliness.

"So what do we do?' SaShaykafinaly said. Though soft and gentle, her voice seemed to boom into the
lengthy slence.

They dl looked a Dysan.

"I think," he said carefully, "'l could betaked into sharing.” He had no red power in this negotiation. Ten
years of living in this ruin meant absol utely nothing compared with the money the women had spent to buy
and restore it. Nevertheless, he continued to bargain. 'l don't do heavy labor, but | can crawl into small
gpacesthat need checking or fixing. And I'm very good at ligtening."

Savel smiled. Thistime, her face opened fully, and her eyes sparkled. Beneath the gruff exterior,
apparently, lurked agood heart. "I don't suppose you could use afew hot mealsaday, ahomewith
walls, and a bed without a gaping hole in the bottom.”

"I might find use for such things." Dysan managed asmile of hisown. "Welcometo my home."
"Our home," Raivay SaVel corrected as SaKimarza examined Dysan's wounds. ""Our home."
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"Better that al such cocky snotty stedthy arrogant bravos were illborn.”
—Shive the Changer

"Me and my Shadowspawn, skulkin' down the Serpentine..."

—Bill Sutton

High of celling and sparse of furnishings, the room was hdf again aslong asit waswide. Itsillumination
was provided by apair of matching oil lamps, each cast in bronze and resting on athree-legged table at
an opposite end of the chamber. Thefailure of the yelowish light they provided to do more than hint at
the arcane drawings and runes on the two longer walls seemed a tease. Both were covered with a
medley of intricate, often grotesque ornamentation. Included were fanciful faunaand ornately overblown
flora, some with eaborately, even impossibly twining foliage; birdsred and un-; lewdly Portrayed lovers
with bodies and limbstwining but alittle lessin-tricately than flora vines, serpents flowers, medalions
and completely untrand atable runic designs. The lamps were fashioned in the likeness of gargoyles so
preposteroudy hideous that no sengible person could believe they were anything but fanciful.

Y et perhaps not, for one of the two men in the room was their owner, and histrade and lifeéswork was
sorcery. Such aone might be capable of summoning up such demons from one of the Seven Hells, might
he not? He—K usharlonikas—was a few months past his one-hundred-first birthday, with afacelike a
wizened large prune bleached to the color of parchment tastelessly decorated with orangey-brown spots.
Onthevain sde aswell as gill asexua being, Kusharlonikas the mage chose, understandably, not to
show histrue likeness—except when he dected to "wear" the age-overused face asadisguise.

Onthisauspicious night in his keep of keeps the master mage affected the likeness of aman of forty,
neither handsome nor un-, with luxurious and wavy auburn hair above eyeslike chips of greenest jade
and abushy, droopy mustache. Y et he wore along robe, a deep rich green bordered with gold at hem
and neck and deeve-ends, for even an intemperate devotee of the arcane did have the devil'sown time
disguisng hisancient legswith their knobby knees and varicose veins.

The other man in this, Kusharlonikass Chamber of Reflection and Divination, was aware of the mage's
age and appearance, for he was Kusharlonikas's apprentice. He was along-faced and lamentably
homely fellow with hair the color of straw—old straw, and subjected to dampness—who was close onto
but not quite five-and-twenty years of age. His seeming copy-cat robe of lime green did not require much
cloth, for hewas both short and dight of build. Indeed, the largest thing about him was his name, which
was Ko-modoflorensal.

His master stood at one end of along table of polished hardwood topped with a narrow runner ot olive
green cloth, well ngpped and tassaled in gold at ether hanging end. He stood moveless, with his hands
behind his back, bony left wrist clagped in aright hand burdened with three rings, one of them outsize. Its
large brown set seemed to be, oddly, abuckeye. Asif listening intently, he stood gazing down at the
table, which bore three objects.

Onewas alarge, two-handled flagon of some greenish metal that appeared to have little worth. Another
was awooden gtick not quite the thickness of alittle finger and some two feet long. It bore no bark, and
yet did not have a peel ed gppearance. The third object was fashioned in the shape of an hourglass, but it
was not; its sand was but a quarter-hour's worth.

The younger man with the name too long and the robe too bright stood opposite his magter, at the
opposite end of thetable. A film of perspiration glistened on hisface and hands. He had been muttering
and gesturing arcandly for over aminute. The hand with which he did most of hisgesturing borearing
with alarge setting: an object that was at least the color and shape of abuckeye.



"L et us hope no one menaces you when you are a your spdlling,” his master said, with no seeming regard
for digtracting the young man, "for you have given an intruder or foeman plenty of timeto lay you low."

Had athird person been present in the room, the sudden seeming shiver of the wooden stick would
surely have attracted his attention, not to have mentioned raised afew nape hairs. Inanimate object or no,
it appeared dmogt to writhe. A moment later the master mage winced, seemingly at one of his
apprentice's gestures or words. At the sametime, adrop of swest fell from thetip of the nose of that
effortful mage-to-be. And Komodoflorensal uttered afina word rather explosively, at the sametime
jerking his gesture-hand, and visibly sagged, asif having exhausted himself.

"Iffetd"”
The wooden stick returned to motionlessness, but the quarter-hourglassfell over onto itsside.
Komodoflorensa sighed and sagged even more pronouncedly, and watched his master gesture.

"ldiot!" Kusharlonikas said, whilein responseto hissingle, dmost casua gesture, the wooden stick on
the table between them accomplished the fundamentally impossible feat of becoming adender, yellowish,
two-foot snake that wriggled toward him asif dutifully.

"Shit!" Komodoflorensa snapped.

Seven blocks away toward the western wall, Fumarilis the Gatho opened hislarder to take out the small,
precious bag of sugar he had skimped to purchase, and was shocked to find atorn and empty sack.
Furthermore he was taring into the eyes of asmall, sugar-stuffed honey badger. It did not even snarl
before it pounced, and not at his eyes.

The room that Nim rented was in a building three blocks away from the house of Kusharlonikasthe
mage, in the direction of the north wall. Popular and confident in her voluptuousness, Nim hummed as she
prepared. Thisnocturna assignation was one of extraimportance. She was careful not to spill so much as
adrop of the far-too-expensive Lover's Moon perfume as she opened the vid. She half smiled, and
inhaled luxurioudy, and gasped at the ghastly odor she had loosed, and with achoked cry fled her home.
It remained empty for three days, the inexplicably horrid stench holding at bay anyone and anything so
foolish asto enter.

Not too far from that building, Semg Numisgatt was hand-feeding his bel oved blossoms when his
favorite orchid, the violet-and-white Aurvestan Autumn Queen, opened wide and nipped off hisright
index finger to thefirg knuckle.

Déeeteria Paungas was combing her rich mass of midnight-hued hair with the jewe-encrusted comb that
dear Shih'med had given her three namedays back when the errant spell of awould-be mage she had
never heard of wafted through her modest dwelling on Red Olive Street. Too numb with horror and
disbdief to shriek, she watched the flashing comb become laden and then clogged with the gleaming
black treasure of her scalp. And then it was piling up on the floor, and her shrieking began.

The tavern named The Bottomless Well—noat infrequently fondly referred to as " The Bottomless
Cesspool” by regulars—was on Tumult Street, aname that had made al too much sense fifteen or twenty
years ago. The gtaff of The Bottomless Well was, unusudly, not from Sanctuary and not conquerors, but
afamily from Mrse-vada. The Bottomless Wdll was not adive and yet more than awatering hole. At the
sametime, it was not an inn much frequented by the wedthy and/or pretentious. The walls and ceiling of
the family-run establishment were not painted dark and yet were only alittle darkened by grease and the
smoke of lamps and candles. That smoke and the odor of frying fat rode the air; not heavily, but
aufficiently to cause this or that patron occasiondly to rub an eye or two.



The furniture and surroundings were decent enough, with lots of rounded edges, and rails and legs of
blond wood, the de and wine unwatered except on request, and the food acceptable and sometimes
better than that. A modest statue of Rander Rehabilitatis perched on a stoutly braced shelf on the wall
behind the proprietor/ counterman. No one had to squint or ook too closely to see that it was well
tended and kept free of dust and grease.

In areasonably well-lit area againgt the back wall, two men of age sat at athree-cornered table. Neither
was young. The hawk-nosed one with more linesin hisface than his companion wore al black,
unrelieved black. That included his eyes and his hair, whose growth started well back of hisforehead and
was surdly too black for aman of his seeming years. On the back of hischair hung acane of plain
hardwood, thicker than athumb and with a crooked grip. By contrast the hair of his companion—in his
forties>—was cloud white. He wore it short, and in short bangs that were trimmed well above dark
brown eyebrows. He was decorated with agold chain and a couple of rings. Hisimported,
brushed-fabric robe of Croyite blue formed a veritable tent about him, for he was passing large of height
and chest, and especidly belly. Hisface and hands, however, showed little fat. His goblet was nice
enough, and contained thick red wine, while the hand of the man in black surrounded a plain crockery
mug of oddly pale beer.

He had requested that it be watered. That raised eyebrows but no one made fun of him, for despite his
years and his cane he had the look about him of aman not much given to joculaities, aman who would
not take denigration with grace, and perhaps not smplejoshing, either. Besides, afew minutes ago
everyone's attention had been distracted by an abrupt weirdness: the thick, quality winein one patron's
chalice-like cup had suddenly burst into flames. They shot up afoot above the table of the worse than
sartled fat man for severa seconds before ayoung fellow at a nearby table plopped his big persona
beer mug down over the offending goblet. With apologies, the proprietor had bustled over to grasp the
cup—using atowd to shield his hands—and hurried to the door to ding its contents outside.

"What in the cold hell—" the dark-clad man with the too-black hair began, but his companion
interrupted.

"Somewizard haslost histouch or istraining an apprentice,” he muttered, wagging his head.

The two old friends had discussed the fact that the white-haired man had narrowly avoided worse than
retribution when Noble Ar-izak's horse fell and damaged Arizak'sleg. He sent to the white-haired man
for help, but his considerable skills succeeded only in reducing the pain of the high-placed nobleman. He
felt reasonably certain that this was because Arizak was no good man and he—the white-haired
man—despised him.

"At any rate, hisNoble Sdf did not forgive mefor faling to work sufficient magic to end dl trace of his
injuries”

Hisfriend cocked his head. "Ignoble self, I'd say. Y ou are lucky to have escaped with your lifel™

That did not seem to cheer the white-haired man. "It was an act of cowardicethat | returned hisgold and
eased the other charge— the Price.”

"What was that?"
"Wewill not discussthat, Chance."

"Hmm. Damn it! Onceagain | wish | wasyounger and still had four good limbs! It would be such funto
vigt the paace one night and bring you exactly the amount of the chargein gold coin!



The white-haired man smiled, only smiled and nodded afew times. Perhaps he understood the
occasiond wigtfulness of old age but surdly not fully, for hewas ayear past hisfortieth birthday and his
friend, who had been the friend of his adopted father, was seven and sixty. Too, hewell knew that
Chance had never truly been happy, especialy so after parting from the love of hislife, a SDanzo named
Mignured, and yearslater hislarge and decidedly strange cat. To hisfriend that wastruly horrible.

Hisreverie gave way to interest in avery young patron of The Bottomless Well who had not advanced
far past the door, and who chose not to seat himself.

Interestingly, he aso wore black, tunic and leggings and boots and, on achill night, acloak. When he
threw it back—atrifle too dramatically, perhaps—he showed some color: He had decorated himsdlf with
abroad sash of blood-red. Neither tall nor short and the beautiful natural tan color of mixed races, he
wore hisjet hair long but pulled back into a horse-tail passed through a short, narrow sheath of dark red
leather. Hisfeet and calves were shesthed in buskins, soft boots of adull black sueded |esther that made
next to no sound when he walked. He was well armed with at least three knives and asword. The sight
of aknife worn upside down on each upper arm was an odd one. He also swaggered, and flirted mildly
with the teenaged female server, Esmiria, cdling her Esmy.

Quietly the dark, dark-haired elder with the nose of ahawk asked, " Strick—who is that swaggering pup
who is so intent on looking so tough?”

His companion chuckled. "Uh... the one called Shadowspawn?' he said, putting on aface of complete
innocence as he named a youthful thief-cat burglar of time past, though not out of mind. "Hanse, | believe
hisnamewas?'

His companion gave him adark look. "In your ear and out your nose, O Spellmagter,” he said, without
rancor. "l see no resemblance.”

"Amazing! 1'd wager our next dinner that yon youth isworking as hard as he can for just that—a
resemblance. In fact | do know who heis. And alittle about him. He callshimsdf Lone"

“"Lone!" The echo was heavy with the emphasis of incredulity, but not so loud asto be heard by the
bravo they discussed.

The snowy head nodded. "Aye—and not the monetary kind. But say it alittle louder and helll beright
here, looking down at us. And ready to fight, Chance, believe me."

The black-clad man he caled Chance glanced back aong the room. The black-clad youngster he called
pup had not moved from the bar just afew feet from the door. He was not looking their way. He bent
close as he spoke to their host, Aristokrates.

Without turning, black-clad Chance said, "1 wonder; is he old enough to shave?’

Strick snorted. "From the darkness of that hair I'd say he likely started at age twelve or so," he said, and
lifted hisgoblet to hislips.

Even as he spoke, broad-shouldered Aristokrates moved his plain green-tunicked self away to tend to
business—with acasual glance at the two men at the back wall—and the object of their interest turned
and set hisebows on the bar behind him. Thusthe lean, lean youngster stood, casualy and yet poised as
acat, while he surveyed the room from low-lidded eyesthe color of anthracite. Defiantly accentuating his
dangerousness, he looked as confident as aprince, or an army facing a stick-armed rabble.

Chance's mouth moved asif it considered smiling but changed its mind. "He's got the look. Knows how



todoit. I'll never forget Cudget's counsel before | had lived twenty summers. 'Wear wegpons openly and
try to look mean. People see the weapons and believe the look and you don't have to use them.' Y ou say
you know something about him?”

The robed man called Strick nodded. "I do. Lone was one of the orphans the Dyaredlan scum kept in
concedl ment under the paace to turn them into kill-daves. During the mgor bloodletting that removed the
Dyar hed from Sanctuary, the men who discovered them considered him and afew others salvageable,
and so alowed him to be claimed by his ‘parents.” "

"Ah. He has parents, then."

Strick sighed. His companion claimed not to have known his parents, who were little more than nodding
acquaintances. But by his power Strick knew that at some long-ago time Chance had once at least
known who hisfather was. Strick knew too, but never said so.

"All of us have parents, Chance, whether we knew them or not. But no, these two who claimed him to
raise were not his. They were achildless couple who wanted him to betheirs. Although the people
who... uh... rescued what few children they did not murder as hopeless servants of Dyareela accepted
them as his parents, | believe Lone redly was an orphan. | believe he has no knowledge of his parentage,
or the name they gave him. Nor do | know what his stepparents called him. They are dead, and he
decided to call himsdf Lone. So..." He gestured. "Lone heis”

"l didn't ask for hislife story, Strick. But dl that black he's wear-ing, at histender age, and at those
buskins—he'saroach, isn't he."

It was not aquestion, but an observation by aman who was sure of his surmise that Lone was athief;
that is, a cresture who went abroad only by night, like aroach.

"Absolutely. He's addicted to it. After the degth of his stepfather, he supported his mother with his
thieving. His sepmother, | mean.”

"Hemust begood at it, then."

"Must be. Word isthat she never questioned the source of her sustenance, meaning she probably knew
and did not want to ded withit."

Chance snorted. "Or endanger her source of income and food!"

"Probably. Oh—I wastold that he said that what they cdled himin the Dyareding Pitswas 'Heashit.'"
"Charming. Those Dyar scum... ah! Sorry, Strick. No offense.”

The man called Strick shrugged. "None taken, old friend and friend of my mentor."”

His attention was distracted by the emergence of a spider from acrack in thewall above and to theright
of hiscompanion. Abruptly it sprouted lovely wingsthe color of an Aurvestan Autumn Queen orchid and
soared awkwardly down to dight on the table between them. The dark man moved with surprising
rapidity for one of hisyears. Under his cup the secret of the spider's sudden winged state was forever
log.

The white-haired man gave his head adow, solemn wag. "That's the third abrupt total impossibility I've
seen inthree days," he murmured, watching afrowning Chance gingerly lift his cup to examine the total
impossibility of awinged arachnid.



"Liketheflaming wine," he said in adeliberately dull way. Then, cocking histoo dark-haired head to one
sde, "Sncewhenistotd impossbility unusud in Sanctuary?'

Strick's smile showed rue, not mirth. " Just what thistown needs! Somewhere in town an incompetent is
attempting to cast spells.” He sighed, and shook his head again. "Buit... Chance... do you have some
sort of interest in that, uh, swaggering pup?*

"You know | have."

"Because you have been offered amission that you believein but that is beyond you now, and because
yon smart-ass reminds you of you, forty or more years agone.”

His companion chose not to acknowledge that. Time was when he would never have—could never have
acknowledged that anything was beyond his ability. But he had lost that dong with his physica swvagger
and theuse of alimb. He said, "Interesting. Heistrying to be me, f—uh, afew yearsback. Infact heis
only pretending to be..." Hetrailed off, looking puzzled. " Sorry. Can't think of the word. Oh!
Casud!—heisonly pretending to be casud in challenging the room. Hismain interest isright here, at this
table”

"YG,I?'

"Maybe. Maybe it'syou. Y ou do look prosperous, you know— and no fast mover. Listen, Strick, you
know surprisingly much about him. But dways there is more to be known about a person. Will you do
methefavor of learning whet it is?'

"I can understand that you want the upper hand, Chance. But believe me, heisasmart youngster. He will
know heisbeing investigated.”

The dderly man with the too-black hair shrugged, dightly. "So he knows. Use adouble go-between so
that he makes no connection to you." Then he looked away from the one called Lone and gave his
companion asmal smile. "Damn! Sorry again! Asif you didn't know how to do that!"

Hissmilewasreturned. "Asif | didn't," Strick said.

Asthe man he called Chance looked in the direction of the one called Lone again, the one named Strick
and caled Spdlmaster looked whimsica and wagged his head, however dightly. His companion had just
sad sorry twice, and the first man named Strick had told this, the heir he had chosen and coached and
trained to carry on his good work, that hawk-nosed Chance had in his younger years given no indication
that he knew the word sorry.

Even some swaggering pups matured and mellowed, if they were lucky ...

Thefirgt Strick, the White Mage from Firaga up north, was an ex-sworddinger who had become the
strangeling caled Spellmaster. He was unbound by gods and locae, or by spdlls or anti-spells. Hiswas
true empathy; he truly Cared about each person who came seeking his help. Part of his cursefor being
given the power wasthat he had to care. This curse—and so he called it—of being unable not to care
for and about otherswas part of his pact with whatever god or Force he had bargained with, and it was
not ways a pleasant trait to possess. He was unable to do magic of the variety referred to as
"black"—meaning that his spellswere good or "white' magic, only.

Strick dso did well. Sanctuary's Spellmaster, sometimes called "Hero of the People,”" became awealthy
man and remained well off despite losses over the yearsin the various properties he had acquired. The
losses resulted from the "natural disasters' that had plagued poor little Sanctuary-on-the-sea, aswell as



the thefts of conquerors—theftsthat they called " confiscations,” of course.

Over forty years ago he had married anoblewoman of an old IIsigi family. She died, astoo many women
did, in childbirth. The unpredictable twists and turns of love being what they were, the Spellmaster had
taken as second wifea'"reformed” Dyaredling. He was able to make her ritually imposed scarsinvisible,
athough of course she paid aphysica price—the Price. It was bearable to them both, and to the
Spellmaster's adopted daughter, and to the two children this second wife bore him. He had been abroad
oversea, making certain arrangements with some people of the Inception Idand group, when the Irrune
"rescued” Sanctuary from the horror that had been the Dyaredling cult's rule of the gods-despised city.

The latest foreignersto take over here dso did their best to put an end to every member of the cult of the
Blood Goddess Dyaredla, with agreat deal of success. Victimsincluded the wife and children of the
renowned white mage Spellmagter. All, including his adopted daughter, died in the Irrune-kindled fire that
clamed hisluxurious country home.

He was never the same man after . ..

But he did take in askinny young orphan and train him as gpprentice. Only that lucky lad—whaose name
was Chance—knew that his"father" had paid agreet ded of money to have various punishmentsinflicted
on various Irrunes, because histaent allowed him to wreak white magic only. When years later the
adopted son made his bargain with the unknown that made him awhite mage, his dark brown mop of
hair turned white overnight and he gained girth with arapidity that was aboon for the makers of
breeches and tunics and bdlts. It was the Price he paid for the ability.

The Spellmaster, who had never ceased his grieving, named Chance son and heir, and bade him use the
name Strick and never, never charge greedily for his services. And when he thought his successor was
ready and he had done this and that with the properties he owned in and about the town, Strick killed
himsdlf.

The new Strick had long since become the friend of the strange dark man who was alongtime friend of
the dmost legendary Spell-master. The day Chance changed his nameto Strick, their friend changed his
to Chance, and moved into a better area of town than any he had previoudly tenanted. They met
frequently to dine and drain afew cups, and The Bottomless Well was one of their favorite places.

Leaning well in toward the aproned, balding Aristokrates of Mrse-vada, Lone said, "Whatever you do,
do not so much as glance at the men | am about to ask you about. At the back of the room— look only
at me, Aris—isthe man in the blue robe with the white hair the one called Spellmaster?!

Looking at his questioner asif to assess the stability of the chip the youngster wore on each shoulder, the
counterman said, "Yes"

Strick and Chance had forbidden him to reved that he and

Chance owned this place, afact known to perhaps seven people, three of them city clerks. Strick was
known to own or have agtake in severad commercid establishments, including, in alesser part of town,
the Vulgar Unicorn. That was adive held had lovingly restored to what it had been before one of the
ondaughts of nature that Sanctuary had suffered. The Golden Gourd was his, too, and other places and

properties.
Lone asked, "And what of the man with him? Ishe acripple?’

The thickset proprietor and supposed owner of The Bottomless Wl blinked medium brown eyes. "He
walkswith acane, and limps." The mustache adorning hiswell-rounded face like a semi-trimmed



bramble bush was no minor growth, brown and thick, and awaysitstrailing endswiggled when he
talked. Asto hisreply, he was dways careful with Lone, consdering it smple wisdom and perhaps
self-protection. The chips on the shoulders of the aptly salf-named Lone were big enough to challenge a
wood-splitter. While the lad possessed acertain. .. basic integrity, hisopinion of himself wasinviolate.

Lone nodded. "Do you know his name?"
"Aye. Heis Chance. Of the old race, | think."

"llsgi, likeme. But..." Lonewas frowning, and on adusky face with such black eyes under hair as black
asthe heart of amoney changer, that was a sight to give pause even to abold man. Although Lonewas
not of thellsigi, hisidol was, and so Lone cdled himsdlf. " Are you sure about his name? Maybe he hasa
nickname?'

The non-aristocrat named Aristokrates made a smal gesture with aringless hand and tapped his chest
with the other in the manner of adevotee of Rander. "Hisnameis Chance, Lone. | have never heard him
cdled anything dse”

Lone looked disappointed, but said, "When | draw back my hand you will see an earring that came from
afar and is not cheap but also not asvauable asit looks. Cal it agift to your wife or your daughter. You
choosewhich, Aris"

Thetdller, meatier man looked down at the object glittering in slver and green on his countertop. His
glance around did not seem furtive and yet was. When he saw that no one was looking their way, he
made the earring disappear.

"Famiriaor Esmiriawill be grateful, Lone. It is surely worth more than the single cup you just drank.”
"l saditwasagift."

A well-maintained mustache of mgjor proportions writhed with Aristokrates smile. "So isthe cup you
just drank!™

"Arid" That, sharply in afemae voice, from the kitchen.
"Ah. Hismagter'svoice," Lone said.
Arigtokratesrolled hiseyes. "Goto hdll, Lone."

"Be patient,” Lone said with awink. "Surdy I'll not be making that journey for awhile yet!" With that he
put on another expression atogether before turning away to stand and pretend to survey everyone. His
manner was that of aman of supreme confidence; the commander of an army facing amob armed with
Saves.

The watching Strick's mutter was only for the ears of his companion. "He seemsto have the stance right!”
Chance snorted. "Wdll, he knows how to posture!™

After acouple of minutes of such posturing, Lone swaggered to the door and outside into the darkness,
where he seemed to belong. He was heard to snap a curse when a serioudy warped plank inthe
boardwalk paralleling Tumult Street forced him to execute alittle hop-skip step. And then he... well,
droop-eyed Cgerlain the Twit-chy, lounging a the mouth of Angry Alley not far away, later swore by
Theba's Immorta Crotch that the cat-walking lad just disappeared.



The woman who stood with her back against awall while he groped her bore out his story, too.

A little under an hour later Chance and Strick also settled up and departed amid the tap-step-tap of
Chance's cane and right foot. About a half-block aong, one of those embarrassingly little yellow and
brown and high-voiced dogs began yip-yapping before they were anywhere near the territory he
consdered his. Hisfrail-looking little body bounced with each yap.

"Yip-yap yip-yap yip-yap," Chance said. "What atemptation to introduce that imitation of adog to a
throwing gar!”

"Ah, thet little beast isnot worth it."
"Just alittle one," Chance persisted, tap-step. ..

Strick paused and addressed the animal directly. "Imitation Dog with the voice of abird, you are never
going to be able to understand what happened, but hereafter you are not going to be able to bark again
unless someoneiswithin three steps of you and headed your way."

Chance smiled broadly. The yip-yapper's mouth continued to move but no sound emerged. Wearing a
distinctly puzzled look, the dog dropped back onto histail and sat staring at the passersby from wet eyes.
Neither so much as glanced a him. The dark one was chuckling as they went on their way.

Even though gold showed here and there on his person, a master mage had little to fear when abroad a
night in aneighborhood that, while not the worst, was aso not wholly safe. Hislack of fear of being
accosted was bolstered even more when he wasin company of the man now called Chance. In fact that
proved to be the case this night, when not even ablock and ahaf from the inn not one but two were so
foolish asto accost them.

The burly one addressed them in acultivated snarl that unfortunately made him sound sillier than it did
deadly. "Let's see the Sight of your purses and them rings, whitey, or you two old farts are going to get
stuck with sharp sted!!"

Strick spoke very quietly. "I am the Spdlmaster,” he said. ™Y ou boys don't want to do this. Y ou had
better run dong.”

"l don't giveashit if you're the Shadow God hissdlf,” the thinner man with the long knife said, asif
anxiousto prove hisfundamenta stupidity and perilouslack of judgment. Do what my friend says."

Since the attention of both accosters was now focused on Strick, his black-clad companion proved that
hislimp wasfase, and too that he was | eft-handed. His cane, startlingly heavy for the last eight or so
inches of itslength, became awegpon that al but brained the one with the bigger knife and drove deeply
into the midsection of his burly companion. With a spin that proved him no cripple, Chance whacked the
Sde of that one's head, too. The sound of impact was alarmingly loud. Both would-be thieves went
straight down and lay move ess haf on the boardwalk and half in the street.

Thefriends exchanged asmile.
Strick shook hishead. "A pair of men with astaggeringly bad grasp on redlity,” he said.

"Old fart indeed!" The offended sixty-seven-year-old kicked one of the men he had knocked
unconscious, but in the leg and with not dl that much force. "Candidight!”

"What?'



"| cdled him Candldight. One blow and he's out!”
Strick laughed. "No question: Y ou've till got it.”

Chance had used hisleft arm only, and the right continued to hang asif adeep, or dead. That had been
the case since that horrible occasion when the man who had aways been | eft-handed had avakened
from... something; deegp?—he had no memory of what had gone before the waking—to discover the
disconcerting fact that he was|ooking up into concerned faces, most of which belonged to strangers, and
that hisright arm no longer did what he wanted it to do. It continued in that worse than distressing
behavior, and was often cursed by its possessor.

"You had astroke," amedicd type or shaman improbably called Changjoy told him. Whatever in the
coldest hell that meant—a stroke of what?—struck by whom or what?—it essentialy ended the career
of the seemingly invisible Shadowspawn, the world's most brilliant cat-burglar.

Now he of the disrupted arm, livelihood and lifestyle went on hisway homeward with hisfriend Strick, at
homein the night and its shadows. .. without knowing that every moment of hisviolent reectionto a
robbery attempt had been witnessed from an overhanging roof just above them by avitdly interested
young man whose dl-black attire helped to conced him in the shadows.

"So hislegs are not crippled and the cane isweighted as aweapon,” he muttered, only to himsdlf. "But
that right arm must be usdless or nearly. And it is him!—it has to bel—he is Shadow-spawn!™

The young man, smiling and nodding only to himsdlf, would seeto it that aman named Tregginain had a
new nickname...

Candidight.

Komodoflorensd paid little attention to the countryside here, north of Sanctuary. Sometimes
picturesquely beautiful, it seemed unexcited about the imminent arrival of spring and the colorsit would
bring to decorate the land. On hisway back to Sanctuary after making alittle delivery for his master, the
apprentice mage rode amedium-size horse of amedium rust color. The animd and its accouterments
bel onged to Kusharlonikas. Its bridle and saddle with its high back braced and shaped by carved wood,
were of old, tired-looking brown leather. Komodoflorensal wore apair of aged long-riding pants of
amilar brown legther, and a high-necked, deeved tunic verticaly striped in burnt orange and off-white.
The sun had made a belated appearance along about midmorning, its heet persuading himto roll up his
lime green cloak and lash it behind the saddle with its cantle of |eather over wood.

Histhoughts were on hislife and hisbrilliant but cruel master. They were soulful thoughts, and some of
them were tinged with sadness.

It was adifficult life, being apprenticed to aman who was often worse than "merdy” difficult.
Komodoflorensa, however, was born to nothing of no one whose name was remembered afew
moments beyond death. Naturally such ayouth considered himsdlf lucky to bein the service of
Kusharlonikas. His master was the man he most respected and admired, and the apprentice's only
aspiration was to be as exactly like him as he could make himse f—with the aid of his master, however
painful. To that end, the diminutive mage-to-be swalowed the bitter fruits the old man served up, and
tried not to dread the next manifestation of impatience.

He was not sure what prompted him to glance up. But he did, and saw abird. No, not just a bird, but
oneof incredible size. In fact it was growing larger by the second. For amoment the apprentice mage
froze, staring at the oncoming creature. Hisfirgt thought was of the bow on his saddle. He redized that
would not work; the bird was practicaly hurtling down. If it were some demon-thing bent on attack, he



would never have the bow strung and nocked in time. Although he was no swordsman and in fact better
with the foot and ahaf of sted on hisright hip, Komodoflorensal reached across hislean belly for his
sword...

And the huge diving bird swept over him, on the ascent.

Theyouth fet hishair ruffle and his clothing ripple in the heavy draft from mighty wings and he squinted,
thinking how beautiful this enormous denizen of the air was, al degp emerdd and turquoise and pae
yellow. It flew on, climbing the air, while Komodoflorensal twisted about in the saddle. His hand merely
rested on the unde-corated hilt of the sword he had not drawn. He was frowning now, thinking, watching
the bird that could not be natural. It flapped on, climbing until it was smaler and seemed darker against
the clear sky.

Then it banked and came swooping back. It was beautiful in night, which was bringing it directly at him.
Never mind its beauty; Komodoflorensal reined his horse about and drew his sword. Again the bird
passed over, in beauty and with arush of air and dapping of wingslittle smaler than lateen salls.
Kusharlonikas's gpprentice had not even begun to swing his sword.

Why, it means me no harmat all! hetold himsdf. Foolish Komodoflorensal! Thisis surely sorcery,
Ah——probably a Sending of

my wily master to keep watch on me! Either that or it meant to tell me something, show me
something, and | have stupidly frightened it off.

The young man let the haf-drawn sword dip back into its sheath and kept atight grip ontherein of a
mount that had grown increasing restless. Again the great bird of green and green and cream ydlow
banked, and again it came back hisway, flapping gently thistime. Though he was sore nervous,
Komodoflorensa put a smile upon his face—and spoke quietly to hishorse. All waswell...

A hundred or so paces from him, the outsized bird swept back itswings and held them so. It came
hurtling down in a plunging dive, and by the time Komodoflorensal saw the terrible curved besk and
talons aslong as his hands, he had no time to take action. The monster rgptor'simpact drove him
backward off his horse, which reared and swerved, screaming. Its mouth wastorn, for its unseated rider
hed clung to therein until it wastorn from its grasp. He fell with bloodied fingers.

The horse galloped in a desperate fear that would not alow it to dow for miles. After atimeit did turn, to
return to the land it knew. Someone was about to be made very happy.

Itsformer rider-not-master, meanwhile, was kept in unrelenting agony as he was torn and clawed and
bitten to bloody shreds and gobbets. Still he was carried up, and up, in agony and blood loss. And then
his unnaturd assailant dropped him. Screaming, Komodoflorensd fell and fell and fell and actudly heard
the terrible thump as historn form struck the earth.

But he did not fed that impact, and when he awoke in his home— that is, the home of his master—he
redlized that the sorcerer had used aspell to punish him for last night's failure. Even as Komodoflorensal
gave slent thanksthat he was not only not dead but unharmed, ahuge soldier in full armor came rushing
at him and his battle-ax came rushing at the terrified young man's face and—

After that horrible and horribly painful death the apprentice mage awoke again—to open his eyes and see
his magter gazing down at him.

"So, foal," Kusharlonikas said. "Practice, and think, and next time try harder !"



The haughty people of Ranke, self-styled conquerors of the world, expressed their disdain for the town
named Sanctuary by its founders, the Ilsigi—people of the god Ils. It wasthe former Rankan overlords
who coined the insulting term Thieves World for the town. The once d most important coastdl city had
fdlen so low, the imperiousinvaders from imperia Ranke had been wont to say, that only thieves
remained, and so the thieves were reduced to stedling from each other.

Not that the Rankans had not done their share of stealing, aong with despoiling and tyrannizing...

Important or not, Sanctuary's outdoor market seemed no less bustling than those of citiesthat were
aprosper, and/or still ontherise. Two senses were kept close to the point of overload by the great
Sanctuarite marketplace. Even in winter the air was freighted unto crowding with overlgpping scents,
aromas, even odors. The competing of fragrances was emphasized at thistime of year by those hopeful
vendors who earned the price of their bread by serving hot drinks and cooking hot treats to warm the
buyers. Each scent separated itself from the others as prospective buyers approached the source,
whether fruits or vegetables or (ugh) fish, and receded after their passage, when another scent was
competing and, at least for atime, winning dominance.

A third sense was kept busy, but not to the point of being whelmed. That was vison. Many colors and
hues marked the clothing and tents and stalls of both sellers and buyers, though the color of their hair
differed only alittle.

Ah, but that second, nigh overwhelmed sense! The sprawling collection of gdls, tents, and wagons, drab
and colorful, was noisy.

Evenin the open air hundreds of people, nearly al talking at the sametime, did not creste merdly the
"buzz" so often used by storytelers. It was bedlam. In fact, the noisiness of Sanctuary's market defined
bedlam.

Y et two people were quite able to carry on a conversation, provided that they paused now and again,
reluctantly or in anger, while wending their way through the mass of people, scents, and colors of both
produce and of garments. The two older men, for instance, on this cool but sunny day. The onewas
portly under his veritable mane of hair the color of whitewash, his shorter companion his senior though his
hair was blacker than black, and who walked with acane.

Abroad in daytime, the man called Chance did not envelop himself in the concealing black garb of the
man he had been, the infamous shadow-spawned thief and cat burglar. The lightweight cloak he wore
over an off-white tunic and medium blue leggings was a sun-sucking dark red, for aman's blood was
thinner at the age of seven and sixty, if not hisarteries. This day they wended their way among stalls,
booths, tents, and shoppers, while Strick relayed to Chance afew additiona facts and beliefs about the
youth caled Lone gained through the Spellmaster's quiet and judicial questioning of afew sdected
persons. It was Strick's belief that he was discreet. .. and then their attention was demanded by awoman
excitedly talking, with gesticulations, with avendor who was apparently her friend.

The semi-attractive woman with the hair dyed red under the flut-tery green scarf was not well off, but she
was erect and carried hersaf well and with pride. Too, she did know how to dress, and it was pretty
clear to anyone who saw her that she spent what money she could on decorating her well-kept body.
Shewastdking wildly, shrilly, and with alot of gesticulating at the shortish, thin and thin-haired sdler of
inexpensve body decorations.

"But | live onthethird floor!" she squeded. "That must be— what? Sixty feet up?'

The man in the booth under the orange and violet awvning shrugged and made agestureto indicate his
uncertainty but desire to be agreeable. "Uh-huh, about that, uh-huh, I reckon..."”



She was babbling on asif he had not spoken, making it obvious that he need not have done. "So
somebody climbed up the wall dl theway up there, Cleggis, and then he broke into my place through
my window while | wasright there deeping"—with a sudden shiver, she clutched each of her upper arms
with the opposite hand—"and he knew where to find my earrings, or he's so experienced at thievery that
he guessed, and he took them out of my shoe about one foot below my head, Cleggis!"

Cleggis shook hishead. "Wackle! What asneak! That sumbitchis good!”
"Yes! Andthen... and then... heleft one of them in the other shoe, just to—to... to taunt me, | guess.”
Cleggis shook hishead. "Wackle!"

Strick had moved to place his mouth near Chance's ear. "Reckon we're hearing about our boy Lone?" he
asked, sotto voce.

"Soundsthat way. And it sounds like he's even better than we thought we knew."
"Not in need of alot of training,” Strick said, wickedly teasing.

"Just climb off it, Strick," hisfriend said, changing course in the smallish throng to head for the savory
aroma of cooking meat. "No oneis ever, ever going to beasgood as | was."

He was happy to order afat, juice-dripping sausage. With the seven-inch cylinder of meat in hand, he
made aflamboyant gesture that silently invited Strick to join him in having one. The Spellmas-ter,
however, preferred to cross the aide between rows of vendors and purchase a smallish wedge of cheese.
Chance knew the reason. Strick's vast girth was part of the Price extracted from him in exchange for his
ability, but till he had to be careful of hisdiet, lest he add to that girth and run hisweight right on up past
three hundred pounds.

"To continue about you know who," he said, as they ambled on, munching, "sometimes caled the
cat-waker. Heis naturdly right-handed, but to emulate hisidol, that Shadowspawn fellow, he has put in
alot of timetraining himsdf to use hisleft arm and hand. So long, in fact, that heis about equaly as good
with either arm-hand by now."

"Brilliant flow," Chance said, asdrily asaman could when his mouth wasfull of greasy sausage. He
smiled and nodded at the end of the shelf of the next vendor's booth aong the way.

Comfily curled and snoozing there was asmallish cat about the color of charcoal except for the smdll
white area on his|eft ear and another back of hisleft rear "ankle.”

And somewhere, someone triumphantly pronounced hisword of power.
"Iffets!"

Even as Strick turned hisgaze in the direction indicated by Chance, every hair on the dumbering animal
whipped erect and its eyes flared huge. With ahideous yowl of darming volume, the cat did not just legp
to itsfeet, but Sraight up to an elevation that was beyond impressive and in fact appeared beyond
possible. Landing asonly acat could, it spun around three times at amost incredible speed, pounced
onto the canvas side of the adjacent stall, and ascended as if someone had set itstail afire. It set arecord
for gpeed of climbing, surely, for acat without aflaming tail and not being chased elther. Reaching the top
of that dingy tent, it ruined the "roof" by spinning completely around—three times at speed, as before,
just asif it could count.

By now the performance of the suddenly demented feline had attracted agood number of witnesses, dl



gawking and gaculating in excited voices. By the end of itsthird rotation atop that vendor's tent, the
object of their attention looked bigger by twice. Surely anillusion...

It was at about that moment that severa people screamed, including Strick, and hurled from them newly
bought cheese suddenly become too hot to handle.

Without pausing or even dowing, meanwhile, the dark gray kitty pounced from the top of the dingy tent
onto the top of the neighboring one where it had lately dept so peacefully, presumably its home. But! Its
destination changed en route. Flattening in air with all four feet extended, aswell as neck and tail, the
presumably en-sorceled animd took on kinship with aflying squirrdl.

"Sorcery!" ahigh-voiced man squedl ed.
"Ohllsfather of usdl," Chance muttered, "how | hate sorcery!™
The sorcerer standing beside him said nothing, but only stared, as so many were doing.

A charcoa gray streak and still growing, the cat soared completely over the booth of its befuddied
misiress, a permanent site constructed of wood. It struck the flat roof of the next sall in line, one of
gold-hued canvas with arusset avning. The impact was heavy.

At theingant of that impact the flying feline smashed through the flat canvasroof, a the sametime
messly exploding into revolting components, without sound other than scomach-turning juicy noises.
From within came the sound of yells and screams, one of either sex.

Some vendors and every visitor to the market stood asif frozen, staring at what had been. Abruptly one
person detached itself from the crowd. Thelong skirt of the loosdly girt blue tunic worn by the more than
portly man with white hair flapped as he strode to the aeridly invaded stal. From it emerged no cat or
person, but only increasingly muffled screams. Both Strick's ringed hands dapped down onto the
wooden counter and, on tiptoes, he bent forward to peer insde.

"Oh, fart!" he barked, which was as profane as the Spellmaster got. He turned. "Chance! | need your
hdp."

Hisfriend's unhurried compliance with the urgent request clearly lacked enthusiasm. He learned Strick's
desire and waylaid aburly Woman to help him. Together, they assisted the beyond burly man with the
stocky legs onto the counter, and over it. A few moments later they were joined by awide-eyed fellow
who came hurrying around the left Sde of the gal, and the equally goggle-eyed woman who closaly
followed. Dark, dark they were, desert people whose place of business had been invaded by the ghastly
components of the product of sorcery. In desperation and charged with adrenaline, they had hoisted the
canvasin back and crawled out.

Together, the four of them watched Strick ritudistically bestow atouch on each of the severa wet pieces
of fresh mesat lying here and there on the earthen floor, most bearing at least atrace of hair the color of
charcod. Without wiping those begored and lymph-shining hands, he unfolded a caravaneer's wooden
stool and seated himsdlf dowly and with care.

"Here," the owner said, dgpping the counter with one of her thin, veined hands and pointing with the
other. "Break that stool under your vast butt and pay for it, fat man!"

"Hush," the cod-haired cripple beside her snapped. "Heis amage at work—a good and honorable mage
and the best man you'relikely to meet, skinny woman, but I'd not be testing my luck if | wasyou... and
beside, if that crappy little stool breaks he will offer payment!”



The woman, her presumed husband who had preceded her in fleeing their marketplace tent, and afew
others so daring asto have joined them, dl directed their stares at the man who had spoken so harshly.
But no one responded vocally. Even old and leaning on a cane as he was, there was something about the
felow...

Strick, meanwhile, had uttered not aword, but only besat the stool with legs wide apart in the way that
comforted men with great bellies. He seemed to be fondling or perhaps kneading a chunk of fresh
cat—the only large piece, which was about the size the anima had been before it commenced its
unnatura growth.

"Not aword," Chance murmured to hisfellow watchers, and put on his meanest menacing look.
No one spoke aword.

Abruptly the seated Spellmaster snapped up his head and startled those watching with an aspirated "Ah!"
that sounded pleased. He followed that with several nods of his snowy head. Then he glanced round, and
his audience heard his grunt without being ableto trandateit.

Chance knew the man, and recognized the sound of effort. Strick's divining was at an end; he had just
made an effort to hoist his bulk off the low stool, and failed. He who had been Shadowspawn leaned
againg the counter.

"Strick."
The white head turned and the white mage looked over at his audience.

"For you," Chance said, and with care, tossed his cane over the colorful array of mingled peppers and
onto the ground that floored the cluttered little room. It fell with little sound and rolled only about
three-quarters of arevolution before it fetched up againgt Strick's left foot. He grunted anew in bending
to pick it up, and with itsaid and another gasping grunt he cameto hisfeet. The stool had survived. It did
creak asif with gratitude at his departure.

More effortful grunts accompanied the Spellmaster's departing the booth in the same way the vendors
had. He came round the tent afew seconds later and handed Chance his cane. By that time the two
desert people had used their counter to reoccupy their tent. With clear distaste, they were collecting
gobbets of deceased cat and dropping them into alarge urn.

"Hope they aren't meaning to clean that meat and try to sdll it," the burly woman who had helped Chance
boost Strick into the tent said, and he flashed her asmile. He was revolted by the sorcerous occurrence,
and alittleangry. Y ears and years ago, a cat had been the best friend he could claim.

Strick addressed the vendors across their counter. "1 will pay ask-ing price for a basket of peppers,
assorted but without the hottest ones.” He pointed to a medium-sized basket.

At that marvelous and in fact unparaleed offer the vendors bustled to fill the basket with colorsand
shapes, the peppers they judged best of thelot, al without aword about the doubtless weakened stool.

"What... happened?’ the woman asked, as without attempting to negotiate he paid her the price she
named.

"It wasacat,” Chance provided, and received no thanks for being so kind asto provide the information.

"A cat of norma size" Strick added, "until an incompetent someone somewhere not too far avay cast a
spell that he botched. An apprentice mage whose talent | suspect isworse than limited. | know whose he



is, but it's best that | don't tell you. It was an accident.”

The overly earringed vendor in the adjoining booth, whose cat the deceased had been, had been told
what had befalen her pet, since the action had taken place out of her view. Now Strick was so kind as
to purchase some of her vegetables, which were hardly among the best available in the market, even at
this out-of-season time.

"You are the one called Spellmadter,” she said.

Strick was hardy unaccustomed to that same non-question. "I am.”
"Can you bring back my dear Seeks?"

He shook his head.

"Huh!" anearby shopper snorted. "Can't bring back alittle old dead cat! Some kind of 'spellmaster' you
arel"

Strick smiled. Never, never could hisfriend, who had been amode of truculence dl hislife, understand
why Strick was so accepting, so understanding, so extremely dow to take offense. "Restoring adead cat
tolife" the white mage said quietly and without turning, “would not be an act for good, and | can perform
only that kind of magic. And besides, cats make a point of breeding quite well enough that we need not
help increase their number by granting immortaity to some. | hope you soon adopt one, or more likely,
that one adoptsyou," he told the vendor.

"Seekswasoneof akind," she said wistfully, "but you are agreat man, Spellmaster. Y ou did agreat
sarvice for my sster-in-law when you dispelled the wart off her nose.”

Hissmilewas smdl, adight change in the shape of his mouth. " Apparently whatever inconvenience or
thorn in the flesh she had to accept in return for her improved appearanceis bearable,” he said.

The woman smiled across the counter at him. " Something €l se did happen just like you warned her it
would, and sheis marked— but neither she nor her husband my brother minds as much asthey did that
damned wart!"

Naturally Strick asked no questions, and nodded. Having paid for and accepted a small packet of
vegetables, he turned to walk away. He was brought up short. The fellow who had spoken from behind
him and been al but ignored moved swiftly to bar hisway. "So you can't do nothing that ain't good, huh?"
His chest was out and his hands were bdled into fiststhe size of smdl loaves.

"Putting awart on that snotty bully's nose of yours," the dark man just behind Strick's shoulder said,
bracing the considerably larger accoster with avery steady gaze, "would be no bad act.”

"Why, you little piece of cat sh—"

The bully wasinterrupted by athird male voice, from behind him. " Say, citizen, do you redly think it's
smart to go messin' around with ared live wizard?'

The bully whedled on his accoster, who was a burly sworddinger hired by the market manager to police
the place and protect its users. No longer ayoung man, he wasintelligent enough to be standing about a
yard back, holding a one-handed crossbow aimed at the bully's middle. It was cocked.

"Huh! Big man! Tough when you've got that sticker aimed at my gut, arencha, old fart!"”



Agan Sirrah Hodtility heard a hostile voice from behind: "Argalo, Would you have to arest meif | wasto
crack the skull around this ugly little fellow's big noise-hole with my little walking stick?”

The security man moved his head alittle to look past the man he accosted. " Oh, hdllo there, Hanse—|
mean Chance! Killed anybody so far thisweek?”'

Hanse-1-mean-Chance laughed. The former bravo he called Ar-galo laughed. Strick laughed. Severa
others nearby laughed. The heavily intimidated bully proved that he retained amodicum of intelligence by
suddenly remembering his urgent need to be somewhere e se.

Thanks and good wishes were exchanged, and Strick bought some fish that smelled good enough to eat
provided he didn't put it off, and he and Chance made their way to the east entry to the marketplace.
There, just ingde, they had time to Sit down and, without incident, knock back asmall measure of wine.
Then it was about time to step outside and look for transportation.

It had arrived: here was Strick's man Samoff with the one-mule-cart which the Spellmaster chose over a
carriage, in order not to look aswell off ashewas. It wasin accord with Strick's desire that Samoff of
the thick, droopy, rust-colored moustache wore nothing that even approached livery. He who had named
the mule "Killer" dressed as he wished and wore arms as he wished. In his case that meant he was well
armed with sword and dagger and crossbow and back-up knife, and as mean-looking as he could look
in mogtly lestherswith bootswell up histhighs and his big wide-brimmed old desert hat with a
swesat-gain about the size of some smal animas. He was a much wrinkled man of one and fifty who had
put in alot of yearstraveling from town to town across the desert as a caravan scout. The job meant
keeping to himsdf and riding ahead and on the flanks al dong the way, on the dert for possible menace.

Samoff was aman of few words and cons derable respect who knew how to use his wegpons, although
he was handicapped by an old leg injury.

He knew he was lucky to be employed by the Spellmaster, too, who a so provided food and housing,
and had spelled away the persond problem that Samoff caled the worst: apair of feet whose sweat had
smelled worse than a hound-dog's mouth. Samoff was also privy to the former life of hisbosss dark,
unfriendly looking friend. One afternoon a couple of years back he had heard an old acquaintance of
Chance ask him if the change of name redlly worked; what about people who had known him as Hanse
the roach for many years?

"They are mostly al dead,” Chance replied, and no one could disbdieve that, for nearly everyone who
had lived in Sanctuary a haf-century ago no longer lived anywhere.

Today Samoff greeted that man, aong with his employer, with respect. He was pleased to accept with a
low nod of his head the half-measure of beer that Chance had been so thoughtful asto purchase for him,
saw the two men seated in the cart, and mounted its forward seat to make the long drive to the much
better area of town and the Spdlmaster's home. The drive was leisurely and without incident of any
sgnificance

The door of that spacious dwelling was opened from within and they were greeted by a quite shapely,
thin-faced woman in her late thirties or early forties. She was Linnana, who was as dways rather garishly
atired in severa itemsof jewelry and at least as many colors, not al of which were compatible.

Chance was one of the very few who knew that this Sdanzo "housekeeper” was Strick's woman. Since
her people tended to shun liaisons with outsiders and frown upon those who broke that unwritten "rule,”
she pretended to be no more than his housekeeper, and they maintained thefiction that she dwelled in the
small building attached to hislarge home.



Infact, long ago a Sdanzo had been the one true love of the hardly lovable thief named Hanse and cdled
Shadowspawn, and he had lost her because he had persisted in being Hanse called Shadowspawn—and
never ceased to blame himself. It was because of hislost Mignurea that he had long secretly channeled
money to one Elemi, awidow, because she was Sdanzo and he was sentimental—a fact that even now,
50 closeto the end of hislife, he would never admit, even to Strick.

Linnanawas more than civil and showed no long face as she gpprised them that while cleaning she had
discovered that someone had broken in last night, without causing damage to door or window
or—apparently—taking anything except the mostly purple raw gemstone that Strick kept lying on one
end of thetablein hisdivi-nery and office.

"But heleft this," she said, handing her lover atiny tablet of hard clay and soft wax. It had been sedled
with Strick'swax and sedl.

He gave Chance alook. "Want to risk awager asto who |eft this?!
"I like him more and more," Shadowspawn sad. "It'swhat | would have done!™

Smiling—rather tightly—Strick broke the seal and lifted the tablet's cover. Very nesatly scratched into the
soft wax coating the inside of the tablet were the words"Why not just ask me stead of them uthers?”

Strick chuckled. "That would be Lone, dl right. All iswdll, Lin-nie. We arein no danger from this
intruder."

While she showed visiblerelief, she dso remained close to her man.
Chance added his assurance: "A certain youngster just wanted to show us he could do it."

"Wantsto belike hisidol,” Strick appended, now with an arm about hiswoman. Y ou remember hearing
about a certain Shadowspawn, don't you Linnie?"

She heaved a sigh and showed the two men awan smile. "Never heard of him," shesaid. "But | do smell
something that needs to be taken outside and cleaned.”

"Sorry," Chance grinned. "Strick did do some swesting..."

With an indulgent smile she took over the fish. The Spellmaster headed for his private sanctuary, his
home office-divinery, while Lin-nanatook charge of the market purchases. She presented no rea
argument when Chance said it should be hisjob to clean the fish. Strick was il in his sanctuary when he
finished, so Chance went ouit to visit with Samoff and "maybe lend ahand in tending to the mule and

He and the former caravan scout sat in the barn and reminisced, asthey had on several other occasions.
Most of what each told the other wastrue.

Over dinner, Strick surprised no one by advising that he had been at alittle private divination, an ability
enhanced by afew things he had learned not from his stepfather, but from afriend of his, adauntingly
large man named Ahdio.

"The lad who continues to cast bad spells over Sanctuary is named Komodoflorensa,” he told Chance
and Linnana.

Chance paused over adice of onion-rubbed bread the color of old leather. "Now that," he said, "isalot
of name!"



Strick nodded, using his tongue to explore the morsdl of fish in hismouth for bone. "Heis gpprenticeto a
master mage named Kusharlonikas, who is older than dirt. Do you know of him, Chance?"

"Why ask me? Because | am older than dirt?

So many years he has lived, Strick thought, and still so defensive and quick to take offense! For him
not to be happy, and so low of self-esteem asto fed it, especidly for aman so very good at hislife's
work, was to Strick one more miscarriage of justice—and proof once again that the whole "justice”
concept came not from the gods but was solely ahuman invention, and did not exist in any naturd state.

Or so believed Strick, Spellmaster.

"No," hetold Chance, "because | bdieve this Kusharlonikas to be old enough to have whelped you.”
Chance jerked erect in hischair. "All godsforbid!™

"No argument offered,” Strick said.

Linnanachuckled. "Whet anirony that would be!™

Strick went on, "1 should not have much trouble learning where Kusharlonikas lives, snce | have seenthe
neighborhood behind my eyes. | intend to have atalk with him. Sorcerers are wont to claim— even
believe, in some cases—that any and every event that takes place—or failsto take place, as
expected!—is demongtration of their magnificent ability. This one needs to accept responsibility for the
bad, too. The incompetence of his apprentice is adanger to everyone. And certainly his master owesthat
couplein the market for the tent destroyed by that excrementitious spell.”

While Chance was wondering what the grundoon that meant, Linnanawas aborting the lifting of nicely
peppered fish to her mouth. Strick and Chance had given the shapely woman a brief description of the
outre mis-happening in the open market. Now she said, "And that poor woman's cat?"

"Cats," Strick announced with uncharacteristic portentousness, "are plentiful and not at al expensive.”
But the man cdled Chance was staring at ablank wal blankly, remembering, and he said nothing.

The quite spartan apartment that Chance kept was not at al far from the considerably nobler estate of his
friend, but as sometimes happened, the retired Shadowspawn spent the night at Strick's. When he
entered his two rented rooms next morning, he discovered that he had been visited. Someone had nestly
arranged on his bedspread the amethyst off Strick's desk and another little clay tablet.

"While yur frend wastrying to learn about me," the note said, "I was learning about you, Shadospawn.
Sign meif yu hap to be at sametable at Bottomless Wl thisnight.”

He who had been the ultra-cocky Shadowspawn, invader of so many dwellings not his own, felt violated
and was righteoudly outraged, but that night he was at the table he had shared with Strick the night the
spider sprouted wings and the "professiona barker" outside became a"good dog.”

The boy, as Chance thought of Lone, was not present, and Ar-istokrates understood the reason of this
influentia patron for drinking "wine" that contained more of the well than the grape.

The ever-patriot and former professond thief had lived along time, and played many games, mind and
otherwise, and so was not surprised when after the turn of the hourglass on the counter the boy hed il
made no appearance. Neither had he sent amessage, which admittedly Chance had half-expected. He
rose, step-thudded to the counter, paid, and leaned close to the host to murmur a number of words for



his ears only. Aristokrates agreed, and Chance departed the establishment.

Time passed. Aristokrates and his modestly dressed daughter Es-miria stayed busy serving beer and
wine and food. The wife of the proprietor and supposed owner of The Bottomless Well, awoman
mestier and thicker-set than he was, emerged from the kitchen in response to a customer's special
request. Shelistened, and nodded her agreement, and responded with afew words; why mention that
one of the spicesthe interfering ass requested was dready in the stew, and his other suggestion would
gpoil it? On her way back out of sght—where Falmiriarepesatedly madeit clear that she preferred to
be—she paused, watched the last grain of sand disappear from the top of the hourglass, and turned it.

And time passed in The Bottomless Well. At last through the arched doorway he came, in hisgliding gait
caled catlike, alean young man of no greet height but at least five lengths of sharp stedl that showed. He
wore black, black, and black, tonight unalleviated even by the red sash, and the soles of his soft buskins
made not a sound on the hardwood floor. From arrestingly dark eyes beneath rather thick, black brows
he scanned the place asif in acasud way, but which his host knew was quite purposeful indeed.

The catwaker wore no happy look when he turned to the counter and those nearly black eyes bored into
the mild, medium brown ones of hishogt.

"] was to meet the man who calshimsdf Chance here" hesad. "l don't seehim..."

Aristokrates bobbed his head in such away asto make it obviousthat he was attempting to be
ingratiating. "Y es. Hewas here, Lone. Alone. He sat at the back wall, and sipped amug very dowly like
aman waiting for someoneto join him. After more than an hour he had till not bought another cup and |
despaired of ever sdling him one. Then he came up here on that cane of his, and paid, and looking not at
all pleased, told methat if you camein | wasto say these words, and | repeat them exactly, Lone: 'l
waited along time; too long for aboy so young and inexperienced.' "

Immediately he had spoken, the balding man from Mrsevada took a step back from the counter and the
stormy face onits other side. That face had darkened, and its features were writhing, and the eyes
seemed ready to emit flashes of fire.

"That bastard!" Lone blazed, and louder than Aristokrates had ever heard him spesk.

"l... think you areright,” the bigger man said mildly, while judicioudy reserving al comment on Lone's
lack of parentage.

Lone dammed afist down on the counter. "That blag-dagged blaggard! Thisis—thisis—you said his
words exactly, Aris?'

"Absolutdy! D'you think | would say such athing to you?'

"That blag-dagged bastard!" Lone spun about asif in hopes that someone would hurry to pick afight
with him, or that he could find an excuse to assault someone. Anyone.

No such opportunity knocked.
"I can understand that you are not amused,” Aristokrates said. "L et me pour you something.”

L one whedled back to him with such speed and such a stormy face that the other man bethought himself
of the thick hardwood club he kept under the counter. But Lone proved not the sort to take out his anger
on the message-bearer.

"Not tonight, Aris. Damn! Damn him for an arrogant blaggard!”



Aristokrates considered that hiswisest course wasto say nothing.

"Shit!" the young man snapped, face il writhing, and with aswish of cloak dark as midnight hewhirled
away toward the door.

"Oh, Lone," the man behind the counter said. "Wait amoment. He did bid me give you afew words of
council when you were about to leave."

Dark clothing did not rustle despite the speed of Lon€e's turn. Wickedly menacing eyes met those paler
onesof Arigtokrates. "Council?"

"He bade me do you afavor," the proprietor of The Bottomless Well reported.

“I'll just bet!"

"Umm. He said to warn you not to enter Angry Alley.”

Lonestared. "Huh! That'sal?"

"Yes." Aristokrates nodded solemnly.

"Hey, Arisl How about another mug over here!™ That call sounded in avoice with abit of surlinessiniit.

Aristokrates waved a hand at the patron, one of severa at histable. Two of them aso signed for another.
"Oh oh. Sorry, Lone. Uh... good night..."

Lonedid not return that ritual well-wishing as he glided to the door and in a second as much as vanished
into the darkness outside.

Naturally, being angry and more, being Lone, he headed directly for the dark, dark opening between two
close-set walls—a passage that too often reeked of urine. Although he saw no onein Angry Alley,
someone was.

"The cardlessness of rash-brash youth,” avoice quiet asatiptoein shadow said, "is not bravery, Lone.
The real Shadowspawn would not be so rash asto charge in when such aclear warning was issued.”

" Shadowspawn!" Lone gasped, cloak swept back and hand frozen to hilt. It was asif the darkness had
spoken, for still he saw no hint of person or even movement.

"The same. And well armed, and vexed a you with reason, but only talking instead of letting stedl speak
for me"

Lone of the prickling scalp and armpits considered that, and swallowed, and actualy devoted afew
seconds to thought, and for once he answered from his brain, not his bravado.

"You left word that | must stay out of thisalley only because you knew | would have to accept the
chalenge!”

"It was a safe assumption,” the darkness said. 'Y ou have just restrained yourself. Y ou must learn to do
that much more often, whichisto learn to think. Else you will die avery young man, and who could
possbly giveadamn.”

Thefina wordswere no question, redlly, but spoken flatly as a stlatement of fact. And once again Lone
felt assaulted. .. and once again, somehow, he found discipline within himself, and exercised it.



"1 will try, Master of Thieves™

"I doubt it. And just ‘'master will do, if you intend to apprentice yoursdlf to Shadowspawn and succeed
him"

"Y ou do not make it easy, do you."

"I have had no easy life, Lone. My mentor was hanged when | was only aboy, younger than you. | wasa
cocky little piece of cat shit, but | learned that | must learn, and so | tried, and | learned.”

Lone swalowed and, even in pitch darkness, blinked. It had not occurred to him that hisidol was
capable of such profundity.

"Doubtless you think that was profound,” the darkness said, in the shadow-quiet voice of the master thief
of Sanctuary.

Lone swallowed and managed to make no reply.
"If you can learn, | know thingsthat you don't and can il do thingsthat you cant.”

As | can do things that you no longer can, poor crippled Shadowspawn, Lone mused, but again he
grengthened himsdlf to hold silent.

Then it occurred to him that the unseen owner of the ever-chalenging voice was a'so saying nothing, and
he stedled himsdlf to pronounce the smple words:

"l canlearn, Magter."

The man caled Chance had not been so elated in along, long time. But none of that was apparent in his
shadow-quiet voice: "Y ou must be tested. To begin with you have not | hope forgot the location of the
home of the Spellmadter.”

"I remember," Lone said, trying hard not to sound sheepish. What an idiot | was, breaking into that
mansion! What a friend such a man as Strick could be!

"Good," the shadows said. "Then wewill meet there. Y our first test isto reach his door beforel do."

After atime Loneredlized that athough he had heard no sound of movement, hewasaonein Angry
Alley. With adight smile, he began waking. Rapidly.

With afleet and eager horse hitched to the mule-cart and a passto show any law enforcement types who
might stop him, Samoff made very, very good time driving through the night to the home of his magter.
Simple matter to wait near the end of the alley Chance had specified, say nothing when the black-clad
man appeared and climbed aboard, and set off. From time to time as he guided the more than spirited
young horse through the night he heard a chuckle from the man seated behind him, and Samoff made a
vow to ask Chance—at a more opportune, meaning safer, time—if he had wet his underpantsin his

gurglingglee

If the younger cat-burglar wet his pants that momentous night, it was not in glee. He was not short of
breath but hislegs were afflicted with spikes of ice when he reached the etate of the Spellmagter... and
stared, blinking. Strick was right there outside, seated on the front steps of the carefully elevated house,
apparently awaiting Lones arrival. Moreover and far more awesomely, beside him sat ablack-clad
figure. That one threw up ahand as the other man in black approached on weary legs that he had pushed
closeto thelimit of their endurance.



"Lone!" Chance caled jubilantly. "Good to seeyou &t lagt, lad!”
"Shit!" Lone muttered. Then, reprovingly as a schoolmaster: ™Y ou cheated!”
"True! | used my brainingtead of my legd™

While Lone ground histeeth, Strick spoke. "Not to mention a horse. Promise never to enter this house
again unlessinvited, Lone, and wewill go in for some refreshment.”

"l promisg,” Lonesaid. "l even... uh... | had something to prove.”
"Still have," Chance said, rising with the gpparent aid of his cane.

Lone heaved asigh and nodded. He had aborted, saying, "I even apologize,” because it was hard, so
hard for him to say such words. They went insde, and Lone learned what it waslike to havethe
wherewitha to have afast runner fetch ice from the mountains down to Sanctuary.

Or, inthis case, for acertain old master cat burglar to find away to relieve Arizak's runner of hisburden
and make a gift of such rich bounty to afriend...

|ce weakened good de abit, but how good to a swedtily exercised man it was with abit of coolth
added!

And then abit more without theice, as the three men talked. The woman present talked but little, aswas
her habit, but she gazed much on the cocky youngster working so hard to control his natural cockiness
and truculence. What afascinating boy! How strangdly... akin to him shefdt!

Linnanaknew aready the story of Strick's nonpayment by Lord Arizak, even to the amount. Now she
heard Chance lay out hisdesireto stedl into Arizak'sless than modest dwelling and relieve him of that
exact amount.

"Not a quarter-ounce of copper more," Chance said, one finger upraised, "and not a quarter-ounce less.”
"Yet," Linnanaput in, "thereis or should be the matter of intere<t..."

Strick amiled. "I havelittle doubt that opportunity will one day arise for meto extract that from the grest
Arizak."

She chuckled.

Chance did not. Meeting the eyes of no one, he said, "How | long to do it! But my age and leg make me
unable to undertake that exciting piece of night work..."

"Y our age and arm, you mean, Master," Lone said, lest Chance think the youth still believed that he was
crippled in theleg, that the walking stick was necessary. "But the work will be done. | need only bethink
mysdf of what | will need, and makealittlelid..."

"You need makenoligt," Chance assured him. "1 know exactly what you need, for in past | completed an
amogt identica mission.”

"Hmp," the Spdlmagter said, without the hint of asmile. "Misson? Not on my behaf. Must have kept the
sweg to yoursdf!™

Hisfriend aso did not smile. "Nah, nah. Gaveit dl to the poor and the Temple of Him Whose Name We
Do Not Pronounce, | did!"



Strick laughed with him, and continued to keep his peace about what he knew: hisfriend was indeed
spawn of the shadows... or rather of the shadow god, Shapa, usualy referred to nameesdy, as Chance
just had.

"By four nights hence," Linnana suggested into the laughter, "wewill have full dark of the moon, surely the
perfect time for such awicked venture..."

"But too easy,” Chance said firmly. "By night after next the moon will beameretiny diver—afine
working night for an excdllent roach anxiousto prove histaent and ability!"

L one shrugged and endeavored to look relaxed and, above dl, casually confident. Whatever the
Shadowspawn said. At last he had achieved his god, and here he sat, in the company of the man he most
respected and admired. Naturally ayouth with such agod consdered himself lucky to bein the service
of Shadowspawn, no matter how much in his shadow! The only aspiration of the orphan Lone wasto be
asexactly like hisidol as he could make himse f— which meant doing things Shadowspawn's way,
however dangerous.

"For onething," Chance said, "you will need an archer.”
Lone cocked hishead. "An archer?"

"Someone good with abow,” Strick said, asif it were the meaning of the word that Lone did not grasp.
"And arrows."

Without taking his gaze off Chance, Lonesad, "Oh."

"An archer who can loft an arrow upward, trailing arope,”" Chance explained. "That gets you over the
Lord Arizak'swall, and maybe farther, asin higher.”

"Ah!" Lone bobbed his head, acknowledging something he had not thought of .

"1, ah, know agirl who is expert with bow and arrow," Linnana said, and received strange looks from the
men, dl thinking: a girl?

Strick said, "Would that be that teen daughter of Churgaand Filixia?"
She nodded. "Jinsy, aye. She practices every day behind their house, and the girl is good.™

Chance was | ooking uncomfortable, and wishing he were having this meeting with his apprentice
elsawhere, and just the two of them. "Uh... you sound like you're talking about aneighbor..."

"Right," Linnanasaid, smiling brightly. "And very good friends. Jnsy will be thirteen next month.”

"Pardon me," Chance said, "but we are not going to use the child-daughter of well-off neighborsto help
break into the keep of the lord of Sanctuary.”

"Their financid status has nothing to do withit,” Strick said. "They arellsigi, and love Lord Arizek no
more than you do."

"Loneand | thank you," Chance said, "and we will recruit someone from within the Maze..." he broke
off, and alittle smiletugged at hislips. "Or maybe in what remains of Downwind rel ocated to the Hill.
Remember: | come from there"

Having tried to help and been rgjected, Linnana and her d most-husband sat back and looked grim.



"Y ou will want to take rope with you, too,” the master said.

"Lightweight, thin, and tough. Test it yourself a your weight, plus. For meit was best to wind it around
mysdf.”

"And something to bring out the coinsin,” Strick suggested.

Two experienced thieves gave him the sort of look he was not accustomed to: disdain. Strick and
Linnana offered no more advice or help, and the plan was made. The offer was made and repeated, but
the catwa ker repeatedly turned down opportunity to spend the night in the manse. Then the man he had
gpprenticed himself to nodded and made the decision for him.

"Wethank you three times, friends, for such kindness. Y ou have two overnight guests: Shadowspawn
and Catwalker."

Later, very quietly in adarkened room, Chance furthered the education of his apprentice: "We made
them unhappy by accepting no help or advice from them. When people redlly want to do you afavor, let
themif you can. That isdoing them afavor. We are making them fedl good by staying here tonight.”

"Thank you, Master. Ah... Shadowspawn... | need al such advice you can give me."
"Her€'s another piece, then. Never call methat again.”
"Yesgr."

Father Ils save us all, Chance thought, just before hefell adeep, for the ocean may go dry. Me,
giving advice!

Two nightslater three men in dark clothing stood in the dark areabelow thewall of the lordly keep of the
master of Sanctuary. Two were clad dl in black, the third only a shade less somberly. He dlonewore
headgesar, a soft cap of dark gray. The oldest among them had relieved the youngest of his cloak and
sword, inthe interest of better mobility. With Lone ready to set off on the mission that neither of them
consdered the least bit dishonest, the trio watched the arrow go up, and up, and agrin of pride
rearranged the beard of the ragtag former soldier Chance had recruited. He had proved his mettle. It was
aperfect shot or gppeared to be: the shaft caught, and here dangled the rope for Lone's use.

And no matter what plans the ocean might or might not have to go dry, Chance proved to have more
adviceto impart to his newfound gpprentice. "If it's possible without overmuch danger,” he counseled,
"bring out the rope with you. Absolutely bring out the arrow, no matter what. And... Lone."

The younger man was gazing up at the wall, and the place where arrow and rope had disappeared.
llAyell

"Look a me."
Ingtantly, Lonedid.

With the portentousness of master to assistant, Chance said, "'Y ou are going to be very proud, and you
will want to leave some sign that you have been there. Do not."

Lonenodded. "Aye. May... may | ak why... Master?'

"Oncein my weening pride | left proof to the man who then ruled this poor foreigners-saddied city, and
after | wasout it occurred to methat it was abad ideato let him know how easily | could bregk into his



palace, and out.”
"Ah." Lonesdark, dark head was bobbing. "And did ill come of that?"

"No, except extratime and labor for me, for | felt obliged to steal back into the palace and remove the
sgna | had left of my presence... and then | had to get myself back out again.”

Lone smiled, and then chuckled, and gpologized for laughing. Then he noted that his mentor was dso
chuckling...

Asthe young man began to make hisway sinuoudy up the rope, the watching Chance felt atouch at his
deeve. Heturned to face hisarcher.

"The rope'sin place and there he goes, yer lordship,” the bearded man said. "About my payment?’

Chance pressed three coinsinto the waiting, grime-etched hand. The old soldier raised it to examine the
contents of his pam, then gave histemporary employer alook.

"That ishaf," Chancetold him. "So far the rope has not worked loose or broken. When he tops the wall
and we know the rope has held, you will have earned the full amount we agreed on."

Thearcher looked crestfalen. "Aw..."

"If you don't think you can trust me, come with meto a place caled The Bottomless Well."
Acorn-colored eyes shone in the darkness. "Are you buyin', yer lordship?”

"Wewill see" Chance said. "And stop cdling methat.”

He and the fellow, whose name he had given as Kantos, were on their second cup when through the
doorway came asmug-faced young man al in black, in quest of his cloak and sword. Reaching the table,
he produced Kantoss arrow and, with aflourish, handed it to him. Lone was reaching into histunic ashe
removed his sword and cloak from athird chair and seated his smiling self with his mentor and the hired
help.

"Done," he announced.
Chance shoved his mug over in front of his apprentice, who bobbed hishead in gratitude.

"Well done!" Chance said, and immediately diverted his attention from the pridesome youth. "Kantos, the
other half of your payment for ajob well done," he said, and pressed the coppersinto Kantos's ready
hand. "Asabonus, | an paying for your beer. Do have agood night.”

Kantos was smart enough to recognize dismissd. "Thankin' ye both,” he smiled, touching hisforelock as
he rose, and hedl but louted out.

When he was gone Lone withdrew from within histunic asoft cloth sack that he had partidly burdened
with earth before he went up the wall. The purpose of that strangeness was to absorb the sound of
clinking coinswhile he took hisleave. With great pride and smugness he set it on the table before
Chance. They both heard amuted clink.

Chance directed hisdark gaze into the dark eyes across the table from him. "The exact amount?’

Lone nodded. "The exact amount.”



"Strick isgoing to crow! And what did you take for yourself, Catwaker?"
Lonelooked offended. "Nothing!"
"Well done. Did you have any trouble?’

Lone compressed hislips and flared hisnogtrilswith asigh. "1 did. | was on my way out when a servant
appeared out of nowhere. Nothing | did had attracted him. He just happened aong and there was
nothing | could do about it. He saw me, but | had the scarf across my face. His mouth went wider'n his
eyes, and | hit him, hard. He fdl down and just stayed there. On his back with hiseyes closed. | got out
of thereasfast as| could. He could never recognize me."

Chance sighed and looked unhappy. It was the way of masters.

Part of the problem had nothing to do with the fact that Lord A. now knew that someone had breached
his keep. As disturbing to the man who so despised sorcery was the fact that this afternoon an unduly
nervous Linnanahad told him that she'd had an unfamiliar experience: for thefirst timein her life, she had
Seen, intheway of the Sdanzo. What she Saw had to do with Lone's entry into Arizak's keep: aman
lying on the floor on hisback, with his eyes closed.

The successful apprentice thief sat erect in his new less-than-finery, so filled with pride that he had been
complimented—but not much!—by hisidol. He had rgected Strick'sins stence that he accept the coins
he had liberated, until he caught the sharp look directed a him by his chosen mentor and master. He
accepted the spell-master's "too kind" offer as he said, head bowed, with greet gratitude. .. that Chance
later told him was overdone.

Lone had aso agreed and acceded to Chance's wise suggestion that during his "off-duty hours," he wear
much less somber clothing and perhaps even fewer weapons. Lone had even been gracious enough in
accepting Linnanas offer to help him find amore colorful tunic and leggings. Now he sat comfortably ina
medium-blue tunic over dark yellow or "old gold" leggings and soft tan boots with hedls. The four of them
once again sat together, at Strick's. Thistime they were out back, in ayard full of flowers and ornamental
shrubs that the Spellmaster had caused to be surrounded by a strange fence made of vertical datswith
Spaces between.

Strick had told them of his contacting the ancient mage whose apprentice he had determined was
respong ble for the many mis-sent spellsin Sanctuary of late, and they had met. At first Strick's only
report was aterse, "Heand | are not going to be friends."

Chance and Linnana prevailed upon him to tell the story of their meeting, however brief. The
Spellmagter's reaction to the reaction of Kusharlonikasto the news, and his attitude, was, al but grinding
histeeth, to cal himsdf "appdled." The sorcerer not only refused dl responsbility for both his spellsand
those of hisless-than-competent apprentice, but was positively obscenein hisdismissa of the woman
who had logt her sole companion—the cat—and the couple who had been forced to the expense of
replacing their tent.

Chance did haveto like Strick's characterization of Kusharlonikas as "that pompousy overblown droplet
of ant excrement!”

Now he who had been Shadowspawn had told the blue-tunicked youngster that he " seemed” ready for
thered job; adeed of true importance. This newswas more than welcome to Lone, who was
immediately dl attention.

"When the Dyaredlans desecrated the main temple of Father 1ls," Chance said, quietly in the pre-insect



twilight, "they committed the heresy of stealing the Sacred Left Sanda of the Father. | have been dl but
begged to learn its whereabouts, and retrieveit.” He made an unhappy face. "Intimes past, | needed help
for thefirst task only. Now, | must have others perform both.”

"Only respect for you, Linnana," a suddenly grim-faced Lone said, "stops me from spitting on your grass
at mere mention of the Dyaredlaswine. It's even hard for me to say the name. But achance to undo
something they did—one of their many evils—I can count only asagift. And to do aservicefor thellsigi
and our god of gods at the sametime... what have | done to merit such apile of riches?

The master thief shot him alook. "Don't overdo it, Catwaker."

But then he saw that the lad who caled himsdlf an llsigi in emulation of Shadowspawn was sincere or at
least mostly, and Chance was aimost embarrassed.

Lone ether did not notice that or affected not to. He was, after all, a boy—however bad aboy. "Do we
yet know where the Sandd i7"

Chance was nodding as he said, "Strick has just located it."

Lonelooked pleased. "Ah!" He looked expectantly at Strick. After amoment, when no one had spoken,
Lone prompted, "Wdl?'

Quietly Strick told him: "The Dyaredling destroyed it. But! A precise copy of it has been fabricated,
imbued with its essence, and coated with a SeeNot Spell.”

Lonelooked dubious. "Will acopy do?'

"The priest says s0," Chancetold him.

"Ah! Then where—?"

"It'sin the keep of the mage Kusharlonikas," Strick said, and was interrupted by the youth.

"Sorcery! Shit!"

"Lone, damnit,” Chance snapped, "are you going to blither, or let ustell you what you have to know?"
Lone put on a chastised look. "Apologies, Strick. Pleasetdl meall of it."

Strick nodded amiably, something he did well. "It'sin the spell room of that dot of ant excrement. His
Chamber of Reflection and Divination, the pompous scum callsit.”

Lone managed to curb ablurt, but rolled hiseyes. So cute, Lin-nanathought. ..

"The spdl disguisesit,” Strick went on. "I believe that what | Saw around the Sandal isalarge,
two-handled flagon. On his divination table."

Thistime Lone was unable to hold back an entirely natura reaction to such unwel come news. " Shit!"

With the piece of specia beef folded in an enormous ledf to contain its greasiness, Lone was just about to
depart on the biggest night of hislife when Strick appeared. The bulky man waswinded from hurrying
from his home to Chance's apartment, where Lone had reported a couple of hours ago.

"Something strange just happened,” the man in the long-skirted tunic said, panting alittle. "Until she Saw
aman on the floor on his back with his eyes closed during your Arizak adventure, Linnana had never



showed any evidence of having that peculiarly Sdanzo ability—which is certainly not granted to al her
people. Now she and | have both had avision of you and your destination this night."

"Good. | hopeit wasn't about me lying on afloor with my eyes open!™ a cocky youngster said.

"Nothing so find, but something very unpleasant, | think. Ku-sharlonikas haslaid aspell on more than
oneitem in hisinnermost chamber. We were unable to See specifics because of wards on the room, but
two menacesto an intruder are there. They are disguised with a SeeNot and abinding spdl. | think the
scum hastrapped apair of demons as guardians of his divining chamber.”

"Demons." Lone blurted his reaction because he was unable to disguise the fact that he was shaken by
such news.

"So | think, | said. Now stand till, close your eyes, and try to think of nothing while | make somesilly
Noises.”

Lonewasright willing to go long. The"silly noises' the Spell-master referred to gpparently comprised a
spell, and Lone certainly hoped that it was effectua. He thought he recognized some of the sounds as
words, but he could never be certain. If the oral spelling was accompanied by gestures, he saw none, for
he kept his eyes closed as bidden.

"Good," Strick said. "Let's hopefor the best. Naturaly | placealot of faith in spdlls, but nothing is certain
when I'm not sure what I'm trying to combat. Here, Lone, wear this."

With his own hands the Spellmaster dipped the shortish thong over Lone's dark, dark head and let the
medallion flop onto the black-clad chest. Lone peered downward. He was not able to make out any
details of what he was wearing, and was unwilling to touch the thing. It appeared to be ceramic, rather
than meta.

"Uh... Spdlmadter... thisthing swinging and diding around on my chest isgoing to be adisiraction and
maybeworse..."

Strick nodded. "Good point. I've got to find away to secure some kind of locking pinsto the back of
such award-medad, for you active types. Here, be still amoment.”

Lonewas not a person who took kindly to being touched, but he curbed the movement of hishands
while the white-haired man did the ward-meddlion down into histunic.

Strick stepped back. "1 can't think of anything elseto try, other than to tell you what you must already
know: Breaking into the keep of amaster mageisabad idea, and | adviseyou nottodoit.”

"Thanks, Spellmaster. And you aready know that | am going.”

And so he went, ghosting through anighted city in hisjet clothing under apallid crescent of amoon just
on the point of being swalowed by the demons of the night sky. He was al unaware that his mentor was
already at the scene, to observe whatever of his apprentice's actions he could.

Not alot, asit turned out, and that did not displease the spawn of the shadows. First Lone went closeto
the fence that surrounded the sorcerer's sizable edtate, flapped his armsto attract the dog, and threw the
drugged meat over thewall. Then he faded into the shadows. Tempted by the aroma of beef, the big
dark red anima redirected his attentions to the good-sized morsel. He was peacefully snoozing in less
than aminute, and Chance smiled without showing histeeth. Strick did know his potions!

What the youth did with cloak and sword Chance did not see, but he watched him take the fence asif it



were mereinches high, go up an outbuilding wall with seeming ease, and onto the roof of that building.
Chance saw him make the leap from there onto the roof of the large keep—home of the man that
Chance, thanksto Strick, could not help but think of as"ant excrement.” He neither saw nor
heard—good!—the landing of the buskin-shod lad, and saw nothing further except the distinctly
handsome and nonmenacing structure. After awhile heredized that Lone must have unwound hisropeto
go in through awindow not visble to his mentor.

So Lone had. While his mentor was tying to convince himsdf to walk away and await the youth as
agreed, Lone's soft-soled boots were padding silently along a corridor little less dark than his clothing.
He heard no sound until he came to the second-floor room he assumed was his destination, at least
according to Strick. There he paused and pressed himsdlf flat againgt thewall. Holding his breath with
throwing knifein hand, herolled his eyesthisway and that— and heard nothing.

He swung to the door, opened it, dithered into the smallish and completely windowless room beyond,
and closed the door al in one fluid motion that took but a moment. How very kind of Kushar-lonikasto
keep alittle oil lamp burning here, in hiskeep of keeps! Odd, that it rested on aside table while at either
end of the long green-draped one that dominated the centenarian mage's Chamber of Reflection and
Divination rested an ornate brass lamp in the shape of a preposteroudy hideous gargoyle. Each was
about the size of alap-dog, and partially supported by itsthickish tail. Neither waslit.

Glad they're not the real thing, Lone mused, staring in curiosity & the third object on the divination
table: alarge, two-handled flagon of an unrecognizable greenish meta that appeared to be of little value.
He moved silently round one end of the table so that he faced the door. It was time to open the smal vid
that Strick had given him.

The youthful man called Catwaker opened his pouch, removed the via of medium green glass, and
uncorked it. According to in-structions, he dung its contents into the air above the table and backed
away, holding his bregth. The dark powder proved very nearly lighter than air. A few grainsfloated down
onto the flagon, and onto each of the gargoyle lamps. Almaost in amoment Lone was gazing at what
looked like an ancient sanda of rust-hued leather— and two gargoyles were looking at Lone from eyes
large asthose of calves. Every hair on his scalp and napetingled asit rose. Asif they had practiced, the
twin horrors snarled in unison.

Theintruder into the domain that they had been set to guard had hislong Ilbars knife out in less than two
seconds. At the same time, he backed another couple of steps from the table. It occurred to him to draw
the medallion out of histunic and let it lie on his chest. Maybe sight of it would affright these trapped
demons back into being lamps again? Hed be happy to light them...

No, and furthermore with adight rustling asin unison they scuttled to the edge of the table, they launched
themsaves a him. Smultaneoudy, one from hisleft and the other from the opposite direction, and dl he
saw was huge inimical eyes, and fangs—|ots and lots of sharp teeth. For wingless mongtrosities, they
certainly flew well enough! Lone squatted low, did some crablike scuttling of hisown to the Side, and
was on hisfeet again quick as breath. Already he was swinging the long a most-sword at the pair of
brainless mongtersthat hurtled past hisformer location and crashed into the wall.

Speed and sKill abetted by plain good luck enabled him to cut one of the hell-sent things completely in
two—bloodlesdy. That was when he heard the door open behind him. He did not turn to greet the new
menace for the smple reason that the intact demon was hurtling up a him from the floor. Lone moved so
fast that the ward-medadlion swung—and a claw tore through its thong as the demon hurtled past.
Disgruntled was amild term for what the gpprentice cat burglar felt when he heard the ceramic medalion
shatter on the floor.



Instantly and s multaneously someone behind Lone snagpped out a" Shit," and the two halves of thedain
gargoylefused. So. Strick's medallion had been more effective than its wearer had anticipated, and now
he was totally unprotected, with three foesintent that he never leave this place on hisfeet!

"Off me, beast!" the voice behind the intruder said, seemingly asfearfully asin anger, and those words
were followed by other onesin alanguage older than Sanctuary.

So the one that missed me attacked whoever came in—or at least struck himiniitsflight! Lone
thought, desperately kicking at the reincarnated gargoyle number one again, and now heis putting a
curse on me, or worse'. And then he spun and hisright arm snapped forward to send aflat leaf-shaped
bladein the direction of the voice. When it swerved away from the homely, very young man in theicky
green robe, Lone shuddered at knowledge that he was in the presence of a sorcerous enemy with a
better protective spdl than his. Kusharlonikas's apprentice, surely. And his fellow apprentice hardly
appeared incompetent, up close!

Kusharlonikas's gpprentice dung gargoyle number two at Sha-dowspawn's gpprentice and began
gesturing and muttering. Thistime Lone successfully skewered the thing—which did right dong hisblade
and clawed hishand.

He made a sound of pain just as Komodoflorensd finished casting his spell and added his personal word
of power: "Iffetd"

Immediatdy the tan sanda became a green flagon and the monsters from hell became handsomely
wrought but hideous oil lamps, and Komodoflorensa was staring across the divining table at athoroughly
angry young man dl in black.

One of the apprentices present said, "Shit!" and the other said, "Y ou'd better start running,
Komo-duh-whatever!"

The high priest of the pitifully diminished temple of 1ls Father of All was unsparing in hegping praise and
blessings on the two who surreptitioudy brought him the long-missing Sacred Left Sandd of the Father.
And yes, he acceded to the wish of the master and his apprentice that he tell no one whence came the
greet gift.

The two well-dressed men were on their way to meet Strick when somewhere a savagely punished
young man in agreen robe said, "lffetd”

The shattered shards of ceramic on the floor of the Chamber of Reflection and Divination of
Kusharlonikas the mage did not reassemble into acircle, but a shadow passed between Sanctuary and
thesun.

"Shit," Komodoflorensd muttered.

"Damn," Lone muttered. "How convenient! Darkness at noon!" And he abandoned his mentor to head
for the dley beside the nearest well-to-do apartment building. ..

ThePrisoner in the Jewd
DianalL. Paxson
Here, thereisno time.

She turns, meeting herself in a hundred refractions, always shifting, but never changing, for there
isno time here.



She turns and sees herself, always and only herself. It is this, she thinks, that will drive her mad.
Perhaps it has done so already.

Once she walked beneath the sun, clad in silk and jewels. Now sheis the bright spark in the heart
of ajewel. When Time had a meaning, a mage imprisoned her here. She fought, but now she
would welcome even that rape of the psyche. Only those who are alive can feel pain.

Light and Dark succeed one another, so she knows that in the world outside, night still follows
day.

But here, thereisno time.

The board above the door to the inn turned in thewind that blew in from the sea. Asit swung back; it
caught the thin sunlight, and the golden eye of the phoenix that gave theinn its name gppeared to blink.
Latillapaused for amoment, squinting, to seeif it would happen again, then shook her head and doshed
the bucket of water across the worn stone steps. Her husband would have seen that momentary flicker
as an omen. Her father could have made the bird come dive and fly away. But to Ltillait meant it was
going to be another damp day in late winter. And every morning when she rolled out of the bed in which
she dept (alone) she prayed that nothing would happen to change this from one more ordinary day.

When she was alittle girl, magic had been awonder. Later, it had become a horror. Both she and
Sanctuary, she thought sourly, were far better off without magic, magi, or gods.

Phoenix Lane was waking around her. Far down the road she could see ahorseman ambling owly
aong. Water gurgled and added itsdlf to the remains of Latillas pail asthe fuller down the road poured
out the stinking contents of a bleaching vat. For amoment the acrid reek of aged urinefilled theair. Long
ago, when her father had built Phoenix House from stone |eft over from the new City wall, the street had
been dean and inviting.

But concepts like safety and respectability seemed to be dien to her hometown. Wedlth and corruption,
yes—those might survive— but there was something in the air of Sanctuary that corroded peace asthe
gtink of the fuller'svat was fouling the air. Her father was gone, and the pleasant home he had built now
supported what remained of hisfamily asaninn.

Stll, whether the smell was disspating or she was Smply becoming used to it, with each moment Latillas
awareness of it grew less.

Sanctuary never really changes, she thought with asigh, but even here, life goes on.

What ought to be going on, or &t least getting up, was her brother Alfi, whose job it wasto feed the
animals stabled in the shed at the rear of theinn. She could hear the trader's donkey braying impa-tiently.
The empty bucket banged againgt her calf as she strode around the building to see.

By the time she had gotten Alfi going, the rider she had seen earlier was coming up the lane, peering
about him asif not quite sure of hisroad. He was either avery tal man, she thought, watching, or hewas
riding asmal horse. It was early in the day for an incoming traveler to have reached Sanctuary. She
wondered what he was looking for.

It was not only the beasts who protested when breakfast was not forthcoming, Latilla thought as she
pushed open the door of the cook shed they had added onto the back when they turned the house into
an inn. Her daughter Sulawas bending over the hearth, stirring a pot. That was arelief—her twin brother
Taran had never comein last night at al.



Then she caught sight of the breskfast tray still waiting patiently, and emptily, onthe table.
"Sulal Y ou've not taken that tray up to your grandmother yet? What were you thinking of ?*

Boys, most likely, Latillarealized as Sulaturned, coloring up to the roots of her fair hair. She was a good
girl, or had been until adolescence had turned her brainsto mush.

"The porridge is done, so get that bowl filled and upstairs! The other guests will be coming down to
breakfast any moment now."

"Oh Mother, Gram aways complains so! Shelll ask me who I've been seeing, and come out with some
dire warning because his grandfather, or hisfather, or hisuncle, came to some ghastly end. Doesn't she
know anything good about anyone?"

Latillasnorted. "In thistown? Get up there, child—Y ou won't sweeten her temper by starving it.”

"I'm not your servant, or hers, either..." Sulamuttered as she took the bowl from thetray and ladled a
dollop of porridgeintoit.

"No—aservant would be grateful!" Latillareplied tartly. "Now go—disaster isonly deegpened by delay!"

"Oh mother, does everything you say have to have a proverb?' Sulacomplained, pouring teainto the
cup.

Whatever Latillawas going to say was interrupted by a clangor at the front door. As Ltillagtarted
forward, Sulamade her escape up the stairs, laden tray in hand.

The horseman stood on the step, il holding the rein of his mount. She looked up at him, in one swift
glance noting the lines graven by patience and perhaps suppressed passion aswell. Hislife had not been
easy, but she thought he was younger than he &t first gppeared.

"They say you have rooms. Clean, and not too expensive.”

Hisvoice was very deep. A swiftly suppressed spurt of awarenessidentified it asthe kind of voice she
liked in aman. Her husband, Darios, had spoken thus, athough the two men were unlikein al other
ways. The stranger sounded asif he had come from Ranke, though the accent had been worn smooth by
yearsof exile.

"And gtabling for my horse”

"I've aroom on the second floor," she said dowly, "though | don't know where I'll find abed to fit you.
The horse will beessier.”

Shelet her awareness extend towards him in the way Darios had taught her. The ability to "read” her
guests had proved useful before now. Thistime, however, her probe met ablank wall. No one expected
awidow who kept an inn to know any magecraft. L atillahad worked hard to keep it that way—it was
not worth jeopardizing that concealment by probing further.

"Give me afew padpols off the price and I'll deep on apallet onthefloor..." hewas saying, asif he had
not noticed. Perhaps the shields were naturd, then, and the man was no more than he seemed.

Questions might be unwise, but speculation was another matter. The stranger's clothing was worn, but he
wore it with an elegance that suggested there might have been atime when he dept in abed built to
match hisinches. She would have to decide on the basis of that air of faded nobility, and the pain she had



seeninhiseyes.

"Two shaboozh the week, with board for you and the mare." She spat in her palm and held it out to him.
"My nameisLatilla We cometo the Phoenix Inn."

Helooked alittle taken aback, but he clasped her hand. She could fed the warmth within him, likea
hiddenfire."Y ou may cdl me Shamesh.”

Wéll, that was one way to let her know it was not redlly his name. But that was no concern of hers,
Latillatold hersdf firmly, solong as he paid hisrent on time. Now if Taran would only get home, the
whole family would be accounted for, and as safe as anyone could be, in these times.

Taran was, at that point, only afew backstreets away, reflecting on how much he hated mornings. He
hated them even more when he saw them from the other side, with no deep to soften the breaking day. A
bleached, thinned quality dways seemed to weaken the blue of the sky, asif someforgetful god had left a
tranducent veil to obscure the night. Taran tried not to dwell on such thoughts. They wakened childhood
nightmares best |eft one.

On this particular morning his apprehensions were particularly acute.
Mama's going to kill me if she finds out! he thought miserably,

Latilladisapproved of the company Taran chose to keep, amixed gang of youths who haunted the
marketplace led by Griff, aboy two years Taran's senior. Griff had grown up in the Maze, and had a scar
for every lesson held learned there. But Griff had humor in him too, which gave him a certain charm that
drew Taran and othersto him. It was that charismathat inspired them to go looking for trouble. Where
many in Sanctuary smply sought to survive, Griff and his boys wanted to thrive.

Damn you, Griff! thought Taran. What the hell were you thinking?

A sharp yelp stopped him. Up ahead, a half-dozen boys had tied amongrel dog to a stake they'd
hammered into the ground. They were throwing rocks at it, and from the look of it they'd been at it for
awhile. The soft scent of blood mixed with the city smells of urineand dirt.

The dog wastoo tired even to defend itself, and staggered back and forth behind the inadequate cover of
the stake. Occasionally a particularly sharp rock would gouge it and the dog would muster enough
strength for another whimper. All this did was to make the ragged boys cheer whoever had made the
shot and ingpire the othersto imitate him.

Taran'seyes blurred, and for amoment he saw Griff surrounded by men with clubs. Up and down the
clubs went, blood splattering behind them.

Taran shuddered. He had not been able to help Griff. He could not hel p the dog now. He turned and
dashed past the boys and their victim, trying to ignore the pity that welled within him. And the fear.

Once Shamesh had arranged his scant luggage in his chamber, and every morning thereafter, hewould
leave the Phoenix and head towards the residences of the Rankan exiles at Lands End, or in the other
direction, towards the town. Taran, who had shown an unusud willingnessto stay home lately and thus
had been pressed into service as aguide, reported that the man's purpose was not commerce, for he
took no goods with him, nor was he carrying anything in the evening when he came back again.
Whatever hisbusnesswas, it was not proving successful. With each day, Latillacould sensehis
frudtration mounting.

At the end of the week, when Shamesh cameto her to pay his accounting, she could stand it no longer.



"Will you be wanting the room for aweek longer, or have you completed your business here?

He gave her aquick look, asif suspecting sarcasm. But L atillahad good shieldstoo. The pain, and the
passion, were closer to the surface now. It needed no magic to sense the moment when desperation
breached his defenses.

"I have not even begun!”

"Come—sit down. | have just madetea." Her smileinvited confidence. When the house was new, her
mother had hoped to hold feastsin the dining room. Large enough to hold dl the guests for acommuna
medl, it was empty now. Morning sunlight filtered through the high windows and glowed on the frescoes,
the only remnant of past solendor that had survived the hard times when anything that could bring in afew
padpols had to be sold.

"Nothing in thistown iswhere| wastold to seek it—even the Vulgar Unicorn has moved!" Shamesh
exclamed.

"The past few years have been troubled,” Latillaagreed. "Much has been destroyed, and many died.”
Shewaited alittle, watching him. "Isit aperson or aplace that you are looking for?"

"A person..." hesaid at last. "A noblewoman of Ranke who came with the household of Prince
Kadakithis when he was sent here as governor.”

"The Prince left Sanctuary thirty yearsago! The only Rankans remaining here are the old families—I
suppose you have asked among them?"

"Exhaudtively. A few of the older folk remember her, but they believe she went with the Prince to the Bey
gnides..."

Something about the way he said it derted her. Clearly, Shamesh knew that Prince Kadakithis had
returned to Ranke instead of sailing away with his Beysib queen. Was he dead, or was it he who had told
this man about Sanctuary?

"My older sster was one of the Beysasladies,” Latillasaid instead. "So | can tell you that there were
only afew women from Sanctuary on those ships, and none of them was Rankene." Watching, she saw
the light fade from his eyes, and repressed the impulse to reach out and comfort him. " She never arrived
inthe capitd?

Shamesh shook hishead. "Do you think | would have come al the way to this miserable hole if she had?’

For amoment Latillabristled. Then she sghed. It was, after dl, true. Even her own father had Ieft inthe
end, and though he had promised to be back in ayear'stime, he had never returned. Shetook acalming
bresth.

"What was her name?"

"Elisandra. She was the older sster of the lady who is now Empress of Ranke. | have been sent to look
for her."

Latillasat back, understanding many things. Though Ranke no longer dared claim Sanctuary asa
possession, rumor of eventsin the Empire still reached them. The throne had been seized by anorthern
generd some years back, who appeared to be ruling well. To legitimize hisreign he had married into a
family which was, if not quite imperid, ancient enough to make him socidly acceptable.



Had Shamesh taken on this search for money, or was there some more pressing motive? She could not
ask, but he had gained her sympathy.

"When | wasachild, my father was often in and out of the palace. | was acquainted with many of those
who served there. If they can be found, there might be someone who would know what had become of
her..."

The sudden light in hisface made it for amoment beautiful. Latillas breath caught, and she was abruptly
conscious of him asaphysical being, and at the same time remembered how long it had been since she
hed felt that kind of awareness of aman.

Heisat least a decade younger than | am, despite the silver threadsin his hair, shetold hersdf,
and whatever beauty | might have had islong gone!

"That'strue!" he exclamed. "But | would not know how to begin asking. Mistress Létilla, will you help
me?'

In the morning it had rained, and the streets were gill muddy. Latillaheld up the skirts of her second best
robe and picked her way dong Pyrtanis Street with care, very conscious of thetall man at her side, who
was glancing from side to Side, his expression an uneasy mix of disgust and caution.

"Who isthiswoman were going to see?' Shamesh asked as they turned the corner to Camdelon Street.
The buildings here were even shabbier, but the steps were swept and here and there aplant in apot
made a pathetic attempt at gentility. Like me—thought Latilla, remembering how Sulahad stared at the
unaccustomed finery. The girl istoo filled with her own dreams to imagine that her mother might
also cherish a few fantasies... Sheredized the subject of her current fantasy had spoken and forced a
amile

"Her nameis Migtress Patrin. In the old days, she was chief housekeeper at the Paace, and the terror of
the servantsthere. When | wasalittle girl she certainly terrified me. Shewill probably inform you that her
father was a Rankenelord, and it would be best to pretend to believe her. My mother aways doubted
that story, but at least while they could still get out and about, the two of them stayed on visiting terms.
So | know the old bat survived the Troubles, though whether she'saive now | couldn't say."

It had taken aweek of patient inquiry to get thisfar. Most of the Palace servants she had thought of first
were dead or disappeared, and even Taran's network of scruffy layabouts, motivated by the promise of
Rankene coin, had run out of options by the time she remembered her mother's old friend.

"And you think this Patrin can help us?'

"Well, she knew everyone who was at court in those days—and al the gossip aswell. Shelll have known
this Elisandra of yours.

And Elisandra, if we find her, will be at least ten years older than |, thought Laillawithagrim
satisfaction. Shewould benoriva, evenin fantasy.

A gaggle of yelling children shot out from an aley, gave Létillaand her companion a practiced once-ove,
and having decided they looked too aert to try alittle purse snatching, pelted off down the road.

Latilla, who had been counting the houses down from the corner, paused, eyeing the dwelling before her
dubioudly. The potted plant on the step had clearly died some time ago.

Shamesh, less sengitive to nuances, took a step forward and banged on the door.



They waited in the street for what seemed an endless moment, Létillafeding more foolish asit extended.
But Shamesh had only just lifted his hand to knock again when acrack widened at the edge of the door.
Metal glinted—the chain was dill on. Above it she glimpsed the glitter of an eye.

"Midtress Patrin? It's Latilla, come to see you. It's been severd years, but | used to come with my
mother. Do you remember me?" She moved closer. ™Y ou used to bake such nice little cakes when we
vigted, S0 I've brought you some pastries and allittle fruit—"

The chain glittered and swung as the door was pulled open.

"Who'sthis?' the old woman barked as she saw Shamesh. "Not your husband!" She looked him up and
down in an gppraisal which her age saved from being insulting.

"A... friend, who volunteered to escort me through the town—" answered L atilla as they had agreed.
"Please, good migtress, | am quite well behaved, | assure you!" said Shamesh, smiling.

"A Rankan lord, by your accent! Did you think | would not know? | wonder what such aoneisdoing
here?" She sniffed, but she pulled the door the rest of the way open.

It wasjust aswell they had brought their own food, thought Latilla, wrinkling her nose alittle at the faint
sour smell inthe room. It was dusty, too. From the way Mistress Patrin moved, she guessed that the old
woman's Sght wasfailing. She must have recognized her by voice rather than vision.

"And how doesyour mother?'
"Her hedthisgood,” said Latilla, "but she cannot walk very well anymore.”

"Toofa!" Midress Patrin exclaimed triumphantly. 1 told her that her joints would give out one day! |
flatter mysdlf that | have kept my own figure tolerably well!" She added, smoothing shawls draped over a
frame like arack of bones. Her wig, pinned in astyle that had been fashionable a generation ago, borea
spider web between two iff curls.

For amoment Shamesh caught Latilla's glance and she fought to keep her composure. Mistress Patrin's
vague gaze did towards the corner where she had told him to sit and she Smpered.

"And you, my lord, are from the great city? How | should loveto seeit! My father, you know was an
exile, but he often used to speek of its splendors.”

Shamesh cleared histhroat. "The recent wars have left their mark, but the new Emperor isrebuilding, and
oneday it will be more magnificent than before.”

Latillablinked as she heard the rougher accent he had used give way to adrawling intonation that
reminded her of court speech long ago. For the first time, she believed absolutely that the story of his
quest wastrue.

The old woman had recognized it too, and was reviving like awithered flower in therain.

"And why have you cometo Sanctuary?' Her voice fell to aconspiratoria whisper. Hope madethe dim
eyes gleam. "Are the Ran-kans returning? Will the Emperor send a Prince to govern us again?”'

Shamesh flinched from her intensity, then rdlied, eyes glinting with amusement. "My lady," he said softly,
"l anonaques.”

Latilladtifled asmile. Mistress Patrin was leaning towards him, an unaccustomed excitement spotting her



cheekswith color. Shamesh knew just how to appeal to the old woman's romantic yearnings.
And what honesty forced the question about yours?

I... amsimply enjoying his company!

Fedling her own cheeks hot, Latillaforced her atention back to the conversation.

"Her Serenity loved her sgter,” Shamesh was saying now, "and will grieve until she knows Elisandras
fate. And so | have come to Sanctuary to search for her."

"Elisandra..." Mistress Patrin echoed, her vague gaze growing even more abstracted. "Shewas adender
girl, with fair hair?"

"Her Serenity isawoman of queenly figure,” Shamesh said carefully, "and her sster would no doubt by
now be the same, but the family doestend towardsfair hair.”

"I remember her. Sweet-natured, shewas, not like some of them, but rather flighty... dwaysfancying
hersdf in love with someone, and wept like awatering pot when they disappointed her." Therewas
another silence, and then Mistress Petrin's face changed.

"What isit? What do you remember?" asked Shamesh, unable to bear the waiting.

"It wasin the last days before the Beysib left... Therewasamage caled Keyra who was promising all
sorts of things—weslth, love, the usud. Y our husband, Darios, knew him—" Her rheumy gaze fixed
Latillasuddenly. "Hewasin the Guild. Most people were too concerned to save their skinsto pay
attention, but there were some who found his schemes adistraction. That girl Elisandrawas one of the
ones he dazzed, and he encouraged her. She had no money, but she added classto his entourage.”

"What happened to him?" Shamesh and L atilla spoke dmost as one.

The old woman shrugged. "No one knows. He had invited everyone to what he called a Gresat
Demondtration of Magic, something to do with the transmutation of jewels. But it went wrong somehow,
and the house was destroyed—that was the same day the Beysa left, so no one paid too much attention.”

"And Elisandra?'

"l can't recall seeing her after the Prince left Sanctuary. | dways thought she went with him. But if shedid
not reach Ranke..."

Latillasat back, trying to recapture her own memories of atime of more than ordinary confusion, even
for Sanctuary. But since then so many more exatic traumas had shaken the city ... It was Shamash who
recdled her to the problem at hand.

"If you do not know where this Keyra went, can you at least tell uswhere he was last seen?”

Mistress Patrin's brows bent. "His place was on the corner of Fowlers Street and one of those lanesa
block or two below the Governor's Walk down at the end, but only the gods know what remains of the
place by now."

"It'snot apart of town | know," said Latilla. It was not adistrict any respectable woman should have
been acquainted with. "But my son may be abletofindit."

Taran ran ahand through his dirty-reddish hair and cast an annoyed glance down first one and then the
second of the Streetsthat connected with the intersection in which they were standing.



"Come now, boy," Shamesh growled, "which way?"

Taran ressted the urge to spit out asnarl in return. Mind yourself amongst your betters, his mother had
said. Manners were not one of Taran's usua concerns (they didn't go over well with the company he
kept), but he held his peace. For an aristocrat, Shamesh wasn't that bad—not like the pompous fool s out
at Land's End— and he wasintimidating enough to keep Havish's gang at bay.

Thinking of Havish brought back memories of Griff and the beetings. Corvi, one of theladsin Griff'slittle
circle of would-be toughs, had told Taran that Griff would hedl—he might not get back the full use of his
legs, or ever again be the mammoth figure who'd led them when they swaggered down the street from
one tavern to the next—but held still be Griff. The question was, would he want to be?

Taran hated it. Hated being afraid of Havish, and the way he and his boys had beeat on Griff likea
hammer on anail, hated how his"friends’ had stood by and watched. And most of dl, he hated himself,
because he had been so afraid held just stayed and watched with them.

A muddled mind makes a muddled life, hismother would say if she were here, before giving hima
friendly cuff to the head. Since that was dll that seemed to be missing, Taran rapped himself twice on the
back of his skull before pointing |ft.

"Thisway," he sated with asmile, hoping his voice showed more confidence than he was fedling.

In the old days, Keyra's house had stood three storiestal, with agarden in back where the wizard grew
herbs and held parties now and again. Taran could dmost seeit. AImost.

Now the building's bones barely remained. Much of the stonework had been salvaged—by now the
sones were likely part of the city walls or one of those houses Grabar and Cauvin had been building for
merchants as trade revived. The city consumes itself to rebuild itself, Taran thought morosely. Therest
of it lay in rubble on the ground.

Shamesh was staring &t the ruins, looking asif he were sucking on one of thosetart rock candies Taran
got at holidays, except that he did seem to be enjoying the taste.

"What now?' Taran asked.

"I'm looking for an opening—adoor to acellar or basement..." Shamesh said at last. He picked hisway
through the rubble and began to heave rocks aside. Taran considered helping him, but the sun was warm
and the rocks looked heavy. Aristocrats need their exercise, and young men need their rest, hetold
himsdlf, sifling ayawn. It looked like ahopelesstask anyway. In thirty yearsthe rubble must surely have
been picked clean. The overgrown remains of the garden looked far more inviting.

"I'm going to start looking over there—" Taran caled as he made hisway around the ruin, looking for a
nice comfy spot where he would be well hidden from view. He brushed away apile of dead leaves and
lay downwith asigh.

Therewas arock digging into hisribs. Swearing, herolled over, pushing more debris away. But this spot
wasn't comfortable either. He sat up and looked at the ground on which held been lying. He couldn't see
anything pointy, and even stting up hefdt theirritation. It wasin his head.

He ought to move, he thought then. But hewas tired, and if he got up Shamesh would expect him to sart
working. Taran cursed again, then lay back and began to breasthe dowly in and out, | etting the annoyance
flow out of himin the way hisfather had taught him when hewasachild. Taran tried not to think about
his father too often. Darios had been awizard too, but it hadn't saved him when the Dyaredla cult came



to power.

Taran could till fedl—whatever it was—but it didn't bother him so much now. He sighed again and
rolled over on hisside.

His half-closed eyes focused on something in front of him—apoint of light that glittered where he had
pushed away the leaves. With dream-like ddliberation, he reached out for it.

Darkness falls again, in her forgotten world, the only thing that changes in her endless days. She
begins to count, as she often does, a personal measurement of time. It is the only kind she has,
now.

A face appears behind her reflection—or has her reflection changed? But that's impossible. There
are no changes here. She looks again, and realizes that the face is not, cannot be her own! Sheis
looking at a boy, no, a young man, with a mop of ginger hair, while hersisfair. He looks confused

She laughs, then starts to weep, crying out to him, pleading, scratching at the barrier between
them with desperate fingers.

The darkness gives way once more to light and the face is gone.
She pounds against the mirror, but only her own image remainsto reflect her agony.

Taran sat up, heart pounding, asthevision faded. What in hell was that?Hisvisonswere usudly
nightmares—they'd never shown him a beautiful woman before. Had he been dreaming? The girl had
looked like one of those Rankan princesses from a marketplace storytdler'stale.

Hefdt asharp point dig into his palm and redlized that he was ill holding something—it was ajewd.
Whatever he had seen, thiswasred enough, and it looked val uable—an egg-shaped, faceted, indigo
gonethat left purple light on the ground where the sunlight passed through.

"Taran!" Shamesh was shouting. With astart Taran redlized held been calling for sometime. "Drat you,
whered you get to, boy? There's nothing here, and it's getting late. Time we were on our way home!™

"I'm here, in the back. Just keep your britcheson.” Taran dipped the jewd into the leather pouch that
hung around his neck, got to hisfeet and dusted himsdlf off.

| had better luck than you did, he thought as he rgjoined the older man. But he said nothing. Therewas
no point in getting everyone al excited until he knew what it was he had found.

Dinner had been asilent medl. If the searchers had been successful, the whole house would have heard
about it. But Latillaknew better than to question men who were tired and hungry. Taran went off to his
room as soon as dinner was done. He had that preoccupied look that usualy meant he wastrying to
keep asecret. Likely he meant to sneak out to join his friends, and didn't want her to know. She frowned
at the thought, but let him leave unquestioned.

It was her lodger, pouring himsalf yet another cup from the flask of wine of Aurvesh he had brought back
with him, who was her primary concern just now.

"Theplaceisaruin,” Shamesh said disgustedly. "Y ou warned me—" Heturned to Latilla. "I used to think
that Ranke was past its prime... compared to thisruin, the capital isblooming!”

Latillaredized that she was glaring and looked quickly away. Why it should gall her to hear someone else



confirm her own opin-ion she did not know, especialy when the flush on his cheeks showed he was
finaly being overcome by thewine.

"Not ascrap of paper... not asmel of aspell..." Shamesh drained his mug and poured ancther. "Don't
know why | was so sure the answer was there! But there's nothing. Ever'one who might of known what
happened is dead or fled. Vashankal What'll | do now?"

He sat down the mug with a thump that splashed blood spots of wine upon the cloth and rested hisface
in hishands. Latillarepressed an impulse to reach out and touch that bent head.

"Y ou have done al that aman may," she said softly. "No onewill blameyou if you give up the search
now. Y ou don't have to go back—you could make anew life here..."

"Think it'sblame fear?' He surged to hisfeet, swaying, and she stood up quickly to keep him from
fdling." 'Smy family... Wewere grest, once, you know? But m'grandfather, and father, they had a
genius... for choosin' thelosin' sde!” Hegiggled alittle at the rhyme. "All the money's gone, 'n most of
theland. To Koron Eridakos, whose forefathers were kings!" He raised the wine cup, and with drunken
deliberation, spilled the lees out onto the floor. "Last chance... last chancet' save mname..."

"Let'sget you up to bed,” murmured Latilla, draping his arm across her shoulders. Her hushband had been
atemperate man, but she could remember how her mother had dedlt with her father in the dayswhen he
gill had aweskness for wine. Some men got ugly when in drink. Shamesh, like her father, tended
towards the maudlin. But these were more than sentimental maundering. The wine had dissolved the
man'simpervious aristocratic cam, and her heart ached as she redized the depth of hispain.

His coordination was alittleimproved by the time they reached hisroom, but not hiscontrol. AsLétilla
eased him down to the bed his hand brushed her breast and remained there. "Stay..." he muttered. His
eyeswere closed. "I don't want... to bedone..."

He thinks I'm someone el se, she thought, alowing her gaze to dwdl on thefinely cut features and mobile
lipsthat had been haunting her dreams. His other hand closed on her shoulder. Even drunk, he was
strong. Too strong to resist, shetold hersdlf as he pulled her down beside him, knowing even then it was
alie.

"Please... Can't you hear me? Someone, | know there's someone... | will go mad, surely... it has
been solong. ..." Sheturns, battering against the glimmer of light that refracts around her.
Something has changed, she is sure of it, something has changed the alternation of light and
shadow in which she has lived so long. Hope, that fragile spirit she thought dead a lifetime ago, is
stirring, frantic to be free.

Blue... heistrapped in a maze of blue and purple light. Moaning, he struggles to get free. But
wherever he turns his own reflection blocks the way, fair hair tossing, gray eyes wide with
anguish. His sensesreel, not least because in this nightmare he has somehow become a beautiful
girl. Heflails at the barriers that surround him, feeling the rasp of rough wool, and is confused
anew, for all he can seeisthe polished prison of the Jewel. "Help mel” he cries. "Can't anyone
hear?"

Someone is shaking him. He opens his eyes. Through shattering purple lenses he glimpses his
mother's face and the familiar outlines of his room, and falls back with a moan of pain.

Taran shuddered, struggling to focus. His mother was bending over him, alamp in her hand. Grasping for
normal consciousness, he noted that she was gtill dressed, though she was disheveled asif she had dept
in her clothes.



"Hush—" she was murmuring, "you've had a nightmare. Y ou're homein your own room. Y ou're safe
I,He.ll

He flushed, sure he had outgrown the need for such comfort years ago. The other haf of hismind was
gtill throbbing with the sensations of hisdream.

"Purple..." he muttered. "It was purple, and | wasagirl..."

"Ssh..." said Létilla "It'sover now."

Taran shook hishead. "But | haveto understand. | wasagirl, and | wasaprisoner inthejewd..."
His mother stopped patting his shoulder. "What jewd?" she asked.

"I found it in the weeds. | was going to tel you—" he added quickly, "but you were talking to him,
and—"

"Doyou dill haveit?' sheinterrupted him.

"Yes..." hemuttered. Hefet dmost himsdf again, and was dready regretting having given up his secret.
Thegirl had been so lovely! He heaved himself up on one ebow, unhooked his neck pouch from the
bedpost and tugged it open. Violet refractions skittered around the room asit fell into his hand.

"| found it and | thought it was pretty, that'sdl. | thought it might be vauable.”

"You know that'snot dl..." Latillafrowned. "Therés magic in it—if you haven't sensed that dready
you're not your father's son, or mine! And you found it in asorcerer'sden...”

Right, he thought, grimacing at hisown stupidity. And | just lay down in the middle of it to have a
snooze!

"Do you think this has something to do with that girl Shameshislooking for?" he asked when her silence
had gone on too long. He had agreed to help the Rankan. Did that mean he was honor bound to give up
thejewd?"Areyou going to tdl him?'

After another long moment his mother sighed. "1 don't know."

Will he remember ? Latillawondered as she ladled porridge into wooden bowls. The donkey-driver and
the silk merchant who were her other guests thisweek were dready spping their tea. Shamesh had not
yet appeared. She wondered if he would make it down to breskfast. She wondered if he would
remember that he had not spent last night done.

And if he does? If he looks at me, and remembering, smiles?If the quest that had brought Shamesh
herefailed, he would have no reason to go home. We could be happy together, she thought, if
happiness based on a lie could endure...

But the jewd might have nothing to do with his search, and she would not haveto lie. Evenif hedid not
remember, what had happened once might happen again. Her imagination started on its round once
more,

By the time her Rankan lodger findly made his appearance, Taran had finished the morning chores he
usualy weasded out of and had wheedled a second bow! of porridge—jproof of her distraction. His eyes
shifted uneasily from his mother to Shamesh as the older man sat down, squinting at the light flooding in
through the eastern window. Behind him the fresco of Shipri, Queen of the Harvest glowed, the colors



amost as bright as they had been when Latillawas young. Her mother was supposed to have modeled
for that image. Shefound it hard to believe.

"Heréstea—" she said, setting amug in front of him. His gaze passed over her unseeing as he groped for
it.

Perhapsit was the hangover that made Shamesh so distant, she thought, but she did not think so.
Keeping slent about Taran's discovery would be afitting punishment for aman who could not even
remember what she had given him.

Astheteahit his system Shamesh looked up, the fine eyes clearing. "That wine of yourswas stronger
than | expected. I'm afraid | talked alot of nonsense last night—"

You talked about the things that matter to you... Shethought, gazing back at him, and understood
that though she had held hisbody in her arms, she would never touch his soul. She sighed.

"Taran has something to show you," she said aloud. Her son cast her astricken look, his hand going
ingtinctively to cover the leather bag. We are both giving up a dream... thought Ltilla, but her own
pain made her ruthless. "There was something left of Keyrd's magic after dl. Taran found ajewd.”

For amoment Latillawondered if her son was going to obey. She could see the strugglein hisface, but
after afew moments he opened the bag and very gently, set the jewel on the mat. Violet coruscations
flickered acrossthe wdls asit caught the morning sun.

"When | holdit..." hemuttered, "l seeagirl... abeautiful girl with fair hair.”

Shamesh sat back in hischair, the color draining from hisface and then returning inarush. "The
transmutation of souls..." hewhispered. "It must be... Butisshe in thejewd, or isit only agateway?'

"To an dternate dimension?' asked Ltilla. He looked at her in surprise. "My husband was amage,” she
explained with abitter smile.

"Exactly. Magecraft can create a container that is bigger on the inside than on the outside. If that's what
we have here, then opening it will set Elisandra, if that'swho it is, free.”

"But if it'snot, you'l kill her!" Taran cried.

"If the jewel holds no more than her soul,” Latillasaid gently, "then her body died thirty years ago. Would
you keep her imprisoned here?'

Taran gaped back, gaze shifting between them. "Will you judt... shatter it?'
"No! That would be destruction!" exclaimed Shamesh.
"You areamage..." sad Latilla, understanding what it wasin him that had attracted her.

He shrugged. "I have learned alittle about.. . jewds. It is heat, not force, that will relax the bonds that
hold this spell together. A gentle heat that dowly grows, until the barriers dissolve and the prisoner is set
free"

There are some sorceriesthat are best performed during the hours of darkness. But for this one,
Shamesh deemed it best to make use of the radiant heat of noon. Within the circle he had drawn upon
the ground in the garden, mirrors focused the pal e spring sunshine around and benegth the jewe.

"Aren't there words you should say? Some kind of a spdll?" asked Taran doubtfully.



"I will... that what should be, shdl be..." murmured Latilla. "That each soul befreeto find itsown
truth... that by my acts| may aid the forces of order intheworld..."

"That'saMageguild oath—" Shamesh looked at her with new respect.

Latillanodded. This man and Darios had both poured out their soulsin her arms, but with her husband,
she had poured out hersin turn.

"Look!" exclamed Taran, pointing a the jewd. It glowed like apurple egg in the sunshine. But now the
flicker of refracted light was disappearing in aviolet radiance that gradualy grew.

"Illin tan'sagarionte—" Shamesh intoned, fingersrigid and quivering, arms extended towards the Jewe.
"Karigte! Kariste!"

Violet light flared suddenly, then paled—no, the white blur was something that was taking shape withiniit,
writhing in the churning light, then collgpsing in aswirl of draperies asthe glow, and the jewd,
disappeared.

There was amoment of shocked silence. Then the huddled figure moaned.
"Shelsdivel" whigpered Taran.

He started to move, but Shamesh was before him, reaching the woman in one swift step and gathering
her into hisarms. They were strong arms, as L atilla had reason to know. She watched in sllence as
Shamesh lifted her, noting the smooth skin, the cornsilk hair. Thirty years had passed, but they had not
touched her.

"Elisandra..." he said in ashaking voice. "Elisandra Donada-kos... You arefree, Elisandra. Y our Sster is
Empress now. | will take you back to her. Can you hear me, my lady? We're going home!" He gazed
down at her, hisface radiant with triumph, with ambition, with joy.

For amoment Taran watched them, jaw clenched. Then histhin frame seemed to sag. Head down, he
turned and dowly walked away. L atilla opened her mouth to call him back, but let the words die
unvoiced. Let him keep theilluson that he could run from his pain. She blinked back her own tearsand
folded her arms. Elisandra opened her eyes and smiled, a prisoner no more.

Ritual Evolution
SdinaRosen

Kadasah was doing what she normally did towards the end of the early watch on an [Isday night. She
was holding up her end of the bar at the VVulgar Unicorn, her hand wrapped around her fourth glass of
Tdulas Thunder Ale, and trying desperately to ignore Kay-tin who was as usual bugging the living shite
out of her.

"Kadasah," he garted in asultry, silky voice. Kaytin wastall for a Sdanzo man but till severa inches
shorter than Kadasah, and she had to look down at him when he talked to her. When she bothered to
pretend to belistening to him &t all that is. She could tell by thelook in his eyesthat he was about to feed
her aline. "Y our eyes are as dark asthe blackest night, your lips like the reddest cherries, your hair like
golden, liquid moonlight..."

Kadasah interrupted him with an uncharitable laugh. "Y ou're so full of crap your back teeth are brown.
And my eyesare blue. Gods!



If you're going to ding such total horse crap about, at least have the good taste to get my coloring right.
And just what the hell is'liquid moonlight' supposed to mean?"

Kaytin smiled up a her undaunted. "Ah, my beautiful love, my tongueisas clumsy asmy heartistrue. |
meant that your eyes were so darkly blue that they looked dmost black. That your hair, the color of
moonlight, flows around your shoulders like water..."

"Horse shite! My hair isbraided likeit dwaysis." Kadasah laughed, genuindy amused. When he wasn't
driving her completely crazy with hisunbridled lust, she occasiondly found his attemptsto bed her
entertaining. Besides, in astrange way, except for Vagrant, who was ared stalion and therefore an even
worse conversationdist than Kaytin, he wasredly her only friend.

"Maybe so, but Sncere horse shite at the very worgt,” Kaytin said with asmile. And then he started the
touching.

Kadasah was alittle surprised. By her reckoning they hadn't gotten that far into the evening's fetivities.
Normally he would have waited for her to drink at least three more ales before he felt safe enough to
gart manhandling her. He had wrapped his arms around her waist and was nuzzling at her neck. Shewas
about to smack him hard enough to send him careening across the room when she redlized that this
wasn't hisusud horny, loverboy move, but his, "I'm showing that I'm attached to the big blond mercenary
with all the weapons so don't even think about kicking my assmove." She dso redlized that a strange
slence had fdlen across the bar. Apparently Kaytin had heard it before she had, which meant that he
was expecting trouble. She wondered what the philandering little thug had done thistime.

Kadasah turned dowly to see who had walked in and made aface of disgust in spite of her best efforts.

"All right, get off me before | knock you acrossthe bar. Frogs! It isn't some angry husband, just that
horrid, dimy, dead-looking guy. No doubt he's coming after hisequally horrid toady." She shoved Kaytin
roughly back, and he managed to catch and straighten himsdlf without looking clumsy in away that only
Kaytin could do. No doubt because hed had so much practice.

He smiled at her appedingly. "My own sweet love. What isthistalk of ajea ous hushand? Kaytin has
nothing to fear from any irate man who has an unfaithful wife, for | only have eyesfor you, and | am
saving myself only for the day when you will make me the happiest man on earth by agreeing to be mi—"

"I don't think your eyes are the problem. However, perhaps you're tdling the truth. After dl, | find it hard
to believe that any woman could be stupid enough to believe the utter crap that springs forth from your
mouth," she said, cutting alook at him from the corner of her eyes. He started to speek again, and she
held up her hand. "Oh, enough aready. Just shut up." She wasn't in the mood for any more of hisflowery
tributes, or hislies.

Kaytin had atendency to liewhen it would have been essier to tell the truth.

She watched the horrible abortion that had entered the bar warily asit walked over to the twisted hunk

of flesh that sat at a corner table drooling into amug of ae and touching any woman who cameinto his

reach. He didn't seem to be bothered at al by the number of times he got dapped. In fact, Kadasah got
the impresson that he rather liked being dgpped.

Kaytin followed her eyes and shuddered, obvioudy as disgusted by the creep as shewas. "'l wonder
what it wants here?"

Kadasah shrugged. "Who knows what goes through the mind of something like that—or if it even hasa
mind. What mativatesit? Hisugly little friend is bad enough. One night I'm here dinging afew aesdown,



telling a story about one of my jobs, and that twisted little bugger comesright up, pulls his pants down
and shows me his privates. | thought at first that the creepy little toad had athird leg, but no, and he's got
adragon tattooed on it. Damndest thing you ever saw.”

"How dare he! Why, if that awful thing wasn't with him, Kaytin would march right over there and kick his
twisted little butt and...."

"Like | need anyoneto kick anyone's butt for me. | handled it," she said with only the hint of abragin her
voice.

"l bet you did," Kaytin chuckled. "So, what did you do?'

"What do you think | did?1 laughed, said that had to hurt, and then when | saw he wasn't going away |
kicked hisdragon."

"Ouch!" Kaytin laughed.

The thing with no eyesturned its face toward her. Sightless or not, Kadasah knew—the way prey knows
it'sbeing hunted—that it could see her. Suddenly Kadasah wasin no mood to finish out her usua routine,
s0 she downed her drink and started to sneak out of the bar without paying—which was part of her
ritud.

The bartender, Pegrin the Ugly, who'd earned his name the hard way, laughed, obviously more amused
than hewas angry. "Y ou Irrune rogue! Get back in here and pay your tab.”

Kadasah mumbled as she went back to the bar and grudgingly paid for not only her tab but Kaytin'sas
wall.

"Youreleaving early."

"Y ou shouldn't oughta serve things like that,” Kadasah said in awhisper nodding over her shoulder. "You
know it's up to no good."

Pegrin laughed. "If | kicked everyone out of the VVulgar Unicorn that was up to no good, | wouldn't have
asngle customer... Why, some peopletell mel shouldn't servethe Irrune,” he leaned over the bar to
whisper confidentialy, "because they sted.”

Kadasah smiled innocently. "Have | ever stolen from you?"
"Morethan probably," he said with asmile.

Kadasah feigned injury, then with one backwards glance at the creature that looked like deasth warmed
up and hisfreaky-looking lackey, sheleft.

Kaytin followed Kadasah out. "He usudly just comesin, gets histwisted idiot boy and leaves,” Kaytin
sad, curiosity obviousin hisvoice. "I wonder what he was up to tonight?”

Kadasah shrugged. " Something horrible you can bet. HE's obvioudy waiting for someone. I'd like to kill
that horrid thing." A momentary look of confusion crossed her face. "But I'm not really sure whether it's
gill diveor not, and if it'sdead... well how would you go about killing something that's a ready dead?"

"Beddes... no sensein killing someone unlessyou're getting paid. Isn't that what you dways say, my
love?' Kaytin asked with asmile.

"For that thing, I'd make an exception. Besides, I'm sure | could find someone who'd pay meto do it.”



Kadasah was perturbed. Her usud ritual had been interrupted by that hunk of decaying flesh pretending
to be aman, therefore it was now time to move on to her dternate routine. "So, Kaytin... | wasthinking
that since | didn't get to drink mysdlf into acomalike | usually do on llsday night, that | might aswell get
somework done." Now shelooked at him and turned on the charm, making it hard to believe that she
was the same woman who had spurned him so harshly just afew minutes ago in the bar. ™Y ou want to
hdpme?1'll let youinfor acut..."

Kaytin shook his head vigoroudy. "No, no, no, no, no! Every timeyou ask meto help you | wind up with
the most dangerous part. Then when it comestimeto pay me... well thereis never any money, and there
iscertainly none of that which I want much more than money—uwhich you have also on occasion
promised me."

"Kaytin! Why, I'm cut to the very quick! When have | ever put your lifein danger?' She hoped he didn't
notice that she wasn't saying anything about stiffing him. There were deceptions and there were outright
lies, and shefroggin' well knew the difference.

Helaughed and flung his hands around in front of him. "Too many timesto count. Y ou think | don't know
what you're doing, but Kaytin isn't stupid. Y ou are usng me for bait. We go to the darkest, most horrid
part of the ruined temple of Savankala or the Street of Red Lanterns, and you say 'Kaytin stand here,' or
'Kaytin stand there, and I'll tell you what to do next.' And | wait and |

wait, but you never tell me anything ese, and then when some Dy-aredlan spook is about to kill me you
show up and kill them. Y ou always cut off ascar or atattoo—| have no ideawhy, and thenit'saways...
'Kaytin be agood fellow and cart off this body and bury it and I'll go get my reward and meet you back
at the Vulgar Unicorn and well split the money.' So | go bury the body and go back to the Vulgar
Unicorn where | wait and wait, but you don't come back to the bar for days and when you do, thereis

no money!"
"Hey, | pay your bar teb..."
"When you don't manage to sneak out without paying at dl," Kaytin reminded.

"Come on, Kaytin, quit being such abig baby. It isn't that dangerous. Who's the best bastard sword
fighter in dl of Sanctuary, maybe even the world?'

"Why you are, my love, but..."
"And who but me haskilled three men with one swing of an axe?"
"No one but you, my love, but..."

"With meto protect you, you are as safe in the darkest, dankest part of Savankaaas you werein your
mother'swomb, and | swear that if you help methistime, I'll dedl with you fairly. Maybe thiswill even be
the night that | find your advancesirresgtible.”

"Inwhich case..." Hewalked up closeto her and took her hand. "Why waste any part of the night on
death and killing? L et us spend the whole night making mad and passionate love to one another, and
wake up in each other'sarmsto find our passion renewed.”

"Kaytin—how many timesdo | haveto tell you?1 canredly only get serioudy aroused after I'vekilled
someone,” Kadasah said with anirritated Sigh. "'l supposeif you'd rather | go off into the night by mysdlf,
aone, into the very heart of the Dyaredlan lair... To do not only my job, but to bring about the desth of
yet another worshiper of the Lady of Blood, to spare countless poor souls from alingering, painful



Jesth..."

"Now who isfull of horse shite!" Kaytin hissed. "My mother has seen with the True Sight that you are no
good for me. That you only mean to use me. That you care not even asmall amount for Kaytin. You use
me only asameansto an end. | know this, and yet | continue to allow you to use and misuse me. But this
time| say no! Thisvery morning my own dear mother did warn me about you yet again, saying, Don't go
to that horrid bar to see that suvesh woman, for shewill only bring you pain. That iswhat she said, and
being agood son | am listening. .. Wl to part of it anyway."

To Kadasah there was never any doubt that Kaytin was at least part Sdanzo, but she doubted seriousy
that he was the full-blooded Sdanzo man that he claimed to be when he got very drunk and/or wastrying
to impress her. For one thing it seemed to go against everything she had ever been told about the Sdanzo
that he would be bragging about his heritage much less about his mother's Sight— which was remarkably
something he gpparently thought made him more attractive.

The Sdanzo were supposed to be a secretive people, and Kaytin was about as subtle asafartina
temple.

He kept complaining and going on about his mother's visions, and how he wasn't going to be lured into
helping her even as she climbed onto Vagrant's back and he climbed onto the back of his mule and
started following her down the road.

For the most part she didn't bother to listen; he was going to come; he dways did. He bellyached and
complained and moaned, and then did whatever she wanted him to do. She was sure thiswas due, in no
small part, to the talisman of charisma she wore around her neck. She had stolen the charm from a
wizard sheld once done ajob for back before she started working for one of the "rich silk-sacked,
so-called noblesliving on the Processiond,” who now kept her in steady employment.

The tdlisman gave her a certain power over men, making her amost irresigtible to them. When you lived
by the blade you were always |ooking for anything that gave you any edge whatsoever. It was arguably
eader for aman to kill an ugly woman than it wasfor him to kill abeautiful one, so...

Of course she hardly ever needed the charismatalisman since sheld started working for her patron,
because the people she killed now cared very little about physical beauty. She continued to weer it
because it made it very easy to manipulate most normal people— menin particular.

As sherode dong ignoring Kaytin's moaning, she found hersdf once again trying to figure out just exactly
who her employer was. She'd never actually seen the face of the man she worked for. He had
approached her in shadowsthat first time, wearing a hood that covered his face, and she had never had
any direct contact with him since. She left the pieces of skin with the tattoos or scars under alog in front
of one god or another's ruined temple adong the Avenue of Temples—as proof of her kill. When she
came back the next day there was money. So she had no ideawho her benefactor actually was.

She had laid in hiding once to see who would show up, but the person who came was obvioudy just a
stable boy running an errand. She supposed she could have followed him. She knew it wouldn't be too
hard for her to find out who her employer was, but she had long ago decided not to pursueit. Thiswasa
good job, and shedidn't want torisk losing it.

Besides, she thought she probably knew, since at their first meeting he had told her his story. Hewas one
of the few who had opposed the plan to invite the Irrune into town because he believed to the bitter end
that he could negotiate with the Dyared ans. Then when Molin Torchholder led the Irrune into sight of the
city walls, and the Dyredans had only alittle time to settle outstanding scores, they wreaked as much
havoc asthey could. They suspected, correctly, that the rich aristocrats and richer merchants had



betrayed them, and sought vengeance against those they could lay hands on. Unfortunately, her
benefactor didn't fed threatened because held ar-gued against bringing in the Irrune, so he and dl that
was hiswere easy to "lay handson." The day before the city fell to Arizak, the Dyaredanskilled hiswife
and children and burned his house to the ground. Then to add insult to injury they proceeded to torture
him, trying to get him to confessto his"betrayd," and give up other names. Ironicaly, it was only the
arriva of Kadasah's people, the very Irrunes he had fought to keep out, that had saved hislife.

He'd undergone afoxhole conversion. Since that day he had dedicated hislife and his money to
exterminating the extremist Dyaree-lanswho hide by day in the tunnels under Sanctuary and only came
out a night. Knowing her background and her skill, he had sought her out to be hisinstrument of their
destruction. Since she dready hated the horrid bastards anyway, getting paid to kill them was rather like
getting paid to eat your dinner. It was something you wanted to do and would have done anyway, o
getting paid was just abonus.

What e se did sheredly need to know? Of courseit didn't stop her from wondering.

Soon they had reached their destination. She decided on this night to use Kaytin as alookout instead of
bait, just to make him fed better. With him watching to make sure she was unseen, she dropped a bunch
of broken glass onto the ground hoping that in thedim light it would look like gems. She then madea
smple snare around the "gems' using ameasuring rope she had stolen from a carpenter'sjob site just the
day before. Then she moved into the shadows with Kaytin to wait, and wait, and wait.

Some weeksthat'sdl shedid. Wait dl night and go home empty-handed. Sometimes she'd go months
between kills. They didn't dways come up in the same place, and they were careful. In fact, the more of
them she killed, the more cautious they became, so sometimes sheld give up hunting them until they got
cocky again, or she ran out of money—whichever camefirs.

"They aren't coming,” Kaytin whispered, putting his mouth right against her ear. "Let'sleave thisawful
place and go back to your house for the night. | will take you places you have never been before.”

She shoved him away... "Yeah, liketo aheder to get acure for some disease you'd no doubt give me.
Stll you're right, nothing's going to come thisway tonight.” She got up and started picking up the pieces
of glass. She was about to gather up the measuring rope when she heard something. She grabbed her axe
off her waist, twisted towards the noise just in time, threw it and dropped the nearest one.

"Vagrant! Go!" she called, and heard him running away as she drew her sword from her back. There
were dozens of them, and they were obvioudy cultists, because no one ese had any reason to come after
her. Well, at least not in this section of town. But... thisjust couldn't be! The cult was supposed to be dl
but extinct. Shekilled acouple of them, then something grabbed her feet and shewasfaling. Too late she
redlized she had stepped into her own trap. The last thing she remembered was afoul smelling rag being
pressed againgt her nose and mouth.

When she woke up the air was dank and filled with the smell of desth and mold. She knew immediately
where they had taken her— the tunnels under the Street of Red Lanterns. She wastied up and
aive—which wasn't necessarily agood thing when one had been captured by a cult that delighted in
nothing quite so much astorturing a person to desth. As she became more aware of herself and her
surroundings she redlized that she wastied to someone, and she soon redlized that afamiliar voice was
screeching at her.

"—safe asin your mother's womb, she says! I'm the greatest fighter of dl times, she says Killed three
men with one blow from my axe, she saysl Now we are going to die the death of athousand cuts or be
burned diveto desth—"



"Y eah, that'swhat they usually do.” Kadasah sighed. They had been tied up with their backs together.
The bonds were so tight that she couldn't even wiggle her little ringer without pain.

"I knew it, Kadasah. | knew you were going to get me killed. My mother told me. Shetried to warn me,
but my great love—"

"Lugt," Kadasah corrected.

"My love blinded me. Now | am going to die. We're both going to die without ever consummating our
love"

It was more than Kadasah could take at the moment. They had been captured and bound by the
Dyaredan. She had never in her life been quite so sure of her own very immediate and horrible demise,
and Kaytin was till whining because she hadn't dept with him.

"All right, dunderhead. Since you are more than probably right, and we are about to be killed, I'm going
to let you in on alittle secret. Y ou don't love me. Hell, if you saw the real me you probably wouldn't even
find me attractive. I'm wearing atalisman | sole from awizard that makes melook beautiful, afroggin'
charm.”

"So that you can get men to do whatever you like!" he hissed accusingly.
"Wédl, what other reason would | have?'

"Alwayswith you peopleit iswith the geding..."

"While your people are oh so virtuous."

"Quiet,"” Kaytin said quickly, and K adasah remembered where they were and that the only peoplethe
Dyared ans hated worse than the Irrune were the Sdanzo. Then he whispered turning his head. "Don't tell
methat it isonly some spell. | know what isin my heart, and | admit to you before we both diethat | love
you and only you." Then his voice changed, and he screamed. Y ou treacherous, lying, deceitful, harpy
who is getting me tortured to desth!”

"Mel!" Kadasah spat back. ™Y ou were supposed to be keeping watch. Y ou were supposed to tell meiif
you saw anything... Y ou know, anything—Ilike a couple of dozen worshipers of the Destroyer! "

"Shush! Don't say her name, you'll cdl her here.”

"Horse shite," Kadasah said, shaking her head wildly since it was one of the only parts of her body she
could actudly move. "Gods, shmods! Thereareno gods... | knew it! I knew you were lying even about
your damn heritage! Everyone knows the Sdanzo believe in gods about as much as| do.”

"I'm not ligening, I'm not listening! | am Sdanzo but... I... | can have godsif | want to. It couldn't hurt.
I'm going to pray to some gods, and I'm going to ask them to forgive you for your blasphemy.”

"You'll bewasting your bresth, Kaytin. There are no gods; your people know that. It'sal just froggin’
crap the prieststell peopleto get them to give them their money. Did you ever seeagod?’

For answer he garted praying in his native tongue in a nearly inaudible whisper. He knew she, like his
own mother, believed what she said; held heard her say it before. But he had learned differently from his
father, and he wasn't going to listen to Kadasah right now. Not when they obvioudy needed some god to
come and save them, and she was going out of her way to enrage them all. Perhaps she did have some
magical talisman. He could certainly find no good reason to love this horrid woman at this moment.



"| tried to talk to my god once. Irrunega. .. Hedidn't talk back. Nothing in my life changed, either, so he
obvioudy didn't listen. | tried talking to a dead relative—even an enemy. Findly | searched for my spirit
guide. Y ou know what happened? A big nothing. So go ahead pray your stupid head off, because it
won't do you one damn bit of good.”

"It couldn't hurt. Do you have any better ideas?’

"Wdll, we could—" She didn't redly have any better ideas at the moment, so she looked around as much
as she could. They werein asmal, dank, wide space in the tunnel, with no doors on ether side that she
could make out. "All right—our legs aren't tied. If we work our legs up, maybe we could stand and try to

Their first attempt only managed to land dl of Kadasah'sweight on Kaytin. He let out agroan and started
praying again.

"No, no, nhow come on, we can do this. I'm taller than you, and we'retied at our backs, so we just have
to remember that. I'll bend at the kneesthistime," she said.

The second time they succeeded in getting on their feet.
"Now what?" Kaytin asked.

It was agood question. It was black as pitch down either passage, and with their handstied there was
redly no way to grab hold of the smdl candle that was lighting the tunnel where they'd been stowed.
Obvioudy the light wasn't for them, it was there to keep any of their captors from stumbling over the pair
in the darkness of the tunndl.

Suddenly—and amazingly, considering sheld been brain dead only amoment before—Kadasah had an
idea. She pulled Kaytin over to the small table that held the candle. "We can burn the rope off!" she said
forcing their hands over the flame.

"Ouch!" Kaytin screeched. "That's not the rope; it'smy hand!”
llm.ry'll

After afew morefailed attempts the ropefinaly caught. A few scorched fingers and some ruined clothing
|ater, they werefree.

Kaytin grabbed the candlein its holder, and Kadasah smashed the small table, giving oneleg to Kaytin
and keeping another for hersdf. With the makeshift weapon in her hand she didn't fedl quite as naked.

"Which way?' Kaytin asked.

"I don't know! How would 1? It's not like I've been here before." She peered down both halslooking for
any sgn of light and found none. "But weve got to start moving. After dl, they're going to come after us
sooner or later and we can't stay here. In fact, I'm wondering why they haven't come after us aready.

Y ou take aguess," she said indicating the two different passages.

"No, no. You only tell meto guess so that you can blame me when we wind up hopelessy lost. So you
guess, and then | can blame you. Which seemsfair sncethisisdl your fault anyway."

"How do you figure?'

"Because dl | wanted to do was make love. A painless, enjoyable pleasure, but no—you just had to go



kill something."
Kadasah ignored him and chose. "Thisway."

They started walking. And walking. The longer they went without running into anyone the more worried
she became. Thiswasn't right. Their captors should have come to get them and torture them to deeth
way beforethis. They should have at the very least noticed they were missing by now, and how hard was
it to find people in atunnel?'Y ou could run down one way or the other, but that was about it. So far they
hadn't come to anything jutting off from the main tunnd, athough she wasfairly sure such exitsand
entrances existed.

She was an excellent swordswoman—without a sword. She was experienced with an axe—though the
"three men with one blow" was mostly alie—but she had no axe, either. She was most probably the best
horsewoman in al of Sanctuary, if not the world. But shewasin atunnel, and her horse was the gods
only knew where above her.

She had acandle and a charismatalisman and a couple of tablelegs, and she waslost underground with
possibly hundreds of Bloody Hand Dyaredlans and of course Kay tin, who just kept praying to some
gods even though he inssted he was Sdanzo, and she constantly pointed out how usdlessit was.

She hadn't felt this helpless since her parents split up. Her father had chosen to take her with him while
her mother had stayed behind with her younger siblings—she'd had no choice and no control then, either.

Her father had been aminor member of Nadalya's entourage, and she had grown up in the palace as
basically his persona dave and housekeeper. But being in the palace gave her the chance to watch as
Naddya's guardstrained, and they had taught her much. She became a skilled fighter because her father
took her to live among fighters, and she became untrusting and uncaring because he took her away from
the people she loved and who loved her.

Her father had disowned her when at the age of sixteen sheleft his service to become amercenary.
However, everyone knew whose daughter she was and she knew her father was occasionally asked to
pay restitution for damage she'd done either while drunk, in afight or both. It didn't bother her, if he
chose to pay that was his problem not hers.

The mercenary life was agood one for someone like her, someone who had no ties and no commitments
except to hersdf. Kadasah certainly never considered joining any war band. She might very well be good
a giving orders—she certainly believed she was—but she sure ashell wasn't any good at dl at taking
them.

That one event that happened when she was only nine, had shaped her whole life—changed it totally
fromitsorigind course. And here she was again with no control, basically helpless. Except that now she
had alifetime of experience behind her, and she wasn't alittle kid that people could kick around. She
made her own decisions now, and her destiny wasin her own hands. All she had to do was use her head.
Thistime her weapons skill wasn't going to be enough, though. She couldn't fight hersaf out of thisone;
shewas going to haveto think and think quickly.

Damn that creepy almost dead guy! He ruined my routine! Nothing isright! It'sall hisfault. |
swear, if | get out of thisone, I'm going to get that creep!

Suddenly she heard voices, and she threw hersalf and Kaytin againgt the wall and blew out the candle.

"What the..." Kaytin started in awhisper, but quieted down when he aso heard the sound of voices
getting closer. He seemed to be trying to actudly crawl into the tunnel wall behind them and wasn't doing



ahdf-bad job. Kaytin was of course anaturd hider, just as she was a natura fighter.
There were at least two different voices. One most probably femae, the other definitely mae.

From the tone of their voices it was obvious that they were agi-tated and unhappy. She thought at first it
must be because they had discovered that she and Kaytin were missing, but gradudly it became clear
that thiswasn't the case.

K adasah spoke both Wrigglie aswell asIrrune, but these two seemed to be speaking in atongue which
was asforeign to her asthe prayers Kaytin had been mumbling earlier. It was only asthey got closer that
sheredlized that they were speaking Wrigglie, just adower more ddliberate version than she was used
to. Some peopletold her she talked too fast, and sometimes when she did this, she knew she stuck
Irrune wordsin, making it impossible for people to understand her. As shelistened to these two
obvioudy agitated people, she wondered what they must sound like when they weren't excited.

"—cause sheisan Irrune woman, amercenary from her attire. Kopa swears he has seen her in the
palace, that he recognizes her from Arizak's court. He thinksthat Arizak may redlize that we have
infiltrated his court. That he may have sent her here to spy on us—to find out who our spiesare,” the
woman was saying.

"Nonsense, how could they know? How would they? We have captured ourselves a couple of sacrifices.
Nothing less and nothing more. | will talk to Kopa and calm him down. He worriestoo much..."

"But he wishesto question her before we sacrifice her.”
"That shouldn't be too hard. We can use her little friend to get the information from her.”

As shelistened to them she was alittle amused, and awhole |ot of ashamed. She had been sure that they
had been carefully hunting her, having figured out that she was the onekilling them. Instead she and
Kaytin had just been in the wrong place a the wrong time and had been picked up as sacrifices. It was
more than alittle embarrassing consdering her profession, and she hoped that Kaytin couldn't understand
what they were saying, or at least wouldn't come to the same conclusion that shejust had.

They cameinto view then. They were covered in scars and tattoos, and al else was forgotten asthe
mercenary in Kadasah saw money— enough to buy new weapons.

Shelay very Hill, barely breathing, and noticed that Kaytin did the same. When the pair were dmost
abreast of them she jumped out and plowed her table leg into the man's nose hard enough to bury it in his
brain. Then she caught the stunned woman on the backswing, effectively and permanently slencing her as
well. She grabbed their candle beforeit could go out and handed it to Kaytin. He took the candle and
held it for her so that she could see to search their bodies, taking along dirk from a sheath on the man's
sde, and collecting atrophy from each of the bodies. She then started walking in the direction the two
cultists had been coming from, now carrying both the table leg and the dead man'sknife. Part of her
really wanted to search around and see if she couldn't find her own wespons, but she knew the chances
of finding them were dim and staying in the tunnels one more second than they had to was just flat insane.

"But..." Kaytin scratched his head, as he followed her. "We were going that way." He pointed behind
them.

"Y es, and so were they. Since they were going to meet with more of their kind."
"Back thisway. But why didn't they notice we were gone?'

It was agood question, and she thought about it for aminute. "There has to be another tunnel that we



missed, and that onewill get us out of thishole. Hopefully to the surface.”

Going back the sde tunnel wasvisible. They had missed it before because of the angle, the bad lighting,
and because they hadn't known to look for it. They followed the new tunnd, feeling more than seeing that
they were moving up. They could just make out afaint light when they heard screams and running
footsteps behind them. They didn't wait to find out what al the commotion was about. After al they were
pretty surethat they knew. They just took off at arun, ssumbling through the dark, and soon they were
outside. Kadasah looked around for something they could knock back over the entrance, but there was
nothing small enough for them to move, so they kept running and she started whistling loudly. In
moments, Vagrant was a their sde. They jJumped on the horse and took off just asthe first Dyaredlans
boiled up out of the hole.

It took them about an hour to find Kaytin's mule, and another to catch him. They were about to mount up
when Kaytin turned to look at Kadasah. " So, let's see this enchanted talisman you use to confound men.”

Kadasah went to pull the cord up out of the front of her shirt and found it missing.
"Damn, it'sgone! Those bastards must have taken it aswell.”

"And yet you look no different to me, and | feel the same way about you.” He kissed her cheek, got on
hismule, and rode away.

"Frogs!" Kadasah cursed. "That wizard cheated me."

It wound up being easier for her to gain an audience with Arizak than it wasto get him to believe the truth
of what sheld heard. It didn't help that her father stood there the whole timeinsisting that shewas an
unworthy daughter who had gone away from the old ways, and was only there to tarnish his good name.
In the end she consoled hersdlf with the idea that they had been told now, and that maybe it would plant
aseed of doubt and get them to open their eyesto the possibility at the very least.

She employed the skill of awhip of aman named Heliz to write aletter to accompany the trophies she
left intheir usud place, and againgt her norma habit she actualy paid him hisfee without question. In the
letter she told her employer very briefly about the events of the night before. She dso told him how many
of the Dyaredansthere actually were, and that many were ddiberately remaining unmarked obvioudy so
that they could infiltrate the population. She could only hope that he would listen better than Arizak.
When she returned later to retrieve her reward there was four times as much money as normal, so she
assumed that he believed her.

She used the money to buy new and better wegpons, and spent afew daysin quiet reflection just hanging
out in the outbuilding of an abandoned red-brick estate in the hills beyond thewalls. Thisaso dlowed
Vagrant to have afew well-earned days of uninterrupted grazing time.

On lIsday sherodeto the Vulgar Unicorn and was hafway through her fourth beer and her third
embdlished telling of the events of aweek ago when Kaytin finaly showed up.

"I..... | thought maybe you weren't coming,” she said.
"l wasn't going to," he shrugged. "But | couldn't stay away."

"Here," shereached in her pocket and pulled out severa coins. He held out his hand with trepidation, and
she dropped the coinsinto his hand, each onefalling alittle more reluctantly than the one beforeit.

"You... Kadasah! Y ou're actudly paying me." He added with alaugh, "Are you sureyouredl right?'



"Actudly," shesaid with asmile, "I'm alittle miffed. | wouldn't have wasted my time stedling thet talisman
if I had known it wasworthless. And by the way it stank whenever it got wet."

"Y ou are the most magnificent of women, Kadasah," Kaytin said with asmile. "Why would you ever
think that you would need any sort of pell to make you more appeding?”’

"l wasjust trying to get an edge.”
"My love... Your eyes arelike the bluest ocean, your lips are gentle like the curve of abow..."

"Frogs, Kaytin!" Kadasah said in disgugt. "Y ou aren't going to start al that crap again are you? | dmost
got you killed! Y ou have to stay mad a melonger than this."

"l cannot help it, Kadasah. Kaytin'slove for you legps within his chest at the vision of your loveliness,

The dead-looking guy walked into the bar, and everyone got quiet. He turned to fix Kadasah with an
eyes-sewed-shut stare, and her blood ran cold. She looked at Kaytin, did aquick rundown of everything
that had happened the last time the creep had looked at her, and said, "All right, Kaytin, | give. Let'sgo
maekelove."

Sheleft without paying her tab, and Kaytin eagerly followed.

Dud

DennisL. McKiernan

Cunning and guile oft provesfatal: sometimes to the predator, sometimesto the prey.
"Agsh nabb thak dro ..."

Arcane words wrenched out from the black hole of acowl as the dark-robed man, the mantled cresture,
the cloaked thing on the pier, sood with his, its, the thing's arms outstretched toward the sea. Overhead
the shadow-swallowed moon had turned ruddy, now wholly engulfed by the creeping darkness. Out on
the seaaluminous mist coiled up from the brine, chill in the cool spring air. And gill the chant went on,
under the eclipse of the moon, the glimmering vapor thickening and thickening in the ebon depths of the
night.

And behind the chanter, the canter, the cagter, an ugly little man stood trembling, his hands clutching at his
misshapen torso, hiswhite eyeswidein fear. Rogi hated it when his master did such things, for Rogi's
own mother had done likewise ere she had crumbled to dust... beneath afull moon aswell, though not
onein bloody eclipse. She had been chanting, too, but words different from these, just before she
sprinkled the powder into the potion and drank it al, and then looked at him with an accusatory glare and
croaked out "Y ou little shite," even as shefell to ashes.

Rogi wrenched his mind away from remembrance of his mothe— no, not mother, though he still thought
of her that way... rather the witch who had raised him—" She plucked you from the sea, after you bad
been thrown in twice" —or so the Sdanzo Elemi had said as she read her seer's cards. Even so, had he
not substituted that other green potion for the one he "accidentaly” drank, perhaps his mother the witch
would till be—

"It isdone," whispered the ghastly, hollow voice of Rogi's master, avoicelike dead leavesrudtling inicy
wind. "Now wewait."



With an awkward, ssumping gait, Rogi hobbled around to face the enshadowed cowl; the malformed little
man in an overlarge shirt peered up at the gaunt, six-foot-one necromancer, dl the while hoping he
wouldn't see the oh-so-terrible, painted-on eyes. "Now the champion will come, eh, Mathter Halott?'

"Yes," hissed the dead-leaves answer. "Now the champion will come.”

Inadark corner of the Vulgar Unicorn, two men sat drinking brandy: one afairly handsome young man,
the other rather nondescript. "But | want that gemstone, Soldt, and | will pay wdl for itswinning.”

Toying with hisglass, Soldt looked across at the fair-haired eldest son of Arizak. ™Y ou can enter the
tournament yourself, Naimun. Y ou have an adequate hand at swords.”

"Ah, but contestants have come from al over—have you not seen the docks? Hardly adip left open.
And the sablesare full aswell, theinns near to burgting." Naimun gestured at the crowded common
room. "And see these bravos, blades on their hips, surdly the best of the Rankans and the llsigi aswell as
of the Irrunes. Aye, perhaps| could win afew, but | am not oneto fool mysdlf: | have no chance of
reaching the final, much less of winning it. But you, Soldt, you are amaster, ateacher of the duding
blade, and certain towin."

Soldt shook his head, his ragged-cut brown hair ruffling. "But for the lessons | give, Sanctuary isthe
place | cometo get away from swordplay. | do not liketo let blood within the city walls."

"But it'sjust to first blood—a smple nick, Soldt—and the prize well worth therisk. Hal For you, thereis
norisk."

Again Soldt shook his head. "Naimun, whenever theré's an edge or point involved, thereisawaysarisk.
Have you not been ligtening during your—?"

The blond Irrune shoved out a hand of negation. "Pah! Y ou are the best swordsman in the city, Soldt,
and | wager in theland aswell. None can match your skill. Besides, when you win and | gift the
gemstone to my father, I'll stand higher in his eyes, perhaps even on an equa footing with—" Of asudden
Naimun fell slent and stared into the dregs of hisdrink, and bitterness dwelled in hisgaze, or so it
seemed to Sol dit.

Soldt's angular face remained impassive, and he continued to toy with his glass. Moments passed with no
word between them, but findly—"What would it be worth to you?"

Namun looked up. "What would you ask?"

Soldt peered across the crowded common room: men at every table, serving maids rushing here and
there, doxies among them plying their trade, Pegrin the Ugly behind the bar, filling jacks and glasses and
mugs. Among the tables a passed-out drunk dumped forward upon one, his matesignoring him, aswell
asthe one on the floor. Off in acorner booth two men furiously argued; perhapsit would come to blows
or blades. Soldt's gaze returned to Naimun.

"Threethings." He held up hishand and raised afinger. "Firdt:

For each one | face | get paid, whether or not | win, and thrice my usud training fee, sncethereisblood
involved.”

Naimun nodded. "Agreed.”

Soldt raised a second finger. "If | am wounded, | am to be treated only by the best of healers—Pel
Garwood will do, if Velinmet's not available—but I'll have no mages nor priestsinvolved, and especidly



no witches... and you will pay for dl.”
Again Naimun nodded.

Soldt raised athird finger. "Lastly, | will be paid afair price for the gemstone itsdlf, as gppraised by
Thibalt the Rankan. Once the Dyared ans were done with their, um, offerings, there weren't many
jewdersleft, but Thibat survived and isone of thefew | trust to give atrue assessment. It ishisvauation
we will useto set the worth of the stone.”

"Agreed,” replied Naimun. He waited, but Soldt said no more. "That'sit?"
Soldt turned up ahand.

"Huah," grunted Naimun. "And here | was going to offer you anew sword to replace that smudged up
blade of yours."

Soldt cocked an eyebrow at Naimun.

"I ill will," said Naimun. "Well go up to Face-of-the-Moon Street on the Hill, up to that new weapons
deder,um..."

"Spyder," supplied Soldit.
"Right. Spyder... he and that girl—a pretty thing—quiet asamouse, but moveslike a cat, she does."
A faint smiletugged at the corners of Soldt's mouth. "Familiar. —Her movement, that is.”

Naimun looked at Soldt, but the duelist added nought. "Regardless, Soldt, my offer yet stands. anew
sword. Rumor isthat some of his blades are enchanted.”

Again aflegting smile crossed Soldt'sface. "So they say, my friend.”
"Then shall we add anew sword to your fee?'
Soldt gave adight shake of hishead. "Theonel have will do."

"Asyou wish," said Naimun. He swirled then swigged the last of his brandy and glanced a Soldt's
near-empty drink, then he caught the eye of apassing serving girl and raised his glass and signed for two
more of the same.

Murttering to himself, Rogi waddled back and forth past anow-lit lantern sitting adock at the root of an
empty dip, one of the many built after the great blow, there dong the shore nigh Fisherman's Row. The
small hunchback stopped occasionally to pull up afloppy sock, first on oneleg and then on the other, but
then resumed his awkward gait. As he passed by the lantern for perhaps the hundredth time, apair of
wharf rats scuttled across his path, and Rogi flopped back the cuffs of histoo-long deevesfrom his
hands and clutched at the small blow gun on itsthong about his neck and fumbled in hisbelt pouch for a
dart dong with histin of specid paste. "Ratth, Mathter," he said with alisp, his overlong tongue getting in
theway. "I'll put thorn to thleep for you." But at gesture of negation from the necromancer, Rogi let loose
the pipe and watched the rats disappear into the darkness. Forthunate ratth— even Rogi's thoughts
ligped—you will not awaken to be thkinned alive by my Mathter Hdlott.

Rogi took up his pacing once more. Now and again the little hunchback peered past the dip and out into
theeeriemid... for what?... he knew not. Occasiondly he glanced a his Master Hal-ott, seeking some
clue asto what might come, or perhaps seeking confirmation that nothing would.



And the dark, blood-red moon was yet swathed in shadow.

And not a breath of air stirred.

But then...

But then...

... therefaintly sounded the dip and pull of cars, and coming through the slvery mist, coming through. ..

"A thyip," hissed Rogi. "Mathter Halott, athyip comth." Not knowing what to expect, the little man
scuttled behind the tall, gaunt figure and peered around at the approaching craft.

Halott did not move.

Luminous mist aswirl with its passage, asmdl, sngle-masted ketch—its sail hanging lank, itsoars
creaking—eased through the chill waters and toward the pier, and Rogi could make out a huge figure
plying the blades, while asmaler one sat astern at thetiller, both encloaked and hooded.

Onward came the ship, past others moored in the bay at anchor and toward the crowded pier, aiming for
thelight of the lantern, and asit neared the huge figure gave onelast pull, then shipped the oars and stood
and turned about; Rogi breathed asigh of reief, for now he could see it was aman—what €se he might
have imagined, Rogi could not say. The man stepped to the bow and took up amooring rope as the craft
coasted into the dip. "Aid them," whispered Ha ott, and Rogi sprang forward, causing the manin the ship
to frown in Startlement at this scuttling misshapen cresture. Nevertheless, he tossed the line to the small
hunchback, and Rogi hauled the bow of the craft to the root of the dip and tied it to amooring post as
the man hung two tethered bolsters of hemp over the Sde to fend the craft from the jetty.

At the stern, the smdller of the two figures legpt to the dock and secured that end aswell. Rogi's eyes
lighted up when he saw that this second person was femae, for she cast back her hood and looked
about as the huge man lowered the sail and then took up agreat sword in aharness and strapped it
across his back. As he stepped onto the dock beside her, "Thisisn't Ibarr,” said the woman in aflat,
accented voice, an accent that Rogi knew not.

"Itisn't even Azrain," rumbled the man, hisown voice carrying an inflection different from hers, but one
which Rogi could not place ether.

The woman glanced at the dark, ruddy moon and the congtellationsin the starlit sky. "Nor are these the
night skiesof Arith."

Now Halott stepped toward the pair, gesturing at the lantern as he passed Rogi, and Rogi snatched it up
and scuttled ahead of his magter, lighting the way.

Soldt looked up from histhird brandy. "Who is sponsoring this tournament, and why?'
Namun shrugged.
Soldt's eyes narrowed.

Naimun took a deep breath. "The Rankans, that's who. There are rumorsthat Sepherisis mustering an
army, ostensibly for an dl-out attack on Ilsig's enemies to the north. But Jamasharem suspects that the
[lsgi army is going to march against Ranke instead. So, under the pretense of celebrating the
Ten-Saying—some Rankan festival having to do with one of their gods, Vashanka, | think, killing al ten
of His brothers—the good emperor has sent an emissary, Badareen, to negotiate with my sireto



convince him—to convince him, my dung-esting uncle, Zarzakhan, and my lout of a haf-brother—to raly
the Irrune againgt Sepheris should war comethisway."

Soldt snorted and shook his head. "The Irrune are not likely to do so, not likely to take Sdes.”

Namun ruefully smiled. "Aye, not likely. Not even my half-brother the Dragon isthat supid.” Hetook a
sp of brandy and then said, "Regardless, as cover for his misson—rather flimsy, | say—Badareen has
arranged for this tournament to be part of some bloody commemoration, asthe Rankan would have this
time of season be.”

Soldt again shook his head and glanced out over the crowd. "Entertainment for the masses, while
emissaries of so-called men of power—Emperor Jamasharem and King Sepheris IV—set the whedls of
destiny in motion. —Hal My father, Arizak, will play one Sde againgt the other to get whatever itishe
wants from them both."

Naimun nodded, then fixed the other man in the eye. "Nonethel ess, Soldt, | would have that jewel."

The door banged open, and one of the Vulgar Unicorn's patrons came staggering back in and shouted,
"Oi! Come see! The moon hasgoneal dark and bloody!"

Down at the docks, the huge man gestured toward the icy water. "And that's not the Vaagon Sea.”

Halott cameto a stop severd pacesaway, Rogi at his sde shuffling from foot to foot. Y ou are correct,”
whispered Halott, hishollow voice arustle.

Now the big man turned toward the necromancer. "Where, by Tiditt, are we? And how did we get
here?'

"Elsewhere,” replied Haott. "1 brought you here with the mantling of the moon, and | shal send you back
with the shrouding of the sun, fourteen days from now."

Of asudden there was a curved blade in the hand of the female, and she stepped forward into the light,
the point of the sword held low. ™Y ou will send us back now."

Rogi gasped and stumbled back a step or two, not only because of the threeat of the blade, but aso
becausein dl of histraves he had never seen such awoman before:

She was perhaps five foot two, with short-cropped, straight, glossy, raven-black hair. Under her
gray-green cloak she was garbed in brown lesther—vest and breeks and boots. Hammered bronze
plates like scales were sawn on the vest; underneath she wore asilk jerkin the color of cream. A brown
leather headband incised with red glyphs made certain that even the dightest wisp of her hair washeld
back and away from her high-cheekboned face. But none of that was what caused Rogi to gasp; instead
it was her eyes and skin, for the eyes were so dark asto be black, and they held the hint of atilt, and her
skin... it was saffron—atawny, ivory yellow.

Rogi wasingantly inlove. Perhapth thshe will even want to thsee my dragon, perhapth even fondle
it. But a the moment she was too dangerous to even suggest such, for not only did she haveabladein
hand, she dso stood in awarrior's stance: baanced, ready. And Rogi could see the hilt of another sword
peeking out from her cloak.

"I cannot send you back now," said Halott. "Not for fourteen days. Then | will act, but only if you do my
bidding."

The woman growled and brought her sword to guard, but the big man stepped forward. "Ariko, wait, let



us hear him out."

Now Rogi shifted his atention to the man. He wastall, very tal, perhaps six foot four or so, and
muscular, and had to scale two-hundred-twenty or -thirty lithe pounds. He had sun-bleached auburn hair
and ice-blue eyes. He, too, wore brown leathers beneath a gray-green cloak, but ameta breastplate
covered hischest. The hilt of agreat two-handed sword rode in a harness across his back. And athough
Rogi was no sure judge of age, he thought perhaps this man wasin his early to mid-thirties, aswasthe
woman Ariko.

Reuctantly, Ariko lowered the point of her blade, but caged fury lurked deep within the black of her
tilted eyes.

"I am Durd," said the big man. He peered into the enshadowed, dark cowl. "And you are... ?'
"You may cal meHdott," came the whisper.

Now Durd looked down at Ha ott's companion and waited. "R-rogi," ssammered the little hunchback,
flopping his hands about in histoo-long deeves. "H-hdott ith my mathter.”

Now Durd turned his attention back to the gaunt figure in the black robes. " And why have you brought
us here?’

Halott turned his unseen face toward Ariko and said, "Thereisthis gemstone | would have..."
Namun was somber and silent when he and Soldt returned to the table and took up their brandies again.
"Y ou seem pensive, my friend,” said Soldt.

"It isan unfavorable omen,” replied Naimun. "Zarzakhan saysthat Irrunegais troubled whenever the
moon runswith blood.”

Soldt smiled unto himsdlf. Even so, he did not gainsay Naimun'swords, for gods surdly visited both
banes and boons upon the world at large, and upon Sanctuary in particular—or o it did seem.

"Perhaps He is disturbed by the thought that we might dly oursaves with the Rankans," said Naimun.
"Or perhapswith the llsigi instead,” replied Soldt.

Namun nodded, his gaze on the table, and asif gpeaking to himsdf said, "I will have to have word with
my sire about this blood-moon, though | am certain the shamans will seek audience aswell. No doubt
they will tdl him that Irrunegawishes usto leave the city behind and return to the plains. Still, if that were
it, then why has He taken so long to manifest His disquiet.” He glanced up a Soldt and, asif coming to
himsdlf, blurted, "—But thisin no manner affects our bargain. | want that jewel, the moon'sill portent or
no."

"Do you dwayth thail acrotht the othean in armor?" asked Rogi, scuttling dongside Ariko.

Ariko looked down &t the little man. And by the light of the lantern he carried, and in the partid glow of
the now-recovering moon, she saw that Rogi would perhaps stand some four and a half feet tal were he
to straighten up, assuming the hump on hisright shoulder would dlow, but theway of hisgait put him a
foot or so shorter. And spesking of gait, there seemed to be something wrong with his fest—aeither that,
or he had stuffed his shoeswith scraps of legther or the like to make himsalf seem taller. He wore woolen
pants held up by arope on which was affixed apouch. A shirt severa sizestoo large graced his distorted
form, the deeves flopping down over his hands. About his neck dangled a blowpipe on athong. Hiseyes



were so very pale asto seem amost white. Y et the most peculiar thing about him was hishair: It seemed
that he was completely bald on the left side, while along lank of reddish hair dangled down on theright,
though he wore an ear-flapped, soft leather cap perhaps to disguise the oddity. And he had but asingle
yet very shaggy brow over hisright eye, the left completely lacking. Ariko could see the shadow of
whiskery growth on hisright cheek and jaw, but nought whatsoever on the left. Too, whenever the ends
of hisdeeves had flapped aside, she had seen that the back of hisleft hand was hairless and smooth, but
the right was extremely hirsute. It was asif dl of hishair had migrated from the whole of hisleft sdeto
double up on hisright. And from his dack mouth dangled atongue nearly long enough to lick hisown
bushy brow.

"No," replied Ariko, "we do not sail armed and armored. But we made ready when we thought we were
coming to the city of Ibarr dong the coast of Azrain, for enemies abound in that place, and we would
reduce their numbers." Ariko growled low in her throat, and glared at Halott in the lead. "Now we
discover we are not even on Arith, but a different world atogether.”

From the docks they had made their way |eftward along the Wide-way, then turned northwesterly aong
anarrow lane wending through the Shambles quarter. Over a bridge above agash of water they went,
and past abazaar on the right and ajumble of hovels on the left, where they entered what had been a
farly large farmers market and caravan square, now transformed into an arena, with high-rising tiers of
planked benchworks ramped up all 'round asandy flat. "Hereiswhere you'll draw blood,” whispered
Halott, gesturing about with an dl but skeletal hand.

Durd sighed and in alow voice said to Ariko, " 'Tisthe only way back to Arith, my love."

Again Ariko growled, and from her savage mien and manner Rogi knew that it would be quite dangerous
were he to show her his magnificent dragon, much less ask her to fondleit. Oh, no, it would not belike
the times down at the Unicorn or the Y ellow Lantern or any of the other inns and taverns sprinkled
throughout the Maze, where he would get hurled into the street just for suggesting such to the serving girls
and doxiesand thelike. No, if he asked thisyellow woman to fondle his dragon, he might come up short
one dragon atogether. Rogi vowed then and there to remain silent about his outstanding beast.

They passed through the Gate of Triumph and on up the Generd's Road, the warders at the gate
shrinking back from Halott, the challenge dying on their lips even ere it were spoken.

Past a cemetery they went and aong the road curving among temples and fanes. They trod across
another bridge and through the area where the displaced farmers market and caravan square was now
located. They came to the ford across the White Fod, yet thisthey didn't traverse, but instead followed
the eastern bank upstream for agoodly way, the land canting sharply upward on both sides of theriver.
Occasionally they passed the stubborn remains of former cabins swept away by flood, achimney here, a
foundation there, marking where they once had been.

Thefour entered into ardatively flat stretch of woodland, and Halott turned eastward away from the
river and led them among the boles to come to the ruins of a square-based tower, the whole of it shielded
by the lofty treesfrom the view of travelers along the river and its banks. With vine-covered rubble about
itsfoundation, four storeystal, it was, though the upper levelswere but shells, for Ariko and Durd could
see partiad walls here and there, with stairs leading up to dead ends or gaps. The ground-level floor,
though, seemed intact, perhaps even livable. Rogi scrambled ahead and opened the weatherworn,
heavy-planked, iron-bound door, and Halott led them inward. They cameinto what was once a
welcoming hal, now al but dead of neglect. Rogi set the lantern on a dust-laden table then went about
lighting candles. "Welcome to my abode,” said Haott, and he turned and cast back his hood.

Durd sucked in air between clenched teeth and he reflexively reached toward his shoulder for his sword,



only tolet hishand fal back. Ariko's own left and right grip rested on the hilts of her two blades, but she
drew them not.

Like Death did Haott seem, his entire head appearing to be nought but a skull covered with a
parchment-like skin, wisps of hair atop, his mouth but a gash of desiccated blue lips drawn back from
ydllowed teeth in a permanent rictus grin. Y et worst of dl, his eyelids were sewn completely shut, and
painted in kohl upon them were representations of eyes, like the false eyes of a death's-head moth, dark
and forbidding and baneful.

"Oi, they've got sixty-three entries” said Old Javan, hisrheumy gaze on the posting, not that he could
read it, but he could count the number remaining.

At hissde Mavasad, "I hear they had nigh ahundred, until Soldt threw hisnamein the hat."

"Ar, he scared many off," replied the oldster, nodding, "him being adueler and dl, teaching them as has
got the coin. Not many'd want to go up againgt Soldt, "lessn they knew no better. HEswho I'll put my

money on."

Mavasnorted. "What money, old man?"'

"Well, if | had any, heswho I'd back."

Mavanodded. "Hell be thefavorite, dl right. But there's somewhat afoot.”
Javan looked at her, an eye cocked.

Mava peered about asif seeking lurkers and, finding none, whispered, "They say that that little Rogi,
Rogi, Haott's man"—again Mavalooked about, Javan peering 'round as well—"they say Rogi entered a
name: Tiger it was, if them that can read got it right. And if Rogi'sinvolved, well then, I'll wager that thet
Halott's got somewhat up hisblack deeve.”

"A poisoned blade, | shouldn't wonder," said Javan.
Mava grunted her agreement and then said, "Still, if | had any money..."

In the Vulgar Unicorn the only person trusted to hold the bets was Perrez—not because anyone
particularly trusted him, but because Perrez's brother was Bezul the changer and Bezul was aman worth
trusting. Off in one corner and for asmall fee, Perrez took the dips and coinage—padpols, soldats, and
even an occasiona shaboozh— aong with promissory notes and small deeds and occasiona
heirlooms—silver chains, pearl-handled daggers, and other such trink-etry, al of which Bezul would
eventualy appraise for the bettors, to the not infrequent dismay of some—and placed dl inthe
iron-bound lockbox he owned, alockbox rumored to be trapped with poison needles or sorcerousfire
or housing adeadly asp within, depending on who wastdling of it.

Asfor the betting itsdf, Soldt wasindeed the favorite, now that he had declared hisintent. There were
several who were disappointed that Arizak perArizak, better known in the Maze as the Dragon, had
withdrawn, but with that bloody moon some eight nights past, nearly dl of the entered Irrune had pulled
out... "Superdtitious savages," went the whispers. "Everyone knows that V as-hanka and a hundred other
gods are exceedingly more powerful than Irrunega, even though Hisisthe only religion sanctified in the
city, but don't say | said that." Still, one or two Irrune remained on the list, though their kindred placed no
bets on them; the ill-omened moon saw to that. They mostly placed wagers on Soldt or on a handful of
others, though this"Tiger," whoever he was, drew some small stakes, for, after dl, thetiger was and is
the totem of the god Irrunega, though Histiger istwo-headed and al black.



"Hal" crowed Rogi. "Got you." Standing in the rubble at the base of the tower, he held the rat up by the
tall, the creature's sruggles waning rapidly.

Durel looked up from honing his great sword. "He's quite good with that blowgun.”

At Durd'sside, Ariko oiled one of her blades, then took asoft rag to it. "Rogi told me all about it. It
seems our host uses live rats and other such to facilitate some of his... pleasures.”

Durd frowned at the limp rat as Rogi bore it into the tower. "They're not dead?"
Ariko shook her head. "Merdly adeep.”

Durd sighted down the blade of hiswegpon, pale, spring sunlight aglance along the edge. He took to his
hone once more, concentrating on a section. " The matches begin tomorrow.”

Ariko didn't reply as she continued to wipe down her blade.

Close by the east quarter of the farmers market, the dwellings aong Shambles Cross had been co-opted
as placesfor the contestants to prepare. Inside one of them sat Ariko and Durel. They could hear the
roar of the crowd as one swordsman or another made a nimble maneuver, askillful riposte, a deft parry,
or drew first blood. Now and again the shouts grew louder as someone was wounded more severely,
and occasondly a slence befell the mob when athrust proved to be fatal. One such deadly quiet had just
come to pass, when aknock sounded. "Y ou're next, Tiger," said the man when Durel opened the door.

Ariko and Durel harnessed their weapons, and out into the sunlight they strode. They made their way
behind the stands to come to the south entryway ... and therein the aide at the edge of the open arena
they waited. They could see atall Rankan, stripped to thewaist in spite of the cool, swirling breeze, a
blade in each hand, standing in the oppositeaide.

Inthe arenaitsdf, bearers were lading a corpse upon alitter.

In the stands dong the aide and immediately above Ariko and Durdl, gawkersturned their attention from
the deader being carried off and looked down upon the pair and whispered among themselves.

"Oh, lor, but look ahim. A giant heis."
"Ar, that sword across his back, why, it'saslong asamanistal.”
"| thought this was supposed to be adud, not a bloody daughter. | mean, who can stand againgt such.”

The murmurs and whispers and declarations went on, even as a herad stepped to the center of the field
of combat and faced east, where the governor and ambassador and other notables sat on ahigh dais.

A hushfdl.
"Lordsand Ladiesand guests,” he called and gestured | eftward, "to the north, Enril the Rankan!™

A shout went up from the crowd, interspersed with boos and whistles and catcalls, asthe tall man
stepped forth from hisaide to stand for al to see, and there he waited.

The herdd held up hishands. And when quiet fell he gestured rightward and called, " And to the south,
Tiger!"

A great roar went up aswell as gasps at the size of the man when Durel stepped onto the sand and
stopped. Then Ariko strode forth and paused; and Durel took her cloak from her and then stepped back



intotheade

With her scabbarded swords strapped across her back, Ariko went on toward the center of the arena,
and amurmur of wonder rippled through the crowd.

"Thisis Tiger'?'

"Vashanka, but she'sayelow woman."

"Why, thisll be adaughter, tiny assheis."

"Look at them little square plates on her leather vest. Hmph, asif they'd stop agood thrust.”
"Get the litter ready!"

Out onto the sandy square strode five-foot-two Ariko, as did Enril the Rankan, afull head taller or more.
In one hand he held arapier; in the other amain gauche—a sword-breaker.

They met in the center of the field, where both turned to the dais and bowed, then faced the herald.
"Areyou certain you want to do this?' the herald asked Ariko, his gaze wide with amazement.

Ariko's only reply wasto draw her two dightly curved blades, the shorter onein her left hand, the longer
onein her right.

The herdd shook hishead and sighed. "Very well. Face the dais, wegpons ready. Wait for the signd,
and thenit'sto first blood.” The herald bowed to each and withdrew.

From the corner of his mouth, tall Enril whispered to Ariko, "I shdl try not to wound you too deeply, but
one never knows, does one?"

Ariko did not reply.
At agesture from Arizak, the Rankan ambassador called from the dais. "Let it begin.”

The duelists faced one another and saluted with swords—Enril's gaze filled with haughty disdain, Ariko's
impassive—then circled one another warily. Of asudden in awhirl of stedl, Ariko sprang forward, her
blades but a blur—

—ding-clang, shmg-shang, chng-shng-zs—
—and after but seven quick strokes she disengaged and stepped back.

Panting, frowning, Enril looked a her—"First blood," she said— and then hefdlt the warm trickle running
down hisright cheek.

Unbdieving, he struck his right hand to his face and wiped. Hisfingers came awvay wetly scarlet. An
incredul ous gasp went up from the crowd, and Enril, stunned, turned to the dais. "My lords, ‘twas but an
accidenta—"

Enril'swords chopped short as Arizak pushed out ahand for silence. "The combat isto first blood, and
first blood has been drawn. Stand down, Enril the Rankan, you have been defeated.”

A grest roar went up from the crowd, and Enril growled but bowed to the dais, as Ariko did likewise.
Then they went their separate ways, the Rankan to the north, Ariko to the south.



Grinning widely, Arizak turned to Emissary Badareen. "Bested by achit of agirl, isthisthe finest Ranke
hasto offer?'

But off to one Side stood Soldt, his eyes narrow as his gaze followed the retreating form of the yelow
woman caled Tiger.

Inthe Vulgar Unicorn that eve, many apast wager was paid and many anew onelaid, and al talk was of
thetourney and of the femaetherein...

"Quick asatiger sheis, did you see?'

"Aye, she's gptly named.”

"A golden woman &t that."

"Bet shé'satiger in places other than an arena.”

"Y ou don't want to find out, Lamin... claw you to deeth, she would."

"Ar, | think that Enril wasright: Twas pure accident.”

"Do you think? | mean, she seemed, oh, | dunno, fast and deft, | suppose.”
"Bah, she'sjust agirl; either it was an accident, or he wasn't ready.”

"The next one she facesll be on histoes, I'll wager."

"Speaking of wagers, what about tomorrow? Who you betting on?"

"Wull, with the bye and dl, and asthe favorite, Soldt didn't fight today. Even so, my coin'l follow him.
What about you?'

"I think I'll put aslver onthe golden girl."

"Hal Dolt! Why don't you just throw your coin into the street? | mean, betting on a girl isjust plain
foolish, and..."

Many were the stakes proffered and accepted, odds shifting with each candlemark, Soldt yet favored to
win. The Irrunes, however, bet on the one named Tiger; how could they nat, for the tiger was their totem,
and even though there had been a bloodmoon, how could that be wrong? Besides, they had now seen
her fight. Mostly Rankanstook on the Irrunewagersinire, for, after dl, this—this... thisgirl had
accidentaly beaten one of their best, and surely she deserved what she got.

"Fivemore," gritted Ariko, her black eyesflashing in the moonlight. "I must face five more opponents ere
wewin the jewd for this skeleton of aman—if man heis—and he sends us back to Arith."

Durel growled and glanced toward his great sword. "If there were away we could get back on our own,
I'd kill the bastard."

"Todo s0," sad Ariko, "you would have to stand in line behind me."

Durel sghed and glanced at the moon riding above in the cool night. Then he sood and held out his hand.
"Come, love. Tistime we were abed.”

Ariko took hisgrip and levered hersdlf up. They went into the ruins of the tower, to the chamber with a



bed so dusty that surely it hadn't been used in a decade or more.

Lurking in the shadows behind, Haott smiled to himsdlf... if adight twitch of his blue-tattooed lips could
be said to beagmile.

Beneath hisrobes, with adesiccated ringer he traced the long, Single scar running from histhroat down
the center of his cadaverous chest and hollow stomach and past his empty groin. Little do they know |
cannot be slam by the paltry weapons they have.

"Anlldgi emissary cametoday,” said Naimun.

Soldt raised an eyebrow. "Oh? Cometo woo Arizak, | suppose.”

Naimun nodded. "It seemsthey fear my srewill throw in hislot with Emperor Jamasharem.”
"What of perArizak, the Dragon?"

Naimun gritted histeeth. "That hill bandit thinksto lead the Irrune once my Sreisdeed.”
Soldt canted his head dightly. "He isyour brother and the eldest of Arizak's sons.”

Namun'sfigt clenched. "Half-brother, you mean. Half the man | am, aswell. Ariz the Dragon, they call
him. Ariz the Unpredictable, | say. With histemper, he'slikely to—" Of a sudden, Naimun chopped off.
Then he stared into hisdrink and growled low. "Both he and my younger brother Raith, they each think
to wrench rule from my sre, but | and my friends—" Again Naimun chopped short, and he glanced at
Soldt.

Soldt thrust both of his hands pams out. "Tangle me not in any intrigue, Naimun. I'm happy being whét |

Naimun smiled. "Wl and good, Soldt, being what you are. —Tomorrow isyour first combat. | trust
youll farewd|?"

Soldt nodded. "It's Callenon | face. | watched him today. Drops hisright shoulder just before beginning a
beat. He will pay dearly for that tell.”

The Irrune grinned at the duelist, for surely Soldt was destined to win the black onyx for Naimun, the
sone aworthy gift for hissire. And yet, evenif Soldt didn't win... well, there was more than oneway to
skin acat. Of a sudden, Naimun broke out laughing, and when Soldt looked a him questioningly,
Namun merdly laughed dl the harder.

Amidtheroarsof Tiger!... Tiger!... Tiger! ... Ariko walked away from the center of the arena. When
she reached Durd she gritted, "Four moreto go.”

"Fast asacat sheis."

"Har! | think you havetheright of it. | mean, did you see her eyes?'

"| did, and the eyes of acat they are: danty and black asawitch's cauldron.”
"Where d'you think she'sfrom, her being ydlow and dl?*

"Golden, you mean, or so they say. And asfar as where she'sfrom, perhapsit'sthat witch's cauldron
dterdl."”



"Conjured up you mean?'
"I wouldn't say yeanor nay. Instead I'll place asoldat or two on her tomorrow.”

Arizak sat with the Rankan emissary on hisright, and the llsigi emissary on hisleft—two who would
exchange places on the morrow, and again in the days after, for the chief of the Irrunes would show no
preference, no favorites, despite the urgings of Nadalya, Arizak's second wife, a Rankan hersdlf. With a
nod at the herdd, Arizak signaled for the matchesto begin. And at the herald's call, the first two of the
gxteen dudists yet remaining entered thefield, one of them asmall femde. Tiger!... Tiger!... Tiger!...
roared the crowd.

Again Soldt watched the woman leave the arena, and now he knew it would take dl of hisskill, dong
with the power of his Enlibar blade, to defeat the one named Tiger.

"If thereisany way to foil whatever plan Halott has and till get usback to Arith..."
Arikoinhisarmsin bed, Durel stroked her hair. " Shh, shh, my love. | know... | know..."
"l hear she'samost drawn even with Soldt.”

"Asthefavorite, you mean?'

"Yar. Did you see the way shetook out that big Irrune? Flipped that blade right out of his hand and then
pinked himinthewrig."

"Bah! He was grim+-lipped, even half-scared, when he entered the arena, her being the Tiger and al and
him being an Irrune, what with their god's totem being atiger aswell.”

"Say what you will, but I'm putting silver on her if it comes down to her and Soldt.”
"Well | hopeit doesthat, for then you'll seejust what afool you have been, betting on agirl... hmph!"

"Hal It'syou who will be taught alesson, my friend. | mean, look at the way things are going: Why, it'sas
if the gods themsalves had arranged the pairings so that the final dudl will come right down to Soldt and
the Tiger hersdf.”

"Feh!l "Twasn't the gods who arranged the pairings, but Arizak's own son Naimun who made up the list.
—Or soitisl hear."

"Well, Naimun or godsor no, still | say it'll be Soldt and the Tiger blading it out in theend.”

Asif these words had been prophetic, over the next two days, Tiger won both of her matches, asdid
Soldt. And though on the eve of the final match, hammering rain and lightning and thunder and awindy
blow came upon Sanctuary and travel was not fit for man nor beast, still the Unicorn was crowded, the
storm within nearly asfierce asthe storm without, many in the throng arguing loud and long over the
merits of the two who would meet on the morrow. The odds were dead even on just which onewould
be the victor— would it be the man who was consdered the finest dudist in dl of Sanctuary, inal of
Ranke, in dl of 11sg—as some stoutly avowed— or instead the black-eyed, golden woman, fast asa cat
and a hundred times more deadly? Where was she from? No one knew. Beyond the sea it seemed... at
least she and her large companion camein aboat, or so the rumor went. Regardless, speculation was
rife, and mayhap even the very gods themselves didn't know what the outcome would be.

Ariko was awakened in the night by a chuff, and she opened her eyes to see what seemed to be the
fading form of alarge and low-dung black beast of sorts, yet ere she could get agood ook, only



shadows met her gaze. The storm was gone, or nearly so, for only an occasiona distant rumble did she
hear. Durdl lay at her Side, breathing softly in his dreams, and she lay awake without disturbing him.
Moments later, above the swash of the nearby risen waters of the White Fod, there came the soft steps
of someone entering the chamber, and Ariko reached under her pillow and grasped the hilt of her dagger
asatdl, dark form glided to the Side of the bed. Through ditted eyes, Ariko watched asfirst one of her
swords and then the other were drawn from their scabbards, and something was smeared along the
sharp edge of each blade. The weapons were restored, and the tall, dark form glided away, Ariko
watching as Halott softly stepped into the halway beyond.

Time passed, and once again Ariko heard aquiet chuff, and along, black shape seemed to form out of
the darkness and stand by the door. Without awakening Durdl, Ariko dipped from the bed and, taking
up her dagger and asmall shuttered lantern, she padded softly after the shadowy form.

Awhile later shereturned, asmadl tinin her hand, her feet damp, asif she had been waking in adank
place.

"Lordsand Ladies and honored guests, to the north, Soldt!”

A thunderous roar went up from the crowd as Soldt stepped out onto the sands of the arena under the
noontide sun. Dressed in soft gray leathers, he stood, afaint smile on hislips. On the dais Naimun
sgnaled athumbs-up, but Soldt didn't see.

When the clamor subsided, the herad called, " And to the south—" but the rest of whatever he was to
say waslost under the deafening chant: Tiger!... Tiger!... Tiger!...

AsDurd took Ariko'scloak hesad, " 'Ware, love, for thisoneistruly dangerous.”

Ariko nodded, and to wild cheering she paced forward and out into the arena. And in the stands an
ululating cry went up from ahost of Irrune tribesmen, al of whom had cometo seethe Tiger be the best
of the best even though she was awoman, for after dl, with such aname, how could Irrunega Himself not
favor her?

Forward she stepped across the still-damp sand, wet from last night'srain. Even so, compacted by
water, the footing was firm, better than in the days past. This contest will not be decided by a dip of a
boot.

Ariko stopped mid-arena, Soldt opposite. She saw before her aman in histhirties, with anondescript,
perhaps even forgettable, face, abit on the angular side. His hair was brown and raggedly cut aswas his
short and sparse beard, just enough growth to obscure his lower face without quite concedling it. His
even teeth were noticeably pale againgt the beard. His complexion was weather-tanned. He had piercing,
hazel eyes. In hisleft hand he held along-knife— not asword-breaker, but along, straight blade, edged
on both sides, with a brass-wire-wound handle and a plain sted cross-guard. In hisright hand, he held a
dark blade, dull in the sun, though Ariko could see afaint tinge of green showing under what seemed
oddly to be a coating of murky ail.

Surely such a swordsman as this one would not so treat his weapon without due cause.
At aword from the herald, both faced the dais and bowed, and then they awaited the signal.

Arizak signed to his son Naimun, and the twenty-year-old smiled at his mother, Nadalya, then stood and
stepped to the edge of the platform. He glanced at his sire, and then faced the dudists and called out for
al to hear: "May Irrunegalook down upon you both and amile, for it isto His honor you strive. And may
the best of the best be victorious. And, now... begin!”



A dillnessfel over the crowd as Ariko and Soldt faced one another and saluted, and then in aflurry of
blades Ariko sprang forward—shing-shang, clng, tkk, dlang, tkk, dlang, dring-dng—hbut with
long-knife and dark-oiled sword, Soldt countered her every move, and agresat roar flew skyward from
the stands.

Now inablur of sted, it was Soldt who attacked, and Ariko was hard pressed, yet she fended the blows
of both of hisbladeswith her own two flashing swords.

Now they both sprang back, their breathing coming in harsh gasps, and momentarily they paused. And
neither seemed to hear the deafening howl of the crowd, dmost asif the thunderous roar had faded into
dlence

Then once more Ariko pressed forward, and the stedl of her blades skirled and rang against his, as she
attacked and retreated, parried and riposted, blocked and counterstruck; Soldt's power and quickness
drove her back and back, and it was al she could do to fend, and whenever his dark-oiled blade met
hers, ashock went through her arm. And she knew that there was something special about such a

wespon.

And now Soldt drove her across the arena, and of asudden— Shing... '—the sword from Ariko's | eft

hand flew spinning through the air to land in the sand afar. Shkk... ! The green-tinged blade diced down
and across through lesther and bronze, but no blood welled from the diagond cut high athwart her vest,

for theslk jerkin below and the flesh beneath remained untouched.

Now she fended with but alone blade, catching both of hison her one, and then with afierce
counterattack—Cling.... '—Soldt'slong-knife went spinning away.

Now it was but single blade on blade, as back and forth across the arena they raged, the skirl of steel on
sted howling through the air. Y et, of asudden, Ariko's blade—shkkk—dlid down Soldt's and with a
twigt of her wris—ting—she won past his guard. Astonishment flashed over Soldt's face, and he and
Ariko disengaged. They stepped back from one another, and Soldt held up hiswrist and dowly turned
about for dl to see: Blood trickled down hisarm.

Aswith aclap of thunder, to Ariko's and Soldt's ears the roar of the crowd suddenly returned, and it was
desfening: ululating howlsfrom the Irrunes, and the chant of Tiger!... Tiger!... Tiger! ... fromthecitizens
of Sanctuary, aswell asthose visitors from Ranke and 11sig and those from the lands farther north.

The herad escorted both to the foot of the dais, and Soldt |ooked up a Naimun and shrugged. But
Namun merdly smiled back at him.

Ariko was presented with an onyx gem, agleaming ebon stone the size of aplover's egg and faintly
striped with adarkness dightly lighter than the dominant black.

Soldt was presented with anecklace of gold, and asthis was done Ariko could seethat hiseyesheld a
fant glaze.

But in that very moment came awailing from the stands, and al looked up to see that the edge of the sun
was being eaten away by ablack arc.

The Irrunes howled in terror, and some among them fdl to their kneesin apleato Irrunega. Many in the
crowd called out to Vas-hanka and Savankalaand IIs and others, and some voices even called out to
Dyareda, seemingly in exultation. None paid any attention as Ariko and Durd led Soldt sumbling away.

By the time they reached the chamber a ong Shambles Cross, Durd carried Soldt over a shoulder. Once



insde, Durd laid the man down on the cot, and Halott whispered, "Well done. —Now the stone, if you
please"

Ariko gave over the striated ebon onyx to the necromancer and gritted, "Now our world, if you please.”
Halott nodded, then turned to Rogi. "Take Soldt to the tower.

Y ou know whereto put him. I'll be along after the eclipseis done.” With agrunt, Rogi hefted Soldt over
his own misshapen shoulder and bore him out and dumped him in atwo-wheded cart standing just
outside the door. He covered Soldt with a blanket, and then he stepped between the two shafts and took
them up and trundled away.

Sowly, dowly, the dark occlusion engulfed the waning sun, and now it was nearly gone. As if driven by
the heavens above, afair but chill breeze sprang up and blew southwesterly, sweeping off theland and
into the bay, its waters yet somewhat unsettled by last night's ssorm. And down at the dips, Ariko and
Durel stowed their gear aboard the small, single-masted ketch and made ready to cast off.

"In the depth of the darkness," said Halott, hisvoice rustling like dead leaves stirring in the wind, "sail for
thering of fire"

"Ring of fire?"

"Y ou will know it when you seeit,” came the hollow reply. With his hideous, kohl-painted eyes, Haott
glanced up at the sun. "Now go."

Using an oar, Durd pushed away from the dip, then with him rowing and Ariko manning thetiller, the
little ketch moved away, while, behind, Halott began to chant:

"Agsh nabb thak dro ..."

Free from the docks, Durel turned the ketch about, then shipped the oars and raised sail and angled the
boom to make the most of the wind, and out into the bay they moved. To the fore, aluminousfog arose,
afog unaffected by the wind. And now the occlusion completely covered the sun, al but aring of fire
running entirely 'round. And reflected in the ghostly mist before them, aring of fire appeared, and toward
thisring they did sall.

And 4ill to the aft, Halott's hollow voice yet whispered:
"...dikdrongar thebb ..."

Into the mist they went, and through the ring of fire, and in but moments the occlusion passed onward and
an arc of the sun appeared. Thering of fire had vanished, and so too had vanished the little ship dong
with Ariko and Durd.

"Have you the stone?"
Halott turned. Naimun stood on the dock.

"Yes," whigpered the necromancer, and he did adesiccated hand into a voluminous pocket of his black
robe and drew out the ebon gem.

"Ah, my srewill treesurethis," said Naimun as he took the stone from Haott, trying to avoid touching the
necromancer's skin. "Striped asit is, it represents Irrunega's black tiger, or so my sire said when hefirst
saw it." Naimun glanced a the gradudly emerging sun. "Are you certain that thismarvel isnaturd, no



matter what the shamans of my tribe say?'
Halott nodded and whispered, "Completely naturd, though it and otherslikeit greatly aid castings.”

Namun smiled tentatively, asif trying to cometo gripswith anew thought. But then he shrugged and
sad, "Well, thanks to our scheme we both got what we wanted: me, the stone; you, the body of Soldt to
dowith asyou will." At thislagt, a shiver ran down Naimun's spine. He took a deep bresth and, glancing
once more at thereturning sun, said, "If | need aught else, you will hear from me."

Haott bowed, and Naimun turned on hished and |left the necromancer a one on the docks.

Asthe young Irrune strode away, Halott sneered. .. if afaint twitch of alip can be caled asneer. Fool!
Yes he got what he wanted, and so did [; yet it was not Soldt's body | desired, but that sword of his
instead. In spite of my vital organs being secreted away in my enspelled canopic jars, that blade
may be the only weapon in Sanctuary that can truly slay me.

"How did you awaken when you did? | mean, Halott's step islike that of afeather.”
"A tiger told methat danger was nigh.”
"Atiger?'

Ariko nodded. "At least | think it was one, though it seemed made of shadow, and mayhap had two
heads. It certainly sounded like one, chuffing asit did."

"And... ?'
"And | watched as Halott treated my blades."
"Andthen... ?'

"And then when Halott was gone, the tiger returned and chuffed once more and | followed it down a set
of gtairs, down through alaboratory of some kind, and on down into dank basements below, with water
adrip, dimeon thewals, and rats running everywhere. Three levels| went down, but not to the level
below. On that third underleve | found Rogi naked and adeep. .. dl over hisbody the hair on hisleft side
iscompletely gone, while on the right it seems doubled. —Did you know he has atattoo of adragon
twined about his, um, rather lengthy member?’

Durel looked askance at Ariko, but said nought, though he motioned for her to go on.

"You know that | told you if there were away to foil Halott's scheme, | would. And | guessed from
Halott's late-night visit that Soldt would be dead should I nick him. And given he needed to appear dead
for Halott to send us back to Arith, well... you know how Rogi used to crow about putting 'ratth
athleep, and he told me al about the paste he used, and how to judge the dosage needed for 'ratth’ and
‘catth’ and ‘dogth’ and other such animals, some quite large. That given, | Ssmply, um, borrowed atin of
Rogi's paste and, gauging how much it would take, | replaced the poison—I think it was poison—Hal ott
put on my blades..."

Durd'slaughter rang out over the waters of the VValagon Sea as agentle wind wafted the little ketch
toward the city of Ibarr in theland of Azrain on the e sawhereworld of Arith.

In atower north of Sanctuary, Soldt awakened to find himself lying on along meta tablein afaintly lit
laboratory. He sivung hislegs over the edge and stood, swaying dightly from the aftereffects of whatever
had been done to him. And he took up his soot-laden, oil-disguised Enlibar blade. Where he was and



how he had gotten there, he had not a clue, but someone was about to pay.
Ring of Seaand Fire
Robin Wayne Bailey

The seashimmered like adark mirror, still and smooth as glass beneath awindless, sarlit sky. The
faintest diver of awaning moon hung like a beacon low in the west. To the south, it wasimpossibleto
discern any demarcation between the water and the heavens. Not even the barest breath of abreeze
teased the placid surface, and al the world seemed smothered in an unnatura hush.

Along the coast to the north and northwest, it was the same. The hour was late, and only afew lanterns
and torches glimmered on Sanctuary's shoreline. The distorted shadows of warehouses and fisheries
sretched over the wharves, and the magts of the few sailing ships anchored in their berths rose stark and
unmoving.

Then from around the brief peninsulacaled Land's End, an llsigi trireme glided on banks of oarsthat
broke the water with lumbering precision. The muffled throb of its master-drum, issuing from deep within
the ship, counterpointed each doughing oar-stroke as the vessel rounded the point and eased into the
city'sharbor.

A lantern brighter than the few that burned along its deck suddenly appeared in the trireme's prow. It cast
abeam that rippled out acrossthe black water. A moment later, the beam winked out. Then it flashed
again, over and over in rhythm with the drum.

At the end of Empire Wharf, another flashing lantern gppeared, and asmall skiff launched out acrossthe
harbor. Following the now-steady beam of light from the trireme, it gpproached the llsigi ship. Anold
man, thin as a fish bone and weathered as driftwood, sat alone in the skiff. He worked the pair of oars
with the skill and strength of long practice.

A deep voice cdled down from the trireme's prow. "Ahoy, Mar-kam! Ahoy, the harbor pilot!"
The harbor pilot shouted back gruffly. ™Y ou're Wrigglie-asslate.”

"No winds, Markam!" came the answer. The speaker could not be seen against the lantern's glare.
"Weve been working the oars since noon this whole damned day, and well have to put to seaagain by
dawn to keep our schedule. But we've got passengers and freight, and no matter the hour, our berth is
dready paid for. So lead usin, and no more of your flatulent mouth.”

Markam grumbled alow curse, but turned his skiff. The master-drum throbbed again, softer now. A
single bank of oars dipped into the water, and the trireme dipped into Sanctuary's port. Guided by the
pilot, it nestled gently into a berth and dropped anchor. A dozen men legped over the railsto the wharf.
Thick ropes sailed through the air, uncoiling, and in no time, the ship waslashed and secure.

A gangplank did down from the deck.

Regan Vigeles paused at the top of it and gazed from under his hood down the wharf toward the
Wideway and the warehouses and the dark silhouettes of the rooftops beyond, and he wrinkled his nose.
After daysa seawith the sweet sdt air filling hislungs, the stench of Sanctuary was arude perfume. His
black leather trousers, polished boots, and fine matching cloak marked him as aman of wedth. In one
hand, he gripped apair of gloves; in his other hand, asmall purse.

A wagon drawn by ateam of horses creaked dowly down the wharf asit approached the ship.



Footsteps on the deck behind him. Regan Vigdesturned dightly asthe llsigi captain gpproached. The
captain wore a smile as he chatted with the woman at his side. Her flawless skin was asblack as
shadow, her eyeslarge and dark over sharply defined cheekbones. Her full lips were parted dightly asif
in abemused grin, perhaps at some joke or comment of the captain's. She was dressed for seatravel,
not in women's clothing, but in trousers of brown leather with awhite silk tunic whose deevesflowed at
her easiest movement, as did the jet black hair that hung straight to her waist. On her belt, sheworea
pair of sheathed daggers.

Arriving at the gangplank, the captain unfolded a brown cloak hed carried over hisfreearm. In gdlant
fashion he draped it around her shoulders. She smiled and made the smallest courtesy.

"I believe you've charmed Adiyah, Captain,” Regan Vigees said, looking down at thellsgi. He held out
the pursein his hand and lowered his voice. "For your inside pocket. The voyage has been pleasant, and
you'vetreated uswell."

Thellsgi captain bowed his head in thanks as he quickly thrust the purse under his sash before anyone
else saw it. "I'm loath to abandon you, Lord Spyder,” the captain said as he stared at the wagon that
pulled to astop by the ship. "I've set into this port many times, and it's no place by night for you and your
lady."

"No need to worry, Captain. Well be quite safe.” Regan Vigelestook Adiyah's hand. "Perhaps| could
impose upon you to have your men load my freight into the wagon."

The captain patted the purse under his belt and bowed as he backed away.
Aaliyah's vacuous smile faded. A look of aert concern took its place as she gazed toward the city.

"Nha su preo, shahana Aaliyah," Vigdes murmured as he placed an arm around her shoulders and
drew her close. He pushed back his hood as he looked down at her. His hair was black and cropped
short, and histanned, strong-featured face was beardless. She turned in his embrace to face him, and he
looked into the dark warmth of her eyes as he drew afinger dong the velvet line of her cheek.

A noise on thewharf below caught his attention as crewmen began unloading his crates and stacking
them in the wagon. Each crate bore his sedl, a painted emblem of ablack spider that wasvisble evenin
thefaint light of the ship'slanterns.

Regan Vigdes waked down the gangplank to the wharf, and Aaliyah followed, her soft footsteps making
no sound at al.

The driver of the wagon climbed down. His name was Ronal, ashort man, but powerfully built, in his
mid-fifties although he looked much younger. Disdaining a cloak, he wore only trousers, boots, and a
plain leather vest that laced across his broad chest. An old burn-scar showed on his bare right biceps, the
brand of adave-gladiator. It marked him asthe property of House Donadakos. Y ears ago, however, he
had won his freedom in the arenawith fifty killsto his credit.

Rond ran ahand through his short gray hair. "1'd nearly given up waiting, Spyder," he said quietly to
Vigdes. "It's past the third hour of morning, but it's good to see you. Welcome to the anus of the empire.”
Heran an appreciative eye up and down Adiyah. "Aren't you abeauty!" He gave alow whigtle. "Where
did you find her?'

"She'snot adave, Ronal, so watch your tone," Regan Vigeles, caled Spyder, said fiffly. Then he
relaxed again as he took her hand. "Adiyah comes from aland beyond the western edge of any formal
maps." He changed the subject as the last crate was |oaded into the wagon. "'l assume you've handled



everything with your usud efficiency.”

Ronal pursed hislips and nodded. "The renovations are completed. The shop and apartments are as you
ordered, and the contracts are paid.” He dapped one of the crates and walked around the wagon to
make sure the load was secure. "1t's on Face-of-the-Moon Street in the very armpit of 11Sstemple. And
except for thetemple, it'sthe highest point on the Hill. From the rooftop, you have an unobstructed view
of the harbor."

Aadliyah had strayed to the end of the wharf where she stood staring out toward the sea. The lanterns on
thetriremésrails cast animbus of light about her that sent her shadow spilling across the old boards and
over the water below.

Rond's voice dropped a note. "There's something lonely and strange about that one," he whispered
amod to himsdf.

Leaving Rond by the wagon, Spyder came up behind Adiyah. " Shahana,” he said softly, "ven veiha ma
elberath. Ten ki "

She seemed to hesitate before she turned and came to his Side. Together, they returned to the wagon,
and he handed her up to the sedt.

"What language wasthat?' Rond asked. He had good ears. "It's beautiful—like the wind through leaves,
or likewater lgpping the shore. I've never heard it before."

"Her language,” Spyder answered, as he climbed up beside her. ™Y ou should know, however, that
Adliyah doesn't spesk a dl.”

Rona stood gape-mouthed for an instant before he, too, climbed into the wagon and took the reins. With
aclucking of histongue, he turned the team and headed into the city.

By mid-morning, the crates were unpacked and The Black Spider was open for business. Groups of
rough-looking men, surprised to find a new and well-appointed shop in such arun-down neighborhood,
ventured through the door with narrow-eyed curiosity. Most quickly exited to dert their compatriots.
One or two lingered to scrutinize the shop for weaknesses, possble entry points, figuring the proprietor
for afool and the shop for easy pickings.

Swords of the finest manufacture and from many nations depended in their scabbards from pegs on three
walls. Racks of bows, lances, and intricately worked staves stood aong the fourth wall.

Therewere barresfull of arrows and crossbow bolts. Tall wooden display shelves held daggers, knives,
darts, and shuriken of various shapes. Expensive glass cases placed throughout the shop contained more
exotic weapons—brooches with spring-loaded needles, belt buckles with concealed blades, till other
objects whose surprises could not be guessed.

From astool by the door, Ronal watched over it dl, and throughout the morning, he broke only asingle
arm when awould-be thief, after examining a superbly crafted Rankan short sword, attempted to dash
into the street with it.

"| suppose that made your day,” Spyder laughed as the racket drew him down from the upper living
gpartments. He petted asmall white cat that purred in the crook of one arm.

"I'm positively erect with pleasure.” Ronal yawned as he hung the sword back inits place. "1 seeyou've
found anew friend. Named it yet?'



The cat meowed softly and |egped from Spyder's arm onto one of the display caseswhereit arched its
back, circled itsdlf twice, and gracefully curled up to lick its paws.

"Cat," Spyder said smply. "l want you to go upstairsto the roof, Ronal. Keep asharp eye out for a
Vasdan sngle-master entering the harbor from the west. Find me the moment you seeit.”

Rona garted for the stair, then stopped. "Vasdan? | thought they were coming from—"

Spyder cut him off. "They are. But they stole aship out of the Vasdan Idandsto bring them to
Sanctuary.”

Rona mounted the stairs, then stopped again. "How do you know... ?'
"l know."

Shaking his head and frowning, Ronal disappeared up the stairs. Spyder watched him gowith a
thoughtful expression on hisface. Rond was agood man, asolid friend and dly, one of thefew who
knew Spyder's true name and heritage. But there were other things he didn't yet know, secrets that had
to be kept. Perhapsintime...

Spyder moved to the doorway of his shop and watched the street. In years past, the Hill had belonged to
Sanctuary'swedlthy class. With the Temple of IIs crowning its peak and a panoramic view of the harbor
and the seabeyond, it had been prime redl edtate.

Now, it was little more than adum. The grand estates had been dismantled for their stone. Ramshackle
shops and apartments now lined the streets, most thrown up too quickly after the great floods had
destroyed the low-lying parts of Sanctuary and the poor district once known as Downwind. The wind
that swept the Hill shook some of the older buildings, making them creak, and sometimesit collgpsed one
completdy. Fortunately, it so blew away the stench that might have lingered otherwise,

TheHill, once aplacefor lords and ladies, had become the refuge for Sanctuary's poor, downtrodden,
and luckless.

An old woman with asmal girl child clinging to her skirtstrudged up Face-of-the-Moon Street. Shewas
probably no more than Spyder's age, somewherein her twenties, but she looked sixty. Her face was
lined and wesather-beaten, her shoulders aready dumped from hard work and constant hunger. Her
clothes and those of her child were little more than rags, and her eyeswere infinitely sad.

"Mother?' Spyder called out to her as he reached into the purse on his belt. She dmost kept going, then
stopped in mid-step, asif startled to realize that someone wastalking to her. "Do you own abroom?' He
held out aquarter piece of an Ilsigi shaboozh. The afternoon sunlight glinted on the silver metd.

She nodded dowly as she stared at the coin he was offering. Then, eyes narrowing with suspicion, she
studied hisface.

"l need someone to sweep my shop each morning.”

Thewoman hesitated. Bending down, sheinstructed her child to remain a safe distance back before she
approached Spyder. Shelicked her lips, staring again at the silver coin, but she kept her hands at her
sides. "That's too much pay for a shop-sweep,” she said nervoudly.

Spyder smiled to himsalf. Despite her poverty, the woman had not lost dl her pride. "One of these each
week will adequately nourish yourself and your daughter. | am content to pay for aclean floor.”



"TheHill isfull of criminalsand worse. What if | take your coin and never return?”
Spyder met her gaze with equanimity and said nothing as he held out the coin.
"Gray eyes," thewoman grumbled. "Gray eyes aways mean trouble.”

"But not for you, Mother," Spyder answered. He closed hisfist around the coin, then opened it again.
The coin was gone. He reached toward her ear with his other hand, and the bit of Slver rested between
two of hisfingers.

Her eyeslit up in brief amazement, then narrowed again.

"My nameis Channa," she said, finaly taking the coin. "And | have the finest damned broom in the city,
Master Spyder. I'll sweep your shop every morning till the boards gleam and shine, and mop it, too. And
I'll useit over your head if you ever get out of linewithmeor my littlegirl.”

Though shetried her best to sound tough, she couldn't hide her excitement. Taking her child's hand, she
hurried on her way and entered another apartment a short distance on.

Cat brushed againgt Spyder's ankle and made a soft meow as he continued to watch the street. "It didn't
take much persuasion,” he whispered as he picked Cat up and cradled it in hisarms. " She needed the job
and the money, and well benefit from another pair of friendly eyesand ears.

Cat meowed again, then jumped down and padded across the shop and up the sairs.

Word spread swiftly about the unexpected overnight opening of a new wegpons shop on the Hill. The
morning and the early afternoon might have been reserved for the curious locals and immediate nearby
resdents. But by mid-afternoon a seemingly endless parade of colorful charactersfrom dl classesand
parts of the city passed through the door of The Black Spider.

Red-haired Raith, young and wide-eyed with curiosity, became enamored of an expensive White Hart
bow. White Harts were rare and of extremdly fine quality, made only by one artisan in the northern
Rankan city of Tarkes. Spyder, with aquiver full of arrows, escorted the young man to anarrow archery
range behind the shop so that he could try it out. It took only five shotsto clench the sdle.

Erddus and Gorge, two officers of the guard, arrived to introduce themsalves and to remind Spyder of
the dangerous location he had chosen for his shop. Neither the Guard, nor the City Watch, ventured onto
the Hill after dark, they warned.

A dark-faced little gnome with ahunchback and a serious lisp wandered in just as Rona descended the
gair from above. The two shortest men in Sanctuary glared at each other, much to Spyder's silent
amusement. Then the hunchback rushed off, muttering something about telling his"mathter.”

Spyder introduced himsdlf to al hisvisitors. To Soldt, agrim man with aprofessona eye for wespons.
To Gaen, another shopkeeper from the Maze, to whom Spyder took an immediate, if cautious, liking.
To an arrogant young Rankan named Vion Larris, who despite disdaining and criticizing virtudly
everything in the shop, nevertheless bought and bought until his considerable purse was empty.

Despite the Hill's reputation, throughout the afternoon friendliness and courtesy prevailed—until the
arrival of Naimun, the Irrune chieftain's second son, and his pair of burly escorts. Half of The Black
Spider's customers, those nearest the door, exited at once. The other half backed into the far corners of
the shop.

"Do you make dl these weagpons?' Naimun demanded as he took a 'Y enized sword down from its peg



on thewall and unsheathed it. He ran histhumb aong its edge.

"Of course not,” Spyder answered camly. "I'm amerchant. I, or my agents, travel the known world to
find the finest merchandise made by the finest artisans and craftsmen.”

"Then you're just acommon shopkeeper,” Naimun sneered. Histwo comrades laughed openly. "Tel me,
shopkeeper, do you have any particular skill with the thingsyou sell?"

It had been unseasonably warm for mid-winter in Sanctuary, warm enough that the shop's more elderly
customers had muttered about areturn of "wizard weather," and made finger Sgnsagaingt it; but with
Namun's question, the temperature in the shop dropped inexplicably. At the same moment, Adiyah
appeared on the gaircase in asmple white dress with her hair spilling down her back. She paused there,
her gaze fixed on the troublemakers. Though she had made no sound at dl, every eye—even
Naimun's—turned her way, asif sensing her presence.

"So we shall have apissing contest,” Spyder said in alow voice. His breath came out in a soft white
stream, suggesting the chill in the air was no mere matter of nerves. "But then, pissing would make amess
of my floor, and the cleaning lady won't come until the morning.” He reached toward adisplay case and
drew down apair of finely matched daggers. "I hear the Irrune have some skill with these." He handed
oneto Naimun.

Naimun looked at him with surprise. Though Spyder was actually an inch or two taler than the Irrune, the
governor's son was far more muscular, not to mention backed by two friends. "Y ou wish to fight me?"

Spyder shook his head and tapped the blade of the second dagger on his palm. "That, too, would make
amessof my shop, and I'd be dl night cleaning up the blood." He paused as he looked around the shop.
A young dark-haired boy in the unlikely garb of a Sdanzo stood off to one sde. In hishand he held a
pear from which hed taken asingle bite.

"Kaytin," Spyder said. His breath no longer streamed white, and the chill seemed to have lft the shop.
"Would you mind tossing that into the air?"

Kaytin pded alittle."Y ou want me to toss my lunch?’

"In amanner of speaking, yes," Spyder answered. He turned back to Naimun. "I'll bet this pair of
daggersyou can't skewer the pear in mid-toss.”

Namun sneered again. "Againgt what?'
"I'll name my pricein amoment. Nothing too exorbitant.”

Spyder nodded to Kaytin. The boy tossed the fruit and swiftly dove for the floor. Naimun's dagger
flashed through the air, missing, embedding itsdlf in the far wall. "It'simpossb—!" he shouted. Before he
could finish, Spyder's dagger flew asthe fruit came down again, piercing the pear, cleavingit. A
split-second after the first dagger, another one embedded in thewall, dripping juice.

"Not impossible," Spyder said quietly amid gasps and applause from the onlookers. "And now, my
price

Naimun's face darkened, and histwo comrades stepped closer.

"Y our friendship,” Spyder continued. He extended his hand. "And perhaps your patronage the next time
youreredly inthe market.”



The governor's son hesitated, then grinned as he accepted Spyder's hand. "Well played, shopkeeper,” he
answered. "I'll pay your price and more." He turned to his escort. " Spread the word: This shop and its
owner are under my protection. If anyone causes them trouble’—he glanced toward Adiyah on the
darcase—"especidly this beautiful lady, they'll answer to me."

If Naimun expected an acknowledgment for his compliment, he received none from Aadliyah. She sood
il asablack statue, her dark gaze unfathomable, until Naimun and his men turned and left. Only then
did shefinish her descent and place on the counter behind Spyder her own pair of daggers, which she
had kept hidden behind her back.

"Gilthona maha," hewhispered, kissng her lightly on the brow. "My protector.”

When the sunfindly set, The Black Spyder closed. It had been a successful opening in many respects,
and with the profits safely locked away in aconceded vault, Spyder and Aaliyah sat down on the
rooftop to asupper of roasted pigeon breasts prepared by Ronal. She had changed into a dress of
saffron-colored silk that hung off one ebony shoulder. He wore only akilt of blue linen. Sesame all
burned in alamp of pale dabadter. Its glow lent the rooftop an air of romance and tranquility.

"I don't understand it,” Spyder said quietly as he sipped wine and stared outward toward the harbor. "1
was sure they would arrive today. But you both kept watch, and | made what inquiries | safely could
without arous ng suspicions among the customers. No one has seen aVasdan ship for aweek.

Aadliyah reached across the table and touched his hand. It was meant to reassure him, but he could fed
thetension in her touch. She was asworried as he was. More o, for she had more at stake-He met her
gaze. "No, | can't bewrong,” he insisted, answering her unspoken question. He raised his face toward
the full moon that hung low and golden on the eastern horizon. " The eclipseistonight or tomorrow night.
They must perform theritua beforeit'sover, or dl their hopesarelog.”

Rising from her seat, Adiyah came around the table and took hisfacein her hands. Her eyeswere
storms of anger, pain, fear, and doubt.

"Slivren mi akare, Shahana," he said, wrapping his arms around her, pressing her head to his shoulder.
"I will not let that happen! They will not take Lisoh from you, | swear!"

Swallowing, Adiyah nodded and returned to her seat. They resumed supper, though neither ate much.
Their eyes watched the harbor—and the rising moon.

When the meal was done, Spyder leaned on the rooftop parapet and stared impatiently outward. Adiyah
paced back and forth, her tread soundless, her eyeswild with worry and torment as the night grew later.
Ronal was gone; Spyder had sent him to the wharves to learn what he could and to keep watch from
there.

A light wind stirred Spyder's short-cropped hair and played on the back of his neck as hefolded his
hands together and |leaned on the rough stone. The moon and the night mocked him, he thought. The
streets, indeed the city asfar as he could see, was amaddening patchwork of shadowslit only by
Sabdlidswan smile and the occasiond flickering torch.

The bay and the sea beyond were asilvery mirror where nothing moved. Merchant shipsrested in their
dipsfor the night; fishing boats bobbed lightly on their lines a the docks.

He had chosen these apartments just for this view. Jamasharem would be interested in the comings and
goingsin thiscity's harbor. The Rankan Empire yet regarded Sanctuary with suspicion, and in truth, even
fear. Too much had happened here. The place was strange. Enchanted, some said. Cursed, said others.



Whichever, gods and sorcerers and demons had |eft their marks here asthey had in no other city.

Why did it surprise him, then, that Sanctuary had findly cdled his name? He was not thefirgt of the
Vigeleslineto bedrawvnin by itsarcane dlure. Indeed, hisfamily had adark and shameful history here, a
past that had cost House Vigelesitslands, much of itswedlth, its very reputation. So greet was the shame
that to bear the name Vigees was to be shunned throughout the Rankan Empire.

So hewas Spyder, aman without heritage, without a nation.

And yet, for reasons he couldn't fully grasp, he served the Rankan emperor. Some lingering ember of
loyalty till burning in his breast? Some minuscule hope of restoring the honor of the Vigeles?

It embittered him to deny histrue name.

Adliyah touched his arm, and he turned to her. Filled with a sudden need, he drew her close and pressed
his head down upon her shoulder. The sméell of her hair, the feathery brush of her fingers on hisbare
back—whether by hisaction or hers, hiskilt fell away astheir lips met. She tasted of honey and mint,
sweeter and more intoxicating than thewinein his cup.

On the couch beside the table, in the open night, they made love. The soft illumination from the aabaster
lamp highlighted the con-trast between their bodies and charged the air with an eroticism and sensudity
that, for atime, allowed them to forget Sanctuary and danger, bitterness and fear. For atime, they had no
other mission, no other purpose, but each other.

Afterward, they lay sde by side watching the moon. Spyder felt Adiyah's breathing, the soft vibration of
her body next to his. He knew that she was changing hislifein away that was both fantastica and
disturbing. There was no room in hislifefor the fedings she sirred in him, and yet dready in the short
month since heldd found Adiyah, he couldn't imagine being apart from her.

He kissed her mouth, then rose from the couch. The sesame ail burning in the lamp was beginning to
smoke, 0 he sprinkled afew grains of sdt init to stop the smoking. Ashe did so, something in the flame
caught his attention. He stared with puzzlement as ablood red shadow touched the edge of the flame and
dowly engulfed it, turning blacker and blacker.

Spyder jerked his gaze away and rubbed athumb and finger over hiseyelids. Then he shot aglance a
the moon. It floated in the Sky over the harbor, effulgent. Next, he noticed Adiyah. She stood at the
parapet, her atention riveted on the moon, her fingers curled like claws on the stone, her body rigid, and
her head thrown back.

The braided flax wick in the sesame ail crackled suddenly, drawing his attention once again, and the
flamewasjust ayelow flame. But he knew, without understanding how, that he had seen avision of the
coming eclipsein that smal lamp light, and that Adiyah had shared thet vison, or at least, in her own
way, that she had sensed something.

He caught her shoulders and drew her against him. Her face was amask of panic and desperation. He
studied the harbor again for the Vasalan ship, then dammed a pam down on the parapet in frustration.
Though it had only been asmdl vision, it had to mean something!

"Prepare yoursdf, Shahana," he said, leading her to the Staircase.
"They're here. They've gotten by us somehow. Now we haveto find them."

They descended to their separate apartments. Spyder quickly donned garments of black leather and
threw acloak about his shoulders. From a chest at the foot of his bed he took a double-edged sword of



medium length. The scabbard, though sturdy, was unremarkable, but before he strapped it on, he
grasped the hilt and exposed afew inches of the blade. The candlelight in hisroom gleamed on fine
Enlibar stedl. To this, he added a plain dagger, and closed the chest once more.

Dressed and armed, with one hand on the door, he paused and lingered beside one of the several
candlesthat lit hisroom. He stared at the flame, tried to focus his attention on it in the unlikely expectation
of another vision, aclearer message. It was afoolish effort: He had no powers of clairvoyance or
foresight. Maybe what he'd seen on the rooftop had been atrick of light.

But Adiyah had reacted, too. Something had plainly agitated her.

He hurried downgtairs into the darkened shop and let himself out aside door into an dley that was barely
wide enough for two men to pass through shoulder to shoulder. He followed it, pausing at the opening to

stare both ways down Face-of-the-Moon Street. A few torches burned here and there. One burned in a
sconce before the entrance to The Black Spider.

With hishood up and his cloak drawn close, Spyder moved into the street. He kept to the shadows and
the dark places as he made hisway down the Hill, his footsteps slent, his movements swift and stedlthy.
A gang of rowdy bravos passed him without so much as noticing his presence. A pair of customers
sumbled arm in arm from atavern dmost into his path with no more awareness.

Once, alow animal growl! caused him to pause in mid-step. With narrowed eyes, he searched the street
and the darkness around him for some sign of danger, one hand going carefully to the hilt of his sword.
Behind the poorly fitted shutters of anearby shop he noted the furtive movement of faint light, acandle or
perhaps a shaded lantern, which was odd at so late an hour. Thieves, he suspected, but it was no
busnessof his.

As he neared the bottom of the Hill, he heard the rapid clip-clop of horses hooves and the creak of
wagon wheels on rough cobbles. From the shadowed recess of an aley, he measured its approach. Asit
rounded a corner, the moonlight fell full upon both wagon and driver. Asit passed his hiding place,
Spyder |egped aboard.

Thedriver, Rond, jerked hard on the reinswith hisleft hand. At the sametime, he launched a backfisted
blow toward his uninvited passenger's face. Spyder caught his arm before the blow could land.

"Such a swift ride must mean you have news," he whispered as he settled on the buckboard beside his
friend.

Rond's breath hissed between histeeth. "Damn it, you nearly gave me heart failurel”

"Y ou've agtouter heart than ten men," Spyder answered, letting go of Ronal'sarm. "To the point. The
ring ishere—I'm certain of it."

Ronal half-turned on his seat to regard Spyder. "How do you know that?"
"l just know," Spyder answered from beneath hishood. "A feding.”

"You may beright,” Rond said in alow voice. "In the Broken Mast ashort time ago | overheard
Markam telling awild story. Seemsthere's a ship from Inception Idand anchored at the easternmost end
of the harbor, and some of its sailors were claiming they saw aghost ship last night, al black with no
running lights, off their starboard side hugging the shordline. Salled straight up the White Fod River, they
claimed, beforeit disappeared in the fog. Markam was laughing about it. Impossible, he said. But |
thought you'd want to know."



"Turn the wagon around,” Spyder ordered quietly. "Take the Wideway at the best pace you can manage
without drawing too much attention, and head for the White Fod."

Rond complied. At apace that was brisk without gppearing frantic, the wagon moved back down the
Hill, across the Avenue of Temples, down the Governor's Walk and the Processiond. "What's on your
mind, Spyder?' Rond said as he worked the reins. "Y ou've got grim onyou likeapig'sgot stink.”

Spyder didn't answer. He glanced over hisleft shoulder at the moon high above the bay. There was no
trace yet of the eclipse Ranke's finest astrologers were predicting. And yet, there wasthat strangelittle
trick with the candle flame on his rooftop. Out on the water near the pinnacles of stone called Hag's
Teeth anumber of shipswere anchored. Lanterns burned weakly aong their rails, in their bows. They
were single and double-masted sailing vessalswithout oar-bankslike the I1sigi trireme he had arrived on.

There had been no wind last night. How could aship have hugged the shordline and sailed dmost
unnoticed up the White Foa? Theriver ran degp enough, but it wasfull of snags and tangles, particularly
for thefirst few miles or so inland from the mouth.

They had come to the end of the Wideway. Rond brought the wagon to ahalt, and Spyder rose,
standing on the seet to study the black ribbon of water. The river ran wide, but not so swiftly asin former
days. It had washed out of its old banks and spread over the land, making bogs and marshes. "Thereisa
namefor that place,” Spyder said with asweep of hishand.

"The Swamp of Night Secrets" Rond answered. "An evil place, especidly at night.”

Spyder climbed down from the wagon and turned dowly. Just behind them between their position and
the seawere the low rooftops of Fisherman's Row. "Sted usaboat, Ronal. A skiff, arow-boat, anything
that will get usto the other sde. Hurry!"

Ronal turned the wagon and dapped the reins across the horses' backs to speed them along. Spyder
watched him go, then drawing his cloak about himsdlf, he moved into the shadow of awarehouse and
turned back toward theriver.

The Swamp of Night Secrets. An evil place, Ronal called it. What better place then for acoven of Nis
witchesto make their sacrifices and work their damnable magic? He clenched hisfistsingde hisleather
gloves and swore silently. It was no longer enough to thwart their rituals and destroy the Ring of Seaand
Fire—that much he had promised Jamasharem. He must also save Lisoh. That he had aso promised.

The sharp, feline growl of ajungle cat sounded near the river's bank, interrupting his thoughts. He gazed
in the direction of the sound, then sank deeper into the shadows and deeper into his thoughts.

The Ring of Sea and Fire.

Forty years before, two Globes of Power had been forged on Wi-zardwall in the land of the Nis, one
each for the King and Queen of Night, who were the greatest warlock and witch of their day. Into those
crystal orbs were poured the essences of the blackest sorcery, power magnified and amplified beyond
understanding. Armed with such power, Nislooked with hungry eyes on the Rankan Empire, its
neighbor.

A long and costly war followed, and though Ranke eventualy prevailed, the globes were not destroyed.
Aswith so many things arcane and magica, they made their way to Sanctuary. Here, in the dum digtrict
once caled Downwind, demigods and sorcerers and vampires and their masters, the strangest of dlies,
finaly shattered them.



Spyder sniffed the air as helooked around. Downwind—he stood now upon its very edge, recalling the
tales, how for asingle night following that destruction every man, woman, or child with amote of magica
talent found their abilities elevated to drastic levels as the power contained in those globes diffused
through the city. Then, like fire smothered under sand, the magic went oui.

Not completely, of course. Embers of power still glowed here and there. But the gods had turned away
from Sanctuary. Fearful of it, some said. Wounded by it, some said. Or most likely, Spyder thought,
repelled by its corruption.

The creak of wagon whedlsin the quietness alerted him to Rond's return. The shorter man hopped down
and threw back atarp, exposing the small rowboat he'd appropriated. "1 don't feel good about stealing
from honest, hard-working folks," he grumbled as the two men together seized hold of the boat.

"Perhaps you'll fedl better about it when someone steal's your wagon and team,” Spyder commented.
"Well haveto leave them here.”

Rond frowned asthey lifted the boat and carried it to the water. "And you're aright prick for mentioning
it"

Again there camethefdine cry that Spyder had heard earlier. Rona straightened ingtantly. His Sartled
eyes widened as he whirled and searched the darkness, and he gripped an oar like aclub. "That came
from behind ugl"

Spyder gazed toward the sky again. Thefull moon hung directly overheed. Y et, therewas athin vell of
clouds gathering over the sea, a moon-tinged grayness that had come up without warning out of nowhere.
"Getinthe boat," Spyder ingsted. Climbing in first, he settled himsdf in the bow with his eyesfixed on the
far Sde of the White Foal.

Rona pushed off from the bank and seated himsdlf in the middle of the boat. Quickly, he positioned the
oarsin the oar-locks and dipped them into the water.

A soft splash sounded off to their right. Ronal froze at the oarsto stare. Spyder calmly turned his head
for amoment. "Y ou're nervoustonight,” he said.

Rona resumed rowing. " Swamps and witches," he muttered. "Witches and swamps. Why would | be
nervous? Thisisn't your usua business, my friend. I've hel ped you count army divisionsin secret,
intercepted correspondence for you, watched you seduce information from the wives of generds. Thisis
different.”

Under Ronal's determined strokes they moved swiftly across the White Foa. Spyder remained silent, his
jaw grim, histeeth clenched. All that Ronal said wastrue. Thiswas not hisusud business. Thiswasfar
more dangerous, perhaps beyond histalents. Rona was not the only nervous man under the moonlight.
Hefet the dight breeze upon hisface like an evil breath. He listened to the water dripping from the oars,
to the barely audible sound of something swimming off to the right just beyond the range of hisvison. He
smeled the industry of Sanctuary behind him and the rot of the swamp ahead.

And crawling a the edge of his senses, something more. Already intheair, thetaint of Nis witchcraft.

"When you get to the far Side, row northward against the flow. Look for atributary or aplace wide
enough to dlow aship to pass or to hide." He gripped the side of the boat until his knuckles cracked with
srain and continued in alow voice. "We must stop them, Rond. We don't dare fail.”

Ronal shrugged as he rowed and answered with faint bravado. "It'sonly aring,” he said. "We bregk up



their nagty little party and snaich the trinket, hopefully killing afew of the bastards aswe go.”

"It'sno mere trinket we're after,” Spyder whispered, careful now not to let hisvoice carry acrossthe
water. "And we don't know the number of enemieswe face. Nisdreams of reclaming itsformer might,
and thisring isthe key to their ambitions.”

Asthey neared the western bank, Ronal turned the boat. Though the river lacked itsformer power, till
there was a current, and his muscles bulged as he worked the oars. " There's more you haven't told me,
though,” he whigpered. " Something worriesyou."

After ahegtation, Spyder nodded. "Thering isforged from minerals ditilled from the sea, but it must
aso betempered infire" He hesitated again. "In the fire of aburning boy with sorcerous blood in his
veins." He paused to listen again for the swimming sound that had followed them acrosstheriver. He
could no longer hear it. "That sacrifice performed under a certain rare lunar eclipse on the ground where
the globes were destroyed will complete their ritual.”

"I'mafool for migudging you," Rond said, his eyes narrowing as he regarded hisfriend. "It's not this
bunch of mumblers and cauldron-stirrersthat have you tied in knots. It'sthe boy, isn't it? They've got him
dready, and you know him."

"I don't know him, but hisnameisLisoh,” Spyder said. " He's fifteen summers old, and he's Adiyah's
brother. He was on a spirit-quest, something his people call Vahana meh aaha diano. It'sakind of
initiation into adulthood. But he wandered much too far, and when he didn't return, Adiyah went looking
for him. | found her on the Nis border where | origindly tried to stop this coven—and failed.”

And you will fail again, Regan Vigeles called Spyder, just as you did then.
Rona stopped rowing and looked nervoudy toward the shore. "That wasn't me," he whispered.
Thejungle cat's cry sounded again, a shrill, high-pitched roar that chilled the blood.

From the east a sudden wind rose. It shook the leaves and the maoss-dripping branches, shivered the
reeds, and rippled across the water. The rowboat pitched and rocked. Spyder gripped both sides of the
small craft and fought to keep it from overturning while Rona struggled to do the same with the oars.
"We're gonnaflip!" Ronal shouted.

But just as suddenly asthe wind aroseit ceased, and the river became calm once again. Spyder
crouched in the bow. "Y ou're not in Nisnow, Rime! Y our powers are weak here!"

Laughter soared on the night, coming from everywhere and nowhere, and when it faded, the throb of
coven drums replaced it, an ominous pulsing beet that came from deep within the Swamp of Night
Secrets.

Rond leaned on the oars, his powerful musclesvisbly knotted, hisface pae. "There once was awoman
from Nis," he muttered, pausing to chew hislip, "who went into the forest to piss. Her soft little splash
turned a boulder to ash, and lizards crawled out of her..."

Thewind ripped through the swamp and over the river again, and Rime's voice took form on it. Nasty
little man, | heard that! The rowboat rocked and bounced precariously on huge moonlit swells. Y €,
the river seemed darker, the night less bright.

Spyder twisted around in the boat and shot a glance skyward. " The moon!™ he shouted. "It's begun!™

The smdlest diver of theleft side of the moon was gone. A faint arc of redness, like atrickle of blood,



marked the dowly advancing edge of the black, light-devouring shadow that would soon consumeits
radiance entirdy. Somewhere in the swamp, the coven drums besat louder even as the wind stilled once
more.

Thejungle cat roared again.
"Head for that sound!" Spyder ordered.

"I'd rather head for the Unicorn," Ronal shot back, "and for acouple of beers—I'd even buy!" But he
angled the boat out of the main stream and into the reeds. "But no, before we ever find the witcheswere
going to wind up cat food."

A swarm of gnats, unseeable in the darkness, immediately surrounded them. Spyder pulled up hishood
and covered his mouth and nose with one hand. Ronal, working the oars, cursed and sputtered,
defensaless under the sudden ondaught. Then they were through whatever nest or insect homethelr
passage had disturbed.

Spyder turned one shoulder toward hisold friend. "Did you say gnat food?"

"No jokesfrom the bow," Ronal grumbled. "Y ou're only alowed to brood and look ominous under your
big black cloak.”

"Beglad they were gnats," Spyder answered, "and not bees.”
Rime's laughter touched their minds again, not borne on awind thistime, but on amaevolent buzzing.

Rona ceased rowing and looked up in horrible expectation. "I think | mis-remembered the limerick!" he
hissed. "They weren't lizards that crawled out of her orifice. They were... ! Ohno!" Leaving the oarsto
rattlein their oarlocks, he flung himsalf over the sde.

The bees came like ablack wave over the tops of the reeds and through thetall river grasses. Clutching
both sides of the rowboat to steady it, Spyder crouched down. He was not only cloaked and hooded,
but also gloved. Still, he felt the weight of the creatures striking at hisback, at hisarms, trying to sting
him. In only moments, hood or no hood, they would find hisface and eyes.

"Get out of the boat!" he heard Ronal yell. "We can get under it!"

But there was no need for that. The buzzing diminished. Bees dropped out of the air into the boat, or into
the water with little plops. Spyder shook one gloved hand, then straightened, shedding beesfrom his
back and shoulderslike droplets of water. Rona's head broke the surface about three feet from the side
of the boat. He shrieked and pushed wildly at the water with his hands, parting the bobbing curtain of
insect corpses around him.

Then the panic left hisface and alook of puzzlement replaced it. He swam to the boat, caught it with
both hands, and peeked over the Side at the unnatural cargo they'd taken on. "What the... ?' He brushed
adead bee off the oarlock.

"The cold,” Spyder said, balancing the boat while Ronal clambered back in. "Bees go dormant in the
cold."

Rona sattled back between the oars, clutching himsdf and shivering. "It'sbeen awarm winter..." He
stopped as his teeth began to clack and chatter. "Until now." He hugged himsalf even harder and rubbed
hisbarearms.



It was Spyder'sturn to laugh. "Isthat the best you can manage, Rime?' he shouted. "Niss Grand Witch
reduced to conjuring annoyances?'

"I'm not just wet," Rona complained with adisbelieving voice, "I'm freezing! How... 7' Hedared a
Spyder, then at the bees on the floor of the boat. With avengeful determination, he began squashing them
with hisboots.

"Y ou don't seem to be able to finish your sentences, my friend.”
Spyder observed as he unfastened his cloak and tossed it to Rond. "Row, and you'll quickly warm up.”

They didn't row much farther. Abruptly the bottom of the boat dragged, and the bow bumped up on
land.

It couldn't be called dry land. They dogged through ankle-deep mud for thefirgt fifty pacesand forded a
stream that cut suddenly acrosstheir path. Patches of dense foliage aso impeded them, and strange
groves of treeswith willowy, whip-like branches and complicated, interlocking root structures sometimes
blocked their way.

There was no sign of the Vasalan vessal. Spyder began to fear that the drumswere atrick, adistraction
intended to lure him in the wrong direction. He glanced repeatedly over his shoulder. Sometimes the thick
trees hid the moon from him. But sometimes he could catch aglimpse of it—what remained of it.

"lt—it—shouldn't be so c-c-cold!" Rona muttered as he walked. His bresth came out in afeathery
stream. Spyder's cloak was much too long for him, so he wore the hood up and the rest of it clutched

around his upper body.

Spyder didn't answer. He moved through the undergrowth with the speed and sureness of desperation.
The drumswere louder than ever in hisears—or were they just in hismind, an auditory hallucination sent
by Rime to confound him? He pressed his pamsto hisears. If the sound were red, wouldn't he be able
to shut it out? He no longer glanced at the sky; he could fed the darkening moon on his neck. Far ahead
he thought he spied aglow that might have been afire.

He had no choice but to trust his natural senses as he plunged forward.

Rimé's voice touched hismind again. You cannot hope to succeed, Regan Vigeles. You didn't even get
close to mein your first pathetic attempt.

"Y ou killed one of my agents on your border," he answered without dowing his pace. "For that donel
would hunt you to the ends of the world."

You are too late, fool. The boy is at the stake, and the torch isin my hand. Theringisalready on
my finger!

"You'realying whore," Spyder answered. "The ring can't be tempered until the moon is completely
eclipsed.”

"Lying whore," Rond repested sarcadticaly as he hurried dong on Spyder'shedls. "I likethat. It hasa
ring—oh, pardon me!™

You and your witless lackey are far outnumbered. If you do find us, I'll eat your heart with a
spoon.

Spyder's eyes narrowed as he felt Rime's power weighing down upon him. Her words were more than



mere words, they weretiny spells designed to feed his doubts, to erode his confidence, to dow him.
Despite himsdlf, he glanced over his shoulder again. No more than a quarter of the moon remained. And
in the instant that he diverted his attention from his path, he ssumbled over an unseen root. Y et, he caught
himsdlf and did not fall.

"Y ou're wrong, Witch," Spyder said through clenched teeth. Her power was subtle, but he resisted it
with al hiswill. Yes, he had doubts—about himself and about his purpose. But he had no doubts about
hisabilities. "There are more than two of us stalking you tonight. I am numberless asthe sarsthat grow
brighter even asthe moon dims. Y ou speak to my mind, but you can't see me. I'm right behind you, and
my knifeisat your throat!"

Hefet as much as heard her gasp. Now it's you who lie, Rankan!
A cold sneer turned up the corners of Spyder's mouth. "But it's you who flinched, bitch.”

At last he knew he was on the right course. He heard the desperation in her words as she strove to delay
him, and panic lent her thought-sendings a serrated edge. More, he was certain that the glow he saw
ahead wasfirdight. It flickered among the trunks and branches, danced on the leaves. And yet with that
sense of certainty anew fear came. Rime had said the boy was already at the stake!

"Spyder!"

Sted rang loudly on stedl, and Spyder's eyes snapped wide at the sound of his name. For an instant,
Rime had amost trapped him in his own web of doubt, and he had to admire the subtlety of her effort
even as he shrugged off its effects.

Rimelaughed insde hishead. You are surrounded, Rankan. In moments you will be dead!

Three of Rime's coven brothers legped out of the foliage and ran a him. Their nude bodies were painted
with green mud and black dime. More mud dulled the metal sheen of their swords. The sounds of
combat behind him indicated that Rona was dready engaged.

Spyder's hand went to the dagger on his blt, and the glittering blade flashed under the reddening moon
asit flew straight to the nearest attacker'sthroat. A second Nis rushed at him, swinging hissword ina
horizontal arc. Spyder ducked low and side-stepped, and as he straightened he freed his own sword,
raked it through the man's mid-section. Without pausing, he smashed his booted foot into the third Nis's
groin. It failed to have the expected effect— perhaps the man was a eunuch?—and Spyder dodged and
parried awild flurry of strokes.

"Youl'l learn not to meddlein the affairs of your betterd" the Nis shouted, pausing to catch his breath.

"Herésalesson for you," Spyder answered. He spun sharply, ripping ahandful of leavesfrom abush
and flinging them at hisfoes eyes. The Nis recoiled, indtinctively jerking his head away to protect his
sight, and never saw the Enlibar sword before it bit deeply into his neck.

"And the witless lackey scoresthree on hisown," Rond said with mocking calm. At hisfeet on the
muddy ground lay three more coven members. He tore leaves from abush and wiped his blade.

Spyder turned toward the distant fire. "No words, Rime?' he shouted as he sheathed his sword. "Do you
fed my breath on your neck, Witch?"

A pantherish roar sounded from the trees nearby. Startled, Ronal jumped and stumbled over one of the
bodies, landing on his back. "Shite!" he cursed as he scrambled to hisfeet again. "That damned beast is
getting too close for comfort!" He kicked the body held fallen over. "Maybe this meat will satisfy its



appetite. Here, kitty, kitty, kitty!"

But Spyder was dready off again through the swamp, his gaze fixed on thefire. The ground turned
muddy once more, dowing him, and he waded through a shalow stream. He brushed aside low limbs
and vines and tried to brush away thoughts of quicksand. Rime spoke to him no more; the drums did her
talking now, and he fdlt their power like waves on his skin. He glanced yet again a the moon. It was
nearly gone.

He remembered the clouds held seen far out over Hag's Teeth. If Rime couldn't see the moon it might
affect thetiming of her spells. But that was too small ahope; those clouds were too thin and too far

away.

What was worse, he wondered as he began to run. Failing to destroy the ring? That would mean another
war with Nis, onethat neither Ranke, nor Ilsig, could afford. Or losing the boy, Lisoh. That would break
Adliyah's heart. Why was he even asking the question now? He had his duty to the empire. No matter
that it had ruined hisfamily and declared him outcast—Ranke till commanded hisloyaty.

Y ¢, it was Adiyah, though, who commanded his heart.

He leaped a barricade of twisted roots, ducked under alow branch and dodged the gaping mouth of a
hissing serpent that hung from it. Puddles splashed under hisfeet. He no longer valued stedlth. Only

gpeed mattered. A grove of willow treesloomed before him. A pale mist drifted over the grass,
unnaturaly thick, he thought, but there was no timeto find away around. He feared losing sight of thefire
if heveered off course.

Clouds. Migt.
Perhaps.

Theair turned chilly again, and alight fog began to eddy over the ground. Wispy tendrils swirled lazily
upward, diffusing on the air. The stars, so bright in a crisp sky, began to waver and fade asagray vell
obscured their light. Stubbornly, the remaining diver of moonlight lingered, yet moment by moment, the
milky effluvium rose and degpened. The Swamp of Night Secrets seemed to shrink in upon itsdf asone
by one the gars vanished entirely.

Spyder ran, narrowly avoiding trees and obstaclesin his path. Only the barest hint of fireglow remained,
and he focused his gaze on that and nothing else. He was sure Ronal was behind him, but he didn't know
where. He didn't hear any sound of pursuit. Indeed, he didn't hear anything but those frantic drums and
his own harsh breathing and hisdoshing footfals

Then, he stopped suddenly, grabbing desperately at a dender tree to catch his balance as he found
himsdf at the edge of afifteen foot high embankment above anarrow tributary. A black Vasdan ship sat
anchored on ariver of mist at the opposite bank, its mast swaying ever so dowly. Not one, but three
crackling bonfires burned on that far sde. The lanky silhouettes of Niswitches danced around them, their
shapes and movements twisted, distorted by the fog.

He stared for amoment, tasting desperation.

Again, he glanced over his shoulder through the branches above his head. There was no moon to
see—only fog.

Securing his sword with one hand, he dipped and did down the embankment, finishing the descent on his
backside before he hit the water with a splash. He didn't worry about the noise. The drumming covered



any sound hewaslikely to make. He began to swim with fast, furious strokes.

Quanali pahabaril maha elberah yora. Adiyah stole into histhoughts like awarm wind, soothing and
reassuring him. Each time we part, my heart cries. He remembered thefirst time he said that to her,
how she dipped her arms around him and laid her head on his chest. It had become their ritua farewell,
but he had forgotten to tell her before he I eft the shop tonight.

Quanali muriel maba elberah canta. Shewasin hishead, in his heart and blood. Each time we mest,
my heart sings! Only amonth ago, he'd found her searching for her brother along the Nis border. She'd
looked—Rond had put it rightly—Ionely and strange, more than alittle lost.

A splash interrupted histhoughts, and amoment later, a softer splash. Under the muffling blanket of fog
he couldn't tell what direction the sounds came from. It might have been Ronal behind him, or it might
have been one of the Nis warlocks swimming to intercept him. It might have been both.

He reached the opposite shore and crept out of the water. With the enemy so near now, his natural
stedth reasserted itsalf. Crouched, he stole dong the edge of the bank and angled toward thefire,
stopping behind athick tree trunk to observe. The underbrush and foliage had been cut away or pulled
up by the rootsto form asizable clearing. Spyder counted the dancers weaving among thefires, then the
drummers, who sat in acircleto one side. They beat their drumswith ahysterica passion, and their
bodies gleamed with sweet and fire-sheen. Asif they could see through thefog, al their gazeswere
turned skyward.

Regan Vigeles, called Spyder . Rime's voice dipped into hismind like asharp knife. Know that you
have failed again. It istime. All the power of the Nisi globeswill be mine, and there is nothing you
can do to prevent it.

Hedidn't know why he turned toward the Vasalan ship and caught his breath. With regd grace, the
Grand Witch of Nis strode down the gangplank. Her beauty dazzled. Though bred in Hell, her form was
something far more heavenly. Black hair swept down her back over her hipsand to her knees. Large
eyes glittered over perfect cheekbones and alush mouth. A digphanous skirt loosely encircled her wais.
Rather than hiding her loins, it seemed to enhance and emphasize them. She wore nothing over her
breasts but jewels. Dozens of necklaces sparkled with rubies, emerads, diamonds, sapphires, nuggets of
gold, and gold circlets banded her upper arms.

As shewaked down the plank, she held her left arm rigidly at right angles with the back of her hand
turned outward. The only jewelry that mattered tonight shimmered on her middle finger—aband
seemingly of purest slver. But the firdight caught the metd and played strangely upon it so that at some
momentsit seemed liquid, not solid at al.

The Ring of Sea—and Fire.

As she moved into the clearing the dancers ceased their gyrations and threw themselvesto their knees.
Naked, they were covered in mud and filth, their hair matted. With their lips dmost to the ground they
chanted her name. Rime! Rime! Rime! Asfar as Spyder could tell, none of them bore any weapons at
al.

"Looksmorelike grime, grime, grime, to me." Rona whispered as he drifted from behind another tree
to Spyder'sside. "Y ou want your cloak back?' He held out awad of dripping cloth.

When Spyder put afinger to hislipsfor silence, Rona shrugged and dropped the sopping bundle. He
eased his sword from its sheath. "Isthere aplan?' he asked.



"Kill everyone," Spyder said. "But not until | know wherethe boy is."

Rond pointed. "Y ou must have something in your eye," he said. "L ook closely, there on the ground right
infront of the fire where thelying whoreis standing.”

Spyder's gaze narrowed. On the ground right at the firé's edge, barely visble against the glow, wasa
white shape. It lay so till, but as he watched, the form twitched ever so dightly within the limitsof its
severe bindings. Lisoh—wrapped like amummy!

He knew where the ring was. Now, he knew where Lisoh was, too. " Stay hidden," Spyder said to
Rond. "Y oull know when | need you."

"Y ou need me," Rond muttered. "Wait until | tell ‘'em at the Broken Mast you findly admitted that.”

Drawing a breath, Spyder waked into the clearing. The drummers saw him first, and the drumsfell slent.
When the drums stopped, the chanters also stopped and stared wide-eyed at him.

Rime aso stared with disbelief and fear.
Then shelaughed.
"| told you my knifewas at your back, Witch."

"But how can that be," she answered, her voice deeply seductive, "when you are standing before me?
Indeed, when you are kneeling before me!

Her power hit him like ahammer, and hefelt hisknees start to buckle. But he resisted, drawing another
bregth, gathering his strength as he took a step forward. "My knives are many, Rime," he answered. A
pair of her coven brothers seized hisarms, but heignored them. "They are everywhere! They strikefrom
everywhere"

Shelaughed again. "You're... "

Her mouth gaped, and her eyes shot wide with pain before she could finish. One of the dancers
screamed and leaped up to catch her elbow as she faltered and sank to one knee. Rime looked at the
dancer. Then shelooked at the bound form by thefire. A red spittle bubbled on her lip as she hissed,
"Burnhim!"

But the dancer was staring beyond Rime, and he wore alook of horror as he pulled the dagger from her
back.

Indeed, Rond aways knew when Spyder needed him. The former gladiator ran into the clearing, hisgaze
focused on Rime. The witch was down, but not yet dead. The drummers legped up. One of them threw a
drum at Rona's legs before he could reach histarget. He dodged it, but they were on him. He cut and
dashed with an expert fury.

Spyder twisted and drove hiskneeinto one of his captors. He'd distracted Rime while Rona worked his
way behind her. Now, nothing but sheer ferocity would win the game. Freeing his sword arm, he drew
the Enlibar blade and dashed through his second captor. Two more Nisrushed a him. He cut them
down ruthlesdy.

But aring of witches had encircled Rime, and within that ring still another ring of witches. Herushed at
them, then staggered under a chaotic assault of hastily cast spells. Some commanded him merely to stop;
some ripped the bresth from his body. Pain spdlls, blindness spells, even love spells. For amoment, he



felt himself drowning on dry land, the next moment he saw his sword turn into aserpent in hisgrasp, then
back to sted. There was no order to the assault, and one spell interfered with another, so that al of them
lacked sufficient power. Still, heredled.

Then he screamed asapair of witchesin theinner ring lifted Lisoh's squirming, mummy-wrapped body.

A terrible cat-cry ripped the air, a scream louder than hisown. High in atree at the edge of the clearing,
apair of eyes gleamed with green anger. A panther, deek and black, poised on abranch with its gaze
fixed on Rime.

Spyder cried out, " Shahana!”

The panther sprang, landing on the back of an inner-circle witch. But that one was not itsprey. Inan
instant, the creature was on Rime. Itsjaws closed savagely on her neck. One powerful rear leg raked
open the witch's belly. Necklaces broke, and jewels scattered like colored rain.

Still, the Nis sought to close ranks around their mistress. Two hurled themselves at the panther, oblivious
to the death-dedling claws, and the two bearing Lisoh lifted him and threw him into the flames.

If the boy screamed, he could not be heard over the screams of the witches, the panther, and Spyder,
himsdlf. He waded into the witches, blind with hate and rage and shame. Even when the witchesfindly
broke ranks and tried to flee, he chased them, cut them down mercilesdy.

And the panther, with teeth and claws, claimed asmany lives.

When no foes remained standing, his rage still not spent, Spyder seized abrand from one of thefiresand
flung it at the Vasdan ship. The flames caught in acoil of rope, pread aong the deck, touched the furled
sal and climbed the mast.

Only then, with the heet of the burning vessel scorching hisface did Spyder drop hissword and sink to
hisknees. "I'm sorry, Sha-hana," he cried. "l promised you, but | failed!"

The panther padded dowly to hisside.

"Regan! Thebeadt... I" Rond cdled from thefar Sde of the clearing where he sat leaning againgt atree
unable to stand.

Spyder looked into the panther's eyes and touched its blood-matted shoulder. The beast hung its head
and gave alow growl. Then, itsform shifted, stretched, and transformed.

"I'll be damned," Rond said quietly. "1 knew there was something strange about her.”

Adliyah and Spyder fell into each other's arms and wept together, and Spyder wondered how they could
ever share love again through so much pain. He hadn't known the boy, Lisoh, but he knew what Lisoh
meant to Adiyah. And he had promised—he had promised. Through histears, helooked up. Thefog
had melted away. In the sky, the moon was past full eclipse.

With an effort, Spyder got to hisfeet and, picking up his sword, went to Rime's body. Her mouth, though
caked with mud, seemed turned up at the corners asif the bitch were still laughing at him. For along
moment he stood there | etting the rage wash over him again, then the grief, then aterrible emptiness.

He raised the sword once and cut off her right hand. The untem-pered ring went into his pocket. It was
evidence for Jamasharem. Unless he decided to keepit.



A second time he raised the sword and cut off her head. That wasfor spite. Then he cast hand, head,
and her entire body into the flamesto burn with Adiyah's brother.

Therest of them could rot in the mud.

"She's a shapechanger,” Spyder explained quietly. He didn't fed obligated to tell Rond that he wasthe
witch, or rather, the warlock, and that the weird wesather tricks had been his. Perhapsin time. It wasn't
that he didn't trust hisfriend, but some secrets were best kept. Especially in Sanctuary.

Rona sat on the couch with his swollen left leg in aswath of herba poultices and bandages. "1'm getting
too old for this," he said after apause. "That knife-toss should have found the witch's heart.”

"You did well, Rond." He turned and stared from the rooftop parapet out toward the bay. Half to
himsdf, he added, "My knives are dwayswhere | need them."

Hisknives. His agents.
After another long pause, Rond asked, "Are you going to keep the ring?”’

Spyder pursed hislips. Though the ring was untempered and would never be as potent asit wasintended
to be, it was not entirely without power. He wasn't sure yet if he wanted to hand that unexplored power
to Jamasharem. "For now, it's safein my vault. | may destroy it." He had no idea how to accomplish that,
but he was certain it would take more than his meager taent.

Adiyah appeared at the top of the stair with atray of food and afresh jug of wine. She set them on the
table by the couch within Rona's reach and went to Spyder's side. He dipped hisarm around her and
drew her close. " Quanali muriel maha elberab canta,” he whispered.

A sudden chill touched the air, but thistime he wasn't the cause.

"It'sbeginning,” hetold her as he glanced toward the sky. Slowly the sun began to weaken and fade. He
swept his gaze over the harbor below, then westward toward the Maze and the Bazaar, then toward the

paace.
"Why do | have afeding you don't mean the eclipse?' Rond said ashebit into arall.

"Witches, wizards, demons—even shapechangers.” Heforced asmile as hetilted Aaiyah's face toward
his and kissed her forehead. "The Nis covens are finished for good, but the things I've seen in two
weeks time. Thethings I've heard. We're al being drawn to Sanctuary again. It'sasif we're being
assembled for something. For what, | don't know."

The sky grew sullen and cool. Birdstook to the air and flew in confused circles. Dogs barked.
Everywhere Spyder |ooked people stood in the streets, on the docks, or on their own rooftops. They
watched, too, with an uncharacteristic hush.

Slowly, the sky darkened, and the shadows of Sanctuary twisted into strange shapes as ablack disk
crawled across the sun. When it wasfindly in place dl that remained where the sun had beenwasa
flickering blood-red ring.

Spyder was not looking up, however. The placid, amost mirror-smooth surface of the bay held his
attention. It reflected the spectacle in the sky with an uncanny precision. He wondered if anyone else saw
it. Hewondered if Aaliyah noticed.

On the bay was another ring of seaand fire.



Doing the Gods Work

Jody Lynn Nye

"Thank you, heder," the gray-haired woman whispered as the potion took effect. Pel Garwood
straightened hislong back and stood up, taking the empty cup away from her lips.

"That should ease your back for agood week, until the full moon. Y ou can chew thisthen,” heheldup a
twist of green and gold herb strands, "to take away the pain for aday or two. | need the moon to make a
potion that will last you awhole month. | can't cure what ails you, you know. | can only easeit.”

"It'sthe pendty for living solong," Sharheyasaid. "I'm too old to expect miracles. I'm grateful for the
reief.”

"How much?" asked Carzen the sawyer, Sharheyas son-in-law, eyeing the apothecary warily. Pel's mass
of black-and-slver hair and smooth face confused people asto his age, but his calm bedside manner
gave himtheair of asage, too dignified to argue with.

Pdl held up long fingersto count. *Nine padpolsfor today, another for thetwist. A bright silver soldat for
the month-long cure.”

"A soldat! Too much!”

"Pay theman," Sharheya said, her eyes narrowing asif the pain had returned suddenly. Pel knew there
waslittle love lost between histwo visitors, but the widow Sharheya owned the wood and the
lumberyard attached to it that was the family's fortune. If Carzen wished hiswife to be disinherited and all
passing to Sharheyas scholar brother, all Carzen had to do wasinfuriate Sharheyaat the right moment.
Accidents happened, especidly in such adangerous place as asawmill. The woman was dways changing
her will. Pel had beenin and out of it for ayear. He had never cared whether a bequest was forthcoming;
he would have provided care for those who genuindy needed his gift. If he liked them it would cost them
lessthan it cost Carzen. He didn't like Carzen. The man had al the conscience of ascorpion.

"What'sinit?" Carzen asked, peering at the taller man from under his shaggy brown eyebrows.
"Willowbark, dark-well water, cider, poppy, feverfew picked at the new moon, sgandi leef..."

"Sgandi?Y ou mean stinkweed? | could make your potion, for nothing!" Carzen snapped hisfingers
under the healer'snose. "1 could throw those weedsin ajug and save mysdlf the price, aswell asthe
trouble of coming to you."

Pl just raised his sdt-and-pepper eyebrow. "In what proportions would you mix them? Too much of
one thing, not enough of another would be fatal. And do you know the propitious times to gather each
plant? Where to get the most potent weeds?" It had been so long since held been herein hishome city
that thelocd 11sgi—the Wrigglie—didect fet strange and dippery in hismouth. What wasthe
commonplace insulting term they used to one another? Y es, that wasit. "Pay up, pud, or take your
problems home with you. Fair for fair. If you won't pay, then | have no obligation to you. | don't care."
But he did. He could fed the suffering of the people who came to him, and he wanted them whole. His
hand sought out Sharheyas, and held it tightly. All their pain resonated in him. 1t was part of his
punishment, and his sdvation. The old woman gave her son-in-law adisgusted look.

"Pay him and let'sgo home! | don't trust the apprentices to make that rosewood table for Lord Kuklos
without supervison.”

Grumbling, Carzen dug in his scrip. Looking up at Pel after each coin hit the table, he tossed out padpols



one at atime. When he got to nine he started to put his purse away. Sharheya cleared her throat with
meaning, the meaning being that if he didn't move faster she would call for pen and parchment right there.
He put the tenth down for the herb twist, then very dowly produced a soldat. It wasn't very shiny.

"If," Pel let hisvoice interrupt the woodman's movements, "if you'd rather pay mein kind instead of in
cash, | need aroof joit for the rear of my shop.”

"How long?" Carzen asked. Pel pointed up. The wood-smith ran a practiced eye across the ceiling.
"Uhm. Nine yards. Y ou need more than one, pud. All that's holding up your roof is prayer. Y ou need at
least Sixteen.”

"l cant afford them dl a once" Pel said. "I'minno hurry."
"A good joist'll cost you more than one soldat. Four.”
"Two. Add in next month's treetment aswell," Pel offered, as the woodman started to protest.

"You'vegot aded, foreigner,” Carzen said. He spat in hispalm and held out hishand. Pdl grippediit. "I'll
have my boys haul it up." He leered at the gpothecary. "Labor's extra."

"Carzen!"

"It'sdl | expect,” Pel gathered up the money in hisfree hand and tucked it away in hisgpron. "Thank
you." He bowed over Sharheyas hand, a Rankan custom that held picked up from the courtiers of his
more exdted clients. "l wish you hedlthy. If you have need of me, come back at once, or send a

messenge.

Sharheyarose, chuckling. She stretched her back, arching it plea-surably. "1'd best come mysdlf, hedler.
There are not too many boysin our yard who would willingly go running aone up the Avenue of
Temples, no matter what kind of abeating I'd threaten them with for disobeying. Good day to you.
Come, Carzen." She stalked out of the stone building and waited at the Sde of their donkey cart, waiting.
The sawyer followed, ill grumbling.

Pd watched them go, jingling hisearningsin his pocket. The Avenue of Temples might not be everyone's
idea of achoice address, but the muffling qualities of the empty buildingsin between his shop and the next
inhabited structure saved him many an explanation, especidly at night, when guilt stalked him like awolf.

The day he had fled Sanctuary he had never intended to return. The horrors he had left behind were
more than any man's mind could have taken without breaking. The worst was that he was responsible for
someof it.

He had been called Wrath of the Goddess, because hislong reach and swift stride meant that none could
escape him. His emotions ran to extremes, but especidly hisanger. He had beieved with dl hisheart in
the cause of the Mother. Humanity was corrupt, as anyone could see by the plaguesthat it had called
down upon itsaf from the gods. To save it, therefore, required purification, freeing the mortal sphere from
that which angered the divine mother goddess. HEd entered Sanctuary with the others of the Hand,
determined to wipe out the Sain.

But the purge had not gone as he had expected. The Mother had not caused the city and all of
humankind to ascend into anew, pure age. Instead, over the next nine years came more of the corruption
he had always seen before, some of it coming from the very priests he respected, coupled with a
savagery that horrified him. When earlier only the unrighteous were being sought out and destroyed, he'd
been able to accept that. But as the occupation continued, with anyone who held back a padpol or had



an impure thought being considered irretrievably evil, Pel began to doubt. Then he grew frightened. If he
was sugpected of losing faith in the Mother he would be next on the flensing block. He was not afraid to
diefor hisbdliefs, but they were dipping away from him. He waited for a cleansing fireto come down
and consume dl the priestswho were killing indiscriminately, who took offerings from the impure then
killed them anyhow. None came. Sacrificeswere held for no reason. Men and women were bled out for
no other reason than they had angered one of the Hand. Then came the siege by the Irrune. The Servants
of the Mother offered up desperate sacrifices to regain control. His own wife, sster-priest who had
stood beside him when they swore themselvesto Dyaredla, caught the blood fever, and pulled their own
child from the pitsto cast onto the Mother's dtar. The horror of watching their daughter die broke Pel's
mind free. No longer could he widld his knife without thinking that beneath it was some father's son or
daughter.

Then came the schism. Some of the priesthood rose up as the Bleeding Hand, challenging the traditional
children of the Mother with their hideous vision of worship. Naniyawent to the Hand and denounced
him. Abandoned, betrayed and in mourning, Pel renounced his goddess.

Though he had pronounced them in silence, once the words had been said he could no longer remain
with the other worshipers of Dyareda. Their sronghold wasfaling to the Irrune and Lord Molin
Torchholder. Many priests had disappeared underground, ahead of the schism, and more ahead of the
Irruneinvasion. Hetold his mastersthat he was going into hiding, too. They gave him their blessing,
thinking that he would continue secretly to do their bloody work for them. He let them believeit. As soon
as he could, he fled Sanctuary.

Hewent asfar as money would take him, then walked straight off the cart out of the last town into the
countryside. He had no thought as to shelter or food or comfort. If his goddess had abandoned him, he
had no choice |eft but to welcome death. But it didn't want him yet.

The door of his shop creaked open. Pel spun, hand automatically going for the knife he had worn at his
sdefor so many years. It was not there.

"Garwood, how goesthe day?'

The pounding of Pel's heart dowed when he recognized Siggurn, aregular at the Vulgar Unicorn. The
burly man had one hand on the battered, dusty stonelintel asif he needed help standing upright. His
skew-nosed face wore a sheepish look.

"Well, man, are you going to berate me that my jewelweed potion wasn't strong enough?' Pel asked,
feding atouch mischievous.

"Strong enough!" Siggurn sputtered. "Why, it wouldn't go down for threedayd! |... the girlsthought it
was amight funny, though they said | wouldn't pay until it did. After thefirst night they said it was sorcery
and only that Twandan wench, Mimise, would stay with me. | made it worth her while, though. I'm no
chedt."

Pdl did some mentd caculations and let out a hearty laugh, the first hed had in days. "Y ou don't mean to
tell me you took the whole bottle at once? 1 told you, it'sfor aweek'sworth of nights. One mouthful a a
time"

"Youdid! I... well, I got nervous when nothing happened right away." Siggurn rubbed hisnosewith a
knuckle. "1 drank some more of it. Then, bang! And amouthful's not much, isit?'

"It'smeant to beasmall draught,” Pdl said, still chuckling. "Many who've had. .. trouble with potency ...
aren't of amind to drink down agreat mugful when they want to perform.”



The big man looked horrified. "Y ou've asked them about it? Y ou didn't mention me by name, did you?'

"No, no, of course not. When you pay my price you buy my silence aswell. No, these are other men I've
sold the same potion to—and | won't give you their names, either.”

"I wouldn't ask," Siggurn said, relieved. "Only... now I'm going to see Dolange next week, and I've none
left of thefirgt bottle, so... would you?'

"With pleasure,” Pdl said. "Will you wait, or come back?"
Siggurn glanced out of the door. "I'll wait."

The carter sought out a comfortable place to sit. The shop looked like an abandoned mansion more than
agoing business concern, yet Pel had occupied it for severa months. It took time to rebuild a structure
so far dilapidated, and Pel wasin no hurry. Nobody el se wanted it. Except for bored street urchins
shying stones through the cloth he'd stretched over the empty window holes on the street side nobody
ever troubled him. Even in the crowded city of Sanctuary few liked to brave the empty places of worship
on the Avenue of Temples. Thiswas one of the smallest and least ruined, but that was not to say it might
not have been improved by smply tearing it down and building it up again from its foundations. More
than two decades of neglect and some active destruction wrought upon it by the adherents of Dyareda
and, more lately, those of Irrunega, had al but broken the back of a structure meant to last thousands of
years. No one dive remembered that this temple was once dedicated to aminor but necessary 115
goddess named Meshpri, lady of health and healing, sister of great Shipri; and her son Meshnom, patron
of gpothecaries. If they had, they might have consdered it coincidental that a newcomer to Sanctuary
would have cometo set up an herbdist's shop initsruin, but there was no coincidence involved.

The structure was so derdict that not even lovers desperate for privacy would shelter there. The huge
stone blocks comprising the walls had been cracked or shifted by gods-fire, earthquake, explosions and
berserk men with hammers. Asits supports had been attacked the roof decided to add to the debris
below by shedding plagter, tiles and findly shards of wood. But Pel had found the place rdatively
sanitary. Deprived of donations and sacrificesfor years, there was no food to attract insects or vermin,
other than those attracted to the droppings of the birds that nested in the rotting rafters exposed between
broken sections of roof. The weather had pedled the gaudy paint from the walls and made mush out of
precious cedarwood and sandalwood incense boxes next to the rectangular stone altar. That was till in
one piece, though incised dl over its surface with graffiti by youths who dared one another to violate the
haunted precinct. Theair was cold, but after alifetime of fire he was grateful for the chill of nature.

Because the chamber was open to the elements most of Pel's books, tools and equipment had to be
stored in heavy chests underneath braced tiers of stone, to protect them from falling tilesand rain. The
firgt thing Pel had done, after cleaning the building as best he could, wasto bargain with Grabar, theloca
stonemason, to smooth out the surface of the dtar, eight feet long and four feet wide. Ostengibly he
needed it as amixing paette and operating table. Privately Pel intended it to be used for its origina
purpose aswell, though he could not tell the stonecutter that. By order of Irrune law no worship might
take place within the walls of the city. Pel waswilling to risk refreshing the temple, as part of his persond
penance, but in secret. He wasn't stupid, or ready to face the Irrune system of justice. He washed out
Siggurn's bottle with cleansing liquid and sand, then chose amedium-szed mortar and pestle. He knew
ingtantly which among the myriad of bottles, boxes, twists of paper and cloth, bundles of twigs, herbsand
flowersto choose. A little here, alittle there ... he didn't need to look up the formula. It had been only a
few days since hed made it. Imagine drinking aweek's worth of stimulantsin one night! He couldn't stop
himsdf from grinning.

Siggurn propped himsdf up on half alintel stone to watch Pel grind herbsto powder. "Did you hear?' he



asked. "The Bleeding Hand has returned. They were under the Promise of Heaven." Pel's heart froze
within him. He knew that warren well. If they had returned, that would be where they would congregate.
Oh, Meshpri, keep me from their path! Siggurn noticed that his hands had stopped. "Oh, there's nothing
to worry about now," he assured Pdl. "It'sold news. | dunno what you hear, up here dl by yoursdf. The
Dragon’'s men swept them al away a couple of weeks back. They say they got them all. Sewed them into
bundles then stlamped them all to death under horses hooves." Siggurn stopped to swallow. "I

didn't seeit mysdlf, but Dolange's brother servesin the city guard. He said there wasn't one man there
who didn't puke his guts out at the sight. Y ou'd have done the same.”

"Likely | would," Pel said, at the same time wondering if he would. HEd seen and done worse as apriest
of Dyareda. Hewas grimly thankful. In his newfound faith he couldn't rgoicein the pain and death of
others, but it relieved him to know he wouldn't have to face any of hisformer cohorts.

"Y ou never saw what the Hand wreaked upon this city,” Siggurd said frankly. "I lost friends, families,
loved ones. | was even sorry to see my enemies go to them. It was aterror you couldn't believe. Y our
thoughts weren't your own."

"Arethey ever?' Pel asked softly. He reached for a beaker of water. No, not the well water collected in
the waning moon—that was to reduce swellings and injuries. The other beaker, that one with thelong
neck, of running spring water gathered up under the waxing moon. That wasfor growing and increase.
He splashed some into the mortar and dribbled a pinch of jewelweed powder into the mix. Not too
much.

Siggurn watched him work with interest. Y ou don't make fun of me for my problem. Why not?"
"Why should I'?" Pel asked.

"Well, the other healers won't do athing for me. The herb woman in Prytanis Street said there's people
gplenty with genuine aillments. The last thing she wants to spend her skill concocting for isan erection.”

Pdl shrugged. "1 don't mind what anyone asksfor, provided they can pay, and they take respongbility for
what they do with it. If it puts your body or your mind at ease, S0 long as you do no harm to others, |
have no reason to refuse. | serve.” He glanced up at the ruined ceiling. Siggurn's gaze followed his.

"Better not talk that way where anyone else can seeyou," the carter warned.

The apothecary started. It had just seemed natural to want to pray at that moment. He'd forgotten the
pendlty, just like that. It was aquick way to get a beating, or catch his death of soldiers. 'l wasjust
wondering how you wished to pay thistime."

Siggurn shook hisbig head. "Can't afford it twice so soon. All right, | wasafrogging idiot. The tavern
girlshad agood joke on me. How much do you want? I'll raiseit somehow, but | haven't got dl of it right

Pd et one of his sat-and-pepper eyebrows go up. “"Will you trade labor for your potion?”
Sggurn's shaggy brows matched his. "Doing what?'
Pdl smiled. "Ever put in aroof joig?'

Theremotellsgi village into which he wandered |ate at night on the last day he thought heid live had only
about twelve houses made of wattle and daub, set in along ova about the market place and grazing
green. Itswedth wasin itsgoats. Pel didn't know any of that when he arrived there. At theend of his



strength, too afraid of what he was fleeing to think about where he was going, he collgpsed at the gate of
one of the houses.

If the old man who found him wondered about the unconscious heap of black cloak hefound at his
doorstep, or about the heavy tattoos all over the body within or the red stain that covered the arms from
elbow to fingertip, he never asked. That was the first gift Loprin gave Pel. He did not push to hear his
vigtor's name, tae, nor even hisvoice. A blessing, Pel dways thought, because he could not have
spoken. The second gift was abowl of soup, then ablanket and aplace to stay. Pel kept count of the
gifts. They werethefirst he had received from outside the sect of the Chaos Goddess since hewasa
child. He had to fight hisimpulse to refuse them, coming asthey did from aheathen. Herecalled that he,
too, was now a hesthen.

The old man seemed happy for company. He didn't insst that Pel participate in his prayers or do chores
or even talk to him. Food and shelter came with no obligation, something that Pel had never experienced
before. Loprin let him St againgt the wall with an eye on the door, making sure he was warm enough, dry
enough, fed enough, as he went about his daily chores and devotions.

Loprin worshiped Meshpri the Heder. The image on the polished stone dtar wasthat of adender
girl-woman whose mouth was set firm but whose kind, intelligent eyes, older than time, promised mercy.
In her lgp was a baby toying with abranch of lignum vitae: Meshnom. Loprin prayed especialy during
difficult cases. He sacrificed medicines, money, tools and offerings from his patients. The ingredients that
went into his medicineswere smple: herbs, water or liquor, minerals, bark, but it was thetiming of the
gatherings, the precision of his actions and ingtructions, and the deep faith he had in his god that made
Loprin asuccessful hedler. Pel was partly of 11sig descent, partly not, the usua mongrel mix of
Sanctuary's genera population. He wondered if Meshpri or her lover-son Meshnom would listen to the
pleas of aformer murderer and torturer.

Repose and the lack of obligation alowed Pd to take timeto think, and hea on hisown. After afew
weeks of having the blood taint out of hisnostrils, Pel began to do choresfor Loprin, rising beforethe
dawn to draw water and light the fire. Because his appearance would have been remarked upon, he
wore his enveloping cloak and gloves any time he went outside. During the day he cleaned and swept
and cooked their smple meals. At night he followed L oprin'sinstructions on where to hunt for certain
herbs and when to gather water from the streams and wells. After two months he found his voice again.
Loprin seemed delighted he had decided to speak. Sensing that Pel didn't want to talk about what had
driven him so far into the country, Loprin discussed his craft. He explained the names of dl the plants he
used: what their purposes were; when in the month, or even the year, one might be used, and how much
of adoseto usefor what ailments. Pel wasinterested init dl, but listened most closdly to thelast.
Adherents of Dyaredla abhorred the use of poison. Pel might have regjected everything €l se the Chaos
Goddess stood for, but he felt strongly about that. They talked about the foibles of Loprin's patients, the
difficulty of some trestments, and how each bore his suffering and recovery. The old man had
respongbility for the well-being of every living creature around him, much like agod, but he boreit with
humility. Pel respected that. Hearing about the problems of otherswas hedling in itsdlf. Listening to
Loprin talk he found he cared about the people as much as his mentor did. He wanted them to live and
prosper, with al their faultsintact that made them so human. He rediscovered compassion, a sense of
humor, and a sense of purpose.

Five months after he had arrived, he asked Loprin to take him as a pupil.

For the firgt time the old man held back immediate affirmation. "Thisisaserious thing you ask me," he
told Pdl. "The most important thing isto harm no one. If apatient isgoing to die, hewill die. You can
easehisgoing, if itishiswish. That ismercy. For therest, do your best and trust in Meshpri. There will



aways be those who blame you for the loss of aloved one, but if you are honest they will understand you
could did al you could.”

He stayed with Loprin for severa years, learning the old man's craft. He had discovered life-oriented
godsto whom hefelt he could honestly devote himself, but asit had been Meshpri who had led him to his
new life, Pel gave her the greatest devotion. He had traded one goddess for another, and never regretted
it for amoment.

AsLoprin's apprentice the villagers had accepted his care, but he knew the robe, mask and gloves
frightened them. They needed to see ahuman face, see human hands giving to them. Hewanted to rid
himself of the marks of Dyaredathat covered his entire body, including his scap. For that, Loprin
explained, they had to turn to the gods. Still not judging, but with atwinkle in those kind old eyes, he

began preparations.

Shaved as bare as anewborn, he lay on Meshpri's dtar in the light of the new moon. Every tattoo, every
word and number, every sacred whorl and scroll stood out in the silver light. Thered on his hands
glimmered like blood. The potion Loprin poured into his na-vel had taken many monthsto prepare. It
was cold. Pdl fdt himsdlf divided into three people: the one on the dtar reaching out to his new goddess
and taking everything very serioudy, the watcher standing back and trying to save dl these strange
sensations and thoughts for later, and the little boy, stifled for so long, who wanted to giggle at the whole
process.

"Beasanewborn,” the healer had intoned. "Unmarked, untouched, at the beginning of your life once
more. Clear your heart of what went before. Aswithout, so dso within."

Then the pain had begun.

"Y ou should've froggin' asked meto comefirg,” the large young man said to Pdl, not for thefirst time, as
he dodged afaling tile. It crashed on the floor between their feet. In spite of the cold of the day hewas
swesting, having just hauled in half acart of stone blocks. He raised his voice to shout above the noises
of sawing, hammering and talking, the busy sounds of fifteen other people who were present on an
Anensday to work off their medical bills.

"Shoring up those pillars, resetting the walls—those ought to be done before anything on the gods cursed
roof!"

"Sorry," Pdl said, brushing fragments off the front of histunic. "I don't know anything about construction.
| can have them all stop what they're doing and help you instead.”

"Why in the froggin' hell didn't you ask Carzen?' Cauvin asked, pointing to the woodman, who was
gtanding near awall with hisarmsfolded. "He couldve told you the same.”

Hewanted Pel to make afool of himsdlf, the gpothecary thought, haf-humoroudy. "He said |abor's extra.
| guessthat included advice, too."

Cauvin spat, but he grinned, too. He knew Carzen well. "I won't charge extrafor getting these puds
workin', but Grabar wants paying for his stone. He says the deep remedy didn't froggin' work!"

"It was one of two possible curesfor the symptoms he described,” Pel explained. "L oud snoring, sudden
wakefulness, feding like he's choking in his dreams, and so on. One condition's more dangerous than the
other. | hoped it wasn't that. I'll send the other potion with you today.”

"If it worksthe dedl's on, but if not, you'll have to come up with the soldats," Cauvin said, folding his



mesty arms. Pel nodded humbly.

"Done." Pd fdt like agtripling beside the stonecutter. Because of his skin-renewal they looked to be
about the same age, but Pel knew he was a good ten years older then Cauvin. Though the stoneyard put
out that Cauvin wastheir long-lost son, Pel knew better. In fact, the man who had been the priest Wrath
remembered when the Servants had dragged Cauvin in from the streets and dropped himin the pits. The
boy had been big for hisage, and in trouble alot of the time. What a scrapper he'd been even then,
determined to survivein the hell in which the adults had trapped him. Pel had had to haul him out for
punishment once when aboy had died. The others had blamed Cauvin, but the other had been far larger
and had fewer marks on him.

Thank al chance Cauvin didn't seem to remember him. To grow up so well, to become arespected man
in this disrespectful town, was an achievement, twice so coming from such disadvantages. Pdl rejoiced
for him that he'd found a good sponsor, as good as Loprin had been for him.

"Friends!" he shouted. He picked up a mixing paddie and banged it on the dtar to get everyone's
attention. "Stop! There'sa changein plan. Stop what you're doing and come down. Master Cauvin will
tell you what to do."

With acurt nod to the apothecary the stonemason turned to his new workforce. Pel went back to his
brazier, where a huge jug of water was brewing for tea. Some of the visitors had hinted that beer or
liquor would have been more welcome, but there was no chance Pel was | etting someone climb to the
forty-foot celling with a skinful. Just in case of accident, he had prepared aload of bandages and salves.
There was food, though. He'd asked the people who couldn't work to bring things to eat for the workers.
A few of them had shirked it, like Ma Sagli, who'd brought half a dozen biscuitsand called it her share.
Pel was holding hisire until the next time she camein looking for her phlegm medicine. Others, like
Chersey, the money-changer's wife, brought in abig basket of mest rolls, far more than she owed for the
vid of flux medicine she had needed for her youngest. She was kegping one eye on the comestibles and
the other on her two small children, who were playing with the scraps of wood near his herb baskets. A
few others had come to watch the congtruction, huddles of blankets safely out of the way of the workers.

The place would be very fine when it was finished. He hoped the goddess would be happy with her
refurbished temple. Every padpol Pel didn't usefor food or the raw materials for his medicines was put
onto the dtar as offerings to be used toward remaking the goddess's house. He had sixteen strong new
joists, some blocks of stone, and waterproof cloth that would go up on top until he could afford the right
enameled copper tilesfor the roof. That could take years, money being what it wasn't.

Thiswasthethird workday that Pel had organized. Thefirst was only a couple of months after he had
returned to Sanctuary. Theidea had come about because hard currency seemed to bein such short
supply everywhere. If the Rankan lords had plenty of money, they weren't spending it in the city. Nearly
all businesses but the taverns were taking some of their pay in trade. What Pel needed more than
anything was helping hands. Meshpri's temple needed to be restored, but before that could occur al the
rubbish that had accumulated needed to be cleared out and the building shored up so he could livein it
without fearing for hislife. In spite of hisrguvenation by Loprin, Pel could neither move stone blocks nor
hammer up buttresses by himself. Hetried to be asfair as he could in estimating the vaue of his services,
but quickly discovered that any man who didn't add a hundred or even three hundred percent onto the
base cost was afool, and an exhausted and resentful one at that. Hed ended up doing most of the
hauling himsdif.

The second time he had grown wiser. Requiring hard [abor or hard cash kept the idly curious from trying
out potionsfor the fun of it. Having everyone come on the same day served severa purposes. fird, it
amassed the necessary manpower for the work. Second, it showed each patient he was not being singled



out by Pel, and let some of them fedl they'd gotten away cheap not having to fork over coin. Third, it
brought people together in a cooperative effort of creation. Sanctuary needed hedling. Even after the
passage of years the place wasfilled with hidden wounds. The act of building up instead of tearing down
was important to Pel not only actually, but spiritualy. Hed been responsible for some of those wounds.
He was ashamed to have run away instead of helping to hed them. His practica common sense butted in
again to remind him that if held stayed he would have been killed, accomplishing nothing.

He scratched his head. It took six months from the day Loprm performed Meshpri's rite upon him until al
his tattoos and scars had faded away forever, but where the crazy designs had crossed his scalp, his hair
had grown in white instead of black. He wore his hair long so no one could distinguish the pattern.

He looked up at the cold, blue sky through the rafters, now cleared of plaster and tile. When hefled he
thought he/d never be coming back. Loprin had been histeacher for five years, then the old man had
takenill. Pel nursed him devotedly, but Loprin'stime had come. He was content to go to his god.

When the old man died Pdl taken his place asvillage hedler. The forty villagers had cometo like him and
accept him. He was content there for atime, but he missed his benefactor. Then, to his deep surprise, he
redized that he missed the city. Loprin had taught him nothing worthwhile was ever achieved in ahurry.
Pel had taken an apprentice: Taurin, the weaver's son, and taught the quick-eyed lad as much of his
master's skills as he could. After four years the boy had encompassed dl Pel could give him. With the
purpose that had been lacking when held staggered into the village, he strode out, a new man inside and
out, thanks to Meshpri and her servant Loprin. That'swhat he intended for thistemple, to makeit new
ingde and out. To finance it he made it known held sall any kind of philtre or potion to anyone who
wanted it, regardless of its use. Poisons he would not make, claiming the ingredients were too hard to
come by, disappointing alot of disgruntled in-laws and would-be heirs who thought that an easy means
had come their way of digposing of inconvenient relatives. On the other hand, love potions enjoyed a
vogue, as did mixtures for enhancing eyesight and coordination. His reputation for giving the customers
exactly what they wanted helped build hisbusiness up in ahurry. Men and women came from dl over
Sanctuary and outside, usually furtively wrapped up in cloaks, seeking their hearts desire. Pel enjoyediit.
Making "elective" potionsthat hurt no one and made others happy gave him something to amuse himself
while waiting for genuine patients to seek him out. And those came. And here they were.

"Siggurn!" Cauvin shouted, sanding on ascaffold high againgt the east wall. " Get that up right now!" The
carter looked up from the barrel of mortar he was mixing to glare at Pel. The healer chuckled, but he
lifted his handsto the shoulders, trying to school hisface into innocent lines. Not his doing. Just abad
choice of words. Purdly coincidence. But it was amusing to see the way the big man's face turned scarlet
asif hefeared his secret was out.

"Froggin’ hell, hurry, pud! I'm bursting my froggin’ back holding this block up until you get that froggin’
mortar up here! Moveit!"

Siggurn, now understanding the mistake, legped to haul abucket of cement up the ladder to the impatient
stonemason. Pel couldn't stop laughing. Oh, if people knew what he knew! But he would never tell. He
had too many secrets of hisown to keep.

"Hedler," avoice whigpered to him. Pel glanced down at one of the blanket-wrapped hegps near the
brazier.

"Yes?' heasked.

A gloved hand reached out of the mass of cloth to beckon to him. He could see nothing of the face. It
was hooded by the heavy wool blanket. Good fabric, too, without asingle patch or caught thread. Had a



wedlthy patron come here seeking his attention in the guise of a curious onlooker? Everyone knew the
date of Pd's latest workday. Why, a handful of people who owed him had made a point of being out of
the city today. Why shouldn't someone who wanted to see him come along?

"How may | serve?' Pel asked, crouching down.
"I hear you make the jewelweed potion.”

"Yes | do."

"l need some.”

"For yoursdf?'

"Yes..." the breath came out in ahiss. "There aren't enough children in Sanctuary. | am caled to make
some. | cannot... try."

Icy fingers crawled along Pel's back. The way the huddled figure phrased his words darmed him.
"What about. .. the mother?' he asked, very dowly.

"Ahh... soit'strue" the voice bresthed. The hand curled until the forefinger was pointing at histemple. A
familiar gesture, one Pel hadn't seen in adecade. His heart contracted with fear. Assurdly asif he had
torn it away to look, he knew the cloak concealed a body marked with red stain and tattoos. It came
rushing back to him that he had told hisformer masters that he was going underground. He hadn't meant
it then. He was even more determined now not to return.

"No!" Pel dmost shouted. "I mean, you are sure the mother can have children? Is she old enough?*

"They aredl old enough. My body will not obey the Mother's command.” Now Pel could distinctly hear
the capitd |etter.

"Ah, you must be an Irrune, Sr," Pdl said, carefully, still with hisvoicelow enough so only the gloved
visitor could hear, though he was tempted to shout out to the nearby crowd of big burly men with
hammersand chisds, There'sa Dyareelan here! Kill him! "We poor Ilsig only take onewife. So... you
cannot raise your sword? Isthat the help you wish from me?”

"Yes. Assoon asposshle”

"The potion takes but ashort timeto prepare, but | cannot do my work with so much dust in the air.
Would you return tomorrow?"

"That will do," the blanket inclined its head. "After dark. | do not wish to advertisemy... problem. Or my
presence.”

"Asyou wish," Pd said. "Many of my patients prefer to be discreet about seeing me. That meansyoull
be paying in cash, then? Otherwise, you'll bejoining these," he gestured at the workers, "next workday."

"Heder!" Cauvin shouted at that moment. Do you want thisfroggin' pillar replaced with wood or stone?”

Pdl started toward him automaticaly, then turned to look back toward the heap of blankets. It was not
there. A shadowed shape was dipping out of the door. HE'd been too surprised to take action; now it
wastoo late. With an act of will he went to listen to an argument between Cauvin and Carzen.



The ringing of hammers and voices had long since died away. Pel huddled near the last orange embers of
hisbrazier, donein the echoing temple ruin. Night had fallen, and with it came amiserable, frosty drizzle.
Sanctuary had always had terrible weather, Pel reflected. It had gotten worse since he had returned. The
night was bitterly cold, but at least now therain didn't come through the roof. The cloth could hold for a
good long time, perhaps until another owner cameto clam Meshpri'stemple. The building would not fal
down, thanksto Cauvin and Pel's other patients. It could house another servant of the healing god, one
who would carry on the task of helping to heal Sanctuary ...

Vigonsof hisformer life came rushing back to him: the dean-sings, the sacrifices, the dismd pitsfull of
miserable children, and lastly the triumphant, mad look on hiswife's face when she showed him the body
of their daughter with the heart torn from it. No! He dammed his open hand down on the altar. Hewould
not run away. Dyaredds priest couldn't have recognized him as Wrath. But there were other Servants
hidden throughout the empire. Even if the man did not know him, he could think he was one of the others
who'd gone underground.

But the important thing was that he knew the hooded visitor as a priest of the Bleeding Hand. Arizak had
not, then, wiped out the entire warren. Like acancer, the cult was growing back again somewherein
Sanctuary, and Pel might be the only one who knew it.

Hisvigtor must be gathering new devotees, probably street children. By what he'd told Pel there were

certainly afew girls old enough to bear, but no boys old enough to impregnate them, leaving him asthe
only onewho could do the deed. That meant the cell was smdll as of yet. Thank al chancefor that. But
the priest was impotent. And so he had cometo Pdl.

What adilemmahewasin! His conscience wouldn't et the priest beget more babiesto become ns
or die as sacrifices, yet he must give the man what he asked for. What could he do? Lessthan afull day
from that moment, just after nightfdl, the priest would return for hisjewelweed potion. Pel could go to the
palace and bring guards to wait here with him, to capture the man. But if he did, the man would denounce
him asaformer Servant. Pel could not hide the truth from his questioners. He and the other would both
die, trampled by aherd of horses. He could—he had to sted himsdlf just to think the thought—he could
kill the priest. He'd kept his skills honed sharp all these years. But the man might not arrive aone. There
was a chance hed miss at least one defender, and hislife here would be over, one way or another. And if
he succeeded, there'd be the question of what to do with the body.

What was he thinking? Pel paced around and around the brazier, now filled with cold ashes. Hewas a
hedler now, a servant of Mesh-pri! He couldn't spill unjust blood. He'd have to answer to his goddess
oneday. Poison... no! Absolutely not. Never.

Pdl thought hard. There must be asolution that would serve both his oath and his patient. He had no
good reason to refuse to make the potion. He'd promised. But the Hand couldn't be permitted to sire
more innocent children. No more babies must be born into the hell held survived. He just couldn't bring
himsdlf to kill in cold blood, even for them.

A thought struck him, so hard he stopped dead in the dark. What had he promised? He felt the dow
smile spread over hisface. Y es, that was the solution! He could keep hisword. Hastily hefelt hisway
back to the dltar, and scrabbled with sengitive fingertips until he found histinder and flint. Striking ahasty
light, he began to gather up bundles of herbs, piling them on Meshpri'sdtar.

The buildings on the Avenue of Templeswere reputed to be haunted. Anyone passing by the ancient
shrineto Meshpri late that night would have heard the banshee cackling of restless spirits and hurried
hometo lock their doors.



Night had just drawn its cloak over Sanctuary when the hooded visitor returned to the apothecary shop.
Pdl had been waiting impatiently dl day. Unable to think about anything but the impending meeting, he
couldn't trust himself to mix medicines, lest he make an error that might prove fatal. Instead, he set himsalf
the backbreaking task of cleaning up after his conscripted workforce. The bristles of hisbroom were at
least a handspan shorter than they'd started out that morning, so vigorous was he in sweeping. He had
just bent to brush up a panful of stone dust, when the low voice came dmost at his elbow.

"Heder?'

Pd jerked bolt upright. The pan flew out of hishands, scattering the dust dl over. Y ou're here!" he
exclamed.

"l am. Isit ready?"'

"Yes, itis" P said, knowing he was babbling. "Thisway. It's ready. Seven uses worth for one soldat. If
you need more, | can makeit. Any time."

Trying to keep his hands from shaking, he took the small bottle out from under the dtar and placed it
before the visitor. No gloved hand reached out to takeit.

"Tagteit," the vistor commanded.
"What?' Pel asked. Hetried to peer under the hood to see his visitor's eyes, but it was too deep.
"I do not know you. There are poisonersin thiscity. Tasteit.”

"But I'll..." Pel began. Never mind. He picked up the bottle and uncorked it. With aglance at the door,
Pdl took amouthful of the potion. He swallowed.

There was no way to disguise the effects of the jewelweed potion. They were immediate and long lasting.
His member sprang againgt theinsde of histrousers. Pel fdt his cheeks burn. He hadn't had this sudden
an erection since he'd been aboy just reaching puberty. It amost hurt. The hood appeared to study the
reection with intellectua interest. Pel thought he would die of shame.

"Satisfactory,” the visitor said. Heflicked his hand, and a soldat bounced on the stone table. With a
sweep of the enveloping black deeve, the small bottle disappeared. "I will be back for more when |
requireit.”

"Welcome, I'm sure," Pdl gritted, wishing heid go.

Thevistor laid agloved hand on hisarm for thanks. "Y ou serve one greater than yourself." The cloak
swirled out of the door, and Pl relaxed. Or tried to. It was going to be a couple of hours until things...
camed down.

He hadn't foreseen having to test the potion for the visitor, but it was unimportant. Pel never intended to
greachild again. The potion would do exactly what he had promised the visitor it would: alow him to
mate with his new priestesses. Pel had not promised that it would alow him to sire children on them.
He'd made the potion exactly as he dways did, but added a specid ingredient, arare herb only found
near graves and barrows. The priest might be full of new vigor and potency, but empty of seed. If he
finished the entire via, which Pel had no doubt whatever he would, he'd never be ableto Sire another as
long ashelived.

The vigtor wasright: Pel did serve one greater than himsdf. Meshpri, and her son, would surdly forgive
theliberty, but it was dl in the cause of saving lives. Babies who were never conceived would never die.



TheRed Lucky

Lynn Abbey

Bezulshash, better known as Bezul the changer, awoke to the honking of twenty outraged geese and a
dream that something had struck the front door of hisfamily's establishment at the nether end of Wriggle
Way, deep in the Shambles quarter of Sanctuary.

"Bez?' hiswife, Chersey, whispered. "Bez, are you awake?"

"l am," he assured her, despite the absurdity of the question: Nothing on Wriggle Way could degp once
the geese got going.

They both shucked their blankets. Barefoot, Chersey hurried to their children, four-year-old Ayse, and
her little brother, Lesimar, both beginning to howl from the cradle they shared. Bezul spared the extra
moment to find his boots and the antique, iron-headed mace he kept handy beside the master bed.

He was tiptoeing down the pitch-dark stairway when a patch of light appeared on the landing behind him.
"Bezul?' awoman asked, her voice gone deep with age. "Isthat you?"

"Itis, Mother." Bezul spoke loudly; the geese were il in high dudgeon. "I heard a sirike against the
door. I'm sureit's nothing, but I've got the club. Shut the door and go back to bed whereit'swarm.”

By the lingering light, Gedozia did neither. The stairway shuddered benesath her unsteady footfdls.
"Mother—"

"It'sthem,” she declared. "It'sthem cometo sted what's|eft. Mind the shadows, your father says.
They'rewaiting in the shadows. They came back. Came back with the bloody moon!™

Gedozias body frequently awoke long before her mind. Her husband, for whom Bezul had been named,
had been dead these |ast eighteen years, avictim of gpoplexy, directly, and the Bloody Hand, indirectly.
Gedozia had never recovered from his desth. She was easier to deal with, though, when she was
dream-addled. By the light of day, shelived on bitter teaand nostdgia

"I'll mind," Bezul said. "Y ou get back to bed, Mother.”

Shedidn't, but the light from her lamp made it eesier to shove through the geese milling at the foot of the
gtairs and find the door latch. Bezul trod precisaly on afloorboard, engaging awell-oiled mechanism. A
wooden post, barely ankle-high but stout and kiln-hardened, rose silently out of the floor a handspan
away from the jamb. The post would halt the door's opening—for a heartbest or two—in the event
thieveswere waiting on the other sde. Bezul lifted the latch; the heavy door swung on its hinges and
thumped against the post.

The dice of Wriggle Way visible through the partidly opened door was empty savefor the graying
shadows of early dawn.

"Who'sthere?' Bezul caled, hisvoice atrifle quavery.

Silence. Bezul noticed apaelump near the threshold. He thought of the noise hed remembered and bent
to retrieve the object. The geese attacked hislegs as he did. The birds were better than any dog when it
came to watching a place, but they were completely untrain-able and never did learn the difference
between owners and invaders. Bezul swatted the nearest beak and, with his arms flapping wider than



their wings, shooed them from the doorway. The birds retrested, noisier than ever. They'd be lucky if
slence returned before sun-up.

"What isit?' Chersey cdled from thetop of the sairway. She had alamp in one hand, awailing Lesmar
tucked in the other arm, and Ayse clinging to her drab bed-gown.

"A piece of cloth knotted around a stone. Someone's sent us a message.”

Bezul picked casudly at the knots. They were wdl-tied with oiled cord and held tight againgt his
curiogity. He waded through the geese to the counter at the heart of the changing house. Chersey was
beside him, lamp and children in hand, when he laid the wrapped fist-szed stone down for closer
examingtion.

"So, what's the message?' Gedozia asked from hafway down the stairs.

The geese nipped at Ayse who shrieked louder than al the birds together. Happing and honking and
shedding shite, the birds waddled into the maze of shelves and niches where the more valuable and
vulnerable portion of the changing house's stock was stored. It would take the luck of Shalpa, god of
thieves, to get the flock penned up before they opened for business, but Bezul couldn't worry about that
yet. He couldn't get the knots loose, either.

Chersey deposited Lesimar on the counter and put his till-shrieking sister beside him. When aquick
pass with the lamp failed to show any bloody nips on thelittle girl's flesh, Chersey took the stone from
her husband's hands.

"What's the message?' Gedozia repegated from the other side of the counter. She did her lamp beside
Chersey's.

Chersey's dender, agile fingerstraced aloosening path dong the cord and the length of it fdll to the
counter.

"It'sjust cloth," Bezul observed, more than alittle puzzled.

"Sawn cloth," Gedozia corrected. "Giveit here" she demanded and snatched it before her
daughter-in-law could obey. "The hem torn off ashirt," she concluded.

"Maybe theréswriting on it?' Bezul reached for the cloth.

Gedoziawouldn't relinquish her treasure. She rubbed the seam between her fingers and held it closeto
her eyes. Bezul could see enough of the fabric to know there were no marks uponiit.

"What manner of mess—?" hed begun when Gedoziaye ped and the cloth fell from her fingers.
"Mother?'

"Perrez," she croaked, alook of sheer panic forming on her face. "Perrez! O, my husband, they've taken
our son! They'vetaken Perrez at lagt! It wasdl for nothing! All for nothing!™

Perrez, the last member of the household, was Bezul's much younger brother, his mother's favorite son,
and aman who put more effort into avoiding work than into finishing it. He called himsdf ascholar, which
wasn't an utter lie. There wasn't amusty manuscript in the changing house—in al of Sanctuary—that
Perrez hadn't memorized in his relentless quest for treasure maps and clues. Perrez hadn't been around
when Bezul closed up for the night, but scholars didn't keep workingmen's hours; scholars needed the
excitement only atavern could provide.



Chersey fetched up the cloth and met Bezul's eyes with aworried frown.
"It'shis" she confirmed.

"How can you be sure?!

"Marking gtitches—"

"My gitches My son!" Gedoziawailed, setting off the children and the geese.

Chersey squared her fingers over a pattern of dark-thread crosses embroidered into the cloth. "The
laundresses use these to sort their work. Most of them can't read, you know, and one white shirt looks
like another."

Home-brewed soap and awooden tub set up behind the changing house weren't good enough for
Perrez's shirts. Oh no—his shirts went clear across the city to awoman in the Tween who dosed them
with bleach and blueing for two padpols apiece. It wasn't that Bezul begrudged the padpols.
Appearances were important in a changing house. Though the bulk of their business came from ordinary
folk, the bulk of their profit came from the aristocrat trades that Perrez brokered. High-colored,
handsome Perrez showed off ableached, blued shirt far better than Bezul, who took after hisfather'ssde
of thefamily, ever could. But Perrez would swear and swear again that the laundress was abeldam liar
when she cameto collect her fee, when it was Perrez who lied as eadily asthe sun sparkled on the sea.

And now, abit of Perrez's shirt had been thrown againgt the changing-house door.

What to make of it? Bezul wondered amid the cacophony. He lined up the cloth, cord, and stone on the
counter. "They've taken him!" Gedozia keened. "They took him while you were degping!”

Bezul flinched. Short of tying Perrez to the bedpost, there was no way to keep him completely out of
trouble and, by the thousand eyes of Father 1ls, there was no convincing Gedozia that her most precious
son drank and gambled hisway into onetight corner after another.

Bezul had dreaded this night—had seen it coming for years. His heart was cold as he spun the cord
between hisfingers. Severa moments passed before he noticed the sheen on hisfingertips. Holding the
cord to hisnose, Bezul inhaled deeply. Fishall... sdt... wrack... the Swamp of Night Secrets on thefar
sde of the White Fod River. Heraised hiseyesto meet hiswife's.

They'd married young, in the depths of the Dyareelan Troubles, and waited fifteen yearsto start afamily
of their own. That had given them the timeto learn each other'sways. Bezul didn't haveto say aword,
nor did Chersey. Shekissed Lesimar lightly on the forehead, took the lamp, and disappeared into the
warrens. The geese honked and flapped as she passed.

"What was that about?" Gedozia demanded when she was alone with her elder son.
"Good chance you'e right about Perrez. Did he happen to tell you where held be last night?*

Gedozia pursed her lipstight and shook her head. By those gestures, Bezul recognized alie. He could
badger the truth out of her, but Chersey was dready returning.

"No sign of him among the manuscripts,” she admitted, "and the latch to hisroom is drawn from the
indde"

Meaning Perrez had | eft the changing house through his private entrance and had expected to return the
sameway. Even Gedozia could grasp the implications of that. Her lips worked silently. The bond



between his mother and her lastborn child was nothing Bezul could understand; its strength brought out
the worst in both of them.

"Whoever's got him, he sent usamessage," Bezul mused aoud. "He wants something. .. wantsto
exchange something. That'swhat we're herefor, isn't it? Setting values, brokering exchanges. Getting
Perrez out of trouble... again." Bezul was mildly astonished by his own lack of panic or despair. "Put the
teaon, Chersey, and keep it hot. Sun's nearly up—Ammen and Jopze will be along soon to keep an eye
on thingswhilelI'm gone™

By training and temperament, Jopze and Ammen were soldiers. Imperia soldiers. They said they'd
served ther termsin the unsettled northern reaches of the crumbling Rankan Empire and that, five years
ago, they'd decided to retire in Sanctuary because it was a quieter place these days. Bezul imagined there
was more to the story; he didn't pressfor details. The pair could have joined the city guard, maybe
commanded it, but between them they'd had six children when they arrived and at least a dozen children
now. They did better siwapping time for shoes, cloaks, and other household goods at the changing house
than they'd have in the barracks.

Without comment, Chersey lowered her eyes. Shelifted the children off the counter and herded them
toward the kitchen where geese and Gedozia were forbidden. Bezul locked stareswith his mother, fairly
defying her to wish himwell or warn him to be careful.

"It'snot hisfault," Gedoziasaid ingtead. "Thisisn't what your father meant for him..." She caught
hersalf—"For either of you—" but the correction, as aways, cametoo late.

"Y ou've done him no favors, Mather, reminding him every day."

Bezul was angry to the bone, but what good was anger in afamily that the Hand had broken? Someday
Bezul feared he might lose control and ask how hisfather had truly died. And where would he beiif his
mother told him the truth? No closer to hisfather, that much was sure.

The eastern sky had taken a sunrise glow when Bezul strode onto Wriggle Way. Hewas dressed as
befitted hisstation in life: plainer than the best of Sanctuary, but better than most in homespun breeches,
loosdly fitted boots, alinen shirt and abit of Chersey's fancy work on hishaf-deeve coat. HEd Ieft his
cloak behind. It had been awarm winter thus far—no appreciable snow and very little ice—and though
theair was chillier thismorning than it had been for amonth, Bezul believed in the sun. He believed in the
short-bladed knife sheathed at hiswai<t, too, and another, longer knife tucked into aboot top. The latter
was aweapon, not atool, and hed made good use of it once or twice, though no one would mistake
Bezul the changer for afighting man.

Therewere 9gnsof life dl around—Wriggle Way was aworkman's street and workers rose before the
sun in winter—but no strangers. Bezul dug the cord, the stone, and the cloth out of his scrip. He held
them out for anyone to see. People hailed him left and right—the master of the changing house was
known to nearly everyone in the Shambles—but no one noticed the cord, not in the quarter, nor on the
Wideway where the wharves were empty, the tide was out, and the air smelled like the cord dangling
from hisleft hand.

From the Wideway, Bezul headed northwest, toward the bazaar and past streets that would have him
quickly back to the changing house, had he been returning home. Toward the raw, knocked-together
tournament stands aswell. Perrez, that epicure of rumor, claimed that both Ranke and I1sig had put up
the gold and silver to host afirst-blood tournament—short of the old gladiator matchesthe Vigeesclan
used to run in the Hill, when it was till the estate quarter. If Bezul believed Perrez, Sanctuary's
importance in the minds of kings and emperorswas growing daily. If Bezul were ever fool enough to



bdlieve his brother.

What Bezul did believe wasthat his brother's great scholarly talents were currently being employed as
oddsmaker and bookkeeper for scores of ordinary folk who were squandering their savings on one
dudist or another. Bezul didn't care atinker's damn who won the tournament; hed made a point of
ignoring it, even forbidding Jopze and Ammen—inveterate gamblers, like dl career soldiers—to mention
it insde the changing house. Time enough for that when the tournament was over, debts were due, and
the loserstrooped into the changing house to sell their clothes, their tools, anything short of their wives
and children.

Bezul reminded himself he needed to vist the palace soon to do some changing himsdlf: asack of their
vauable, but dow-moving, jewesin exchange for achest or two of Sanctuary's near-worthless shaboozh
for cutting into padpals.

He came to the footbridge below the bazaar that connected the Shambles with the fishermen's quarter
where knotted, oiled nets hung by the armful over every fence and wall. The bridge-keeper held out his
hand for a padpol. Bezul dug the smallest, blackest bit of pot-meta from his scrip and crossed the
footbridge, holding his breath againgt the stench rising from the midden ditch beneath.

The men and women who crewed Sanctuary's fishing fleet lived by the tides, not the sun. Their boats
were out aad had |eft their moorings long before the stone thumped against the changing house door. But
there were other waysto harvest aliving from Sanctuary's waters. Across the White Foa River, the
Swamp of Night Secrets sprawled asfar asthe eye could see.

Night Secrets Swamp was larger than it been when Bezul was aboy. He could just about remember how
this part of Sanctuary had looked before the Great Flood rechanneled the White Foa River. The
dum-quarter hisfather had called Downwind had stood—or douched—where thickets of swamp-scrub
now grew. "Good riddance," Bezul's father had said when held brought him to see the damage. Of
course, Sanctuary wasn't truly rid of Downwind. The Hill quarter—every bit as treacherous and
squalid—had sprung up before the flood waters receded and the swamp wasn't exactly empty.

A hardy breed they called the Nightmen eked their livings from the shifty waters. They were trappers,
mostly, and not particular about what they snared: fish and crabs, plume-y birds, soft-furred predators,
or the occasona man. When the Hand couldn't find better targets or victimsfor their madness, they'd
combed the swamp; and the people of Sanctuary—Bezul included—had heaved guilty, but relieved,
sghs. Better the Nightmen, than kith or kin.

For their part, the Nightmen did nothing to improve the impression they |eft behind. They stood out in any
crowd—if only by the tang of their unwashed flesh. The Irrune shaman, Zarzakhan, in dl hisfur-clad,
mud-caked glory, looked no more unkempt than the average Nighter. And as much asthe Imperias
complained about the guttural belching of the Wrigglie didect or the Wrigglies complained about
high-pitched Imperid chatter, both agreed that it wasimpossible to converseintdlligently with anyone
reared in the swamp.

Stll, Nightmen—their women amost never crossed the river—in their reeking leathers were regular
vigtors at the changing house. They found thingsin the mud—old coins or bits of jewe ry—that weren't
useful until traded away. Bezul gave them what they wanted, Chersey gave them alittle more, but the
changing house showed a profit either way. Fact was, agood many thieves had lost their hoards when
the White Fod flooded and there were rumors—undying rumors—of riches hidden in the Swamp of
Night Secrets. the beggar king's hoard, the daver's mansion, the treasure troves of ahaf-dozen immortal
mages, to name only afew.



Perrez—Father 11s have mercy on his greedy heart—believed every rumor and Gedozia encouraged him.
She wouldn't forget that the family had once been jewel ers—goldsmiths and gem-cutters—on the Path of
Money. They'd never been aswedlthy astheir clients, but they'd lived very comfortably, indeed, when
she was young and beautiful. Bezul kept food on the hearth and their heads above water, but achanging
house on Wriggle Way could never salve Ge-dozias wounded pride.

Perrez believed Gedoziawhen shetold him that fate owed him, that their dead father was looking out for
him, and that he was too good for labor and better than any ten other men rolled together— especialy
ten Nightmen who, by her reckoning, weren't redly men at all.

Bezul stopped short of cursing them both as he trod carefully down the planks to the White Fod ferry—a
rickety raft festooned with cleats and ropes. A blanketed figure of no discernable age or sex douched
againgt the mooring post, the shadow of the summoning bell acrossits head. The figure stiffened as Bezul
approached and he glimpsed the face benegth the shadow: beardless, wide-eyed... young.

Bezul loosed hisslent curse: When hisluck went bad, it went very bad. There wereno rulesin the
Swamp of Night Secrets— except the ones experience taught. An honest man could negotiate with a
practiced crimind if he knew what he wanted; but araw youth with no sense of the possble—? Bezul
drew the cloth through hisfingers.

"Y ou the changer?’' the blankets asked with a voice that was surprisingly deep.
He nodded. "And you're the man who threw astone at my door this morning?”

Flattery soothed the Nighter who shed the blanket and rose. He was afine specimen of his breed: dark,
dirty, scrawny, and, above dl ese, surly, with his head cocked over hisleft shoulder and al hisweight on
the sameleg.

"Got thered lucky?

At least, those were the words Bezul thought he'd heard. Between the didlect dur and the snarl, he
couldn't be certain. "Thered lucky?'

The youth grunted. "Perrez. He said, see the changer. Said you'd haveit.”

Bezul'simagination swirled with countless unpleasant possibilities. "Take meto Perrez fird," he
demanded.

"Cant," the youth replied after afretful glance toward the swamp.
"Nothing happens until | know my brother's safe," Bezul adopted a softer, conspiratoria tone.

Another svampward glance, more furtive than the first. Bezul guessed he was merely amessenger and
aready over hishead.

"Who gave you the cloth?"

"Him."

"Who? Not Perrez?'

A unexpected nod. "Him. Perrez.”

"Why?"' Bezul asked, bracing himsdf for another of his brother's bollixed schemes.



"We swapped,” the youth replied. "For the lucky, the red lucky. We was to swap back when we met up
again last night. He said it was earnest. After the other night, when the moon went red an' there wasfire
in the swamp.”

"Great Father 119" Bezul sighed as he deciphered the Nighter's revelations. 'Y ou don't have Perrez.
Y ou'relooking for him."

The youth hesitated, then nodded. "He swore. Come midnight, hed beright here. | waited 'til it werent
midnight no more then | come to the changin' house. Perrez said, aught went wrong, the changer'd have
thelucky." He stuck out his hand.

Thered be hell to pay when Bezul caught up with his brother who, as Father 1lsjudged al men, had
never intended to meet the Nighter but, first thingsfirst: ™Y ou've been—"

Before Bezul could finish his explanation, the youth lunged for histhroat. It was afoolish move, not
because Bezul was prepared— he most certainly wasn't—but because the youth was more crippled than
aurly. Hisright leg betrayed him and heldd have tumbled on hisface, if Bezul hadn't caught him. The youth
fought free, snarling threats and lashing out with hisfists. Bezul countered with aforearm thrust that
unbalanced the young man. He went down with agroan that owed nothing to Bezul's strength.

"Whatever your dedlingswith Perrez," Bezul said sternly, "he didn't share them with me. | don't know
what's become of your 'lucky.' "

"No," the youth ingsted, his chin tucked againgt his chest. From the way he shook, Bezul guessed there
were tears dripping onto the mud. "I gotta get the lucky." He swiped hisface with aleather deeve. "Got
to." Then the youth hugged himself tight. "Shite," he muttered and repeated the oath as he swayed from

ddetosde

Bezul had seen misery too many timesin hislife not to recognizeit in aheartbeat. Knowing that hisown
brother was the cause didn't make it easier to bear.

"Stand up,” he urged the youth. "Tell me your name and tell me about this 'lucky." What doesit look
like?' Therewas, after dl, achance that the changing house had an identica "lucky" or two stashed iniits
warrens.

"It'sred."

"Y our name or the 'lucky'?"

"Name's Dace. Lucky'sred. Reddest red.”
"And it belongs to someone el 7'

Daceraised his head. "Not Perrez!" he snarled.

"No, not Perrez, and not you, either, by thelook of things. But you gave it to Perrez—as earnest. Why?
What was Perrez planning to do with it before midnight?* And what had either to do with last week's
moon eclipse or perhaps the first-blood tournament? Frog all—he should have been paying more
attention to his brother's activities, should have known Perrez would find away to get in trouble.

The Nighter shrugged, recapturing Bezul's attention. " Said held find out if'n it wastrue lucky. Told him it
was. We been usin' it for years.”

"For what?'



"Baitin' crabs"

"| thought—" Bezul began, then returned to hisfirst question: "What does your ‘lucky' look like, Dace?
Not just its color, but how big? Isit shiny—7?"

Dace clambered to hisfeet. He framed hisfingers around a nut-sized hole. "This big, drop-shaped, and
shiny. And smooth. Hard-smooth and coal in your hand.”

Glass, Bezul decided. Heated once for clarity, then cooled into asolid bulb and stored for afuture use
that never came. There weren't many glassblowers|eft in Sanctuary and most of what they blew was
milky yellow, but years ago it had been different. Y ears ago, master craftsmen had blown their glass clear
assunlight or colored like rainbows, glass brilliant enough to earn agoldsmith's respect.

Perrez knew where they kept their father's storage chest of jewel-colored bulbs, so why had he swindled
aNighter out of hisprecious"lucky"... ?

Bezul shook the question out of histhoughts. "Come dong,” hetold Dace, "well find you a'lucky, " and
when that was settled, by al the gods, he'd have choice words with his brother.

Dacefollowed Bezul from theferry. The Nighter threw himself into every stride, swaying precarioudy on
hiswegk |leg. Bezul wondered why the young man didn't use a crutch—until heimagined a crutch sinking
into aswamp's endless mud. He offered to pay their way across the footbridge, but Dace wanted nothing
of charity—or the narrow bridge. They took the long way, instead, shouldering their way through the
crowds &t the tournament, then hiking uphill, upstream through the bazaar. Dace was gasping when they
reached the palace wall, but much too proud to call ahalt, so Bezul called one for himself at the top of
Stink Street.

"What do you get out this, Dace?' Bezul asked. "Why loan your ‘lucky' to astranger?' Held tried, and
failed, to keep the critica tone out of hisvoice.

Dace stared long and hard at his grimy sabots before answering: “No stranger,” he admitted between
deep breaths. "I been workin' for him al winter. Showin' him placesin the svamp, old places, likethe
one where my uncle found the lucky. | told him how the lucky's the best bait ever. Ever'thing comestoit,
even birds and snakes, but crabsisthe best, even in winter—specialy this winter when nothin'sfroze.
Put the lucky in acrab-trap at sunset and it's full-up with amess o'crabbs come morning. Eat 'em or sl
‘em, nothing better than crabs. Perrez, he wanted to bait atrap over here. Said it was dangerous, but if
the lucky caught what he waslookin' for, then him and me would be partnersand | could live over here
with him." The Nighter met Bezul's eyes. "Y ou being the changer, you've got to help me. Perrez said. I |
go home without the lucky—" Dace drew afingertip across histhroat.

Bezul wasn't aviolent man, but words might not be enough when he came face-to-face with Perrez.
Dace was aNighter: crippled, wild, and utterly unsuited for life anywhere but the swamp where hed
been born. Telling him otherwise—giving him hope—passed beyond swindling greed to cruelty. And
leaving Bezul to sort it out, that would be the |ast—the absol ute last—in along string of insults ayounger
brother had heaped on his elder. He started down Stink Street with Dace lurching along beside him.

Nighterswith their furs and legthers, not to mention their swvampy aroma, attracted attention at the best of
times. A gimpy Nighter trailing after arespectably dressed merchant attracted extra atention. Someone,
Seeing them and recognizing Bezul, had run ahead to the changing house. Jopze had |ft his comfortable
post inside the changing house and taken up position benegath the baker's awning afew doors up Wriggle
Way. A barrd stave leaned in easy reach against thewall.

Bezul caught Jopze's eye and shook his head twice, assuring the old soldier that, however Srangeit



looked, he wasn't in need of protection. Jopze picked up the stave and followed them to the changing
house where Ammen, their other guard, had remained with the family and customers.

"Any sgn—7?"' Bezul began as he stepped across the threshold.

Before he could finish, Chersey ran from behind the heavy wooden counter. Shewas al smilesand
clearly hadn't noticed Dace.

"It wasdl for nothing,” shetold him. ™Y our brother showed up not long after you left—shirt and al. | told
him what had happened—how frightened we were and how you'd gone after him. He laughed, like it was
nothing at al, and said it had to be the laundress; hewas missing ashirt..." Chersey'svoicetrailed. Sheld

gotten an eyeful of Dace. "What—? \Who—?"

"Meet my brother'slaundress,”" Bezul said bitterly and began his own version of the morning's events.

Hewas cautious & first, expecting Gedoziaor Perrez himsdlf to chalenge him from the shadows, but
Chersey had said—when Bezul paused for breath—that Gedozia and the children hadn't returned from
the farmers market—held thisweek, on account of the tournament, in the cemetery outside the
walls—and Perrez had stayed at the changing house only long enough to "borrow” three shaboozh.

"He said he had work to do," Chersay explained. " Something big—isn't it aways? Hewas meeting a
man. | couldn't tell whether he was buying or sdling—but it wasn't anything to do with the tournament.
Y our brother was beside himself, Bez. All bright-eyed and high-colored, as though held been drinking. |
didn't know what to make of him so | gave him one shaboozh and told him to come back later, when
you'd gotten back, if he needed more."

One shaboozh was two more than Perrez deserved.

There was more that Chersey wasn't saying. Bezul knew that by the way she fussed with her silver-gray
moonstone ring. It wasamagica ring—not particularly potent, but useful for assessing intentions, useful
when you made your living buying and sdling. He watched hiswife take Dace's measure with acasud
gesture, lining the ring up with the Nighter's face as she tucked a stray lock of hair behind her ear.

They needed to talk and if Bezul had been thinking he would have helped Chersey clear their customers
out of the shop before they talked further about Perrez'sindiscretions. Or perhaps not. Bezul had
restrained himsdf far too long on his brother's account, and his mother's. Suddenly, he no longer cared.
L et the gossips spread the tale of how the changer's brother had swindled a crippled Nighter out of a
lump of red glass throughout the quarter, throughout Sanctuary. Let Perrez fed their eyesburning his
neck and hang hishead in shamefor achange.

Words spilled out of Bezul, honest and acid, until his belly was empty and he asked, "'l don't suppose he
|eft that damned red lucky here?"

Chersey shook her head. Mistress Glary—the greatest snoop in al Sanctuary—dipped out the door,
careful not to let the hem of her dress brush against the dack-jawed Nighter. Her departure broke the
spell of curiosity. The other customers clamored to complete their business. Bezul joined hiswife behind
the counter: twenty padpols exchanged for apair of boots with patched soles, a copper-lined pot
exchanged for four shaboozh, one of them aroya shaboozh minted in llsig, not Sanctuary; and achild's
fur-lined cloak swapped even for alarger one of boiled wool and apair of woolen breeches.

Dace blinked often enough, but he didn't move, didn't say aword as the changing house conducted its
business. Ashirdsflew, the Prince's gate on the east Sde of Sanctuary was farther from Wriggle



Way than the Swamp of Night Secrets, but Dace might just aswell have falen from the moon for al he
seemed to grasp of ordinary trade.

"I'll see him back where he belongs," Jopze volunteered. His hand fdll heavily on the Nighter's shoulder
and spun him effortlesdy toward the door.

"No, we owe him—" Bezul rubbed his brow. He'd acquired a headache between Stink Street and home.
"Weowe hima'lucky.'" Heturned to Chersey. "That chest of my father's. The one with the glass bulbs
Ayselovesto play with, it's—?"

"In the woodshed behind the annex, under the porphyry urn we're holding for Lady Kuklos. The key'sin
the flowerpot.”

Bezul leaned forward to kiss his wife on the cheek.

She whispered, "1 knew Perrez was lying about something, but | couldn't get him to say what. That's why
| wouldn't give him three shaboozh—I'd guessed he wanted it for wine. | never thought—"

"Who could?' Bezul replied in the sametone. "Therell be areckoning thistime, | swear it. The children
are getting old enough to notice."

"What about that one? The Nighter... the boy."

"WEéll give him a'lucky' and send him back to the svamp." Bezul sighed. "I don't know which | find
harder to believe: that my brother stole crab-trap bait or that he promised to take that poor, frog-egting
bastard on as a partner.”

Chersey put an arm'slength between hersdlf and her husband. "Could you be wrong about the bait?!
"I could be wrong about everything, Chersey. Why?'
"It'sjust—"

She twisted the moonstone ring and revealed an ova patch of reddened skin on her finger. Bezul gasped.
Thering had been in hisfamily sincether goldsmithing days. It had kept them ssfe—amost—from the
Hand and even in the face of Retribution himself, Dyaredlasright hand in Sanctuary, the ring hadn't
harmed the dender finger that woreit.

"l was suspicious,”" Chersey confessed. "So | kenned him—Perrez. | didn't see the aura—no
malice—but, it hurt, Bez, and, afterward, dl | could think about was the pouch hanging from his belt.
That'show | knew... how | knew it wasn't anything to do with the tournament.”

She blushed and Bezul tried to reassure her while asking, "Did you see which way he headed?"

"Out, that's all. We've been busy al morning. Maybe Jopze saw something. He was near the door, but |
doubt it."

Bezul's headache was getting worse by the heartbest.

"I'll go down to the tavern after we're done with Dace—the Nigh-ter. I'll talk to him, get to the bottom of
this”

Heleft hiswife amiling and went outside to the woodshed where the dusty air aggravated his heedache
and the big urn was at least twice as heavy as he remembered. Bezul had hisarmsfull and his cheek
pressed againgt the porphyry when he heard footfals behind him.



"Give meahand, here," he said, expecting that Chersey had sent Jopze or Ammen out to help, but the
armsthat did around the polished stone were Gedozias.

His mother was a strong woman, despite her gray hair and missing teeth. Between them, they got theurn
to the ground without crushing anyone'stoes. Bezul brushed his deeves and waited for her to start the
conversation because, sure as the sun rose in the east, Gedozia hadn't shown up by accident or to help
with manual labor.

"Y ou won' find your brother in any tavern around here.”

Bezul raised hisarm—in anger or sheer frustration, he couldn't have said which. After amomernt, it
dropped to hisside again. "Y ou knew," he accused her. "Thismorning, | asked you where he'd gone and
you said you didn't know."

"And | didnt!" Gedoziaingsted. "Oh, Bezul, this has nothing to do with that Nighter stinking up the front
room. Perrez found something—"

"A bulb of red glassl"
"Some glassbulb," Gedoziaretorted, "if thereésan l1sigi trader willing to pay seventy royasfor it."

Bezul blanched at the sum, though, surely, if something were worth seventy golden roydsin Sanctuary, it
would be worth saven hundred in the king's city.

"Perrez came by to tell methismorning. Seventy royas! He's been working with thistrader al winter.

Y esterday the trader finally got serious and offered some earnest money. Today Perrez said he was
turning it over—the red glass—and getting the full seventy royas. Seventy! He was so excited. He swore
me to secrecy because he wanted to tell you himself, Bezul, to show you what he's made of. But you
were dready gone—chasing that Nighter—and he had to meet the llsigi at midday. Think of it: seventy
royals! | told your father, '‘Bezulshash, it's not enough, not what he deserves, but it'sadtart.' | went to
market to buy food for afeast—tried to, the city's up to here with people who think they're going to win
more than seventy royals tomorrow and are spending their winnings today!

"Y our father came to me at the fishmonger's. 'Gedozia," he says. 'Gedozia, he can't be trusted!—' "
"Praiselld It'sabout ime—"

Gedozia seized Bezul sharply by thewrists. "Not your brother, thellsigi! The llsigi meansto cheat Perrez
out of the seventy royalsl He'stoo sweet-natured, my Perrez. HEl never suspect athing, until it'stoo
late. Find him, Bezul. HE's your brother. It's up to you to do what his father would have done. Bezulshash
would have beaten thisllsigi with agtick.”

Bezulshash would have done no such thing and Bezul would have dismissed everything his mother had
sad, if it hadn't made a sour sort of sense when compared with the tale Dace had told.

Bezul broke free of Gedozias grasp. "Hard to cheat athief, Mother. He tricked that glass from the
Nighter. Good as stole it—"

"The Nighter's a halfwit—and who's to say where he got it, en?If hegot it. If it'seven what the llSigi
trader wanted to buy. Y ou're the one talking about glass. | thought it was amanuscript.”

"You—" Bezul caught himsdlf. The sun rose and set on Perrez, dways had, dwayswould, and telling
Gedoziaanything €lse was awaste of time. Best to go back to the beginning, to what she wanted. "Y ou
sad | wouldn't find Perrez around here. Where will | find him?”



"Uptown... inthe Maze. The Unicorn.”

Just when Bezul had thought held heard the worst, Gedozia astonished him. But if she knew the Vulgar
Unicorn's reputation as aden of thieves and ne'er-do-wells, she kept it hidden. Bezul shook aniron key
out of apainted flower pot, unlocked hisfather's chest, and sorted through its contents until he'd found a
bulb of blood-red glassasbig as hisfigt.

"You can't be serious," Gedoziacomplained. "That'sirreplaceable. 1t's worth four shaboozh, three at
least—"

Bezul locked the chest. He tucked the key insde his jacket and |eft the urn whereit was. "Don't say
another word," he warned the woman who'd birthed him. " After I've settled with the Nighter, I'll go
uptown, looking for Perrez. Don't convince me otherwise.”

"You—" Gedoziabegan, but Bezul's darkest stare convinced her not to finish.

He returned to the front room where Lesmar was Sitting in Am-men'slap and Chersey tended a
desperate-|ooking woman trying to exchange an gpron of windfal applesfor three fishhooks. Had Bezul
been the one behind the counter, he would have given the woman a single metal hook for the brown,
wrinkled fruit that even the geese wouldn't eat. Chersey parted with two and alength of light silken thread
pulled invisibly from the hem of alady's dress|eft in the shop on consignment. Their eyesmet asthe
woman departed.

"Hasthe Nighter gone?' Bezul asked, saying nothing—wisdy— about hiswife's generosity.
"The kitchen," shereplied, meaning that sheld decided to feed him.

Dace sat on the floor beside the hearth, ignoring the chairs and table. He cradled a smallish bread |oaf
and abowl of whey in hislap. By the looks of the whey as he dipped amorsd of bread init, Chersey
had fortified the weak milk with an egg. Thanksto their flock of night-watchmen, the changing house
always had extraeggs. Four-year-old Ayse sat cross-legged in one of the chairs, her wide eyes not
missing athing asthe Nighter ate with his fingers—something she was no longer permitted to do.

The young man wiped his hands on his breeches before taking the glass bulb Bezul offered. He seemed
pleased, though a bit overwhelmed. Bezul's gift was bigger, he ssammered, redder, and heavier—solid
where the missing bulb had been hollow, but it was Ayse who got to the heart of matter:

"Isit lucky, Poppa? It's got to be lucky, doesn't it?"
Bezul answered with hope, not honesty, and got out of the kitchen.

Despite Gedozia's satements, Bezul didn't strike out for the VVulgar Unicorn. He clung to the hope that
Perrez wasn't that foolish until hedd finished poking his head into every tavern and wine shop in the
Shambles without meeting anyone who'd seen his brother recently. With his hope exhausted, and fedling
quitefoolish himself, Bezul plunged into Sanctuary’s most infamous quarter.

It had been ayear, easily, since Bezul's last encounter with the tangled, narrow aleysthat passed for
dreetsin the Maze. HEd nearly convinced himsdf that held missed acritica turn and would have to Sart
over (getting in and out of the Maze wasn't nearly as difficult, by daylight, asfinding a particular place)
when he caught sight of the Unicorn's signboard. The sign wasto Bezul's lft, not hisright, where hed
been expecting it, so he had missed aturn or two, or perhaps the gossips were correct and, in the Maze,
al pathsled to the Vulgar Unicorn.

The Unicorn's shutters were open, not that it made a difference. The air in the commons was as thick and



gtae asthe shadows. Bezul leaned againgt awooden upright, looking for Perrez, waiting for hiseyesto
adjust to the haze. A woman hailed him by name—

"Bezulshash! Bezul the Changer!"

The woman coming toward Bezul wastaler than him by a hand-span, heavier by a least astone. Her
red hair fairly glowed in the twilight and her bodice was cut so snug and low that her breastsjounced
above her corset like fresh fish on atrawl line. She came to the changing house every month or so to
change a sackful of padpolsinto fewer, better coins. Bezul knew her name; he might even remember it, if
he concentrated on her face.

"Frog al, Bezulshash, what's brought you to the Unicorn?"

They were considerably lessthan an arm's length apart. Bezul would have retreated, but he had apost at
his back. Clearing histhroat, he sammered, then said, "I'm looking for my brother, Per-rez."

That name meant nothing to her (and Bezul hadn't remembered hers... It was Mimmi, Minzie, something
likethat), but his description of Perrez's scrupuloudy clean clothes, neetly trimmed hair, and hislove of
someone dse'slargesserang abell.

"Y ou froggin' missed him, Bezulshash. He was here when | came downgtairs—talking with the
aomacis.”

"Thewhat?'

She shrugged, avery digtracting gesture. Bezul missed her first words. "—of winter. Set himsdlf up off the
Processiond. Froggin' fancy place: fancy bottles, colored oils, silks and tassals hanging from thewalls."”

"A perfumer?’

She shook her head and everything else. " "Aromas he called them, better than perfume. Said no man
could resist his'aroma of passion. Frog all, Bezulshash—do | look like | need help attracting men? He
never fit ingde the Unicorn; alittle like you, Bezulshash: Y ou don't belong here. But he came by, every
few days, late morning or early afternoon, when it was dow and quiet. He'd take one of the Side tables,
buy awhole ewer of de, leaveit, too—unless he got company—your brother, ahandful of others. Come
to think of it— they left together. First time, | think, for that; first time | noticed:

Y our brother, he wastipsy, noisy. Don't think hed've made it outside by himsel f—"

"A fancy shop off the Processiona ?* Bezul asked and tried to keep the rest out of histhoughtsfor afew
moments longer. He was ready to leave, but found hisway blocked. In his concern—his anger—hed
forgotten something more important than her name. " Stop by the changing house,” he urged. "Therésa
pair of earrings tucked away with your name on them.”

She grinned and let him depart.

The Processiona between the harbor and the palace was neither the longest nor the widest street in
Sanctuary. With the tight-fisted Irrune in the palace, it wasn't even the busiest treet. Mansions, some of
them till abandoned after the Troubles, lined both sides of the street. When the residents | eft their homes,
they traveled in clumps. A solitary man was marked asavisitor and ignored.

Lord Kuklos—a bearded magnate with an oversized cloak, a bright-red hat, and aflock of
aldes—rushed past Bezul without a by-your-leave. Probably on their way to the tournament. A dower
clutch of nursemaids and guards surrounding apair of children stopped when the better-dressed boy



threw himself into atantrum. Probably wanted to go to the tournament.

As Bezul wove around them—stepping carefully over one of the two gutters running from the paaceto
the harbor—he took note that the second child, equally winsome but lesslavishly dressed— received the
thrashing his companion deserved.

Thethird procession bore down rapidly on Bezul from behind. A man with aclanging bell and aloud
voice ordered him out of the way. Prudence, rather than obedience, launched Bezul up on a curbstone.
He clung to apedestd that had long since logt its commemorative statue while awoman wrapped in a
sea-green mantle and seated in an open chair charged toward the harbor. A whiskery dog with jewelsin
itsears yapped at Bezul from the lady'slap. The rest of her retinue—a brace of underdressed porters
that might have been twins, three breathless maids clutching their skirtswith one hand, their mantleswith
the other; five guards whose legs were taking a beating from their scabbards, and the lead man with the
bell— spared him not asingle glance.

Watching them sweep around the corner that was his own goal, Bezul offered aquick prayer to any
nearby god that the lady'sfina destination not be the aromacist's shop. Someone listened. The lady and
her retinue were rounding the next corner when Bezul turned off the Processond. Perhapsthe lady knew
something the corseted wench at the Unicorn had not: The aromacist's shop—its business proclaimed in
both Ilsigi and Rankan script on abright signboard— was shuttered tight from the inside.

"Perrez," Bezul cdled, giving the handle afirm shake. "'If you're in there, open the door!™

He shook the handle a second time and kicked the door. When that produced no response, Bezul
berated himsdf for imagining that his quest would end any other way. He should return to the changing
house: His own business was suffering and his brother would return. Men like Perrez landed on their feet
and on the backs of their families.

Bezul turned away from the shop; and as he did, he noticed that the door beside it—the alleyway door
between the shop and its leftside neighbor—was not completely closed. By IIssthousandth eye, Bezul
was a cautious man and, to the extent his profession alowed, an honest man. Undoubtedly, there were
objects on the changing house shelves which had not been placed there by their legitimate owners, but
Bezulshash, son of Bezulshash, did not knowingly trade for suspect goods. He did not venture into
another man's domain uninvited, or he hadn't before. After glances toward the Processionad and away
fromit, Bezul dipped into the dley and pulled the door back into its dmost-shut position.

Thedley proved to be atunnd running benesth the upper floors of the aromacist's building. Bezul
scuttled as quickly as he dared through the darkness, emerging into atiny fenced-in square with another
door to hisright. Thisdoor had been properly closed and bolted, but the bolt was on Bezul'sside. The
aromacist, then, was more concerned about escape than invasion. After listening for sounds of life on the
far sde, and hearing none, Bezul did the bolt from itshousing. Still gripping the balt, he lifted the door so
its grester weight wasin his hands, not on its hinges, then eased it open.

Bezul stuck his head into what looked, at first, to be along-abandoned garden, strewn with discarded
barrdls, crates, and overturned furniture. On second glance around, Bezul redlized that while the garden
was, indeed, abandoned, the other wreckage was more recent. Perhaps very recent: There were puddies
inthedirt around a broken barrel. Bezul eased the rest of the way into the garden. He grabbed the
nearest chunk of sturdy wreckage and used it to insure that the door remained open.

Bezul wastaking histime, ng everything in sght, when he spotted a broken barrd-stave with a
scrap of red-stained cloth caught in its splintered end.

"Pearrez?' he asked himsdlf, then, louder: " Perrez?"



He heard the sound of a heavy object thudding to the ground. The shop'srear door, Bezul redlized, was
open and the sound had come from within. He ran across the garden.

"Perrez! Per—!"

Horror, relief, and anger were only three of the emotionsthat bottled Bezul's voice in histhroat. Hed
found his younger brother, found him alive, but bloody. Beaten bloody, bound with ropes and rags,
gagged, and hung from aroof beam were he swayed like a dripping pendulum, an overturned bench
beneath. Not—thank al the gods that ever were—hanged by anoose around his neck, but dant-wise
with from anoose that passed under the opposite shoulder. The shoulder-dung noose wouldn't make
much difference, if Bezul didn't cut through it quick. Perrez was dready wheezing for air.

Bezul righted the bench and went to work with hisknife. He freed his brother'swrists with asingle dash,
then hacked through the hanging rope. Bezul meant to keep hold of the loose end and lower

Perrez gently to the floor, but the rope wasn't long enough. Perrez hit the floor with amoan—but he was
breathing easier even then.

"Hold 4ill!" Bezul commanded as he dipped his knife beneath the gag and for, perhaps, thefirst timein
hislife, Perrez obeyed.

"Bez...Bez!" the battered man gasped. "Father 118! Never thought... youdfind..."

"Save your thanks." Bezul had gotten a closer ook at his brother. On the ground, it was clear that none
of Perrez'swounds was close to mortal and that meant Bezul could vent hisanger. "1 don't know whichis
worse: that you cheated the Nighters or that you got cheated by some llsigi fly-by-night yoursdlf.”

Through the bruises and blood, Perrez protested hisinnocence.

"I've taked to Mother," Bezul snapped. "I've talked to awench at the Unicorn who seemed to remember
you well enough. And I've done more than talk to that Nighter."

"What Nighter? What are you talking about, Bez?'

"Don't 'Bez' me. Y ou knew hedd come looking when you didn't show up to return his damn lucky so you
pointed him a me. What did you expect? That I'd keep him out of your way until you had your seventy
royas? Or was that just a number you threw at Mother? Did your aromacist friend make you the same
sheep-shite promise you gave the Nighter: Give mewhat | want and I'll make you my partner? By Lord
IIssthousandth eye, what €lse have you been doing bes des making us the guarantor for every betin
Sanctuary?'

"I'd have split the royalswith you, Bez. .. with you and the frackin' froggin' Nighter!" Perrez studied his
torn, stained deeve before curang softly and swiping his face with the cloth. Heignored the jibe about his
oddsmaking activities. "It was afair deal, Bez, agood price. That 'lucky' wasn't any ordinary piece of
glass. It'san attractor . Thefish-folk made them: hollow bulbsfilled with their magic. If you want
something bad enough it'll bring it to you, or lead you there. Worth their frackin' froggin' weight in gold
when the fish-folk made them and ten timesthat now. Nared—"

"Y our buyer? The aromacist? The man who strung you up?’ Perrez hesitated, then nodded. "Nared will
get athousand for it upin llsig... once wed gotten the crabs out of it. Shalpal Those Nighterswere using
afish-eye attractor as bait in their crab traps! Now, there's awaste, Bez, atrue crime. Once we got it
focused on gold-"

"What 'we,' Perrez? | should think it would be clear—even to you—that this Naredl has plansthat don't



involveyou."

Perrez wanted to disagree; Bezul could see the arguments forming, then fading on his brother'sface. It
was painful to watch, but Bezul did, inicy slence, until Perrez broke.

"I should have cometo you," he admitted. "As soon as | redized what the Nighter had baiting histraps, |
should have cometo you and | et you handle everything: getting it away from the Nighter and finding a
buyer, too. But it was going so well.... | was going to come to you with the seventy royas, Bez, | swear |
was. I'd lay them down on the counter and you'd be proud of me. Shapa, Bez—I don't want to be
Nared's partner. | want to be yours. | want you to trust me with the changing house. Y ou've done so
wdll, and what do | have to show for myself?' From his knees, Perrez reached up to take hiselder
brother's hand. "Help me, Bez. | know where Nared'sgone, | think. If you confront him, helll honor his
bargain. I'm begging you, Bez. Our honor's at stake, here. You can't let Naredl get away with what he's
done."

It was agood speech and it might have melted Bezul's heart, if he hadn't heard smilar speeches too many
times before. He withdrew his hand. "Nared's robbed athief. Wherée's the honor on either sidein that?
That glass never belonged to you. No, it's over. The aromacist's made afool of you, and there it ends.
Stand up. Were going home. Be grateful you still have one... and pray you've figured the oddsright.
What little | hear, it's not going the way anyone expected.”

With awhimpering groan, Perrez rose unsteadily. His brother could not tell how much was genuine pain,
how much just another part of the act.

"What about Dace?' Perrez asked. "If the attractor wasn't mine, then it belongsto the Nighter, not
Nared. We can't wak away, Bez. Weve till got to get it back.”

Bezul scarcdly bdieved what he was hearing. "Don't you—" he cut himsdlf short. The aromacist's
workroom was no place to continue an argument with Perrez, who would neither listen nor change. "'l
gave Dace one of Father's glass bulbsto replace his 'red lucky." "

He returned to the garden. Perrez followed.

"You can't do that, Bez. Y ou can't replace afish-eye attractor with abulb of ordinary glass. It's not going
to catch crabs. | mean, afew nights, and he's going to know it's not their frackin' froggin’ lucky."

"Maybe; maybe not.”

"No maybes. The attractor's got pull, froggin' fish-eye sorcery. Theres nothing in Father's chest to
compare with it, nothing in the whole shop. Dacelll be back... with hisrelatives. I've seen'em. The
gimp'soneof the normal Nighters, Bez. Y ou've got to think they've been screwing rats and trolls—"

Bezul opened the gate. He had the impression of aface and aydll, then he was redling as something
surged past him. The fence kept Bezul upright. Perrez was not so fortunate. He was on his back,
bellowing panic and pain, beneath not the mysterious aromacist, but Dace, who attacked him with wild
fury. Bezul seized the youth's shoulder, hoping to pull him off Perrez, but he underestimated Dace's
determination, not to mention his skillsand his strength. The Nighter broke free with an elbow jab
between Bezul'sribs.

With greater caution and an eye for self-defense, Bezul tried again and succeeded.

"He can't say that!" Dace growled while struggling to get hisfists on Perrez again. "Helied. He stole the
lucky."



Redlizing that he couldn't bresk free, Dace twisted about and attacked Bezul. Bezul successtully
defended hisgroin and his gut, but lost his grip when Dace sscomped hisingtep. Still, he caught the Nighter
before helaid into Perrez.

"Enough!" Bezul gave Dace ashove into the fence that nearly toppled it and quieted the youth. "Y es, he
soleit and lost it, because he'safrogging fool, but, you're no better. Y ou gaveit to him for a scrap of
cloth and apromise! Let it be alesson to you both." He shoved Perrez, who'd just gotten hisfeet under
him, a the open gate. "Start moving.”

Perrez, who hadn't actualy lost anything that could have been called hisin thefirst place, went through
the gate without protest. Not so Dace. The Nighter retreated toward the aromacist's workroom.

"I'm stayin'. That Nared comes home, I'm gettin’ the lucky back. Don't care 'bout no royals.”

By that Bezul assumed Dace had overheard his entire conversation with Perrez. ™Y ou don't need sorcery
to bait crabs, Dace. Thelucky's not worth dying for," hetold the youth and silently chided himself for
caring. He turned around and nearly waked into Perrez.

"We don't have to wait. | know where Nared's gone—he'd brought a map with him from llsg. He was
looking for some dead shite's hoard. Fastalen—something like that. The map didn't match with what he
found in the quarter. There's not a house up there now that was standing when whoever drew Nared's
map. That's where the attractor camein. He and | were going to useiit to find the hoard. Said it had to be
today—couldn't wait 'til tomorrow, something about the sun. He's up there now—I swear it—and we
don't need an attractor to find aman rooting through rubble.”

"We don't need anything," Bezul replied. "We're going hometo Wriggle Way." But Bezul stopped short
of shoving hisbrother toward the gate again. He wasn't blind to the allure in Perrez's argument. "L ook at
yourself," he said in onelast attempt to free them al from temptation. " Clothes torn. Face bloodied. And
don't tell me you've got full use of your right arm. The aromacist has aready beaten you once today,
Perrez—"

"Because | wasn't ready. Thistime, I'll be surprising him. ... and you'll be with me."
"No."

"Bez"

"No."

"You'regetting old, Bez. Ten years ago, you'd have led the way."

"Not achance," Bezul sad confidently.

Children hadn't changed him, marriage hadn't changed him, even the Troubles hadn't changed him. Hed
changed the day hisfather abandoned their uptown shop for Wriggle Way. Perrez couldn't remember
that day; held been atoddler, younger than Lesmar; but Bezul had been old enough to see the despair on
his parents faces and it had burnt the wildness out of him forever.

"Let it go, Perrez. Come home. Chersey will bind up your ribsand cuts.”
"No. It'sthe Nighter's lucky and our gold, not Nared's. Tell Mother I'm coming homerich, or not at al.”

Dace—Father lIsbless hislimp and his stubbornness—had hobbled out of the workroom to stand
beside Perrez, dl but announcing that they were partners again. Bezul closed his eyes. Heimagined



himself returning to Wriggle Way: sober, righteous... alone. Wedlth had never tempted him. It ill didnt,
but the tide had turned regardless.

"If weregoing," he conceded, "we'd best get started.”

Between Dace's withered leg and Perrez's bruises, the three men crossed Sanctuary dowly. Bezul
considered that their prey might be flown by the time Perrez got them to the right quarter. He kept his
thoughts to himsdlf. If they missed the opportunity, then they missed the danger, too.

"Not far now," Perrez assured them asthey trudged up one of the Steepest streetsin the city.

They'd paused for water at acommuna well where Perrez had washed the worst of the blood from his
face, which only made the bruises more noticesble, and the swollen kink in his nose. Bezul wasagrown
man with children of hisown, but he'd dways be the elder brother. He reserved the right to pummel
Perrez; he conceded it to no one, especialy not an aromacist fromllsg.

Perrez led them down atreacherous aley to a courtyard that had seen better days, much better days, a
generation or more earlier. Patches of fresco murals clung to the weathered walls, none of them large
enough to reveal a scene or subject. The windows and doorways were empty, stripped of everything
vauable or movesble.

"Whereto?' Dace asked.

There was no need for Perrez's answer. They could al hear aman shouting, "Sowly... Slowly, you
wormgl" with the rounded accent of old IS g.

"Nared!"

Perrez grinned and Bezul had to move quickly to stop his brother from racing to aconfrontation.
"Sowly'sadamn good idea, Perrez. Slowly and quietly. He's not done.”

"Youfird," Perrez urged and Bezul obliged.

There was a sameness to the ruins of Sanctuary. After beams burnt and walsfell, it could be difficult to
say if theruins had been amansion or ahovel. For Bezul, it was enough that there was rubble to hide
behind and see around in a deeply shadowed corner not far from the gaping doorway. He motioned to
Perrez and Dace and they joined him.

Perrez clapped his brother on the arm and pointed at atall man with gray-touched hair. His lips shaped
theword Naredl . Bezul nodded and wished he could have asked Perrez if the aromacist regularly
dressed in long black robes or tied an antique bronze breastplate over his chest—though, judging from
the puzzled expression on his brother's face, the answer would have been No.

The"worms' a whom Nared shouted were apair of |aborers— the ragged unskilled sort who
sometimes showed up on Wriggle Way, hoping to exchange their swest for afew padpols. They'd dug
themsaves apit afew paces north of the ruins center. Beyond them, three sell-swords who, together,
wouldn't be amatch for either Ammen or Jopze, if Ammen or Jopze werent sill in the Shambles. A sixth
man stood east of the pit. Y ounger than Nared and possibly his son, the sixth man aso wore along
black robe, though without the shiny breastplate. He held awicker-work triangle between his hands.

A bright-red lump dangled from the triangle's peak. Although the light wasn't good and the angle was
worse, Bezul could see that the glass teardrop wasn't hanging straight down, but strained toward the pit,
pulled by aninvisble hand. Bezul's breath caught. Neither Perrez nor Dace had lied; the red lucky was



filled with sorcery and, shite for sure, Nared wasn't hunting for crabs!
"See?| told you!" Perrez whispered excitedly. "Fish-eye sorcery. Wererich!”

Bezul raised an arm to clout his brother, but before the blow landed, he had worse problemsto contend
with. The Nighter was up and on the move toward his damned lucky. Without thinking, Bezul lunged and
tackled the youth. He'd swear the ground shook when they struck the ground and thunder was not half
s0 loud. Bezul pinched his eyes shut, convinced that when he opened them, held be looking up into the
face of hisdesth.

"Sorry," Dace said, the merest breath of voicein Bezul's ear. "Can't breathe.”

So Bezul moved and there were no sdll-swords standing over him, no desth awaiting him. He and the
Nighter crawled back to Perrez. The reason for their surviva was smple enough: Nared and hismen had
been moving, making their own noises, a precisely the right moments.

The two diggers had climbed out of the pit. They and the sall-swords now stood together on the opposite
sde of the pit. The sall-swords had their hands on the hilts of their wegpons, but they weren't looking into
the shadows where three spies were hiding. They were watching the pit and even at this distance, Bezul
could seethat they were afraid.

Bezul couldn't fault them. When he looked, there were faint bluish flamesrising from the hole and he was
frightened, too. The younger man who'd carried the attractor had exchanged it for aplain, bronze disk,
polished to amirror shine, which he held before hisface like ashield as he dowly circled the pit against
the sun. Nared had his back to Bezul, but he was dso circling and hisface would come into view—or
rather, his mask, because it was clear that he, too, had adisk in front of hisface, tied around his skull
rather than held in his hands. Both black-robed men were chanting, not in unison, not in Ilsigi. Bezul didn't
recognize the language at al, and held heard a good many in the changing house. That added to hisfear.

The bluish flames rising from the ground got brighter and sound, like a chorus of cicadas on ahaot,
summer night, emanated from them. Bezul looked at Perrez; Perrez was dready looking at him. They
didn't need words: The aromacist hadn't come to Sanctuary to look for gold, hed come for sorcery and,
thanksto Perrez, held found it. The world was full of sorcery, but sorcery that put fear in aman's heart
wasn't welcome in Sanctuary. It was the one thing everyone agreed upon. Perrez had the decency to
hang his head.

That was dl Perrez did: He hung his head. He didn't run, he didn't hurl stones, didn't do anything to make
the rubble near them shift; but shift it did and thistime the noise attracted the sall-swords attention. They
advanced, drawing their weapons. Bezul grabbed his brother and the Nighter.

"Run!" he commanded them and shoved them toward the doorway as he cast awarning—not a
prayer—to Father IIsin Paradise: Take care of Chersey; make her strong for the children. Don't
blame her for my sins. Then he pulled the fighting knife out of hisboot. It wouldn't serve against three
swords, but it might give Perrez and Dace time to reach a street where the presence of passersby would
protect them.

Bezul saw the sdll-swords choose the doorway, not him, and somehow got in front of them, then
desperation took control of hismind. He parried for hislife—there was no thrusting with aknife againgt
three swords—and parried a second time and athird, because he wasn't dead yet and he wouldn't stop
fighting until he was. There were more swords, then fewer swords, screams, and athunderclap so loud it
flung Bezul into thewadll.

His head cracked against the plastered brick; helost consciousness for a heartbeat or two, just long



enough for his heelsto sink to the ground. A sdll-sword charged toward him. Bezul could see hisknife,
flat across his padm, but his arm bel onged to someone e se when hetried to clench his hand around the
hilt. It didn't matter. The sdll-sword wasn't interested in him; he raced through the doorway without
stopping to kill a defensaess man. The diggers staggered aong behind the sell-sword which | eft two men
standing in the ruins. Neither was aman Bezul had seen before.

The nearer of the pair, aman about Perrez's age with a hardened face and a brawler's body advanced
toward Bezul. "Y ou hurt?"

Bezul shook hishead. With thewall solidly behind him, he pushed himsdlf upright and looked around.
One of the sdll-swordslay motionlessin the rubble. By the angle of his head and the size of the blood
pool benesth it, he wouldn't be getting up again. Nared and his companion were down, too. The other
victorious stranger—another man who preferred a one-color wardrobe: black boots, breeches, cloak,
and tunic—prodded Nared with his sword, trying to loosen the mask.

"What drew you here?' the brawler asked.
Bezul spotted the lucky red attractor, gpparently unbroken. "That," he said, pointing toit.

The brawler'seyes al but disappeared in his scowl. ™Y ou're the Shambles changer, right? What's your tie
to the sorcerer or aBeysib attractor?”

"It'salong story," Bezul answered with aweary nod. "'l have atroublesome brother—"

A third stranger entered the ruins through the doorway. Short, shapeless and unbearded, Bezul decided
the stranger was aman smply because he didn't want to believe that awoman could be so ugly. The new
arrival dipped his chin to the brawler and the man in black then, with more agility and speed than Bezul
expected, legpt into the pit and out of it again, adeep blue enameled chest clutched like aninfant in his
ams,

"It'sal here," he announced with aeunuch's boyish voice.
"You'refroggin' sure?' the brawler asked.

The eunuch patted the chest lovingly. "Have no doubts, Cauvin. Were safe for another day ... more than
another day."

Cauvin. Bezul knew aCauvin... knew of one, anyway. The stonemason's son from up on Pyrtanis
Street, rescued from the palace after the Irrune daughtered the Bloody Hand. The gossips said he was
good with stone, better with hisfistsand not at all reluctant to use them.

But, perhaps, there was another Cauvin in Sanctuary.

His prizein hand, the eunuch waddled toward them. "One |ess problem to worry about, en? No one
geding the sun, trapping it in abox?'

Cauvin didn't answer, didn't look like he particularly agreed. The eunuch giggled and for an ingtant his
eyes glowed red, then he was gone.

"Wh—7?" Bezul began.

"Dont ask," the brawler snarled, leaving Bezul with no doubt that there was only one Cauvinin
Sanctuary.



"What do you want to do with the bodies?" the black-booted siwordsman called from Nared's side.
"Shiteif | know or care," Cauvin muttered as he turned his back on Bezul.

Theway out of the ruin was clear. A wise man—an ordinary man with awife, children, and abusiness
waliting for him—would take afew sideways steps and be gone. Bezul even took one of those sdeways
steps, before choosing againgt wisdom and striding toward the pit.

"Thisthing," he said, pointing at the red glass. "It belongsto ayoung man who lives out in Night Secrets.
I'd liketo giveit back to him. Apparently, it kegps hiscrab trap full "

Cauvin and the siwordsman stared at Bezul then at each other.

"Your cal," the swordsman said and, to emphasi ze the point, busied himself untying the mask from
Nared's corpse. "Make up your mind. | can't stay here. They're expecting me across town. Never
should have let you talk meinto that one. Goes against my principles and then you tell me I've got to
lose"

Cauvin paid no attention to his sarcastic companion. "Froggin’ crabs?' he sputtered. "A froggin' Nighter's
using afroggin’ attractor to trap froggin' crabs?”

Bezul nodded. Against al expectation, the stonemason's brawler-son was giving ordersto swordsmen
and sorcerers. HeEd have to make inquiries after he got back to the Shambles. Until then, Bezul could
sympethize with Cauvin's frustration. "Probably the smartest thing you or | could doisbregk it into little
pieces, but the Nighter wantsit back. | don't know if he eatsthe crabs or sellsthem; as Father I1sjudges
usdl, I'm not sureif it'shisor hiswhole family's. Either way, he cdlsit the 'red lucky' and my brother
tricked him out of it. Then my brother logt it himself to that one there—"

Bezul gestured toward Nared just as the swordsman lifted the mask. The black-clad man swore an oath
in alanguage Bezul didn't recognize and cast the mask aside. Nared had died a hideous death, and not
from the swordsman's weapon. His face was blackened— cracked, curled and pedling, likealog l€eft to
char at the back of ahot fire. A breeze not strong enough to lift alock of hair, set an ashy flake adrift.
Bezul leapt backward to avoid contact with the flake; the other men did likewise as other bits of Nared
lifted into the quiet air.

The corpse began to crumble from within, shrinking and losing form. Bezul watched, transfixed, for one
or two heartbests, then forced himsdlf to turn away. He steadied himsdlf by bresthing in through his
nostrils and out between his lips—the way he'd learned years ago when the Bloody Hand of Dyareda
summoned the city to public executions.

Not since the Troubles. Not since the Troubles. The notion tumbled in Bezul's mind aong with Who?
and Why? and What manner of darkness has Perrez stumbled into? He concentrated on the mask: a
shdlow bronze disk, polished smooth, without holesfor sight, breath, or speech; but touched with gold
and ringed with stylized flames. A sun god, Bezul told himself, not one he recognized, but not the Bloody
Mother, Dyaredla, either; and for that he was relieved.

Bezul'srelief wasinterrupted when the corpse of Nared's companion collapsed with asigh, like air
released from abladder—afoul, rotting bladder. He recoiled from the sight and the stench; the
swordsman did the same. But Cauvin leapt across the hole, seized ashove the diggers had abandoned,
and went to work with more effort than effect until the remains of both corpses were either in the hole,
covered with alayer of dirt, or floating in the city breezes.

"Shitefor sure," the young man swore as he leaned, swesting and gasping, on the shove, "I didn't froggin'



ask for thid"

The swordsman said nothing and Bezul judged it wastime for proper gratitude: "I owe you my life, and
thelives of my brother and the Nighter, Dace. | think it would be usin that hole, wereit not for your
timdy arrivd.”

"Froggin' shite, we were aready here, waiting for Y orl to show up. Y ou never know what hesgoing to
look like, so | thought, maybe, he was you—until nearly too late. Lucky we werent dl froggin' killed."

Confused by the explanation, Bezul asked, "Y ou were waiting for Nared ?*

"Yorl, Enas Y orl?' Cauvin paused, clearly expecting areaction to the name, which Bezul didn't provide.
"Y ou saw him. He'sthe one who claimed the chest.”" Cauvin shook his head. "He's under some froggin'
curse that changes him every day, but hiseyes give him away ... most times. Sometimes, you froggin' just
don't know."

Bezul hadn't heard the name, Enas Y orl, since before the Troubles started. Gedozia and the other gossips
sad the mage's mansion had vanished onelong-ago night with him in it—Come to think of it, the mansion
had been up on Pyrtanis Street, same as the stoneyard where Cauvin worked with his father. Maybe that
was the connection—

"Y ou work for him?' Bezul asked and redlized, before held finished asking the question, that he shouldn't
have.

"What's the one true thing about Sanctuary?' Cauvin asked. He didn't wait for an answer. "We've had
our froggin' fill of miraclesand magic. A froggin’ priest comesto Sanctuary, he better talk about what his
god doesfor us, not the other way around and a magician better keep to himself, if he knowswhat's
good for him. Welike our froggin' gods quiet and our froggin' sorcerers even quieter. If they're not, welll
froggin’ run them out. And if we can't, then theresfroggin' Enas Y orl."

The swordsman offered his opinion: "Better one man you can't quite trust than a score of them?"
They glared a each other amoment before Cauvininasted, "I froggin' trust froggin' Yorl."

"But you knew about Naredl ?' Bezul asked quickly, hoping to distract both men. ™Y ou know about that
shop he has—had—off the Processiona 7'

"Anyone asks that many questionsis bound to attract attention. He waswasting histime and his
shaboozh until he got lucky—" Cauvin looked down at the red glass teardrop. He'd come closeto
bresking it with the shovel, but—luckily?—he'd missed every time. "Crabs? Frog all."

"That'swhat the Nighter said. They've been using it for years. Your Enas Y orl l&ft it behind—"

"He said an attractor wasjust atool,” the swordsman said, then added: "Don't let it fall into the wrong
hands."

Bezul couldn't tell if the man was spesking for himself or the absent magician, to him or to Cauvin.

Cauvin picked thered glass up, pulled it free of the triangle, and gaveit to Bezul. "Y orl didn't know there
was an dtractor loose in Sanctuary until it left the swamp. Seethat it gets back to the swamp and stays
there. Tell your brother to forget he saw it."

Bezul did theglass carefully into his scrip.



"Seetoit,” Cauvin warned. "Remember: Y ou owe your life.”

Suddenly, Cauvin didn't sound like afoul-mouthed brawler. Bezul met his eyes and quickly turned away
from the depths he saw there. "Y ou have my word." He l&ft the ruins without a backward glance.

Bezul found Dace in Chersey's kitchen, watching the children while she stirred the kettle. He took the red
lucky from Bezul's hands with ajoy that bordered on reverence and, though the sun had set, the Nighter
left at once for the ferry and home. By contrast, Perrez hadn't returned to the changing house. He had
missed supper which, Bezul admitted, was unusual and cause for concern, especialy as Bezul had
decided againgt telling his mother the unburnished truth about his adventuresin the uptown ruins.

Dace returned the next day, hisworldly wedlth knotted into square of plaid cloth. The red lucky was
back where it belonged, he swore, luring crabsto the trap, same as ever. But, after aday on dry, solid
ground, the youth was determined to put the swamp behind him. And Chersey's stew wasthe
best-tasting food he'd ever eaten.

Chersey thanked Dace for the compliment... and for helping her with the children. Bezul sensed the
inevitable coming hisway. He gave the Nighter aplace in the changing house and enough padpolsfor a
long soak in the quarter's bath house.

It was along afternoon and an unnerving one. The sky darkened at midafternoon. The geese got restless
and, asablack disk cut across the sun, big Ammen dropped to his kneesin the dirt outside the changing
house, bawling like aterrified child. Coming so soon after asimilar disk had eaten the moon, it was
enough to make aman brave the crowds at the fanes outside the walls.

Bezul got home from llsstemple as the bel eaguered sun was retreating to the western horizon. Perrez
had returned while he was gone, reeking of wine he swore he hadn't drunk. He hadn't forgotten his
promises. Hetruly did intend to devote himself to the changing house, but the aromacist had left behind a
thriving businessin the best part of Sanctuary. Perrez had aready found three partners— men who'd
won their bets at the tournament—to help him runiit, if Bezul would put up enough money to appease the
landlord...

Apocalypse Noun
Jeff Grubb

Heliz Yunz, linguist of Lirt, moved between the documents scattered across hiswork desk with the
furtive passion of agambler closing in on agraight flush. He moved hunch-shouldered back and forth
benesth the front window of histiny garret, comparing notes and referencing texts. Three separate
primers were propped open along the back of the bench, and another trio of heavy grimoiresfortified
one end of the desk. The subject of his attentions, apair of weethered, dissmilar documents, were
sprawled out, surrounded by foolscap notesin Heliz's own hand. The lean young scholar had a predatory
grin, and his eyes were nearly whitein the light of the tallow candles. He was obliviousto theworld
around him. He was on the hunt.

The precise nature and purpose of the two documents wereim-material to the linguist's quest. Onewasa
stained legd transcript written in the scratchy alphabet of the Rankan court language, rescued from an
excavated midden. The other was an erotic poem on perfumed parchment, transcribed in a florid handin
Beysib script, originating far to the south and later imported to, then abandoned in, Sanctuary. What was
important, as far as Heliz was concerned, was the words. Most importantly, agrouping of verbs about
halfway down the Ranke document, and asimilar group in the closing stanzas of the overheated Beysib
onnet.



Héliz checked a primer, then returned to the two documents. Then he was off againto aBeysib
dictionary, redlly little more than a phrase book, then back again. Then back to his shelvesto pull one of
the Crimson Tomes down to double check, then pulling some detail from one of the grimoires.

The grin deepened. Y es, there were no less than three points of convergence between the two phrases,
indicating adeep connection between the transoceanic languages that was previoudy unknown. The fact
that both documents predated Beysib presence in Sanctuary indicated that the common root had to be
much older than either document.

And there, cradled within each smilar phrase like a pearl was adiminutive suffix, identical in both cases.
A piece of hard, firm evidence that this small suffix might have once gppended the greater words of
power, the words that made the universe itself. He took asmall leather-bound book from inside his
stained ruddy robe, from the pocket over his heart, and dowly inscribed the phrase and the diminutive
auffix together. There were only about a dozen entriesin the book, but it held more power than any other
tomein his cramped quarters. Indeed, more power than any tome within Sanctuary.

As hefinished thelast stroke of an accent mark, a heavy footfal creaked on the landing of the outside
back stairs, and like amorning dream the revel ation snapped apart and elation was shattered. Heliz
scowled, hissingle great eyebrow dipping down towards the bridge of a hawk-like nose. He wanted to
ignore the sound, dim the lamps, ignore the guest, but once the remarkable state of discovery was broken
there was no return. Snarling mildly to himself, he spun towards the back of the garret, crossed the
distance in amatter of three steps, and flung open the door on the surprised and unwel come client.

The client was abig man, big in abad way, with a sagging belly that spilled over the top of awide belt
graining at itslast notch. A small face surrounded by waddles of fat, masked badly by a spotty beard.
Knee-length cloak of good materid, but well traveled. Other garments amishmash of whatever wasin
fashion at the time they were purchased. A merchant, then, one hand till raised to knock.

"Help you?' snapped Heliz, sincerely hoping the answer was No.

The merchant reached insde his cloak, and pulled out acrumpled bit of paper, the last bits of sealing wax
gtill adhered. "1 wastold you could read aletter for me."

The merchant's language was Rankan, but his bucolic tonesidentified him asfrom Berucat, far to the
north. There wasjust atrace of didect (clinging to hiswords like mud on a boot) that reveaded he had
spent alot of time recently on the far sde of the Shadow-foam.

"It'sfrom my wife," added the merchant, asif it made any differenceto thelinguist.

"I'm sorry, you have the wrong garret, goodbye,” said Heliz, but the merchant had aready oozed afoot
into the doorframe. He hefted the letter in sausage-heavy fingers and said, " The cooper said you'd do it
for afar coin."

Heliz glowered at the merchant, but the fat man failed to evaporate. Reaching out with athin hand he
snatched the | etter from the merchant's hand and retreated back into hislair. "My landlord,” said Heliz, "is
much too impressed with my capabilities. I'll need my light."

The merchant lumbered in after him. Along the back wall were about atwo dozen books, half of them
acquired snce Hdliz Yunz'sarriva in Sanctuary. None of them, of course, printed here,

"You'reaman of |etters?' said the merchant.

"No, I'm acollector of multi-volume paperweights,” said Heliz. Thelinguist held the | etter near his study



lamp. "Rankan, of course, in execrable handwriting and missing haf the prepositions. Masculine hand.
Whoever wrote thisfor your wife carries themsd ves about as being a 'l earned’ man.”

The merchant shifted from one foot to another, unsure if the andysiswas part of the service.

"Onesdlver soldat to read it," said Hdliz, holding ahand out. "'In advance." The merchant fumbled with his
pouch.

Upon pocketing the pay, Heliz said, "It is from your wife, though she enlisted someone elseto writeit.
She saysthat she hopesthis|etter finds you in good hedth. One of her pearl earrings went missing the
week previous to when she sent this, and she sacked one of the maids as aresult. She asksyou to
respond as to when you are coming home. Sheimplores you to be careful in your journey. She says she
misses you, offers her passionate love and signs her name. There.”

The merchant grunted and reached out for the letter. Heliz jerked it back in his hand.

"That'swhat it says," sad the linguist, the sharp smile returning for amoment. "For another soldat I'll tell
you whét it means.”

The merchant looked confused, then fumbled for his purse again. Pocketing the coin, Heliz regarded the
letter again.

"Theggnatureisdifferent than the rest of theletter. Y our wife knows no more of writing letters than you
know of reading them. She's very comfortable with the dictation, and her scribeistrusted enough to write
down intimate words. She's deeping with whomever wrote this|etter, and wants to know when you're
coming home so she can hide her paramour away. Given thetimeit takesfor you to get the letter, it's
quite likely that more than the pearl earring will be missing by the time you get back to Berucat."

The merchant turned aflorid crimson, wheeled, and stormed out of the garret. His boots thundered down
therickety stairsin the back of the cooper's shop.

"Whichiswhy | ask to be paid in advance," said Heliz to empty air, anasty smile breaking across his
face. He turned back to the study lamp with the note, examining the paper. The other side of the note
was perfectly usable, and even the side the message was written on could be salvaged with alittle

scraping.

Another footfal on the landing, this one just as heavy, but firmer and more assured. Heliz did not need to
reach for the door. Lumm the staver owned the garret, the barrel shop benegth it, his own quarters and
the smdll yard behind the building. He was a good-natured man, atolerant man, and asfar asHeliz was
concerned, anidea landlord. Lumm the staver was aso as unlearned asthe rest of the town's population,
and left thelinguist to his studies. Unless he wastrying to be friendly. Unless he wastrying to be helpful.
Inwhich casethe larger man wasaroya pain. But still, he wasthe landlord, and it paid to cozen him.

"Wheat did you say thistime?' said Lumm, managing to wrap the entire sentenceinasigh.

"Itis not my fault if people write bad news," said Heliz, "Basic rulesfor trandators—you don't blame the
speaker for the words.”

"It was something you said, I'll bet,” said Lumm, mildirritation in hisvoice. "I found him at the Unicorn,
you know. Told him you knew your |etters. Figured you could have gotten abit more out of him, say,
writing aletter back. Y ou passed up an opportunity.”

"l don't need the sad cases you find in taverns, thank you," Hedliz said in amild tone. "1 just wish to be | eft
with my studies. Without interruptions.”



"It ssemstome..." said Lumm.

Heliz shook hishead. "I am not someflat-back girl, Master Lumm, and | do not need you to serve as my

"What | want,” Lumm began, more strongly than he intended, then stopped. He took adeep breath. "I
want atenant to pay hisrent. And | don't fed right taking silver buttonsin trade.”

Despite himself, Heliz's thin hand went to the buttons on histravel-stained robe. When he had | eft the
tower, the entire row of buttons, thirty in number from hem to collar, had been slver—now al but three
were replaced with wooden fasteners.

Stll, thelinguist said, "Do you think | should St in the courtyard and scribe for anyone with the proper
coin?'

"If it will pay your room and board, what of it?' said Lumm, hisvoice cdm again, his eyebrowsraised to
meake his point. "Another thing. The neighbors are complaining. Y ou're boiling rags again.”

"I'm miaking paper,” said Heliz. "It'sanecessity for my craft."”

The landlord held up a protective hand. " So you told me, and | said you could do it, but it kicksup a
stench that makes even the Hillers St up. Y ou might want to wait for the day afore market day. That's
when most of the hogs are daughtered and your stench won't be as noticed.” Lumm was at the desk
now, looming over the volumes and notebooks.

"I'll take that under advisement,” said Heliz, but his eyestracked Lumm'’s hands as they moved over the
scattered notes and pages.

"So many different ways of writing," said Lumm, admiring the various scripts.

"Different languages,” volunteered Heliz, hoping the man would soon grow bored and return to his
drinking. " Different dphabets, often dien and mutually exclusive syntaxes. Some languages include more
vowels, some do without them, someindicate tense by umlauts and carets..."

Lumm touched the small open notebook and Helizswords died in histhroat. "These are interesting.
Poetry?'

Heliz reached out and grabbed the booklet from out in front of the stunned Lumm. Despite himsdlf, the
larger man staggered back, asif threatened.

Heliz held the small notebook to his chest. "Sorry."

"And what was that about?' said Lumm, truly irritated now. "It'snot asif | can read your damned
poems.”

"I'm sorry," said Hdliz, suddenly redizing hewasin very red danger of losing his quarters. "They're not
poems. They're words. Powerful words. Dangerous words.”

Lumm'sface clouded. "Dangerous? Y ou mean like spells? Don't care for magic around here.”

Héliz shook hishead. "Not spells. | mean, not quite. These are the words that spells are made of .
Wrapped at the heart of al spells are parts of these words, or at least cognates.” He looked at the
cooper, but only got ablank, puzzled look. "Um, similar words that sound like them. These words of
power are the building blocks of the world. Using them, even unknowingly..." Heiz'sface clouded for a



moment in memory, but he shook it off. " Speaking them can be dangerous, in certain circumstances.
Sorry if | sartled you."

Lumm tried tolook asif any of that sunk in. "But they're not spdlls," he concluded.

Heliz thought about trying to explain again, then said, "No. They're not spells, though a spellcaster might
beinterested in them."

Lumm looked at the linguist for along moment. *People don't like spellcasters much in Sanctuary.”

"I know," said Heliz, letting out arelieved sSigh that nothing had redlly sunk into the barrel-maker's
thick-spackled skull. "That's onereason | came here. Less danger of some wizard wanting to take my
work. Privacy for my studies. That and there are so many languages that people have used here.”

"Hmmmpf," said Lumm, looking at the collection of writing, and dismissing it. Heliz let himsdf relax. "I'll
leave you to your work, then. But | hope you stung that merchant enough to make the rent. | don't want
any more buttons. I'm going back to the Unicorn. Y ou want to come?"

Heliz managed amodest shrug that would only fool someone like Lumm. "I cannot. | have my studies™
Lumm shook his head and galumphed down the back stairs, taking most of the air with him.

Heliz was suddenly aware that he was il clutching the booklet tightly to his chest. Carefully he opened
it, asif the words caught within could escape. There were about a dozen. A verb that softened the earth
for plowing. An adjective that caused fireto ignite. A turn of phrasethat helped lambs birthing.

Words that any mage would day for, if he knew they existed.

And asingleword, anoun, that Heliz had spoken aloud only once. A word that had devastated his home
monastery and killed every one of the other Crimson Scholars. There had been fifty of them, members of
hisorder, in ahillsde tower aday'sride north of Lirt, dl led by his great-grandmother. He had grown up
there. He had studied there. And he had researched and toiled in its greet libraries. And he had
discovered thisword there. And after he had spoken the deadly word, the tower lay in wreckage at the
foot of the hill, and only he managed to pull himself from the wreckage.

And he had fled to the most illiterate, backwards, unmagica spot he could find to avoid ever having to
ded withit again.

Lumm stalked through the streets, heading back to the Vulgar Unicorn. He wasn't angry & thelittle

scholar as much as confused. Why would anyone turn down abit of coin, especidly for askill that didn't
require any heavy lifting? This scholar was agood tenant as tenants go, but his mule-headed devotion to
words completely bum-fundled him. If the lad would just get out alittle, he wouldn't be so tightly wound.

Above Sanctuary, the sky grumbled awarning curse. The cloud cover was heavy and low tonight, such
that the reflections of fire-pits could been seen illuminating the rounded bottoms of the clouds. It looked
like atrickster's storm, more like a summer storm than awinter one. A storm that could drench the town
inaningtant, or could equally pass over Sanctuary for more promising locations. As Lumm looked up, a
spidery thread of lightning crawled dong the cloud base, followed by the deep toll of thunder. Definitely a
summer trickster's storm.

For thefirgt time, Lumm wondered if Heliz wasredlly asorcerer.

Hedidn't seem like one, in that he didn't turn into things or have curses or anything. He didn't do any
chanting, or dancing, or summoning. And he didn't have the animds, the familiars, staking about. He



wouldn't rent to someone with pets.

Maybe Heliz was a sorcerer—a spellcasting wizard, in fact—but he wasn't avery good one, and that's
why he came here. But why be awizard if you don't want to cast spells?

For that matter, why would a scholar be in Sanctuary? It was not asif the town had auniversity, or a
library, or even other people interested in languages.

Of course, the easy solution would be just to leave the smaller scholar aone, take his silver buttons, and
then turn him out on the street when his funds were exhausted. That would be the easiest solution.

Lumm shook his head. Without proper coin, thistown would kick the small man into the gutter ina
week'stime. Heliz wasright that Lumm looked for sad cases. Heliz was one of them.

The common room of the Unicorn was as smoke-ridden and murky as usud. Old Thool, the Unicorn's
resident sot, was lurching from table to table, cadging what change and dregs of drinks he could manage.
Thetwo waitresses, known to dl as Big Minx and Little Minx, threaded through the tables, grabbing
empties and avoiding hands with equal deftness. Half the people in the room were watching the other
haf, and maice hung in the air with the smoke. A typica night, then.

Lumm himsdlf scanned the room, looking for the Berucat merchant. No sign of hisheavy frame. But
Lumm's eyes stopped for amoment at one of the back tables.

At firgt he could have sworn that Heliz was awizard, and had gotten to the Unicorn before he did. On
second thought, the table's occupant could have been the scholar's Sster. She was dressed smilarly to
the linguist, though her red robes, running from neck to ankle, were cleaner, newer, and still had dl of
their sllver buttons. Y et her hair was as dark as the scholar's, swept back instead of in the bowl cut that
Heliz wore. They shared sharp features. dark, heavy eyebrows and athin, raptorish nose. Y es, she could
have been hissger.

And Lumm was staring long enough that the newcomer redized she was being watched. She gave Lumm
asmile and beckoned him come over.

"Help you?' she said in apleasant, soothing voice.

"Sorry to sare," Lumm stammered. "Y ou just remind me of someone.” There might be another reason,
he redlized, that the linguist wasin Sanctuary. It would not be the first time someone came to the town to
lose themsealves of pursuers, family, creditors, or al three.

"No offense taken,” said the young woman. She looked afew years younger than Heliz. A younger
sster? Surely not adaughter. Heliz did not strike him as either being old enough or bold enough to spawn
any young. "Sit and tell me about it," she continued.

"Sorry to disturb you," said Lumm.

"l said St and tell me about it." And she said something el'se aswell, something low and wispy that the
staver did not catch, that brushed againgt his mind and was immediately forgotten.

Lumm suddenly found himself in the chair opposite, though he did not remember Stting down.

The young woman in the red robes leaned forward, and Lumm could not hel p but notice that, unlike
Héliz, the newcomer did not use the top dozen buttons of her garment. Y et it was her eyesthat most
caught his attention—wide, deep, and green. Eyes you could wander around in.



"l remind you of someone?’ she said.

"Ancther fellow,” said Lumm. "I mean, not that youre afellow and al. Dressed like you. The fellow.
Andyou."

"These are the robes of my order,” said the young lady. "I am a Crimson Scholar. Have you heard of
them?'

Lumm felt the hairs stand up on the back of his neck. "No," he managed.

"Redly?' she said, and added that breathy, low word again. Lumm felt the words surge up histhroat like
abad egg sandwich.

"I've never heard of your order," he said, dmost like it was asingle word. It was the truth, of course, but
he felt compelled to say it. "Y ou just ook like someone else I've seen.”

The young woman raised a glass of mulled wine, the spices heavy even at Lumm's distance. " So you said.
Friend of yours?'

Despite himself, Lumm laughed. "I don't think he has any friends. A very private person. Wantsto be | eft
aone. Spends most of histimein hisroom. Reclusive, that'sthe word.”

"Indeed,” said the young woman, "that's the word. Y ou know whereto find him?"
"I should," said Lumm, "I'm hislandlord. Maybe | should go get him, if you'relooking for him."

"Maybe you should tel mewhere heis" said the young woman, and for athird time added a breathy
addendum.

Again, Lumm felt the need to tell her, felt the words vomiting upwards. But as he opened his mouth, Old
Thool dammed into both him and the table, hard. The young woman dropped her glass on thetable,
sending shards and wine everywhere. Sheraised her arm to keep it from getting in her face.

"Padpol for an old veteran?' durred the drunk.

"Go jump off the dock," snarled the young woman, her face suddenly amask of rage. She added
something aswdll, that struggling fish of aword that kept avoiding getting tangled in Lumm's mind.

Thool stood bolt upright and started lurching towards the door.

Lumm rose aswel, suddenly redizing he was sweeting. He didn't look directly at the young woman, but
instead said, "L et me get arag to clean al this up. Won't take amoment.” Without waiting for an answer,
he headed for the bar, and grabbed Little Minx by thearm.

He pressed divers of pot-metd into her hand. " Get a clean rag for the young woman in red. And another
drink. And keep an eye on her until | get back. And don't talk to her."

Little Minx responded with a coquettish nod and awink, and Lumm was gone aswell, out into the night.

The barmaid turned and regarded the young woman with the hard, practiced eye of a Sanctuary native.
A few years older than she, but only afew. Wine-spattered robe, but otherwise in good apparent
financid shape. Definitely firg timein Sanctuary.

Little Minx headed over towards the back table, adim smile on her lips. She wondered how much more
she could get from thisfat pigeon by telling her whatever Lumm didn't want her to know about.



Heliz sghed deeply. Of course the moment, the thrill of discovery, wasn't coming back again. Oncethe
path of reasoning was upset, there was no recovery. He had managed the diminutive form, but the two
documents were just that—pieces of paper with writing. They held their secrets.

Still, he did not pay enough attention to the heavy footfalls up the back stairs, and jumped in his seat
when Lumm, without preamble or politeness, burst into his garret.

"Your Sgter isherel" the large man blurted out.
All Heliz could manage was adartled, "What?"

"Your sster," said the staver, gulping for air. He had run the last block, or at least tried to. "At the
Unicorn. | think she'slooking for you.”

"I never had asg..." started Heliz, then caught himsdlf up short. "A woman in red robes?’
"She said shewas a Crimson Scholar,” said Lumm, "I suppose you aretoo. Y ou never said.”

Heliz waved ahand to silence the larger man. "Black hair, worn long? Green eyes? Almost astdl as|
am?'

"Yes, yes, and yes" sad Lumm, Heliz Y unz turning paer with each answer.
"I'll need my satchel,” said Heliz, launching over to the desk to pull out a heavy bag.
"| left her at the tavern, and said | would go get you,” said Lumm.

"Not enough room,” said Heliz, looking into the depths of the bag. "Need to take the base primers, and
the llsg grammars. And the Beysib phrase book. I'm never going to find those again. But what to leave
behind?’

"Areyou in trouble with your sster?" asked Lumm. "Perhapsif | told her..."

"Sheisnot my sigter,” said Hdliz, turning on the cooper. "Her nameis Jennicandra. Sheismy Grest.
Grand. Mother. And Yes, | amintrouble with her."

Lumm stood there, a puzzled look on hisface, as Heliz started throwing bulky volumesinto the satchdl.
"Now wait amoment. She's younger than you are..."

Heliz was choosing which tome to take and which to abandon. "I know. She's very powerful.”
"Powerful ?1 dont..."

"| told you about the power of words. Jennicandra knows these words. Each morning after sherises, she
speaks aword of power that keeps the demons of age at bay. She'slooked that way for a century. She
has alot of words. More than me. | thought she died when the tower fell, but no such luck. She'stracked
me down." He put both tomes aside and dumped his scribe's pouch into the satchel, then touched the
notebook resting over hisheart. "I haveto go. Here'sthe silver. Sdll the books and whatever else I've left
behind."

"Y ou said they weren't spells” said Lumm.

"| said they werent like spdls" said Heliz, hisvoicerisng. "They are the hearts of spdlls. The bitsthat
connect for their powers. They are words that should not be spoken. Ideas that should not be evoked.
And she knows more of them than | do.”



Lumm continued to block the door. "I think you two need to talk."

"I blew up her tower!" shouted Heliz. "I found avery, very dangerous word and uttered it like a damned
fool, and blew up the monastery! She's going to want me dead! Now out of my..."

Thewordsdied in Heliz'sthroat at a sound in the street out front. It was asingle string of syllables,
chanted softly. The linguist's face went white and he pressed both palms against Lumm's chest, forcing
the larger man backwardsin surprise.

Lumm recognized the voice.
"Back! Out the door! She's herel" shouted Heliz.

Thefront of the garret was dready losing al color, turning an ash white that spread from the window
overlooking the street. Desk, books, and shelves al dowly were drained, turning first white, and then a
pebbly gray. Then, like burned ash, it began to fal in on itself, cascading downwards, striking the
whitened floor like dumped flour. Then the floor itsalf turned gray and began to dissolve aswell.

"What is—?" began Lumm, looking as the front of the house disintegrated.

"Out. Now!" shouted Heliz, grabbing his satchel and pushing the cooper out the door onto the back
landing.

Both men were now in flight, hurtling down the back stairs. Behind them the house continued to collapse
upon itsaf, becoming nothing more than acloud of slent gray ash.

"What was that?" gasped the barrel-maker.

"A collection of syllables,” said Heliz. "1t pullsthe energy out of wood and stone without burning, leaving
only the ash behind. I1t'sone of her favorites.”

"She'sasorceress” muttered Lumm.
"Worse," said Heliz, clutching his bag of books. " She's athesaurus.”

The clouds of seitling ash thundered behind them. "Hdliz!" shouted afemae voice from the ashen cloud.
"Show yoursdf! | won't harm you!"

"How do wefight her?' asked Lumm.
"With our feet. Put distance between us and her. What's the best way out of town?”

Lumm thought amoment. "Thisway. There are some abandoned manors north of the city. Y ou could
hole up there until she moves on. Follow."

The two darted down the aleyway behind the house. Above, the pregnant clouds were just starting to
Spit ahot drizzle, and the sky rumbled like a dyspeptic deity.

At theend of the dley, the pair dodged out on the street. The rough, dirt-packed road was blocked to
the south by a surging billow of ghostly dust.

A huge shadow loomed up in the dust, resolving into a great, animated statue. It wasin the form of a
great apewaking on al fours, its stone knuckles leaving deep imprintsin the muddy road. Its maw
burned with afiery, greenish light that shone like abeacon. Riding on its shoulderswas araven-haired
young woman in crimson robes.



"Hdizl" she shouted, and it seemed she could outshout the thunder itsdf. " Surrender now! Y ou don't
want to makethisworsethanit il

By common, unspoken consent, both men turned and fled down the road. Thewarm rain began in
earnest now, and fdlt like tears on Heliz's face. Somewhere e se there was a shout, and adamming of
shutters behind them.

They passed two aleys and dodged down the third. Heliz was dready breathing hard, and his chest was
tight and hisarmstired from carrying the satchel. He plastered himsdlf again awall.

"Changein plans," he huffed. "Let's go to the heart of the city. Maybe go to the Maze. The docks. Hdlls,
head for the Unicorn. Ther€ll be more people there. Someone who can handle her.”

Lumm the staver shook his head. "No. We bring sorcery to the heart of the city, and there will be amob
al right, but they'll be after our heads aswell. Don't you know any spellsto stop her?”

"They are NOT spdls" Heliz Yunz said testily, "they are words. Words the gods used when they built
theworld.”

"What about the big word, the one that blew up her tower?" asked Lumm.

"That noun destroyed an area about ahdf-mileinradius," said Heliz. "Would you wish that on
Sanctuary?'

The staver did not get a chance to respond, for they were transfixed in abeacon of greenish light issuing
from their pursuer's maw. Perched behind the stone ape's head, Jennicandralaughed.

Lumm cursed, invoking severd |l9g gods.

The mdediction made a connection in Heliz's mind, reminding him of another string of words. He pressed
his hands against the hard-packed dirt of the roadway and spoke a scattering of syllables.

It was the earth-softening phrase, the one that would help speed the plow at planting time. Here, in the
increasing rain, it had a greater affect.

The rock-agpe lumbered towards them, but its knuckles sank deeper into the road than before. It lurched
forwards, off-baance, and aimost threw Jennicandrafrom her seat. Now the softening had spread down
the aley, and its hindquarters were sinking aswell, mired in the newly softened earth. It raised one hand,
pulling up tarry strands of dirt and debriswith it. The creature bellowed, and its flaming cry was met by
thunder.

Lumm grabbed the satchel of books and shouted at Heliz, *Manors! Now!" And he was gone, not
looking back.

Heliz looked back at the trapped rock-ape. There was no sign of Jennicandra, and now the rain was
heavy and black, worsening its Situation. He started off after the staver.

Therain was smal hot spears now, spattering the road and driving even the hardiest nativesto shelter.
The pair stopped talking, taking refuge in the low overhangs and doorways, working their way north and
east towards the manors. The closed shops and shuttered houses began to findly give way to open,
empty lots and rubbled buildings, and findly to the rolling dopes of the manorsthemselves.

Theworst of the rain had abated now, and had settled into a sullen, pounding patter. Both men were
drenched to the skin and breathless. They dodged into the nearest of the old manors, arotted manse than



had only seen thieves and other fugitives asits tenantsfor over adecade.

They sat in the darkness for awhile, the only sound the pounding of the rain on the upper floor. The roof
of thismanor had disappeared sometime earlier.

"What now?' said Lumm.

"l can't stay," said Heliz. " She found me here. She wants vengeance. | can head across the Shadowfoam,
work my way north again to the Ilsig capitol. Maybe lose her there." There was apause, and Heliz
added, " Sorry to be such apoor tenant.”

"I'm going back," said Lumm, rising to hisfeet. " See what the damages are. Sdvagewhat | can. I'll get
you some food and water, if you can wait until morning.”

Heliz nodded, and Lumm's shadowy form moved towards the door.
"Lumm?’ said Heliz. The older man stopped in the doorway.

Whatever Heliz was going to say was disrupted by ablast of greenish light. It struck Lumm likea
hammer, knocking him from hisfeet. Lumm bellowed, covering hiseyesashefdll.

"Hdliz!I" came Jennicandra's voice from outsde. " Show yoursdlf."

Heliz pulled himsdlf to hisfeet. Curang himself. Cursing his great-grandmother. Cursing Lumm and the
gods and words and Sanctuary itsdlf.

He moved into the doorway.

Outside, therain had stopped, but only in the immediate vicinity. It formed acurtain around the manor's
front drive. Standing before the main doors was the red-clad form of Jennicandra, Mistress of the
Crimson Scholars. Behind her loomed the green-mawed ape made of hewn rock.

"Heliz," said Jennicandra, the corners of her mouth turned up inasmile.

"Great-grandmother,” said Heliz, histhroat tightening.

"Y ou've caused mealot of trouble, child," she said reproachfully.

Her mannerisms were careful now, those of an old person. Shelooked like a child playacting.

"I'm sorry," said Hdliz, fedling his knees tremble and threaten to go out. "I didn't mean to desiroy the
tower. | didn't know the word was that dangerous. Don't kill me."

The smile blossomed fully on the young/old woman'slips. "Kill you? Hardly. Not while you have that
ussful word inyour mind.”

"But the tower?"

Jennicandralaughed harshly. "What of the tower? Fifty scribes. A word that powerful isworth five
hundred. I've been looking for wordslike that. Origina words. Words of Destruction and Crestion.
Show me the word you learned, child. I'll be happy to leave you in thishole of atown if you just show
me theword."

She said something e se, something that Heliz heard and then forgot immediately. Something that did of f
hisbrain, leaving amuzzy residue behind. He wanted to spesk, but histhroat tightened at fear of his



great-grandmother. He shook his head, more in confusion than in negation.

"Come now, child,” said Jennicandra. "'Y ou wrote it down, didn't you? Of course, you're agood scholar.
| taught you to be one. So you would find the right words for me. Now | want you to show me your
devotion to your Gregt-grann-nanna. Show me what you did, child. Show me the word."

Again she added something ese, the extra syllable that strained at the gates of Helizs mind. Heliz made a
gasping whisper. "I'm sorry," he managed. Despite himself, he clutched at the notebook resting over his
thundering heart.

Jennicandratook another step forward. ™Y ou disappoint. All those deaths are meaningless, child, unlessl
get theword. Unless| get the power. It'syour purposein life. It'sin your notebook, isn't it? | can take it
off your body. Don't fight me, child. Y our blood comes from me. Y ou oweit to me. Giveit to me. Give
me theword."

Thistimethe syllable struck like a blade againgt the bounds of his mind, and the torrent came loose. He
felt the sudden need to pull the smdl notebook out, to show his Great-grann-nannawhat he did, to make
her proud of him. He reached for the book.

And something large and heavy dammed into him, knocking him againgt the side of the door. Something
sharp broke insgde Heliz's mind, and he redlized that he had fallen beneath one of Jennican-dral's own
words of power.

Lumm, rubbing his shoulder, bellowed, "Useit, Hdliz! Useit on her!"
Heliz looked a the staver. "But thetown..."

"Will bemy first test of power," said Jennicandra, and she shouted, "NOW, GIVE ME THE WORD!"
and added her word of power. Behind her, the rock-ape bellowed in chorus.

Héliz opened his mouth and screamed, bellowed the word of power that had been unspoken these many
months. It was a short word, but charged with the power of sun and stars and earth and creation. It
pulled fury with it, and detonated right where Jennicandra was standing.

And as Heliz shouted the word, he changed it, twisting it in hismind and histhroat to merge it with the
diminutive form he had discovered earlier in the evening. He gppended it more as a hopeful prayer than
asared attempt to control the damage.

A bright light flashed, one that Heliz had seen once before, long ago in the tower. 1t blossomed outwards,
encasing his great-grandmother, the rock-gpe, and licking at the entrance of the manor itself. Yet it was
contained, folded back upon itsdlf by itsdiminutive suffix. It looked asif amassive bdl of lightning had
detonated among the manor houses, turning the region to brief, sudden day.

And as suddenly asit gppeared, it diminished again, collapsing like energy without matter to houseit,
pulling itself inwards and evaporating in asingle point. The arealin afifty-foot circle was blasted black,
and the stone front of the manor house was charred and blackened. All that remained of the rock-ape
wasapair of roughly hewn fest, which could be imagined as being anthropoid only with avivid
imagination. Of the Great-grandmother of the

Crimson Scholarsthere was no Sgn. Therain wasfalling again in the courtyard, and the thunder
grumbled in the sky like agod disturbed from its dumbers.

Lumm helped Heliz to hisfeet. The linguist had not redlized he had collapsed.



"You got her," said Lumm, sdlf-satisfaction in hisvoice.
Hdliz shook hishead. " did thisto her before. She survived that."

"No, you got her," assured Lumm. "If she lived through that, she's a better thesaurus, or sorceress, or
whatever, than she should be."

Lumm thumped down the broad steps of the manor house, then turned. "Y ou coming?”

Heliz was quiet for amoment, wrestling with histhoughts. "Y es. Let me take you to the Unicorn. |
suppose | owe you adrink."

Lumm shook his head, then spat, Y ou owe me a house, linguist." Hegrowled, "And | just hopeyou like
working in the central courtyard, because that's where you're going to be until you pay me back.”

And with that the barrel-maker headed down the dope, listening as he walked for the footsteps of the
linguist behind him.

Oneto Go
Raymond E. Fest
Thefleamoved.

Jake the Rat held motionless, ignoring theirritation asthetiny bloodsucker sought out another location

where he could visit more misery upon the old thief. Jake could fed thetiny parasite hop down hisright
caf toward hisankle, aready covered in scab-capped welts. Sowly, with a patience born of alifetime
spent being patient, he moved hisleg, bringing it to apoint where his gnarled fingers could lash out and
seizethetiny maefactor.

"Ahha" he shouted in triumph as his till nimble digits struck downward, fetching up the flea between
calloused forefinger and thumb. "'l have you!"

"Wot?" asked Selda.
"Damn fleathat's been biting mefor thelast hour. | got it!"

Selda had been tending her knitting. She put down the two bone needles and sat back in the rickety chair
she had gppropriated for that purpose approximately five seconds after entering the hovel for thefirst
time, saven yearsearlier. Fixing her husband with abadeful gaze she said, "Ain't that wonderful! Now you
can set about catchin' the other thousand or so wot's ill in residence with us.”

Ignoring her sarcasm, Jake held the tiny creature up for ingpection. He moved it closer and farther away
under the dim light of the lantern above the table and couldn't quite seem to get it into focus. "Damn,” he
muttered. "Are these fleas smdler than they used to be?"

"No, you old foal. It's your eyeswot ain't what they was."

Not taking his eyes from the tiny bloodsucker, he muttered, "“Nothing wrong with my eyes, old woman. |
can till spot awatchman amile away.” Herolled the flea between thumb and forefinger, very hard.

"Y ou've got to messthem around a bit," he said asif conducting lessons on the execution of vermin.
"They've got hard shellsand if you just try to squash them, they'll legp away. But if you roll them hard, it
breakstheir legs or something and they just Sit there." He did so and deposited the fleaon the table. He
couldn't be sure, but he thought he saw the insect twitch. Deriving satisfaction from the thought that the



thing might be suffering in retribution for the misery inflicted upon others, Jeke hesitated amoment, then
drove a bone-hard thumbnail into the wood, bisecting the tiny creature. "And there you have done with
it

"Well, pleasad as princesses on a shopping trip about decapitating abug, isn't he?' said Selda. "Why you
go to such lengths about it when most people just swat the damn thingsis beyond me."

"It kegps me relaxed while I'm waiting," he answered.

She knew that. She knew everything about Jake. Selda and Jake had been together for thirty years.
They'd even had a child together once, though the boy had run off when he wastwelve. They had called
the boy Jaxon. They'd heard he/d become asailor, but didn't know if it was s0. Neither had mentioned
his name to the other since the day he had left. Both knew to do so would be to open the debate asto
who had been responsible for the boy's leaving, and both knew that would be the end of them. So they
remained silent on that one matter.

But on any other subject, they had argued so often and so repeatedly that each could hold the argument
even if the other was off somewhere. But tonight was different.

Jake looked over at Seldaand said, "Wot? Y ou ain't going to say something about relaxing?”

She put down her knitting. With a scolding tone she said, "And wot good would it do? None at dl. It'sa
sad stuation we'rein, in'it? And therés nothin' for it but for you to go off and get yoursdlf killed, you old
twit."

He stood from the other chair, as he ways thought of it, her chair and the other chair, and made hisway
around the table to where Selda sat, clutching her needlesin hands so tight her knuckles showed white.
"Who you cdlin' an 'old twit,' you old shrew?"

She jabbed at him with the needles and shouted, ™Y ou, and you are an old twit, you old twit." Eyes
rimming with tears she said, "Y ou're going to get yoursdf killed, then wherell | be?!

He easily avoided the jabbing needles and bent over her. She turned her head aside and tried to brush
him away with both hands, but he would have none of it, circling her in hisarms as he had tens of
thousands of timesin the past. "It'll be good, you'l see," he said.

Tearsran down her cheeksand she said, "'I'm frightened, old man.” Suddenly she leaned into him and
clung to him asif fearful of letting him go. "Must you?'

"I mugt. | told you, old woman, three jobs and we'd be out of this pest hole."

Showing theresiliency he had known for most of hisadult life, she pulled away and shouted, "Aye, and
whose hit of thunderous wisdom wasiit brought usto this pest hole, this'Sanctuary,’ out here at the edge
of nowhere, inthefirgt place?’

"Now, don't you go starting up with me on that, old woman," he admonished.

"We should get out of the Empire, he says," she mimicked hisvoice. "We should head out to Sanctuary. |
heer it'slively out there, with al manner of people wot never been thisfar east before. Easy pickin'sfor
thelikes of us, he says. No Imperid thief-catchers chasing usfor bounty. No merchant's guild hiring
assassinsto sak usin the night, he promises. No revengeful nobles sending soldiers out by the dozensto
cut usdown in the city square like bowmen daugh-terin' lambsin apen.

"No, he saysto me, it'll befun, lots of interestin' folks, and some easy days." She held up her handsto



describe the hovel in which they lived, onetable, two chairs, alamp, atiny brazier over which they
cooked their meager food, and adeeping roll on the floor they had shared for the last seven years. It was
located at the darkest end of an dley abutting awall on the other side of which lay the city's busiest
daughter house. "Doesthislook like easy days?

He started to spesk and she held up asilencing hand. "No! If it'snot drunk 1lsigi soldierstrying to kill us
because someone's grandfather died fighting the empire, it's Rankan mercenaries who just happen to
think we look like easy prey. And for the last two years we've had those wonderful Irrune bodyguards of
Chief Arizak al over the placelooking ready to kill if you happen to be looking in the generd direction of
their master's house.

"An' let'snot forget the Cult of Dyaredawot's running around killin' people ‘cause they think it's holy.
Lovely bunch they are. Then theresthat ot over at the Vulgar Unicorn.”

Helet his head sag, knowing that he wasn't going to get any peace until she had finished her rant.

"Y ou've got sorcerers whao'll turn you into atoad for agiggle. People who are I-don't-know-what carvin’
each other up for al manner of odd thingies, runes, books, gems, and the like, except | think a couple of
them are dready dead and you can't carve them up unless they want you to, but they do get by with
having piecesfal off now and again! Freebooters and rogues, murderers and scoundrels, and some of
‘em aren't even human, | wager! And the way they talk—can't hardly understand aword. They're all
foreignerd

"And you've got more thievesin the Maze than who've been hung on the Imperid Galowsin Ranke since
thefirst Emperor wasapup! Y ou can't bend over to pick up one of their greasy little coins without
bumpin' your head with athief, and your arse with another behind you. Y ou pick aman's pocket and
discover he'sthefdlow who'd picked yours five minutes before!”

He'd heard the rant nearly every day since the end of the first year after they'd arrived in Sanctuary and
was aways astonished a how little it varied, though the part about Chief Arizak's bodyguards had only
been added about ayear and ahaf ago. He ressted the temptation to join in as she finished—

"And for thismisery, what do | get? Do | get riches and good food, my ease as servants stand idly by
waiting for my merest whisper to do my bidding?No, | get thisl" And asaways, she stood up, with her
arms outstretched on the word "thigl"

Squelching asigh of relief the last of the rant was now over, he stepped before Seldaand put hisarms
around her. "Hush, old woman. | know you're frightened. But | told you, three more jobs and we're done
with Sanctuary. | boosted the Jade Cat from the royal caravan just asit |€eft, to square my debt to Bezul
the changer, and to get these!" He showed her aleather packet, the contents of which were known to
her. "Then | lifted Six full pursesin one night on thefirst day of the tourney to giveto the caravan master
for passage back into the Empire and to give to Pel Garwood, to concoct amix for my chest, so | can do
tonight's job without a coughing attack.”

"We've aready paid our passage. Why another job?' she asked him for the uncounted time.

Patient as dways he answered her as he always had, "Because we have passage only to Ranke, and |
want enough after getting there that we can live quietly in something better than this." His hand described
the hovd.

"But Lord Shacobo, the magnate?’

"He'sthe obvious choice."



"Then why has no one has ever boosted his place?’
"Hetwick the Nimble did!"

"An' they hung himfor it! Or do you think that was a success, just having gotten in for abit and wanderin'
about?'

"Woman, I'vetold you all thisbefore. The night before Hetwick danced the gallows, his woman cameto
seehiminhiscdl and hetold her something, something shetold mefor aprice, andit'sthereason I'll
succeed where Hetwick didn't.”

"Oh, and you're aman of vision and genius and Hetwick was just another fool, isthat it?"
"Woman, remember who was the gregtest thief in the Empirel”

"You old fool, most nights you weren't even the greatest thief in the room!™ She held up her hand before
his nose and wiggled her fingers. " These beauties boosted afine number of fat pursesin their day, you
can't deny it, can you?'

He hugged her fiercely and said, "Y ou did that, old girl, you did that."
"Y ou're not going to tell me what it was Hetwick's woman told you, are you?”
"No. Youll just worry over it." Hekissed her cheek. ™Y ou remember wot | told you?”'

"Yes," shesaid with frown. "l ‘member wot you tol' me. | wait here until the final tournament starts. Then
| take what | got"—she waved to asmal bundle of personal goods—"and getsto that littleinn out by the
old ford across the White Fod. Wait there until you come by, just afore dawn.”

"| talked to Landers—he runs the Hungry Plowman—and hell let you bed down under atablein the
commons for apadpol or two."

"Then we makesfor the fields where they're unloading caravans 'til the tourney stands come
down—which we won't be here to see, will we?—and head out to Ranke at first light.”

"Remember, asmy old mentor said, Timing iseverything." "

"Mentor? Y ou never had no mentor. Y ou ‘prenticed with Shooky the Basher. Not much craft in bonkin'
amark over the head wif aclub and rifling his purse as he lies on the ground moanin’. Got himself hung,
remember?’

"True, but he knew athing or do, did old Shooky. And hewas right about timing; if he'd been out that
door after he murdered that bloke one minute earlier, they never would have hung him."

He grabbed up a shoulder bag from a peg by the door and dipped his head through the noose. Picking
up the smdll leather package from the table, he dipped it into apocket sawn into the inside of his shirt.
He adjusted hisrope belt, asif concerned for his appearance, and said, "That's it, then. Remember,
something odd's about to happen this afternoon, but it'll be dl right. Don't worry about it. Just wait until
it'stimeto go, then head for the Hungry Plowman. | got to go now."

Without another word he dipped through the door and into the dley.

As Jake anticipated, the streets were deserted. Thefina day of the tournament was on high, and if he
judged histiming rightly, the crowd was a its maximum capacity this moment, with Master Soldk,
acknowledged the greatest swordsman in Sanctuary, if not most of the known world, facing the



mysterious woman caled Tiger. Jake had chanced being spied by theloca guardsmen, who might or
might not have noticed him—but why take unnecessary chances?—just to see the previous day's
matches. The woman was unlike any Jake had ever seen and Jake had seen alot of womenin alot of
different places, from alot of different places. Under al that armor she looked lithe and dender, and she
was atiny thing. Wonder if she was pretty? he absently added.

Timewas he had apracticed eyefor beauty. Jake liked women in al forms, tal, short, ample, thin. Dark,
fair, it didn't matter much; if they had some beauty in them somewhere, held find it. Hed been quitethe
lad with the girlsuntil hed met Selda

Now sheld been something, he thought with a smile, as he scampered down atwisting street leading
through the Maze. Not athin girl, but not thick either. Just right. Brown hair, again not too fair or dark.
Clear blue eyes and an odd bit of anose, just dightly too big for her face, but again not by too much. He
liked it. He had liked her first time he put eyes on her. She must have liked him, aswell, for they werein
his bed that first night, and sheld been in it every night sincefor thirty years.

Not that he didn't look at other women. He was a bit past fifty years, but he wasn't dead. He il
appreciated adender leg, rounded rump, or awicked smile. But no matter how tempting another woman
looked, held till not found one to match hisold Selda

But asfascinating as the woman called the Tiger was, hisreason for attending the semi-fina boutswasto
see where Lord Shacobo would be. As hoped for, while the otherwise penurious trader might gtint in
most things, he liked the reflected glory of being located near the great and near-greet. His box was the
fird to theleft of the true nobility and must have cost him enough to have made him wince when he paid
over the fee to the stadium managers. Jake was certain Shacobo would be back in that box today.

For an absent moment, Jake wondered at how much the Rankans were paying for that thing they had
built in the old market and Caravan Square. It was no Imperia arena, but it took alot of men and lumber
to build the damn thing. Seemed a shame to sart tearing it down tomorrow.

Hefocused his attention on a particularly problematic corner, the one where five streets, or dightly larger
dleysredlly, dmost came together in amuddle, which had a couple of complete blind spots. Hed used it
in the past to shake afollower, but it aso was agood placeto hidein waiting. He automatically moved to
the left sde of the street, moved diagonadly acrossthe first portion of the three-way intersection, then cut
to hisleft again to enter the farthest turn, giving him the best advantage of seeing someone before being
Seen.

No one was there.

As he anticipated, everyone who could was at the tourney this day. When first hatching his plan to rob
Shacobo's, he had planned on being there dready, lurking in some nearby shadow asthe fat merchant,
hiswife, dimwit son, obnoxious daughter, and far-too-pretty serving girl al marched off to their precious
little viewing box.

But apassing remark by Heliz, thelinguist of Lirt, made one night at the VVulgar Unicorn had esten at the
corner of hismemory for aweek. He had found an old text awhile back while boosting atrader's stdl at
the Market, and had almost tossed it. But by chance he had not, and when he presented it to Heliz, in his
office above Lumm the staver's, he thought the man would melt with pleasure. The odd document was
something Heliz called aBeysib script, whatever that was, but he certainly seemed thrilled to haveit.

In exchangefor it, he had explained his passing remark to Jake, who had instantly put his mind to how he
could turn thisto his advantage. Soon after the tourney ended, there would be an eclipse.



Jake had managed to get agood ten minutes of solid information out of Heliz, which wasn't dl that bad
considering it had come embedded in about two hours of sarcasm, insult, and condescension. Jake
wished Heliz had something worth stedling, because he loved victimizing people who assumed they were
smarter than he, smply because he was athief, or lesswell born, or older, or for any reason.

Jake the Rat was many things, but stupid wasn't one of them.

Jake had seen acouple of lunar eclipses and once, when he had been a very young boy, a solar one, but
Heliz said none had been seen in Sanctuary since the oldest living man's grandfather had walked the
streets, and had mentioned that "most of the localswill probably run around like demented chickens, in
anticipation of the gods wrath." Heliz talked like that.

Hewas from the heart of the Empire, too, asfar as Jake could tell. Not Ranke from his accent, but
somewhere close by. Jake had him pegged for a Crimson Scholar, except word was, they'd dl died in
some sort of violent explosion. He was, Jake was certain, capable of magic, smply because being
around those people made Jake's butt itch, and Heliz made Jake's buit itch.

Jake had heard Heliz's sster had been in town looking for him yesterday. He turned the corner and
walked quickly past Lumm the Staver's place. Noticing the still smoking fifty feet of destruction beforethe
building, Jake judged that family reunion hadn't gone aswell asit could have.

Jake pushed aside the thought. Time to turn hisfull attention to the job. He reviewed what he knew of the
locks at Shacobo's and patted the picks he had purchased from Bezul, then remembered what Hetwick's
widow had told him for a price: Beware of the dog. Patting the bag of mesat gleaned from the
daughterhouse next door, Jake grinned. "No problem,” he muttered.

"Nice puppy," Jeke said for thefiftieth time to the davering monster below. The thing sort of looked like
ahound, big and loose jointed, covered in dark brown and black fur, but it had a square muzzle and ears
that perked up.

The creasture—Jake refused to think of this monster as merely adog—had an incredible array of teeth, al
currently set to remove large hunks of Jake from Jake's bones.

The caper had gone exactly as Jake had anticipated. He had gone through the locks like a blade through
parchment. He was standing in Shacobo's lock room within ten minutes of entering the building and had
selected severa itemsto remove; he concentrated on the small and portable, while less experienced
thieves might have been lured by the pile of gold coins. He had taken afew of those, for certain, but the
jewels and acouple of curioswith precious stones would set him and Selda up for life. Not just amodest
hut somewhere, but alovely little home on the river south of Ranke, with aservant, perhaps even two.

He had taken one step out of the strong room when he had confronted the monster. The dog stood
flatfooted and looked Jake in the eyes. It growled and Jake understood why Hetwick had preferred
being captured. The creature had been trained to keep the invader in the strong room until guards could
be summoned.

Fedling brilliant, Jake had produced the meat and tossed it through the door. As he had anticipated, the
dog's training was overcome by hunger, and Jake had a chance to cut through the door to make his
getaway.

What he hadn't counted on was the dog being the size of asmall pony and eating everything Jake had
brought along in two bites. Jake had earned about athirty second headstart.

So now Jake hung from a pole used to run out laundry from a second-floor window. The rear wall of the



edtate was temptingly close, amere twenty feet away, and his only means of transverse adender cord
used to hang the wash. Jake kept his knees tucked up as the dog would occasionaly leap and take a bite
at Jake's exposed toes, which could fed hot bregth.

Not having the wit to cdl up the appropriate god for this circumstance, Jake started praying to all of
them. He vowed as soon as he got to Ranke he would make the rounds and put avotive offering on
every dmsplatein every temple of every god, no matter how minor, if he could just get to that wall.

Reassuring himsalf with the observation that wet laundry was quite heavy and the thin cord was probably
agreat ded stouter than it looked, he began his move, first one hand then the next.

The dog started barking and Jake was suddenly afraid the noise might dert someone. Then the sky
darkened and other dogsin the area d so started to howl. Jake knew better than to glance at the sun, but
the fading light told him the eclipse was now in progress. That should keep this Situation under control a
few minutes longer, Jake judged, as he moved dowing across the courtyard.

The dog stopped barking and looked up, his eyesfixed upon Jake. For no better reason than hedging his
bet, Jake crooned, "Nice puppy! Sweset puppy! Puppy want to play?'

For an ingtant, Jake swore he saw the dog'stail twitch asif on the verge of awag, then the creature's
hackles rose and it growled.

"Oh, you don't mean that, puppy-wuppy," said Jake, sounding like ademented granny. "Y ou'reanice
puppy.” Jake glanced over and saw he had reached the midpoint, which meant the cord was now
hanging a itslowest point.

The dog leaped. Jake jerked his knees up around his chin and could fed the air move below histoes as
jawslikeiron traps dammed shut less than an inch away.

"Nice puppy!" Jake dmost shouted. The dog turned in acircle, looking almost playful, before attempting
another leap. Shap! went the jaws and again Jake could fed the creature's hot bregth.

And in that instant the cord broke.

Jakefdl, butt firgt, his kneesaround his chin, asthe dog hit the ground. The dog looked up just intimeto
see Jake's posterior blot out the sky, the instant before Jake landed upon its head.

The hound's jaw dammed into the stone courtyard surface with alethal-sounding crack, and Jake felt the
shock run up hisspine, rattling histeeth.

For a second, Jake sat on the dog's head, unsure if he should move, then he scrambled off the creature
asquickly aspossible.

Could it be? Was the hound from hell dead?

Not waiting around to find out, Jake stood up and did aquick inventory. All hisbody parts were sill
attached and in their proper locations, so he turned and made for the wall.

Just as he reached it, he heard a woof from behind. Spinning, he saw the till dazed dog advancing on
him, alow inquigitive chuff sound coming from itsthroat. Grinning, Jake said, "Nice puppy!"

That's when the dog |egped.

"Y ou could have told me we was walking," scolded Selda as she trudged aong behind arug merchant's



wagon, an hour after sunrise and their departure from Sanctuary.

"I didn't have enough coinsto buy better at thetime," Jake answered. "I'll seewhat | can do about
arranging aride when we break for the midday medl."

"Harumph," she answered. After aminute, shesaid, "And | ill don't know why you had to bring that
aong." Her thumb stabbed behind them.

Jake tugged on the laundry cord he had tied around the dog's neck after it had leaped toward him and
started licking hisface. "L ook, old woman," said Jake. "Y ou want to go back and tell that beast he can't
comewith us?"

She glanced back at the huge dog, itstongue lolling out of its mouth asitstail wagged.
"Nice puppy,” Jake crooned and the dog's tail wagged even faster.

"What are we going to feed it? It'slicking its chops and eyeing the horses!™

"WEIl buy some meat,” said Jake. "We have means."

"Wedo?'

"Better than | thought, old woman. WEell find a proper fence in Ranke, who'll give us more than young
Bezul ever would, and well be st for life. Riversde house and a servant, m'gal.”

"A servant?' she said in wonder.

"Likel told you, oneto go and we're done." He grinned. "Well, were done.”

"Wot we going to call that thing? Ain't no proper puppy.”

" 'Shacobo’ seemsfitting?!

"But what if someone who knows him in Sanctuary shows up in Ranke and putsit al together?!
"Slim chance, but then maybe you're right. What about caling him "Hetwick'?"

"Never liked Hetwick, or hiswife."

So they trudged aong until the midday break, arguing over whét to cal the dog, who remained " Puppy”
until he died of old age seven yearslater. Selda and Jake actualy wept when they buried the beast in the
garden behind the riverside house.

And they lived happily ever after, until athief name Grauer broke into Jake's strong room and stole most
of hiswedlth, and Jake had to steal it back—but that's another story.

Afterword
Lynn Abbey
Who says you can't go home again? When home is the city named Sanctuary, anything is possible.

A lot of water has flowed under the bridge since that Boskon dinner in 1978 when Thieves World was
conceived. We had a great run—twelve anthologies, a couple of novels, some graphic adaptations,
games, and some great music you hever got to hear—and then times were changing, not just in
publishing, but in private livesaswell.



We boarded up Sanctuary in the late 1980s—put it in "freeze-dry mode" with the hope that the great
whed of fortune would spin around again. Without going into great detail, Robert Asprinand | got
married not long after Thieves World began and we separated afew years after it ended. By the time the
divorcewasfina, the great whed had pretty well come off its axle and, when asked, I'd answer that pigs
would fly before theréd be another book with Thieves World on the cover.

Bob moved to Houston, then New Orleans. | moved to Oklahoma City, then central Florida (odd places
both, for someone who hates heat and humidity). Y earswent by and my answer never changed. Then it
was May 1999, and | came hometo find my answering machinelit up like a Chrisgmastree: A line of
tornadoes of unprecedented strength had ripped through the Oklahoma City area. My stepdaughter and
friendsweredl caling in to tell me they were safe—for which | was most thankful—and to inform me
that along with the roofs and the trees, the cattle and the cars, there were pigsin the air and | had never
sad they had to walk away from their landings.

Oops.

| guess|'d started thinking about it ayear or so earlier, when | redlized | was signing (and resigning)
battered copies of Thieves World and Tales from the Vulgar Unicorn that were older than the readers
handing them to me. Maybe areprint program, 1'd thought, but no publisher was interested in reprints
only. Frankly, they weren't interested in resurrecting anything that seemed astightly associated with the
1980s as, oh, Michael Jackson and Ronald Reagan.

Enter Brian Thomsen, editor extraordinaire and proverbid longtime friend of the family, and Tom
Doherty, who'd been the man-in-charge at ACE Bookswhen Thieves World began itsrun and is now
the man-in-charge at TOR. Brian waslooking for a project he could sink hisfangsinto and Tom, ina
moment of weakness, agreed that if anyone was going to bring back Thieves World it should be
TOR—but not as areprint program.

They wanted new material—new anthologiesthat got back to Sanctuary's grungy roots and anovel (a
"James Michener-esgue epic novel"—it said so right at the top of the contract) that would recap all
twelve previoudy published anthologies while leveling the playing field for the new stories. |, of course,
would write the"Michener-esgque epic novd" that we honestly thought Tor would be publishing in thefirst
haf of 2001.

Oops.

Thieves World has dways been alot like an iceberg: What's visible on the surface isonly afraction of
what's redly there. Contracts had to be written and rewritten. The authors who wrote for the origina
incarnation had to sign off on the parameters of the new one. New authors had to be selected, invited. ..
persuaded that their professiond liveswould not be complete until they'd written astory set inthe
renovated Sanctuary. And there wasthat little matter of turning more than fifty often contradictory (often
deliberately contradictory) storiesinto that "Michener-esque epic nove."

Little by little, Thieves World came together. All the first-generation authors signed off on the changes
necessary to bring Sanctuary into the twenty-first century world of eectronic publishing and multi-media
exploitation rights, many of them signed up to write new stories. | read and re-read the old stories, stared
at maps, dove into obscure histories until the boundaries blurred and | began to think | knew what had
happened in Sanctuary, what was happening, and what needed to happen in the future.

Thenovd waslate... very late. By the time the authorsin Turning Points got achanceto read it, their
stories were d so—technica ly—very late. | owe them, and everyone e se connected with Turning
Points, my thanks for their patience. At least thistime around we had e-mail. (I think back to the late



seventies, when overnight mail was just getting afoothold, and | marvel that Bob ever managed to get the
anthologies put together.)

Modly, I give thanksto the fans of Sanctuary, to everyone who read a Thieves World story and wanted
the pigstofly.

Welcome back—I hope you'll agree it was worth the wait.



