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Prologue

The Dream | sthe Same

The nightmare isawaysthe same:

We're trying to make our escape from Hell, a whole crowd of us running through the slimy
corridors. Everybody |I've ever loved is there, along with strange faces, some of which | know
should be familiar.

Behind us, there's a screaming pack of demons, some in cartoony shapes, some that look like
misshapen wolves, all of whom have me scared so bad | can hardly breathe the scalding, stinking
air. The walls keep trying to close in on me, but | push the hot, slime-covered surface away.

The exit isup ahead, a gash in the wall, and the crowd starts to push through. | can't tell who's
gone through, but | can only hope that my kids are among them. Please.

Some have made their escape, but there's no way for the rest of us: the demons are approaching
too quickly, and they're going to catch us.

And then | see him: Karl Cullinane, Jason's father, standing tall, face beaming, his hands, che<t,
and beard streaked with blood and gore.

"We're going to have to hold the corridor,” Karl says. "Who'swith me?' He smiles, asthough he's been
waiting hiswholelifefor this, the fucking idiot.

Figures push out of the crowd, all of them bloodied, some of them bent. | guess | notice
Kosciuszko and Copernicusfirst, although both of them are shorter than | thought they'd be.

A buddha-faced Chinese steps forward, his face shiny with swest that he doesn't seem to notice. "A
boddhisattva," he says, "is one who pledges not to attain heaven until the rest of humanity does.”

Another man standstdll, lean as asword, not seeming to notice that the right Side of his chest is cut
open, dashed to the grayish liver. "Of course," he says, taking his place next to adim, hawk-faced
woman in what looks like aburia robe. Her robeisburning so hard | can hear her flesh crackle, and she
wincesin pain, but it doesn't stop her.

"Moi auss," shesays.

Two nondescript men push forward together. "Once more, Master Ridley," the first says, his accent
clipped and British.

The other shakes hishead and smiles wearily. "I'd thought—but no: once more, then.”

A heavy-bearded, heavy-set man, still wearing his hangman's noose, his eyes wide in madness,
pushes forward, shoulder to shoulder with Georgie Patton himself.

Humanity streams by us, and it's all | can do not to be swept along with it.



The corridor has always seemed tight, maybe twenty feet across, but the line of them—thousands
of them, arms linked tightly—can't quite stretch acrossit.

They need one more to close the ranks, or it'sall for nothing, and the demons are fast
approaching.

One more. They always need one more.

Karl looks at me—they all look at me: Brown, Ridley, Joan, Ahira, Horatius, all of them—his
bloody face puzzed. "Walter? What are you waiting for?"

* % %

Then | wake up.

PART ONE
HOMEWORK

CHAPTER ONE

In Which | Spend
aMorning at
Castle Cullinane

If you don't think that sex is violent, next time try thrashing around a bit.
—WILL SHETTERLY

My nameis Walter Slovotsky.

Asnear as| can figure, | should be turning forty-three in the next tenday or so, and maybeit'stimel
grew up. I've spent the past couple of decades as, varioudy, a hero, atrader, afarming consultant, a
thief, and a Jeffersonian politica fanatic. Oh. And akiller. Both retail and wholesale. I'm sort of ajack of

al trades.

In addition, I've managed to father two daughters (that | know of; I, er, get around a bit), generate afew
hundred interesting gphorisms, and deep with an even more interesting variety of womenthan | didin
college (see above), including my second-best-friend's wife-to-be (we weren't dl thet friendly at thetime.
When he found out about it he dmost killed me, but we dl ended up asfriends) and, some yearslater, his
adopted daughter (he never found out about it; I'm not sure how that turned out, not yet).

But here | am, getting on in years, about to make some mgjor changesin my life, and | thought 1'd do it
thisway. May aswell start with food.

Food's an important part of my life.



The early morning crowd, plus me, was gathering for bregkfast.

Settling into anew castle makesfor long hours and hefty appetites. I've ways had the latter, anyway,
hangover or no.

"Please passthe bacon,” | said. | don't missthetaste of nitrites; they do good things with smoking pig
partsin Bieme. Just the thought of beans and hocks, Biemestren style, makes my mouth water.

"Inahurry?" Jason Cullinane gestured with an eating prong. "Father used to say that death isaways
willing to wait until after breskfast." He looked disgustingly fresh for this pre-goddamn-dawn hour of the
morning: face washed, dark brown hair damp and combed back, eyes bright. | wouldn't have been
surprised if he sprouted abushy tail.

My mouith tasted of bile and stale whiskey, and my head ached. I'd had a bit too much to drink the night
before, but only abit, | decided: my head was only thumping, not pounding.

Itsasintolet good food go to waste, and | like to pick my sins carefully—I chomped into athick piece
of ham, then washed it down with aswallow of milk from aglazed mug. The milk was fresh, but not
nearly cold enough. Milk should be cold enough to make your teeth hurt.

"Kid," | said, "your father stole that line from me. Like most of hisgood ones.”

| was rewarded with aflash of teeth, the sort of smile that hisfather used to have.

Despite the tenday's growth of beard darkening his cheek and chin, it was hard to think of him asan
adult. He looked so damn young.

His gaze went distant, as though he was thinking about something, and just for amoment aflash of the
other sde of hisfather crossed hisface, and there was something distant and cold in his expression. But
the moment passed, and he looked about fifteen again, even though he was a couple of years older.
Good kid.

Jason Cullinane favored his mother, mainly. | could see Andreas genesin his cheekbones and the
widow's pegk, and in the warm dark eyes. But there was more than alittle of Karl Cullinane visble—in
the set of his chin and shoulders, mainly. I'd say that it frightened me, sometimes, but everybody knows
that the great Water Slovotsky doesn't frighten.

Which only goesto show that everybody doesn't know awholelot.

"The bacon?" | gestured at the platter.

Tennetty finaly passed it. "What'sthe hurry thismorning?”

"Who sad therésahurry?1'm hungry."

Thefirst time I'd seen Tennetty, years ago, when Karl and | were running ateam of Home raiders, she
had just staggered out of adave wagon, aplain skinny woman of the sort your eye tendsto skip over.

No character linesin her face, no interesting scars.

Even from such agtart, Tennetty hadn't worn well as the years had gone by; her bony face sagged in the



morning, and the patch fit loosaly over her empty |eft eye socket. She rubbed at the scar that snaked
around her good eye, then tossed her head to clear her bangs from her eyes—well,eye. Tennetty was
getting doppy, maybe; in the old days, she wouldn't have let her bangs grow that long.

The old days. The trouble with old peopleisthat they awaystak about the old dayslike they were the
good days. | don't buy it. Maybe because my memory istoo good—there were too many days out on
the road, deeping on rocks, never deeping fully, because there's ways trouble ahead. Hell, we were
looking for trouble, then. Part of the plan.

"S0?" Jason sad. "What are you up to thismorning?'

"I've got a date with abow and some rabbits, maybe adeer,” | said. Or maybe not. More likely, my
date was with the limb of an oak tree. No, not to hang from it—to put some arrowsinto it.

Tennetty nodded judicioudy. "Y ou and the dwarf?"

| shouldn't have been surprised. Even after twenty years, Tennetty still hadn't noticed that Ahiradidn't
like to go hunting. Not for food, unless absolutely necessary; not for sport, ever.

"Not hiscup of tea. Ahirastill adeep.”

There had been many late hours of late, and the sun wasn't quite up. | didn't blameit. Thetime before
dawniswhen| liketo start staggering toward abed to deep in, not staggering out of it. It was
uncharacteristic of me to be awake at this hour, but one thing | learned along time ago isto do things that
are uncharacteristic—keeps you young, maybe, and dive, sometimes.

Or maybe I'm just kidding mysdlf. I've never been good at consistency. Maybe | was up because of the
damn dreams, and because of Kirah.

| poured mysdlf another cup of tea | don't know what U'len was putting in the mix, but it had anice
nutty smell that | had gotten very fond of. Not the sort of thing I'd dare have on the road—you can smell
it in the sweet for aday or so; when you're on the road, eat what the locals edt, or keep it bland—but
very nice.

Jason eyed me quizzically over hismug. "Areyou feding okay?'
"Just fine" | said, eadily. Lying aways comes easy to me. | had been having alot of trouble deeping of

late. Not the only kind of trouble. After several years of getting better, Kirah was getting worse. Some
things even time doesn't cure. Some things just lie beneath the surface and fester.

Damnitadl. It wasn't my faulilt.

Back before | met her, before Karl and | freed her, Kirah had been ill-used. One of her ownerswas
worse than smply brutal, and while there were no scars on her body—believe me; in happier days, we
explored that mattervery thoroughly—the scars on her mind had festered over the years.

A miracle was needed, and | didn't have one handy.
We Other Siders have seemed to work wonders at times, but it's only a matter of seeming to—weve

just used the skillswe brought with us, or acquired in the trangition. Of the original seven of us, | wasan
ag mgor; Karl adilettante; James Michagl Finnegan acomputer science mgjor; Andrea, English; Doria,



home ec; Louis Riccetti, engineering; the late Jason Parker (R.1.P.; he didn't make it through even
twenty-four hours on thisside), history.

Thered trestment for what was ailing Kirah wasn't available on This Side and whether it was available
on the Other Side was debatable, if you like debating usel ess questions. Psychotherapy can help, but it
can't work miracles.

Thered trestment for what was ailingme could probably, as of last night, be found two rooms down
from Kirah's and mine—in the bed of Jason's adopted sister, Aela. Assuming, of course, that Aeia
wanted to pick up where we | eft off.

Alternately, it wastimeto go out on the road.

| didn't like either option much. Resuming my relationship with Aeiawould be dangerous, and it made
senseto stay put in Jason's new barony for the time being, kegping in shape, waiting to hear some word
about Mikyn.

| dsodidn't like theidea of Bren, Baron Adahan being under the same roof, whether he really wasthere
to help thefamily settlein or to pay court to Aeia

Most of dl, | didn't like the fact that the universe doesn't appear to give afuck what | do and don't like.

Jason speared the last piece of bacon and set it on my plate. "We could use some more food out here,"
he called out, not getting an immediate answer. Service was less than wonderful.

Tennetty shook her head. "Not like the old days at the castle. Used to be you could hear a servitor
jump.”

He made abe-still motion. Unsurprisingly, it worked, at least for now. After years as Karl's bodyguard
(that'sthe nice word for it) Tennetty had fallen into the same pattern with Karl's son.

It was just the three of us aone around the small round table in what had been the old cook's nook in the
castle, asmall room between the kitchens and the forma dining room, its mottled glass windows covered
with bars on both insde and outside.

The table and room could handle as many as eight or ten people, so Jason had coopted it as a breakfast
room for the family three weeks—pardon me: two tendays—before, when we'd arrived to take over
what had been Castle Furnadl and now was Castle Cullinane.

Over the clatter of cups and saucers out in the kitchen, | could hear U'len berating one of the younger
cooks, her voice risng in smulated anger, then faling into redl, grumbled curses.

Pick your theory: if you assume that what you need in saff is experience with the peopleliving there, |
would have been tempted to do a complete staff switch with Thomen Furnag—excuse me, with the
Emperor Thomen. Plan A: screw it—pay the two dollars. Plan B would be to keep amost everybody in
place, under the theory that experience with the locdl facilitiesisthe main issue. The baronid keep didn't
need aquarter the staff that the castle did, after all.

Either way would have been reasonable, either way would have worked, but nobody was asking Walter
Sovotsky's opinion. Ahiraand | were teaching the boy about what we tend to cal the family business,
but running a castle has never redlly been part of that, and we'd kept our opinionslargely to ourselves.



Unsurprising, redly, that Jason had settled on an untheoretica compromise: bring in afew of hisown
people, keep on al but afew of thelocals, and let them bump into each other al over the damn place.

Which iswhy therolls were blackened on the bottom, my rooms hadn't been swept out ina
week—although the flowers were changed daily—and hot baths were just plain not available without
specia arrangement and alot of effort.

Tennetty gave aquick glance at Jason; he nodded, and she turned back to me. "Need some company?*
IIE,]?I

"Need some company? Hunting?' She cocked her head to one side. "We were talking about hunting,
no?'

"Yeah. And not redly, no company needed,” | said, then changed my mind. "Well, cometo think of it, if
you've got nothing better to do, sure.” Unlessyou're burdening yourself like the White Knight, it'sjust as
wadll to carry an extrawegpon, and that'swhat Tennetty was. Pretty good one, too.

She amiled. "Nothing to kill here but time."

| would have been alot happier if she hadn't meant it. | was going to spend the morning bowhunting, in
part to stay out of trouble, but mainly for practice, and effect. | don't mind killing my own food—back
when | was mgjoring in mest science, | daughtered and butchered more than alot of cows—but it
doesn't give me any thrill. It did give Tennetty alot of pleasure, which iswhy | was nervous about going
hunting with her.

Frankly, I'd just as soon have skipped it all. Playing with weaponsis an inadequate Freudian substitute,
no matter how big and manly the bow is, or how far and fast it can shoot.

Jason frowned. Sometimes | can dmost read minds: giving Tennetty permission had been easy, but it
was harder for him to decide whether his sense of duty prevented, permitted, or demanded that he go

adong.

Hefindly came down on the sde of having fun, athough from which angle | wouldn't have wanted to
bet.

"l haven't been hunting in along time," Jason said, tossing the weight of the world from his shouldersfor
amoment. Herdaxed, just atrifle.

| was tempted to turn thisinto alesson about not assuming an invitation, but decided to let it pass. Ever
since Jason had traded the silver crown of the Emperor of Holtun-Bieme in on the barony, he hadn't had
alot of timeto relax, and he deserved a morning off.

"Sure" | said. "Comeon."

"Good morning,” Aela Cullinane said as she walked into the breakfast room, my daughter Janie at her
Sde, thetwo of them complicating my day while they brightened it.

"Morning, Daddy. Morning, all." Janie bent to kiss me on the cheek. Short black hair and bangs that
awaystry to cover the eyes, thin limbsfleshing out dmost daily, mannish lesther breeches covered by a



mudlin shirt belted tight to show dim waist and dender curves. my teenage daughter. Sixteen, bardly, but
This Side sixteen, not Other Side sixteen. They seem to grow up faster here than | remember them doing
there.

"Morning, sveetness” | said.

She dipped into the chair next to Jason and reached for ahunk of bread while Aeiastruck a pose while
pretending to decide whereto git. | didn't mind; | was enjoying the view.

There'sasharp mind behind the bright eyes that have just atouch of adant to them. Part of her
sunbleached hair was bound behind her in aponytail, leaving the rest to frame her face, wisps of hair
touching at high cheekbones. She was dressed, to the extent that shewas dressed, in a short white silk
robe, its hem cut diagondly, about knee-length on the left Side, mid-thigh on theright. It was a great
view, but abad idea, probably; the guards were arough lot.

Jason frowned at his adopted sigter. "Do me afavor?'

Shetilted her head to the side. "Depends.”

"Put some clothes on before you come out of your room, en?" The master-of-the-house voice didn't
quitefit, not yet, but it was getting better.

"What do you cdl this?' she brushed a hand down one side.

"Trouble. | don't know what you've been doing in Biemestren, but that doesn't go here."

"Oh," she said, dismissing the point rather than acknowledging it. She smiled at me as she sat down next
to me, resting warm fingers on my arm for amoment as she pressed her leg up againgt mine. Not teasing,
just touching.

Explain something to me: why are women two degrees warmer than men are?

And why do | keep getting in trouble over women?

It'sreal smple, most of it: 1like the ones | deep with, whether or not they've got their clothes on,
whether or not they're willing to take them off. Add to that a certain amount of grooming and, er, charm,
and subtract the sense of desperation that most men have around pretty women, and | do okay, or get
into trouble, depending how you look at it.

Tennetty eyed her own fingernails. "I wouldn't worry. If there's anybody here who doesn't know what
happensif helaysahand on Aeiaor Janie, I'll explain it—"

"Thanks much, Ten," Janie said from around a bite of bread, "but | can explain things myself.”

"—and if | need help, Dunne, Kethol, and Pirgjil are dways available." Tennetty consdered the edge of
aknifel hadn't seen her draw. Likel say, I'm too dow in the morning. "1 don't think I'll need help.”

Jason brushed the objection away. "That wasn't what | meant. | don't want to have Bren jumping up and
down every time somebody |ooks crosswise at her."

"Not to worry." Aelasmiled, amused by the thought of Bren Adahan being jedlous. "Maybe helll be too



busy watching meto put his hands on Janie's bottom. It'simportant to keep the menfolk busy, Janietold
melast night.”

She glanced over at Jason, then turned to me, to seeiif | noticed. | pretended not to, which only made
her smilemore.

Jason didn't quite blush. Janie, on the other hand, had a great poker face; she had taken the smile from
her face by the time she had turned back to him.

| guess | was supposed to be upset, but there's part of being a parent that appears to have been left out
of my makeup: the thought of my daughter having sex doesn't bother me. Sorry. Long assheviststhe
Spider or the Eareven priest twice ayear and gets hersdlf taken care of—something | made sure she did
for thefirst year after menarche—I just hope she has fun.

Somebody trying to force her or hurt her would be different, but that's not sex, dammit. I'd do to that
kind of dimethe samething | did to the last onesthat raped her mother. (And no, | wouldn't do it dower.
Doesn't makeit any better, and it doesn't make them any deader.)

| wasn't supposed to know what was going on between Janie and Jason, though. It made things smpler.
Jason and | already had enough to argue about.

Adawent on: "But if | need any help with my socid life, I'll be sureto let you know.”

Jason didn't suspect anything; he wasn't good enough an actor not to glance from faceto faceif he
knew. Janie didn't seem to pick up onit, either, which meant nothing.

| smiled back at Aelain asort of avuncular way, | hoped. We needed along talk, her and me, and that
would have to be orchestrated just right.

Forget the orchestra, though—what tune did | want to play?

A friend of mine who was an acting major used to say there was an old saying in the theatre: "Drunk and
on the road don't count." We hadn't been drunk, but we had been on theroad. And, if the truth be
known, it had been awfully good, for both of us.

Compare that to awoman who didn't Iet me touch her anymore, who claimed that she loved me but
never laughed or smiled in my presence, whose shoulders shook in the night with sllent weeping. You tell
me how you'd rather deep next tothat than to one who deepsin your arms, her breath warm on your
neck, her legs intertwined with yours, matching you heartbest for heartbest.

But you don't leave your wife of amost two decades because she's an emotiond cripple, and you don't
dump her for ayounger woman just because when you touch her, it makesyou fed twice asdive.

All that seemsreasonable. | don't know what you actualydo , though. That makes me fed awfully old.
When | was younger, | dways knew what to do.

| pushed back from the table; that seemed right for the moment. The ground didn't open up and swalow
me. Alwaysagood sgn.

"Jason, Tennetty, and | aregoing hunting,” | said to Aela.



She either didn't take the hint, or dismissed theidea. "Have fun." She made amoue as shereached for a
swestroll. "Bren up yet?'

| shook my head. "Haven't seen him."

| wondered for amoment if that was ared herring for my benefit, if she was snesking off to deegp with
Bren theway that Janie was to be with Jason, then decided that | wasn't going to get anywhere guessng.
| don't care who plays musical beds, aslong as| don't have to deep aone. Which had been the trouble,
of late. One of them.

Besides, there's Slovotsky's Law something-or-other: Don't accuse your mistress of cheating on you
with her future fiance.

To hdl with it. | was spending too much time musing about musica beds. | stood up. "I'm out of here,
folks"

Tennetty hacked off afist-sized hunk of bread, dipped it in honey, and stood. "L et's go kill something.”

* * %

The castle was quiet in the golden morning light, probably aholdover on the part of Karl's staff. He used
toingst on—well, try toinsgst on—deeping late, and U'len was probably keeping things quiet in his
memory, or maybe just out of habit.

"Mest you at the stables,” | told Tennetty and Jason.

She nodded and sprinted for the back staircase, while Jason maintained a dignified walk. | headed up to
the two-room suite my wife and | shared. Well, maybe it was athree-room suite, if you included the
secret passage to the room next door, although the room next door was unoccupied, and the passage
was barred from our side. | like the idea of having aback way out; I'm cautious enough that | don't want
anybody eseto have aback way in.

Kirah lay stretched out on the bed, the blankets having did aside, revealing onelong leg dmost to the
hip. Sunlight splashed on her long, golden hair, her breasts rising and falling with her gentle breathing, her
arms spread wide, her mouth just barely parted, dl trusting and innocent and vulnerable and lovely.

| felt cheated: | wanted to reach over and hold her for amoment before | left, but | couldn't. Not while
she was deeping, ever. One of the rules. Not mine. Kirah has her own way of enforcing her rules. Call it
passive-aggressive, if you like—but ithurts her when | push things.

Damn.

| exchanged my cotton trousersfor leather ones—you can get cut by the brush—and after 1'd buttoned
thefly | shrugged into a hunting vest, and then the doubl e shoulder holster that Kirah had made for me. |
belted my shortsword around my waist, tucked an extra brace of throwing knives never mind exactly
where.

An oak box with atrick catch—you have to push down on the top of the box while you press up on the
latch—held my two best pistols, loaded, oil-patched, and ready to go; | dipped them into the holster. A
nice desgn: it held one pistol abit too high, but the other, held in place by a U-shaped pring hiddenin
the leather, was held dantwise under the armpit, butt-forward. Draw, cock, and bang.



Me, I'd rather store most of my guns safely unloaded, and eventually 1'd be able to. Jason's twin sixguns
were thefirst on this side, but they wouldn't be the last. With Jason's revolver and speedloader, it'sflip,
dip, dam, and blam—flip the cylinder out, dip the Riccetti-made speedloader into place, dam the
cylinder shut, letting the outer shell of the speedloader fly where it may, and thenblam. And that's
worst-case; most of time, 1'd keep the revolver loaded, trusting Lou Riccetti's unlicensed modification of
the Ruger transfer-bar safety to keep the gun from goingbang unexpectedly.

On the other hand, it takes more than aminute to load aflintlock, and I've never,ever beenin astuation
wherel've said to mysdlf, "Geg, it'd be nice to have aloaded gun in about aminute.”

Never. It'seithernah , or it'snow.

A small gunmetd flask of extract of dragonbane sat on the bureau, carefully sedled with wax, secondly
because | don't like the reek of the gooey stuff, but mainly because agood friend of mineishighly alergic
toit, being adragon. While creatures with the sort of magica metabolisms that can be harmed by
dragonbane had long been driven away from the Eren regions—humans and magica creatures tend not
to get along—there had been rumors about things coming out of Faerie, and out on the Cirric Jason had
seen afew cregtures he couldn't identify.

So | dipped the flask into my vest.

Last but not least, | tucked two Therranji garrottesinto their separate, leather-lined pockets. Vicious
things—the dim cables were made with springy barbed wire, the barbs canted backwards so that the
garrotte could only be tightened. Just tuck the handle through the loop, then dip the barbed-wire noose
over ahead, give the wooden handle one hard jerk, and let go—in order to get it off, the poor dob
would have to remove the handle, then dip the loop off the butt end.

Can't get it over the head? No problem—whip it around the neck, put the handle through the loop, and
pull. Trust the Therranji to come up with aweapon that mean—elves can be nasty—and somebody like
meto carry two of them on his person.

Still, peaceisnice. You don't haveto take alot of precautions before going out for asmple wak in the
woods.

| wanted to take one last ook at Kirah deeping, and | wanted not to take one last look at her, so | hung
aquiver from my shoulder, grabbed my best longbow and a couple of spare strings, and headed down to
the stables.

* % *

Jason was aready in the saddle of a huge red gelding—another one of Carrot'sfoals, | think—and the
stableboy was finishing saddling a stocky roan for Tennetty. | picked asmallish piebad mare and saddled
her myself, earning a broad, gap-toothed smile from the stableboy, touched that the great Walter
Sovotsky would handle his own horse.

Wedl, it didn't hurt for him to think that.
Water and field rations are dways kept ready in the stables. Until they string the telegraph to Biemestren

and out to Little Pittsburgh, there's no way to know when amessenger will have to be dispatched in a
hurry. | dipped a canteen over the saddlehorn, and apair of saddiebagsin front of it.



We rode out through the main gate and into the day.

The gently rolling land around the former Castle Furnael, now Castle Cullinane, had been cleared at least
amilein each direction, in part to give the baron some farmland of hisown, | suppose, but mainly to
prevent any large force from sneaking up on the castle. The western road cut through at least two miles
of whest fields before it swung north toward the woods that countless Furnagl barons had used astheir
private hunting preserve. That was down the road amost two miles away, just enough distance to warm
the horses.,

Hooves clopped quietly on the unpaved road, while above, soft white clouds scudded across adeep
blue sky, something that only soft white clouds ever do. Below, waist-high stalks of young green whesat
bowed gently in the breeze. The air was till cool from the night, with none of the afternoon tang of
sunbaked fields, but the day was young.

"Niceday," Jason said.

"Thatitis" | said, hitching a my holsters. Nice days make me nervous.

Jason had one of histwin revolversin aholster on the left Sde of his chest, the butt facing forward, just
about even with hisleft elbow. Not abad placement, actualy—it would be abit clumsy to get at it with
hisleft hand, but it could be done.

| envied him the weapons. If amessenger from Home didn't show up soon with apair for me, I'd have
to ride over and have aword with Lou. After dl, | wasthe onewho built thefirst flintlock on ThisSide,
and seniority should count for something, no?

Tennetty chuckled. "Alwaysingratiating yoursdf with the help, en?"

IIB.I?I

"The horse," she said. "Y ou saddled it yourself." She snorted. "That dung-footed stableboy |ooked at
you like you were, | don't know, something special.”

"Wadl ..." | shrugged, as modestly as possible, under the circumstances. "I am, Tennetty.”
She was disposed to leave it be, but Jason couldn't. *So why did you do it?"

| shrugged. "I used to trust other folks to saddle my horse, but I've found that | take amore active
interest in my cinch straps than any stableboy possibly can.”

Tennetty nodded. Jason frowned. We st off in afast walk down the road.
"S0," hefindly said. "Y ou think were settled in enough, yet?!

| nodded. "Sure. Y ou're going to haveto let the staff problems sort themselves out, but looks like
everything's okay here. Y ou itchy to get back on the road?!

He nodded. "Ellegon’s due tomorrow, or maybe the day after. | think we'd best go find Mikyn'strail. I'm
worried about him."

Mikyn was agood kid, but he was on hisown, asfar as| was concerned. Y es, he was one of Jason's



childhood friends, but it was more important to me that he was agotter dammerung looking for aplace
to happen, and I've been around enough of thosein my time. No rush, thanks. Besides. . .

"Let'shang onfor awhile" | said. "Ahirahad aword with Danagar before we left Biemestren—he's put
some more feders out.”

Mikyn was somewhere, perhapsin the Middle Lands, perhaps elsewhere in the Eren regions, searching
for the man who had endaved hisfamily. The odds were poor that Mikyn was on awarm trail; they were
only fair that his disguise asatraveling farrier would hold up.

Oddswouldn't stop him from looking, the young idiot. Well, hell, odds wouldn't have stopped me,
ether.

Jason pursed hislips. "1 should have donethat.”

"Maybe." Actudly, it would have been abad ideg; the last thing that Emperor Thomen Furnagl needed
was for Jason to betelling his best field agent what to do. Thomen's seat on the throne was probably
precarious enough asit was; hisonly titleto it was as a gift from the usurper's son. I'm not condemning,
mind;usurper isatechnical term, and Karl was my second best friend.

"Inany case" | said, "were probably best off waiting until we hear something, then hitching aride on
Ellegon. Il likely savetime. Besides, truth to tell, I'd like at least afew more days of rest, food, and
good light exercise before we go back in harm'sway." Still, | wondered about Mikyn. "Y ou know if he's
any good with fireand iron?"

Jason nodded. "Better than me. Nehera gave abunch of usthe short course, afew years ago. | don't
think anybody would confuse either of the two of uswith amaster farrier, but | could do agood, clean,
quick job, and Mikyn was better."

"Inany case, we wait. Well hear soon enough.” Or more than soon enough.

"Very well." He nodded. "Wouldn't we be better off waiting at Biemestren?"

Tennetty snickered. "Oh, agreat idea." She drew her sword, a short, cross-hiked rapier, and gave afew
tentative swipesthrough the air. "Why not just hack Thomen'slegs off for real ?* She dipped the rapier
back into the sheath with a decidedsnap.

"Eh?" Jason was bright, but hewas still young.

"Think about it," | said. "Imagine yoursdlf riding up to the castle. In Biemestren. What happens?”

"What do you mean, what happens?’

"Just what | said. Tell mewhat happens. What'sthefirgt thing you do?"

He shrugged. "I'd pay acdl on Thomen. I'd ride through the gate, and leave my horse out front.”

"Right," | said. "Y ou'd ride right through the gate. Without asking permission, because you spent most of

your childhood living there, and it till fedslike home to you, and nobody there would think of stopping
you, right?"



He caught it. There was nothing wrong with Jason that afew years of growing up wouldn't cure,
assuming he had the time to grow up.

Hislipstwisted. "And what hisroya highness, the Emperor Thomen, formerly Baron Furnadl, doesn't
need is Karl Cullinane's son suggesting that the throne doesn't redlly belong to him.”

"Exactly." | nodded. "Y ou stay the hell out of Biemestren until and unlessyou're sent for, just likedl the
other barons. And when you go, you walk just abit more humbly than they do."

He amiled. "And, say, occasiondly flash abit of temper, only to be slenced by asingle look from the
Emperor.”

Tennetty laughed. "He catches on fagt." Sheturned to him. "Now, in the interim?"
Heraised hishandsin surrender. "1 guess we Stay here, eh?"
"For thetime being,” | said.

"Good.—Now let's get some exercise.” Without apolite word of warning, or even acurt one, Tennetty
kicked her horse into a canter; it took agood haf milefor the two of usto catch up.

Where the road swung north to give awide berth to Benai Hill, apath into the forest broke through the
plowed ground and met the road.

The path was well-maintained, even after it entered the forest—overhead branches were hacked off,

some brush cleared by the side. | wouldn't have wanted to galop down it in the dark, or even canter in
thelight, but it was perfectly finefor anice, quick walk.

Kind of pleasant, redly: stately oaks and ems arching high above, keeping thingsdl cool and green and
musty, even though the day was dready heating up. My hearing's awfully good, for ahuman, but |
couldn't hear any anima sounds over the clopping of the horses hooves.

A nice quiet day.

Something rustled in the bush toward the side of the road.

| had athrowing knifein my left hand and a cocked pistol in my right as arabbit scampered acrossthe
path, losing itsef in the woods.

Tennetty was only alittle dower with aflintlock; Jason wasthird, hisrevolver, one of the only two that
exiged, carefully pointed toward the sky.

"What—?"

"Tahavath," Tennetty said. Take it easy. "Just arabbit.” Tennetty glared at me as she carefully holstered
her pistol and dipped her rapier back into its sheath. "What wasthat about?'

| shrugged an gpology as | reholstered my own pistol and dipped my throwing knife back into its sheath.
llm.ry'll

Thetwo of them were kind enough to |et the matter drop.



It was anice day, so why was | coming close to jJumping out of my skin at every sound? Y es, there were
those rumors of things coming out of Faerie, but we were solidly in the Middle Lands, far from Faerie.

Not good enough. | mean, it wastrue, but it wasn't an excuse.

| could have argued that Tennetty and Jason were just asjumpy as | was, but that would have been just
for the sake of arguing—the two of them were operating under the sound principle that when somebody
quickly draws aweapon, he's got agood reason. Which | hadn't. A rabbit within shooting rangeisa
good reason to draw a hunting wespon dowly, carefully, without larming the rest of your party. It isnot
areason to suggest by word or action that the shit's about to hit the fan.

Werodein slenceand | kept my jumpiness under control as we followed the path in for maybe haf an
hour—remember, every step you take in has to be taken out—until we cameto asmall clearing, wherel
caled for abreak.

| dismounted, more stiffly than | liked, and rubbed at the base of my spine.
Getting a bit older every year, Walter.

Tennetty either didn't hurt or didn't want to show it. | wouldn't have bet either way.
"L eave the horses?' she asked, diding out of the saddle as she did.

"Sure." | uncinched the saddle and set it on the spread-out horse blanket, dipped the bridle, and tied the
horse to atree, just the rope and hackamore to hold him there. Jason did the same.

Tennetty just dipped the bridle and dropped thereins. " Stay," she said. | guessthat if her horse couldn't
stay ground-hitched, she waswilling for it to be her problem.

| dipped into my shooting gloves and leathers—I'll cut my fingers and scrape my arm whenit'sfor red,
but not when it's practice, thank you very much—then strung my bow, afine Therranji composite that
had cost me morethan | like to think about. 1'd have to show thisto Lou; | doubted even he could have
improved onit. Nicdly, eegantly recurved, it was made from three pieces of dmost black wood, along
gtrip of reddened horn sinew-bound to its belly, the whole thing covered with a smooth lacquer. The grip
was Soft, thick leather, gradualy molding itsdf to my fingers with each use. About afifty-pound
pull—whichisplenty, redly.

"I've dways seen you favor acrossbow," Jason said, stringing his own longbow. He dung his quiver
over hishead, then hitched at his swordbelt. He thought about it for amoment, then unhooked the
swordbdlt, leaving it around the pommel of hissaddle.

| nodded. "Usualy do," | said. "Hey, Jason?"

"YS?I

"What would you say," | said, quietly, "if | told you that there's six Holtish rebels hiding behind those
trees over there and that they're about to jump us?'

He started to edge toward his horse.



Tennetty snickered. "What you should say is, 'I'm sorry, Holtish rebels, let me drop my pants and bend
over for you, so you can stick my sword up my backside,' that'swhat you should say.” Shejerked a

thumb toward his horse. "Wear the sword."

He buckled the sword on with good grace. I've known people who take direction worse than Jason.
Lotsof them. I've seen one of them in amirror, every now and then.

| fitted a practice arrow to the bowstring—I don't waste killing broadheads on trees.

Now, | like crossbows. Y ou can fire them with one hand, from the saddle, or from a prone position,
three things that you can't do with alongbow. Y ou can do two out of those three things with a short bow,
but you give up range and striking power. Not agood compromise. A longbow has greater range than
any crosshow without agood winding gear, and amuch greater rate of fire.

Theonly troubleisthat it takesalot of practiceto get good at it, and more practice to stay good at it.

Across the meadow, maybe, twenty yards away, an oily crow sat on alimb, consdering the silly humans
below.

Well, let'sseeif | can still do zen archery. The trouble with being a stranger in astrange land isthat you
have to be your own zen magter. | brought the bow up, keeping my form perfect, not aming with my
eyes, not exactly, and visudized the release, the String leaving my finger in perfect form—smoothly,
evenly, ingantly, not with aplucking loose.

| let go, and in less than a heartbest, the arrow was quivering in the limb, afull three feet to the right of
wherethe crow had taken flight.

Jason snickered. "Off by afull arrow's-length. Not too good, Uncle Walter."

Tennetty caught my eye; the corners of her lipswere turned up. If it had been anybody dse, I'd cdl the
expression asmile. "See how close you can cometo hisarrow, Jason Cullinane. I'm curious.”

Jason brought up his bow and loosed too soon, the string loud against his leathers. The arrow
disappeared into the forest.

Tennetty laughed out loud, and Jason Started to bristle, but caught himself.
"Well," hesad, "let's say we gart hunting in that direction.”

"After," | said. "Let'sfire some more practice arrowsfirgt."

Hunting, like fishing—and sex, for that matter—is one of those things where you redlly haveto be there
to understand it.

Except for thekilling part, | likeit, alot. At least the way we did it. Y ou stalk across the floor of the
dark forest, the comforting rot of leaves and humusin your nogtrils, listening, watching intently—and
without worrying about somebody jumping out from behind atree and killing you. It'sagood thing.

At my side were people | trusted, because | don't go hunting with people | don't trust.



There are other waysto do it. One of the best waysto actually catch food involves finding agood spot
and waiting for the gameto passby. Y ou St, conserving energy, and wait. Eventudly, if you've picked

your spot right, your rabbit comesinto view, or your deer, or antelope or whatever. But that's survival
hunting.

Thiswas more fun. Back on the Other Side, | never could move thisquietly. I'm not complaining, mind,
but being one of the big guysisn't all that it's cracked up to be. Trust me.

Besides, we weren't really hunting. What we were doing was relaxing, and by the time we'd worked our

way into the forest, firing afew practice shots here and there, I'd managed to get rid of my jumpiness.
For now.

Just aswdll. "Jason, you see that stump over there?" | asked, pointing to one about forty yards away.

"The onejust behind that falen tree?!

"Right. Bet | can put an arrow into that root, the one that bends up to theright.”

Heshrugged. "Socan I."

"From here?' | raised an eyebrow. "A slver mark to who gets closer?'
He nodded. " Sure."

"Tennetty?"

"No, | don't need to donate to the cause," she said.

"No. We need areferee and judge.”

"Yeah, sure" Shetook up adrill ingtructor's stance. " Awright. Nock your arrows. Draw your bows.
Three. Two. One.Loose. "

It was atricky shot, trickier than it looked, if | was right—the leaves from alower branch of an old oak
blocked the top of the parabalic flight of the arrow. Y ou have to remember that your shot does not travel

inagraight line, but in an arc. Thetrick wasto am so that the arrow's flight would take it through agap
intheleaves. ..

| released, smoothly. | wasabit off, but more lucky than off: it barely nicked a couple of leaves, not

dowing it enough to makeit miss. Itthwok ed comfortably into the root, while Jason's arrow buried itself
inthe ground, easily afoot short.

"Pay me" | said.

"Put it on account,” he said.

"Sure”

| retrieved my arrow, and nocked it, looking for another target.

"Er, Uncle Wdter?' Jason frowned as he examined the head of hisarrow, but | didn't think he was



frowning at it.

"Yegh?'

"How come | get the feding that were not redly after deer?”

Tennetty chuckled. "Maybe because we're too busy shooting up the trees?
"There's a perfectly good archery range behind the barracks," Jason said.

"If you know anything more boring than spending amorning firing arrows at a bull's-eye, you be sure and
don't let me know."

Me, I'd much rather pretend to go hunting and shoot up afew trees. | never redly practice with my
throwing knives—I just use them, every oncein along while, to assure methet | ill have the Taent for
it. But that's deeply imprinted. | don't have to practice that any more than afish hasto practice his scales.

My learned skills are different; if | don't put in at least afew hours with the longbow every tenday or so,
| start to go redl sour, and there have been more than afew times that would have been unfortunate.
Unfortunate in the sense of Stash and Emma Slovotsky's baby boy getting himsalf dead. AsWoody Allen
would say, death isone of theworst things that can happen to somebody in our line of work, and many
of ussmply prefer to pay asmal fine.

So | practice. I've spent far too much of my life practicing a how to shoot with some things and cut with
some others, but there you haveit. Part of the dues.

But you don't tell anybody everything.

"I likethisbetter," | said. "Out on anice day with some good company, clean air, maybe the chance of
making afew marks. . ."

" ... off somesucker,” Tennetty said, with asmile.

But it wasn't anice amile, and it dmost ruined the morning.

CHAPTER TWO

In Which | Discuss Some Family Matters

Chi faingiuria no perdona mai. (He never forgives those he injures.)

—ITALIAN PROVERB

Most of the time, things go from bad to worse, but every now and then the human universe shiftsfor the



better: it's clear that something bad's going to happen, but then something el se entirdly does, something
gentler.

Sometimesit's nice; sometimesit'sjust something bad that declines to happen. Either isjust finewith me.

Thefirst timel remember it, | was about seven, | guess. My parents had gone out for the evening, and
my brother, Steven, had a date, so they'd hired a baby-sitter. Mrs. Kleinman, her name was, shelived on
some sort of widow's pension in aset of funny-smelling roomsin the red brick apartment building down
the block from our house. Ugly old biddy, who redlly didn't like kids. Never wanted to play, or talk; al
she wanted to do was turn on the television, take off her shoes, and fal adeep on the couch with one
hand in abowl of potato chips.

Wdl?What would you do? I'd done the obvious thing, and there had been trouble when Stash and
Emmagot home. Whenever old Stash—it's an old Polish nickname, okay?—got angry, there wasthistic
in hisright cheek; it would twitch with every pul sebest.

He cameinto my room, thelight in the hall casting haf hisfaceinto shadow, hisfists unclenching. Stash
was ashort, broad man, but he had huge hands, and they made huge fists.

Hewouldn't have punched me, but he was going to spank me. His face was so red from the chin to the
top of hisbalding that | thought he was going to blow up, and the tic was pulsing two to the second, the
gpeed of afast walk. | wasworried about him more than me, | swear, as he loomed over my bed.

"Walter . . ." hedways cdled me Cricket, except when he was angry at me, and he was furious.

And then he swept me up in hishuge arms. | could smell the whiskey on his breath. Gales of laughter
rocked me.His laughter.

"God, Cricket, | guessthat old biddydid deserve to have her shoes nailed to the floor."

| guessthat's why the smell of whiskey on somebody's breath doesn't bother me.

* * %

| was currying the mare when | heard Bren's footsteps behind me. The cleaning stdls at Castle
Furnael—Castle Cullinane, that is—were well designed, with alow, calf-high open wooden box in the
center of the sdl. Y ou stand the horse in the box, which inhibits it from moving around, and prevents you
from getting kicked.

| wasn't worried about being kicked. There wasn't any good reason to be concerned about anything at
al. One of the stableboys and two of the horse soldiers were just outside, reshoeing a stubborn gelding;
the other stableboy was across the way, working on Jason's horse, and the house guard was within a
quick shout. If we were going to have a problem, it wasn't going to be here.

Besides, Bren Adahan would hardly be here to give me a problem, eh?
"Helo, Baron," | said, turning dowly, resting my hand on the partition separating the cleaning gals. It's
reflex—ever snce my first day on This Side, I've dways|ooked for aplaceto run. I've dwayshad a

reason. | haven't dwayshad aplace to run, mind, but I've ways|ooked for one. "Where've you been
keeping yoursdf?'

"All over, Wdter Sovotsky," hesaid. "'l spent the morning at two of the tenant farms. Then | camein



and did an inventory at the farm. Then the kennedls, and now here."

"Inventorying the baron's livestock?" A good idea, and something | should have thought of . | tended to
think of thewalled keep itself as being Jason's new home, athough redlly it was the keep and the huge
chunk of land it sat upon, including the livestock managed at the clump of buildings down by the pastures,
acouple of milesaway.

"Somebody ought to,” he said. Hewasin tan today, in apale, dmost snowy doeskin tunic and leggings,
the effect picked up by an antler clip that held back the hair that otherwise would have falen over his
right ear.

Very stylish, but then again, Bren, Baron Adahan was aways very stylish. I've dways been more fond of

substance, myself. No, that's not fair. | had been out in the field with him, and he had gotten as down and
dirty astherest of us. A good man to have at your back in afight, something both Jason and | knew from
experience.

Perhapsto remind me of that, he wore avery ordinary leather combo belt tight on his hips, his
shortsword on the left, adagger and aflintlock on theright.

"Have you amoment?' he asked.
"For you, Baron, I've dways got amoment,” | said, not meaning it.

He smiled, asthough there was no hypocrisy in hisvoice, or in mine. "I'll be leaving tomorrow; there are
mattersin my barony that need my attention.”

"Little Pittsburgh?" | said. Therés dways something happening in the steel town.

"Yes. Not just that, but yes." He nodded, and then, for no reason or other, it happened: we were friends
agan, evenif only for the moment. "Let me give you ahand." He stripped off histunic, then unbuckled his
sword and hung it on apost. | had the brush ready for him before he had his hand out.

He stroked the harsh bristles with his thumb. "Ranella's devoting her attention to the railroad, and
somebody hasto take care of the adminigtration,” he said, as he ran the brush down the other sde of the
horse, steadying her with sure fingersin her mane as she whickered and pranced just alittle. "Something |
wastrained for, no?'

"Eachto hisown, Bren."

Hissmilewasforced. "I'm going to ask Aeiato come with me."

"Don't blameyou a dl," | sad. "'l would, if | wereyou."

Hewas slent for along time. We sometimes haveto live on the silences. "Maybe sheld be better off
here, with the others.”

| nodded. "Maybe. She's going to have to decide for hersdlf.”
"Thereisthat." He dropped the subject. "I see you didn't come back with any game today. Enjoy your

hunt nonetheess?"' he asked, taking up afirm grip in the mare's mane with one hand while he reassuringly
stroked her neck with the other.



"It was pleasant enough.”
"The doing, not the prey, eh?’

"Something likethat.” | tucked the hoof pick under my left arm, then stooped to pick up the mare'sfront
hoof and scraped it out. It was packed full of horseshit and dirt, much likelifeitsdlf. | would have liked to
let it dide by—I am alazy bastard, and there are standards to maintain—but all sorts of hoof diseases
can get sarted if you don't clean them out properly.

Bren held out his hand for the pick. | handed it over and steadied the horse while he did the right front
hoof, then moved back to do the rear one on that side. | finished with thefina hoof, then gave the horse a
solid pat on theflank as | closed the stdl door.

"Leave her there, in the grooming stdl, an' it please you," the stableboy called out. He was working on
Tennetty's horse across the way. "1've got to muck out her own stall, and I'll do it just as soon as| finish
with this horse, Wdter Sovotsky.”

"Shelll need some fresh straw,” Bren said.

"I'll get it, Baron—" the stableboy cut himsdlf off; Bren was already partly up the ladder toward the | oft.
| swarmed up after him.

There was a skittering at our gpproach, but you amost never seetherats.

Stables are stables: bales, tied with twine, lay brick-stacked against the front wall, four rows deep. Bren
hacked through the twine with a hayknife while | used the pitchfork to pitch it to the stone floor below.

"It'sdifficult,” he said, standing at the edge, considering the edge of the hayknife, "to be adisciple of the
late, greet Karl Cullinane.”

"Sol hear."

"Y ou have to change, you see." His smile wasn't friendly anymore. "In the old days, it would have been
smple. Nobody not of my station would have thought to take, oh, anything | wanted. But if someonedid,
there wouldn't be a problem.” He patted the spot of hisbelly where the hilt of his sword would have
been. " 'All men are created equal,’ en? Didn't used to be that way. Anybody short of my classwouldn't
have had the time to get as good with asword as| was. Am.”

He thought about it for along time, then he turned and stuck the hayknife back in abae, and vanished
down the ladder. He had gotten some horsehair and sweat and dirt on his chest and breeches, | guess,
which waswhy heleft carrying histunic in his hands, without looking back for amoment.

| looked at his retreating back for along time, even after it wasn't there.

* * *

| went up to our roomsto find Kirah, but she was gone and hadn't |eft a note as to where she was going
to be. | cameto ThisSideilliteratein Erendra, and put in alot of effort first changing that, then teaching
my wife her letters. Damn inconsiderate of her not to even leave anote.

| probably should have gonelooking for Kirah, but | looked for acouple of friends instead.



| found Doriawith the dwarf and my younger daughter over in the blacksmith's shop, next to the
bathhouse.

"Daddy!" My baby daughter'sface lit up and sheran for me; afather isaways ahero to his daughter,
evenif he doesn't deserveit.

| swept Dorann up in my arms. "Whatcha doin', kiddo?'

"Aunt Doriaand Uncle 'hiraare showing me how to smith," she said, suddenly becoming serious as she
raised afinger. They're very serious at three and ahalf. "Now don't you touch the metd. It'shot. "

"Okay, Dorann," | said, giving her aquick kiss on the top of her head. "I'll be careful.” My daughtersare
awayswatching out for me. It'snice. | ran my fingersthrough her hair. "lan't it about your nap time?"

"Don't need anap,” she said. Which settled that.

Both my daughters run to stubbornness, once they get their minds made up. Kirah used to claim that it
camefrom me, and | used to claim that it came from her, and we used to argue about it congtantly, if
never angrily, until shefindly gave up; so | guess| wasawaysright, and the stubbornnessdoes come
fromKirah'ssde of thefamily.

"What'sthat in your ear, swestie?' | pamed a piece of rock sugar from my pouch as| set her down. It
waswrapped in atwist of paper, 0 it was easy to tragp it with the back of my forefinger and middie
finger as| clapped my handsto show that they were empty, then pretended to pull it from her ear. "You

hiding candy again?'

Seight of hand isrelated to pickpocketry, and the latter is one of my talents. It's never gotten me ajewe
brighter than Dorann'swhite smile and squedl of delight as she popped it into her mouth.

Ahira had chased the smith out—or more likely, given him the day off—and was bent over theforge,
doing some minor repairsto amail shirt. Tricky work—you want to be sure to weld each ring tightly shut
without welding any ring to the other. During the time we were working for King Maherraen over in
Endéell, he had picked up some of the art.

So had |, actudly, dthough not as much as he had, which isn't fair, given my head start—back on the
Other Side, before dll this started, | spent asummer apprenticing at Sturbridge Village. It would say
something about genetics versus environment, but with Ahira, it was pretty hard to decide what was
what.

I'm not sure whether Doriawas legitimately interested, or just being sociable. Dorann, on the other hand,
was interested in everything.

| remember when Doria used to wear her Hand cloak: abig, bulky dull white thing that made her ook
old and shapeless. | hadn't seen her wear it Snce Melawei; she probably put it away with al of her other
Hand memorabilia, and maybe memories.

Today, Doria had tucked the hem of awhite cotton pullover shirt into her tight pair of Home jeans, and
was looking fresh and immacul ate as she held Doria Andregls hand.



"Looking cute today, Dore," | said.

Doriaand Ahiralooked too young. He had stripped to the waist for the work, and the muscles benesth
the skin of hishairy, barreled chest were like rope benegath the scars. Onewea on hisright shoulder il
stood out, red and angry, and it looked like somebody clumsy had played tic-tac-toe with the point of a
knife just under hisleft nipple. Which was pretty close to what had happened, so | understand. He didn't
talk about it much.

If you ignored the scars, though, Ahira hadn't changed one whit in the years we had been on thisside:
whilethetop of his head barely came to the middle of my chest, the shock of thick brown hair—thick
both ways—held no trace of gray. It probably wouldn't for awhile; dwarveslive long lives.

Thefingersthat held the tongsin the forge were thick and strong, the jointslike walnuts. His face was
flushed almost crimson from the heat, and swest poured down his forehead and dripped down his
cheeks; with hisfree hand he took adipper of water from the cooling trough and dumped it on his head,
to an accompaniment of giggles from Dorann.

Savefor the eyes, Doriagtill looked like shewasin her early twenties: her skinwas still creamy smooth,
her short blond hair shiny with youth. Beneath the mannish shirt, firm breasts bobbed invitingly. (Okay, |
admit it: | likewomen. Sueme))

Doriadipped her freearm around my waist. "A-hi-ra’sget -tingtwit -chy," she sang, leaning her head
againgt my shoulder. "Too much coming-out-of-retirement, | think."

"Too much above-ground, maybe." Shaking his head to clear the last of the water from hisface, he
pulled the tongs out of the forge, and considered the color of the glowing ring before clamping it into
place and hammering it down.Wham. Wham. "Truth to tell, we haven't been making enough trouble of
late”

Dona's eyestwinkled. "Not mgor trouble.”
The dwarf smiled. "Oh, that. Well."

The phrasing and timing were off, just atrifle; they weren't hinting that they'd been deeping together, but
up to some innocent deviltry.

The mgor-trouble theory was Ahira's theory, not mine. He thought that L ou Riccetti, the Engineer, was
the red revolutionary, that the technologica advances coming out of the Home colony inthe Valey of
Varnath werethered challengesto the established order, that everything that the rest of usdid wasjust a
distraction, adiversion to keep everybody's mind off the real game. Karl had agreed.

I'm not sure. What put an end to davery in the United States? Wasit the Union army, or the industria
revolution?

Me, | don't know; I onlyact likel know everything. | like things complicated, alot of thetime, but not
aways. Far as|'m concerned, we should have been sticking to the origind plan: kill off the dave traders,
thereby raising the price of human chattelsto the point where they become prohibitively expensive.

So far, so good. It gets harder every year, but daves get more expensive every year, too.

Part of the plan isto makeit look doable, and that means staying dive. I've dways thought that my



persona survival isthe centerpiece of any good plan.
| laughed. "Hey, we got half the world thinking that Karl's till dive and out there, somewhere.”

"True." The dwarf pursed histhick lipsfor amoment. "I guessit still makes sense, though, to wait around
here until we get some word about Mikyn." His broad face split in asmile. "We dwarves are patient
folks™

"Shows." Sarcasm iswasted on Ahira. | don't mean that he doesn't get it—he does—but it doesn't
bother him. "Still . . . Mikyn's bitten off abig chunk; he might need help chewing.”

"Possibly, but I'm in no rush." Ahira picked up another piece of wire stock, about six incheslong, and
tossed it into the forge. "'If Ellegon's available, though, we might want to hop over to the coast and snoop
around Ehvenor.” He said it casudly, asthough it was something he was just considering, but he and |
had been friends for too many yearsfor it to go over my head. Ahirawanted to investigate, and was
going totry totalk meintoit.

Helooked a me, and smiled weakly, then rubbed at his shoulder.

Doriahas the bad habit of asking questions when she aready knows the answer. " Perhaps you want to
look up whoever did that to you aswell?'

He shook his head. "Life's too short."

For amoment, adark cloud passed over hisface, and | knew that something important had happened to
him after we split up outside of Ehvenor, but onething | learned long ago about James Michael Finnegan
isthat he will talk about his problems only when he wantsto. | doubt that there's anybody he trusts more
than me, but even | would hear about it some other time, if ever.

"Life'stoo short, and so are you." Dorias mouth twitched. "I'm not sure that whatever's going on near
Ehvenor isany of our concern.”

It could have been anything, or nothing. There had been stories of some strange killings closer to
Ehvenor, of anima mutilations that reminded me of oneswe had in the western states on the Other Side,
of more dragonsissuing from Faerie, of other large magical creatures, most of whom had been gone from
the Eren regions since the coming of Man.

Some of the stories were probably true—Jason and his crew had killed some huge creature while they
werein the Shattered Idands. It didn't sound like anything I'd ever heard of .

Helooked up at me. "What do you think?"
"1 think Doridsright; | think we have enough to do without biting off some magical problem.”

And, besides, he wasn't thinking it through. A magica problem wasn't something that just heand | could
look into by oursalves.

In the center of the city of Ehvenor haslong stood a building that has been an outpost of Faeriein the
Eren regions—probably the only outpost of Faeriein the Eren regions. I'd seen it a couple of times, from
adistance, ahuge, glowing white building that seemed to have asubtly different shape every time you
looked at it. | hadn't tried to get close, and didn't want to. Call it the Faerie embassy, or the Faerie



outpogt, or whatever—call it whatever you want; it'snothing | had any need to rub up againgt. Theré€'s
something about being around Faerie that drives people crazy, and the outskirts of Ehvenor arewild and
crazy enough. Trust me.

| rubbed at the back of my left hand, at the place where along-heded scar should have been, would
have been, if | hadn't had aflask of healing draughts handy that last time.

He wasn't thinking it through—it wouldn't be just the dwarf and me. Add Jason, and we were still short.
But enough of that for now. If we could put it off long enough, maybe we wouldn't haveto doiit. Let it be
somebody else's problem.

"Think it over and let me know," he said.

"I cantell younow," | said. "It's none of our concern, and we have enough elseto do."

"Perhaps," he said, Doria echoing him with a curt nod, Dorann holding out her armsfor Doriato pick her
up. Itwasadismiss.

Doria, my baby daughter, and my best friend had been having afine day without me.

* k% %

| found Andrea Cullinanein her new workshop, unpacking.

Idedlly, awizard's workshop should have been built up against thewall of the keep, somewhere out of
the way. I'd done that when Lou and | were laying out Home, and Karl and Andy had had something
smilar donein Biemestren, but Castle Cullinane was small, and most of the space within thewalswas
clamed.

Andrea had taken the last onein arow of continuous storerooms in the dungeon, adank, cold end room
of aserieslit only by barred windows, smple unglazed openings at the juncture of ceiling and wall. The
only way in was through the storerooms, weaving my way through musty stacked barrels of wine, past
plump bags of grain, ducking undernesth green-crusted hams hanging from ceiling hooks, walking through
the sunlight-striped dark and damp.

| don't like basements. Back home, back when | was akid, | could aways hear the scrabbling of rats
every timel went downgtairs. | remember going after one with abaseball bat once, but | swear it reared
back and hissed at me and chased methe hell upstairs.

Cdlars and dungeons on This Side tended to be worse than home—some specia efforts I'd taken to cut
down on the Enddl| rat population long justified what King Maherralen of Endell used to pay me.

But there weren't any rats here. Or mice. Just musty, damp, cold silence.
| shivered.

| stopped at what passed for the door to her workshop: a sheet of undyed mudlin hung acrossthe
opening, damp to the touch.

"Andrea? It'sme."

A pause. "Just amoment, Walter," shesaid. | listened hard for the sound of syllablesthat | could only



hear and not remember, but there weren't any. Just arustling, as though of paper and then cloth. Then:
"Y ou might aswdl comein.”

| pushed through the mudin, shuddering at the touch of it. The room waslit by severa sputtering lampsin
addition to the barred sunlight streaming down, athough none of the light managed to dispdl the gloom.
Wooden boxes, some open, others still nailed shut, stood stacked on the stone floor or on tables. | don't
care where you are—This Side, the Other Side—moving cutsinto work serioudly.

Skin damp from a sponge bath—some of the water was still heating in a blackened copper vessel over a
lamp—shewasjust finishing buttoning her fly.

| would have been happy to help her with her clothes. On or off. Andrea Andropolous Cullinane: black
hair, no longer salted with gray; high cheekbones, degant nose; tongue playing with the lower full lip; dick
black leather vest cut high and matching black leather jeansthat |ooked like they'd been applied with a
finebrush (I admit it: | imprinted young on women in tight jeans)—all tight at full breastsand trimwaist,
leaving her long midriff bare,

| could see vague lines of stretch marks on her flat belly if | looked red hard. Not that | minded looking
hard; even 0, she lookedgood. Maybe too good.

| fingered the amulet hanging from the leather thong around my neck. The diamond-cut crystal was
pulsing through a superficialy reassuring progression of dull green and amber. No red, no indigo, no
bright colors.

Which didn't mean anything, not redly. Andy had built dl of our amulets, and could have defeated any of
them.

"How'sthework coming?' | asked, with just the dightest overemphasis on "work."
She smiled. "Unpacking gets you dirty. No sensein getting clothes dirty, too."

Even if that meant working naked in the cold and damp of adungeon? Just maybe, catching aquick
glimpse of hersdf from ashiny surface or two wouldn't bother her.

| reached for her crystd ball, stopped myself, and then continued the motion a her quick nod of
permission. A neat bit of equipment: its stand was a brass snake, impaled on the pole.

Colder to the touch than it should have been, and heavier. Likelifeitsef, don't you know.

| looked into the perfect crystal, but al | saw was my own reflection, widened and distorted. | hadn't
expected anything more, and didn't get it.

Just aswell.
"We could try to get him out here by way of having him inspect Little Pittsburgh,” she said.

It took me amoment to redlize that Andy had picked up our conversation from the night before, about
how to get Lou Riccetti, the Engineer, out for avigt. Lou hadn't been out of the Home settlement in years
and years, and it would probably do him some good to travel abit, see the world. Her new ideawasto
invite him to ingpect Little Fittsburgh, the sted-making town in Barony Adahan, the next barony to the
ead.



Not abad ideg, but | hate that sort of parenthetical |eap, when she assumesthat I'll follow the train of
thought back to the previous conversation.

"Possble" | said. | wasn't going to try to change Andy, not over something just irritating. Better to
change the subject. "What have you been up to?"

Her smilewasalittle too knowing. "Sleeping. Dreaming. Working. Unpacking. The usud, you know?"

Her voice was just ahair too light, too casud, or maybe my own bad dream had oversensitized me,
which would be afirst; nobody's ever accused me of even being sengitive,

"Dreams?' | asked.

"Dreams,” she said. "Y ou know: storiesthat you tell yoursalf when you fall adegp. Sausages chasing
bagd sthrough tunnds, stuff like that.”

"Isthat dl?' Look: my dreams arejust dreams, Jungian archetypes cut open and dribbled into the
creases of my mind. But | deal with magic and awizard'sdreamsaslittleas| can.

"No," she said, raising ahand to dismiss the subject, then letting it drop. "No, that's not al. I've been
having dreams of running through endless streets, always lost, lways|ooking for away out. Not good.”
She sighed. "But they'rejust dreams.” She looked down at abook and stroked a short nail againgt its
plain leather cover. "l probably shouldn't drink wine before bed. It makes me dream too much." She
looked down at the book again.

Thereisaway for awizard to enter somebody else's dream. It's risky for both parties; it's also one of
the classic waysfor wizardsto due, for oneto try to bend another's will.

Shelooked up a me. "What aren't you asking me?”

| pursed my lips. "'I'm not sure whether you're worried about somebody attacking you through your
dreams, or whether you're wishing there was another wizard around to dream with you."

Her smile might not have been irresigtible, but | wouldn't have wanted to bet. "Neither. I'm wondering
something dse entirdy.”" Shefingered the book. "1'm wondering why I'm getting interested in location
spellsagain, indirection magic. | was aready pretty good at them, but lately I've had ared taste for the
stuff.” Shetoyed with adim stedl needle. "If you want to put thisinto a haystack, | can give you agood
demondration.”

"Thank you, no."

That was not good; trying too hard to locate Karl—awizard can bash his or her head againgt the wall of
death as much as he or she pleases—was what had driven Andy to exhaustion, and shewasjust barely
recovering. Alternately, perhapsit had driven her near madness, and she never would recover, but
merdy learn to hide it better.

| changed the subject. "Have you seen my wife today?"

She nodded. " She was somewhere around,” she said, gesturing vagudly. "Isthat why you're down here?"
she asked. "What's going on”?"



It felt like | was missng something, but | wasn't surewhat. "'l wasjust talking to Ahira. Just for the sake
of discussion, how would you fed about afield trip?" | asked, hoping she would say no.

If we were going to look into whatever was happening on the edge of Faerie, we'd need somebody
capable of working magic. If | could get Andy to turn us down, it shouldn't be a problem turning Ahiras
notion off—there were perhaps half adozen minor wizardsin Holtun-Bieme, al of whom had the typicd
wizard's nervousness about going in harm'sway, none of whom I'd trust anyway. That would leave
Henrad, formerly Andy's gpprentice, but Henrad had been out in the field with Ahiraand me before; |
suspected that he hadn't regained any taste for it. Things had gotten a bit messy for sengitive typeslike
Henrad—and me, for that matter.

"Where?' she asked.
"Toward Faerie, maybe asfar as Ehvenor.”

"Check out the rumors?* she asked, just atouch too eager. At my nod, she smiled. "I'd loveto.” She
reached over to her worktable and fingered agem, working it between thumb and forefinger. "With some
study, | could work up the spells that would |et me take some readings and, just maybe, see what's going
on. But it wouldn't be agood idea—I've been trying to cut down, and you know how that goes.”

There Are Some Things Man IsNot Meant To Do. Y ou can tell which they are because they're bad
either for you or for somebody else. Nobody ever is better off by doing heroin, and doing magic seems
to affect some people about the same way': they get hooked on it, go crazy for it. Stable magicians can
hold themselves to a maintenance dose, but maybe Andy had overdoneit, trying to Locate Karl. More
likely grief—compounded by lack of exercise, food, and degp—had overwhelmed her.

Still, she waslooking good.
"Y ou'rewondering if it'saseeming,” she said, standing hand on hip.

"No." Not if she had been working naked—afascinating notion in and of itsdlf. | didn't know enough
about magic to know if her seeming would delude her aswell as others, but it didn't matter. | knew
Andrea: she wouldn't have been working without clothesif the sight of her real body bothered her, and
even if she had put up aseeming, she would know what she redlly looked like.

| guess| didn't sound convincing: she shook her head, denying an accusation | hadn't made. "It'sno
seeming, Walter. Rest, food, exercise, and—"

"The hair didn't comefrom exercise."

"—andabit of dye," she sad, taking astep toward me. "I don't like thelook of gray. Turnsthe men off."
She reached up and touched my temple, just where | was going rather, well, handsomely gray. "It looks
better on you."

| guessthat was my cueto reach for her, but I'm not sure that either of usreally wanted to. We'd been
lovers—once, or twice, or five times, depending on what you're counting; 1'd rather enjoy than
count—amost twenty years before, and there was still something between us.

| was tempted, for alot of reasons. Forget hormones for amoment—although | think | spend too much
time thinking with my testiclesfor my own good. Andy and | had quite properly loved each other for



years and years, and her husband, my friend, was dead, and maybe we needed to celebrate hislifeina
very private and persond way.

But not under the same roof as my wife.

It occurred to methat | was being noble, slly asthat idea sounds, in trying to talk her into staying off the
road. Both Andy and | knew what was likely to happen if and when we were out in the field together,
and perhaps | had just persuaded her, abealt indirectly, to stay safely home.

| took her hand in mine, her fingers soft and warm, and brought them to my lips.
"Oldfriend," | said, "it'sgood to see you looking good.”

Screw nobility. Just remember that Walter Slovotsky is somebody who cares about hisfriends. Andy
was, apparently for thefirst time since Karl was reported dead, doing well. | wasn't going to fuck around

with that. In any sense.

* * %

Wéll, when you don't know what to do, it's probably a good ideato take anap, eat amedl, or go to bed
with somebody you like. Some combinations work well, too.

Kirah's and my rooms were empty; | stripped to the buff and stretched out under the down comforter
and fdll adeep.

Interlude:
The Dream | sthe Same

Thenightmareisawaysthe same:

We're trying to make our escape from Hell, millions of us streaming across the vast plain.
Everybody I've ever loved is there, along with faces familiar and strange.

Behind us, stretching across the horizon, there's a screaming pack of demons, some in cartoony
shapes, some that look like misshapen wolves, all of whom have me scared so bad | can hardly

breathe the freezing air.

The exit is up ahead, the gold ladder up through the clouds, and already there are people
climbing it, a steady stream that reaches up into the fluffy whiteness, and beyond. | can't tell who's
gone through, but I can only hope that my kids are among them. Please let it be my kids.

Some have already climbed through the clouds, but there's no way that all of us are going to: the
demons are approaching too quickly, and they're going to catch some of us.

And then | see him: Karl Cullinane, Jason's father, standing tall, face beaming, his hands, chest,
and beard streaked with blood and gore.

"We're going to have to hold the perimeter,” Karl says. "Who'swith me?



He smiles, as though he's been waiting his whole life for this, the fucking idiot.

"I'm with you," somebody says.
Figures push out of the crowd, some bloodied, some bent.

Jefferson and Franklin work their way through, accompanied by a thick old black woman, her
shoulders stooped from too many years of hard labor, her hair bound back in a blue kerchief. Or
maybe it isn't Jefferson—his hair is kind of a dusty red instead of white. Doesn't matter—he

belongs here.
"Please, Madame," he says, hisvoicetight, "go with the others.

She snorts. "I only spent thirty-seven years on my knees scrubbing white folks floorsto put food on the
tablefo' Sx children, and put those six children through school.” Her fingersclenchinto fists. "Think | let

them get a my babies, motherfucker?'
Franklin chuckles. "He begs your pardon, Madame."

Jefferson bows deeply. "Indeed, | do."

Another man, massive brows|ooming over eyesthat see everything, his warus mustache white as snow,
bites his cigar through, then discardsit with amuttered oath. "We can hold it," he said, hisvoice
squeakier than | thought it would be. But he sounds like himsalf, not Hal Holbrook. "But we need more.”

Karl looksat me—they dl look at me: Jefferson, Twain, Ahira, mad old Semmewaeis, dl of them look at
me—his bloody face puzzled. "Water? What are you waiting for?"

* k% %

Then | wake up.

CHAPTER THREE

In Which Hiccups Are Cured,
Dinner |Is Eaten, and an Excursion

Is Arranged

The blazing evidence of immortality is our dissatisfaction with any other solution.

—RALPH WALDO EMERSON

Wanting it doesn't makeit so. If it did, we'd all learn to want harder. | can already want quite
vigorously, thank you very much.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY



It's cdlled the pathetic fallacy, but that's only the technica term; nothing pathetic about it.
| remember when | sarted personalizing things—| was about five, or Six.

It runsin the family. Stash—I thought of him as Daddy, then—till had the Big Car, the 1957 Buick
Starfire 98 he had bought in Las Vegas, on hisone and only trip there. It was among the last and
absolutely the best of the standard American bigmobiles, a huge car pulled around by a
three-hundred-horsepower V8, easily enough for the job—a monster engine, it would roar like alion.
Two-toned, black and yellow like a bumblebee, wraparound windshield, curved fenders, and arear
deck large enough to camp out on.

The Big Car had bench seats like acouch. It was big as ahouse, and when | rodein it, held down by
the big-buckled seat belts Daddy and his friend Mike had spent aweekend putting in, | felt assafe as|
did on acouch in my house.

Sometimes, peoplein Volkswagens would honk at us, derisively.
Daddy would just chuckle. "They don't get it, en, Em?"

And then Mom would give out her Sgh, the deep one that meanthere he goes again , and then she'd
say, "What don't they get?"

He'd say something like, "How this metd al around us protects us, how if werein a crash with one of
them little shitmobiles—"

"Sash. Shhh."
"—it'sgoing to spray them al over the landscape, but old Beauty here's gonna protect us."

It waskind of amantrafor the two of them, although | doubt that either of them would have recognized
theword.

They stopped repesting the mantra the day that someidiot in ablue Corvair plowed into us head-on as
we were coming home, just about to pull into our driveway. We were jerkedhard —windshield starred
al over in an ingant; full ashtray flung its contentsinto the air, blinding me until 1 could cry the ashesout;
the buckle of my seat bt Ieft bruises on my right hip that flared purple and yellow for weeks—but we
were okay. Theworst hurt of uswas Steve, my brother—he had gotten bashed against the back of the
front seet—and all he had was a bloody nose.

Theidiot inthe Corvair got taken away in an ambulance, o badly battered that | can't to this day decide
whether it was aman or awoman.

Blood was everywhere, and the harsh smells of gasoline and smoldering oil hung inthear. Mom, one
hand on the back of Steve's neck, had taken him insde the house, but nobody thought to chase me

away.
| waited with Daddy while the man with the wrecker hauled away our car. Our car.

God, it was mangled. It wasn't just that the fender and hood had been crumpled, and the glass broken,
but the front whedlstwisted out at funny angles, as though the axle had been smashed, and the body



overhung the frame on one side.

The wrecker man shook his head as he pulled the lever that lifted the front of the car up and into the air.
"Buy it new, Mr. Sovotsky?' he asked, over the futile protest of the metd.

"Stash," Daddy said, absently. "Everybody calls me Stash. Short for Stanidaus. And yeah,” Daddy said.
"I bought it new. Ten yearsago." He patted the mutilated stedl, then pulled his hand away asthough
embarrassed.

The wrecker man shook his head once, quickly, jerkily, asthough to say,It's okay. | understand.
"Y eah. Good machines. Wish they still madethem,” he said, garting to turn away.

"It'sjust amachine.
"Sure, Stash." The wrecker man smiled. He didn't believe Daddy any morethan | did.

Or any more than Daddy bdieved himsdf. Stash ran blunt, gentle fingers through my hair. "1 drove your
mother to the hospitd in this car when we were having you, Cricket."

"Canthey fix it, Daddy?" | asked, still clutching at my side, rubbing & my hip.

He shook his head, tears he didn't notice working their way down through the five-o'clock shadow on
his cheeks.

"No," he said. "It's broken too bad to fix. But you and Steve and Mom are okay, Cricket, and that's
what matters. That's the only damn thing that ever matters.”" He gripped my hand tight.

"No, I'm not okay," | said, probably whining. "I'mhurt. "

"Yeah. Just hurt. Bruised maybe. And I'm real sorry about that, Cricket, honest | am, but we al could
be dead, dead, dead."

Muttering something in Polish, helet go of my hand and gently stroked the car's metd flank asthe
wrecker pulled it away from the curb. | never learned much Polish, and | don't remember the words, but
| know what they meant.

They meant: "Thank you, thou good and faithful servant.”

We watched until the wrecker turned the corner and the Big Car was gone, and then we just stood there

and watched along while longer, until our eyeswere dry.
* % %

When | woke, Kirah was across from the bed, watching me.

| had aready been vaguely aware of her, but, suspiciousthough it is, my hindbrain didn't want to wake
me for that.

A bit spooky: shewas sitting in an overstuffed armchair by the window, her legs curled up benegath her,
the sun through the bars striping her face in gold and dark. Only one corner of her mouth wasvisible,
upturned in asmilethat could have been friendly or forced. | couldn't tell; my wifelearned her



dissmulation skills before she ever met me.

"Good afternoon, darling,” she said. She was sewing: white cloth hegped in her |ap, needle darting in and
out.

| stretched, then wiped at my eyes. "Hi there.”" | took a pair of shorts from the bureau next to the bed
and dipped into them before | levered mysdlf out of bed and padded across the carpet to bend
over—dowly, gently, carefully—and kiss her, careful to clasp my hands behind me. She couldn't help it;
and | had to.

Shetossed her head, perhaps for display, perhapsin nervousness; | backed off a half-step and was
saddened at the way the tension flowed out of her.

"Seepwdl?' she asked me, in her ever-so-dightly-hating English.

"Nah. I've never been very good at it," | said. It was an old joke between us. Sometimes, when the
center fals gpart, you hold onto the forms.

"You cried out acouple of times," shesaid. "I couldn't makeit out."
That wasjust aswdll. "Bad dream,” | said.

| went to the washbasin and splashed some water on my face and chest, then toweled off my facein
front of the closet while | picked out some clothes for asemi-formal supper, quickly settling on ashort,
loose-cut jacket of brown and silver over aruffled tan shirt, and taupe trousers with silver piping down
the seam. | like my formal clothes comfortable, and besides, the cut of the deeves kept the throwing knife
strapped to my left arm handy. Not the sort of thing I've ever needed at aformal dinner, but you never
know.

| buckled my forma sword belt tightly around my waist, decided thét it fit fine, then unbuckled it and
dung the belt over ashoulder.

"Where have you been keeping yourself today?' | asked.

She shrugged. "Around.” She bit off athread and dipped the needleinto the cloth, then carefully set
down her work before she stood and came to me, gathering her long, golden hair at the nape of her
neck.

She stopped just in front of me, not quite touching.

It wasn't just the dress, although that was spectacular: Kirah wasin along gown of white lace over red
sk, scooped low in front and cut deeply in back, reveding alot of soft, creamy skin. | swear, my wife
was more beautiful every year. Thereésarichness of beauty that can come on in awoman'sthirties, after
all thetraces of baby fat and innocence have gone, but before the years have dragged the eagticity from
her skin and muscle.

Andit wasadl for show.

No, that wasn't fair. "Redly, where were you?"

"l spent the morning helping Andrea.”



So, that was what Andy had been keeping from me. | didn't like the sound of any of this, but kept my
disapprova off my face, | hope.

Andy wassupposed to be keeping her use of magic to aminimum, on Dorias orders. Andy had spent

far too much energy in her obsessive need to try to locate Karl, and it's not good for humans, wizard or
not, to be around magic awholelot. Power is dangerous, even when you think you're controlling it.

Now, my own opinion was that Doriawas being abit too much of a Jewish mother, something shewas
only half equipped for. But even if Doriawas right about the danger, it should be relatively safe for Kirah:
she couldn't read magic. A page out of Andregls pellbook would be the same blurry messto her that it
wasto me. If you don't have the genesfor it, you can't do wizard magic; if you don't have the right
relationship with the gods or powers or faerie, you can't do clerical magic, like Doria used to do.

She cocked her head to one side. "'l was just gtarting to debate whether or not to wake you for dinner,
or just let you deep through." She smiled as she took a step back, then one closer, every moveastep in
adance.

"Dinner soon”?'

She shook her head. "Not for awhile yet. But you aways take so long to wake up.”

| reached for her and felt her stiffenin my arms. "Sorry." | let my armsfdl to my side.

She put her arms around me and laid her head against my chest. That's okay under the rules, sometimes.
"No. I'm sorry, Walter."

"You cant helpit." | started to bring my arms up, but caught myself. It wasn't her fault. | had to keep
reminding her of that.

My hands clenched. It wasn't her fault. It wasn't her fault that if | held her, sheld tense, and if | reached
for her sheld scream. But it wasn't mine, ether. I've ways done my best by her, but whatever | am, I'm
not ahealer of psyche and spirit. At best, I'm an observer of psyche and spirit.

" 'This, too, shdl pass' " she said, quoting me accurately, not Abe Lincoln inaccurately. | used to say it
when she was pregnant, kind of asamantra.

Kind of funny, redly: I'm dways politically incorrect. Here, for suggesting that women ought to have
roughly the same rights as men; on the Other Side, for—only rarely, rarely, and usualy with bad
results—pointing out that pregnant women go crazy for about ayear, or longer.

Maybeit'snot their fault. Maybe nothing's nobody's faullt.

"Sure." It could happen. I'm skeptical, mind, but it could happen.

Sowly, carefully, | put my arms around her, not quite holding her, and kissed her on the side of the
neck. Shetook it wel: she flinched, but she didn't cry out or push me away.

Somevictory, en?1 let my armsdrop. "I'll seeyou at dinner.”

It hadn't always been thisway. Back in the beginning we'd spent more time in bed than out, in my



memory if not possibleinredity.

Héll, our first time had been within acouple of hours after Karl and | had pulled her out of the daver
wagon and freed her, along with the rest of that bunch of daves. Like | dways said, this business has
aways had itsfringe benefits

Eveninthe early days, though, there had been hints—times when | reached for her in the night and she
would ghrink away, only to explain that she was just tired, other timeswhen | would come up behind her
and put my arms around her affectionately and she would stifle a scream, only to smilein gpology for
being dartled so easly.

But those times had been few and far between, then.

It had come on dowly, few and far between becoming occasiona becoming not infrequent and then
frequent so gradudly until | redlized that we hadn't made love for dmost ayear, and that she couldn't
bear to be touched.

| needed adrink.

| found ashiny gray ceramic bottle of Holtish brandy and apair of earthenware brandy mugsin the Sitting
room on the second floor.

Well, the staff called it the Sitting room—I thought of it as abrag room. The rug covering the floor was a
patchwork of pelts, the walls decorated with heads of various beasts that various Furnagl barons had
killed: afew seven-point bucks, severa decent wolf- and boar-heads, and one huge brown bear, itsjaw
opened wide, yellow teeth ready to chomp. | doubt that the teeth were as polished and shiny in redl life
asthey were now.

Among al the predators, high up on onewall, was one small rabbit—the whole thing, mounted on a
plague sideways, stretched out as though frozen in mid-bound. I'm sure that there's afamily story behind
the lagt, but I've never found out what it is.

A spooky place, but not because the animals looked like they were ready to come dive. They didnt;
Biemish taxidermy was substandard, and there's never been great glass-work in most of the Eren regions.
Instead of glass eyes, there were the here-traditiona white spheres of polished bone. It waslike having a
room full of Little Orphan Anni€'s pets staring down at me. Takes some getting used to. Brandy helps.

Only troublewas, | had started hiccupping, and | hate drinking with the hiccups. Gets up the nose.

| had afiregoing in the fireplace, and had settled mysdf comfortably into alow chair in front of the
flickering flames when Doriatapped afingernail againgt the doorframe.

She had dressed for dinner in along purple dress made from acloth | dwaysthink of as velour, athough
| know that's not the right name for it. The top wasfitted tightly from low-cut bosom to her hips, where a
pleated sKkirt flared out undernesth awoven golden belt, the golden theme picked up by filigree on the
bosom and arms of her dress and the strap of her pouch.

"Wd|?' shesad.

"Nice" | sad. "Pull up athrone."



Shelooked at the two brandy mugs warming on the flat stonesin front of thefire.
"Expecting me?' shesaid, as| stretched out alazy arm and gave each mug a half-turn.

| hiccuped as | shook my head. "Nah. But it doesn't cost anything to heat two mugs. Y ou never know
when afriend's going to stop for adrink."

"Or to cure your hiccups.” She smiled as she folded hersdlf into the chair and leaned her head againgt the
high back.

"Yeah." | wasabit sarcadtic.
She pulled what looked like a piece of quartz out of her pouch. "Suck on thisfor awhile.”

| shrugged and popped it into my mouth. Sweet— "Rock candy,” | said, from around the piece.
Demosthenes, eat your heart out.

"Very clever, Watson."

| raised an eyebrow, asthough to say, And thisis going to cure the hiccups?

She nodded. "Ninety percent. Hiccups are caused by an electrolyte imbaance in the blood; sendsthe
digphragm into spasms. Usually acidosis. Sugar or salt will push thingsthe other way; if this doesn't work,

it meansyou're dkaotic, and abit of lemon will do. Hang on amoment.”

| was going to argue with her, but the hiccups went away, probably of their own volition. "Wheredid
you hear about this? From the Hand?!

"No. It'san Other Side thing. Friend of mine named Diane. Don't know if you ever met her.”

"Mmmm . .. maybe. | don't know."

"Nah; you never met her." She amiled. "Y ou'd remember—How are the mugs?'

"Hang on asec." The mugs were warm enough: just this side of too hot to hold, the ideal temperature for
drinking Holtish brandy. | uncorked the bottle and poured each of usahealthy dug. | was going to get up
and give hersto her, but she rose instead and settled hersalf down on the arm of my chair, her arm
around my shoulders. She smelled of sogp and flowers.

"L'cham," | said, amogt gargling on the Hebrewch- sound.

That earned asmile. "L'chaim,” she repeated, then drank. | did, too. The brandy burned my throat and
warmed my belly. Not abad trade.

"Something bothering you?' she asked.
"Just theusud," | said, keeping my voice light. " ou're not the only one who worries, you know."

She chuckled. "What are you worrying about now? Y our chances with the upstairs maid?' Her fingers
played gently with my hair.



| faked a shudder. "Have youseen the upstairs maid?”

"Serioudy.”

| shrugged, gently enough not to didodge her. "'l shouldn't complain. Thingsare going well. Andy's
looking alot better, and the dwarf is pretty much healed up. Jason's agood kid. Greener than the Hulk,
mt_ll

She slenced me with afinger to my lips. "We are going to get to Kirah, aren't we?'

| didn't answer.

Doriawaited. She was better at waiting than | was.

"Not her fault,” | said, findly. "What would you cal it, post-traumatic stress disorder?”

She shrugged. "Two years of psychology classes, and you'd have me betheloca psychiatrist?"

"l won't tell the AMA." | raised my littlefinger. "Pinky swear.”

"Wl thereisthat." She considered the problem as she sipped, then dismissed it with ashrug. "It
doesn't matter, Wdter. Sapping alabel on it doesn't mean you understand it, or know how to fix it. She's
inbad shape. . . or a least your relationship is." Doriasipped, then sighed.

| raised an eyebrow. "I didn't know that it showed. Y ou've still got enough power to detect it?"

"No." She shook her head. Had the Matriarch stripped her of al of her power, or were there afew
spdlsleft inthe back of her soul, awaiting need? Doriawouldn't say. "But | alwaysthought of spellsasa
way of augmenting other sengtivities, not as asubstitute. How long has it been for the two of you?”
"Sncewhat?'

One sde of her mouth twisted into awry frown. "Guess."

"Hey, | don't tel. Remember?'

"Yes" Sheamiled. "Usudly.”

| thought of the last time, and tried to forget it, remembering instead one wild, warm night & Home,
years ago, shortly after Karl and | had gotten back from araid. | think it was the second night—the first
was Karl's Day Off, so it must have been. Wed |eft Janie, then just ababy, with Karl and Andy, and
taken blankets away from the settlement, through the woods, and up the side of a hill. We had gotten
incredibly drunk on asmal bottle of wild huckleberry wine, and made love under the starsdl night long.

| mean, redlly, no shit, my hand to God: dl night long.
If | closemy eyes, | can till seeher, her hair floating in the breeze above me, framed in sarlight. . . .

But that was along time ago, in another country, and the wench would rather be dead than warm in my
amsagan.



| changed the subject. "Andy'slooking alot better, lately. | don't think it'sa seeming.”

Doriasat slently for amoment, then smiled, dropping the matter of Kirah and me. "It's amazing what a
bit of exercise and food and genera activity can do, en? Not to mention laying off the magic.”

"She—" | sopped myself.

"She hasn't givenit up?' Doriashrugged. "1'm not surprised. The disease mode neverquite worked for
acoholism, and putting it dl on magical addiction probably isn't exactly right.”

| was surprised to hear her talk like that. Doria had been begting the drum for keeping Andy the hell out
of her workshop, by anything this sde of force.

"Butit'sclose ," shesaid. "l wish therest of you would believe me. Ther€'s a seduction there, a constant
temptation. | was an awfully chubby girl," she said, asthough changing the subject, athough shewasnt. "I
findly managed to, most of the time, kegp my weight down to something acceptable by controlling what
and how | ate. Just O much—and always so much; if you starve yourself now, you'l binge late—and no
more."

| took her hand in mine and kissed it. Gently, gently; you dways have to touch Doriagently, and that's
the way it's dways been, and one of the things I've dways liked about her. ™Y ou had other problems, but
you've come along way, kid."

She sighed. "One would hope s0." Her fingerstoyed with my collar and then with my mustache. "Wed
better go down to dinner, eh?'

* * %

Thetridsof thelife of the ruling class are something you learn to bear up with after awhile, evenif you're
only amember of the ruling class by association. Everything's atrade-off. Y ou tend to eat well, but you
can be interrupted for or dragooned to help out on any of anumber of things.

Inthis case, | was helping entertain two newly arrived village wardens on aformal visit. Not abad idea,
redly, having the village wardens comein to be wined and dined; I'm glad I'd suggested it to Jason.

Wetook our seats formally around the table: Jason at the head; Andrea at the foot; Ritelen, the senior of
the two wardens, at Jason's right; then Kirah, Dorann, and Janie down the Sde; Doria, me, Aeia, Bren
Adahan, and finaly Benen, the other warden, down the other, giving each warden a seat of honor at the
right of either Jason or Andrea. It gave Kirah a chance to engage in some formd chitchat with Ritelen, a
barrel-chested, wa rus-mustached man, as only she and Jason were within quiet conversation range of
him.

It looked slly, iswhat it did. The forma dining table was meant to seet thirty, and lessthan adozen
people were spread too thinly.

Persondlly, | would have liked to set us down in two clumps, one at each end. Four to six isabout the
right number for adinner conversation. Any more and the group will tend to split into severd
conversations, and maost people will have the deep suspicion that they'rein the wrong one. (Not me,
mind. The conversation with meinit isby definition the mogt interesting.)

Or it can turn into amonol ogue.



Naturdly, it didn't turn into amonologue from ether of the two village wardens; that would have been
too sensible, and too interesting. | would have liked to hear more about the whest rot they were havingin
Teeren village, and would have wanted to pitch both of the wardens on the value of mung bean sprouts
asanutritiona supplement.

But it didn't work out that way. Over the soup course—athick, mesty turtle soup, heavily laden with
cracked pepper and pieces of carrot that were just barely firm to the bite, served with hot rolls, still
warm, firm, and chewy-crusted from the steamer; U'len does good work—Bren Adahan was holding
forth on some fine point of horsemanship.

"—thetrick isto get the animal not to anticipate, but to react instantly. Any idiot can canter ahorseat a
fence and find himsdlf taking it without wanting to; most good horsemen can anticipate early that the
horseis going to want to go; but for the very best, nothing happens until you tdll it to. | remember a
time..."

Aeaand Janie paid very close atention, and dl of the other women were listening dmost as closdly.

Except for Andrea. Gorgeousin along dress of jet and crimson, she tented her fingersin front of her
mouth and barely pretended to listen.

| think | understand the connection between women and horses, but | don't carefor it. It'salmost
sexual—or maybe | should drop the "almogt," and no, | don't mean any crass joke about women and
gdlions. (Infact, dl of the women | know have the sense to stay the hell away from stalions, asdo|. An
uncut male horse goes absolutely gpeshit if he smellsamarein hedt, or getstoo close to amengtruating
woman.)

Look: | don't have anything againgt horses. During the last twenty years I've waked thousands of miles
and ridden easily twice as much, and | wouldn't want it the other way around, honest. I'd prefer cars, and
Imuch prefer traveling on Ellegon when he's available, but | don't have anything againgt horses, not redly.

On the other hand, they're remarkably dumb animals. They don't have any sense at al—you canride
them to death if you push them too hard, and you don't dare get too attached to them, because when it al
hits the fan youhave to be able to leave them behind. | once spent afull day hiding crouched inaran
barre, breathing shalowly through a piece of tubing. | don't think a horse would havefit in there with me,
and if I hadn't been willing to abandon my horse—a sweet little mare who used to nuzzle me
affectionatdly, like adog; | hope she found a caring owner—at a moment's notice, | would have been
dead, dead, dead.

So don't talk to me about horses.
Particularly not about taking afence when you didn't intend to. | dmost broke my fucking neck.

Ahiraslips quirked into asmile. "Possibly we could talk about something else at dinner?' he asked, as
U'len entered, bearing the next course on aslver sdver.

"By dl means, talk instead of eating my fine cgpons,”" U'len said. She was an immense woman, dl sweat
and fat and muscles, an amost permanent sneer on her face.

I'm not impressed with the loca tradition of serving the meat course before the fish course, but | was
impressed with the three birds resting on the huge serving plate: they were huge, plump, and brown,



gtarred with cloves and bits of garlic and onion, crispy skin il crackling from the oven.
They smelled like heaven ought to.

"Takeit easy on me," Jason sad, easly dipping into hisfather'srole as U'len's verba sparring partner. "'l
know good food when | tasteit. Welll seeif thisis”

"Hmph." She set the bird platter down in front of Jason, then began to wield the carving knife and fork
hersdf.

Aedawas unusudly lovey tonight in aruffled blouse over along, bright Melawel sarong thet |eft her |eft
leg bare from ankle to mid-thigh. She smiled over her wine glass a me, earning me aglare from Bren
Adahan, but no particular glance from my wife.

Sit dill, Bren, | thought. Y ou're going to make life difficult for al of us.
"What do you think of the wine?" she asked.

| took another sip. "Not bad." It would have been niceto St closeto her, to fedl her leg against mine, to
fed awoman press harder againgt me instead of pull away.

| drank some morewine. A bit too tannic for my taste, but it was till young—the Biemish style of
winemaking gives you winethat needs long cdlaring, dthough the result can be worth it. Winemaking was
one of the things Bieme had to give up during the war years, and dmost dl of what the Furnagls had put
down had been drunk during the siege. In the whole country there was nothing really ready to drink.

U'len started carving. | don't know about you, but I've ways had afondness for watching anybody do
just about anything they're good at.

Bladeflashing in the candldlight, in lesstime than it takesto tell it she had thefirst bird cut up, Eren-style:
skin cut into palm-sized squares, each topped with aspoon-molded hunk of stuffing; breast diced into
thick chunks; thigh separated from drumstick; top part of the drumstick neatly removed from the mest;
back and the rest of the carcass on itsway to the kitchen for soup stock, while apair of her assstants
brought in the turnip greens and chotte to accompany the birds.

While she started in on carving the second bird, Jason speared a piece of skin and stuffing, and took a
tentative bite.

"Wd|?" she asked, not pausing in her dicing, no trace of deference or even respect in her harsh voice.
"How isit?'

"Not very good," he said.

| thought Benen's jaw was going to drop off and fal on his plate, dthough Ritelen, having figured out
what was going on, hid asmile behind his warus mustache and napkin.

"Itisnt,eh ?' U'len set her massve fists on her even more massive hips.

Helooked at her for along moment. "Nah. We, er, can save everybody else the, uh, problem of eating
this. I'll just take care of it dl."



"Uncle Jason'sly-ing, ly-ing," Dorann chanted, slenced momentarily, amoment later, by amouthful of
guffing. Kirah'stiming is sometimes very good.

* * %

U'len had served out the fish course—stream trout baked in sorrel and cream; okay, but | know amuch
better way to cook fresh trout—and was in the process of serving dessert when Kethol, Durine, and
Firgjil wakedin.

Not exactly the three musketeers. Kethol: lean, raw-boned, red-headed; Pirojil, chunky and pleasantly
ugly; Durine, aquiet bear of aman. They had been Karl's surviving companions in what was becoming
known asthe legendary Last Ride, and two of the three of them had been with Jason in the search for
Karl, the one that had turned up, well, me.

Pirgjil spokefor the three of them. "Baron, we got a peasant outside, says he wantsto see you. There's
been some trouble out toward Velen."

| guessit wasthe night for Benen to be shocked, fird at three soldiersinterrupting the baron's formal
dinner without so much as awith-your-permission; second, at the reason they'd interrupted the dinner;
and third, at the way Jason was aready out of his chair, and buckling on his swordbelt as he walked
toward the far entryway.

"Wl let's see what the problemis,” he said. "Baron Adahan, please take my place.”

| would have been impressed with Jason's courtesy to the Holt, but | sort of figured it was more an
attempt to keep Adahan's nose out of the problem than to avoid getting it out of joint.

"Beright with you,” Tennetty said from around afind bite of trout, seemingly unbothered; Tennetty's
never been much for desserts. She stood, reflexively feding for the hilt of her knife before belting her
sword about her waist.

| wasn't disposed to accompany them—the three musketeers knew enough to search the peasant, and
Tennetty was along. Besides, | waslooking forward to U'len's raspberry tart, even though the seeds
aways get caught between my teeth. But Jason was leaving, and Ahirawas following him, so | did, too.

* % *

| guess my own sense of egalitarianism would have caled for inviting himin, but nobody had asked.

We met with him in the courtyard, under the watchful eye of the keep guard, adozen flickering torches,
and agtarry night sky.

The peasant wasn't what 1'd expected, although | should have thought it through. Velen was agood two
days wak away—the peasant farmer had sent a son, not gone himself. Y es, he was short, dirty, smely,
and not too bright, and not so stupid asto not be nervous. He knuckled his forehead incessantly as he
spoke, grunting out his complaint that somebody or something had killed hisfather's cow.

He actudly wegpt.

Yeah. A cow. Not abig dedl, right? Wrong. To aone-plot, two-cow peasant family, it probably
represented the difference between getting by and starving. A good milk cow would go along way to
keeping asmdl family fed, between the milk and acaf every year or two. Cows aren't aterribly efficient
way to ded with edible gran—if you know enough about balancing proteins, vegetarianismismore



efficient by an order of magnitude—but alot of what they can get by on just fineisn't edible for humans.

Grazing rights on some of the baron's pasture wouldn't hel p out the peasant's family. Peasants don't egt
grass.

"Sounds likewolvesto me," Jason said. Hislipstwisted into afrown. " The population went way up
during thewar."

Ruling classes are good for something; keeping the number of other predatorslow isone of them. In
Bieme, it'saso one of the traditiond jobs of the baron.

Tennetty shrugged. "We can handle wolves," she said. "The four-legged kind, or the two-legged.
Shotgunsdl around?’

Durine nodded. "Not for chasing them down, but for chasing them away."

"Took the cow out of his paddock?" Ahirashrugged. "Possible.” He looked a me and raised an
eyebrow about hafway, spreading his pamsjust so.

| pursed my lips and shook my head. "Nah."
Ahiranodded.
"You don't think it'sawolf pack?" Jason wasirritated.

| Sghed. "You missed it. Ahirajust asked meif | thought it wastoo likely to be atrap, or if we ought to
go out and take alook at the corpse before the wolvesfinish it off."

"You did?' hesad, turning to the dwarf.
Ahiranodded. "Actudly, | did." He smiled. "Pretty disgugting, en?"
Jason frowned; | smiled.

It happens with old friends: you spend alot of time with somebody over anumber of years, you have
some of the same discussions over and over again. Then one day you redlize that when you're doing
some things, or talking about others, you're leaving out most of the words, or even al of thewords. You
don't need to guess how they're going to ded with aStuation: youknow. A gesture, aword, or even less
than that—and it's clear.

But that's not something you can explain to a seventeen-year-old, even avery responsible, precocious
seventeen-year-old. They won't believe you.

In this case, though, it was easy. It wasn't necessary for Ahiraand meto involve oursavesin an ordinary
wolf hunt, but if it was something el s, it could be connected to those stories of things coming out of
Faerie, and anything involving magic could involve ArtaMyrdhyn, and us.

Look: | don't know why ArtaMyrdhyn—yes the ArtaMyrdhyn of tale and legend—sent us across. It's
even barely possible he did it so that we'd open the Gate for hisreturn, as he claimed. Me, I'm skeptical.
| guessit's partly that | don't like people | don't like pushing me around—my friends do enough of that.
I've never liked jigsaw puzzles, and like even less being apiecein one.



Or I'm afraid that the universe might do to me what | was dways tempted to do: bash the pieceinto
place, evenif it doesn't quitefit.

Tendsto be hard on the piece.

Thetrouble with lifeisthat none of it comeswith amanua, and you dways have to decide what involves
you and what doesn't. After more than twenty years of friendship, | knew that thiswas the sort of thing
that Ahirawould deep better after checking out, and that he wouldn't want to deep until we were closer
to checking it out.

Asusud, he was nagging me into doing something that | had misgivings abot.

Well, we weretrying to teach the kid about life and such, so | might aswell continue the lesson.

"Equipment,” | said to Ahira. "Tel himwhat | think well bring."

He nodded, and beckoned Jason over, whispering in his ear.

Actualy, thismight be abit tough.

"Okay," | said. "Figure one flatbed wagon and ateam to draw it." That was easy; everybody knows|
prefer a padded bench to ahard saddle. "Rations, and standard road gear—just grab a couple of packs
in the stables. But well take aquick run up to the supply closet and grab one net hammock each.” They
were of even sk, light asafeather and strong. Given the right geometry, I'd much rather deep afew feet
off the cold, cold ground than oniit. Or init, for that matter. "Signal rockets, five fast horses—just in case.
Boar spears, grenades, shotguns plus persona weaponsfor dl. But | bet he forgot the sprouting box.”

Ahirassmilewidened. "A lot you know. | told him two."

"Fine." One of my lessthan-crazy theoriesisthat for people esting peasant food anywhere—which is
largely pick-your-starch-and-beans—taking some of those beans and sprouting them isgoing to increase
the nutrition they're getting significantly, at little effort and no extra cos.

Hence the sprouting box. Johnny Appleseed, et your heart out. "That isn't al.”

"So| told him." Ahiralaughed. "Go on."

"All that'stoo utilitarian—you told him to be sure to throw a couple of extrablanketsin the flatbed, so |
don't have to rest my tender butt on a hard bench. Add aclean teapot, and some tea. And a bottle of
Riccetti's Best." | don't tend to get drunk on the road, but an occasiona swig of good, smooth corn
whiskey before bed cutsthe dirt red well.

Ahiranudged the boy. " See?"

Jason frowned. | think he was looking for the trick, but there wasn't one, other than twenty years of
being friends. I'm tricky, honest, but | hadn't set thisup.

Tennetty snickered.

The peasant wasn't following any of this, which was reasonable—alot of the conversation had beenin



English, and he probably only spoke Erendra.
Jason turned to him. ™Y ou can show uswhere?"
"Yes, Lord, | think—certainly come daylight.”

Jason beckoned to Durine. "Find Maduc dinner, and a place to deep for the night, see that he'sfed and
ready to leave at dawn.”

"Yes, Baron Fur—Cullinane."

"Yup," Jason said, with asmile. "Baron Furcullinane, that's me. Y our other cow? How do you know it's
sfe?!

A good deduction: the peasant, young or old, wouldn't leave his only other cow endangered for the day
and ahdf it had taken himtowak in.

"My father keepsit in the hut with them, Lord.”

Ahiralooked at me, spreading his hands. Durine led the peasant away.

"Y ou'd better go get some deep, Jason,” | said. "Going to be along day for you, tomorrow.” Andrea
was busy sneaking up behind usin the dark, trying not to be noticed, so | didn't notice her. Let her have
her fun.

"You, too."

Ahirashook hishead. "Nope. It'sabright enough night. Walter and | are heading out now."

"Missnganight'sdeep,” | said.

He shrugged. "Won't be thefirst time. Well say good night to the family and be off.” He turned to
Tennetty. "Y ou coming aong?'

"Sure." Tennetty sighed. "Probably won't be anything to kill." She turned to me. "How do you expect to
finditinthe dark?'

Ahirashrugged for me. "Wewon't be there before dawn, and by thenit'll be well marked. Buzzards.”
He thought about it for amoment. "The three of us ought to do.”

Jason cleared histhroat. "And how about me?

| smiled. "But you're leaving tomorrow, aren't you?"

He spread hishands. "Fine. I'm being taught alesson. May oneinquire asto what it is?"

"| thought it was obvious." Ahirasighed. "When werehere , you are Baron Cullinane, and we're guests
inyour house. Fine. No problem. But once we step outside that house, or even plan on doing it, were

not your guests, or your servants, or anything less than your partners.”

"Makethat 'senior partners,' " | added. "And add 'teachers.’ The dwarf and | don't just have afew years



on you; thereésalot of experience, too."

He stood silent for amoment, and | honestly wondered how it would go. | mean, when | was seventeen,
| didn't take being chastened in public dl that well.

Cometo think of it, | till don't. | don't even much take to being corrected in private.
"Have agood trip," he said, turning and walking away.

Tennetty spat on the ground. "Asshole." | was curious about whether that was addressed to Jason or to
Ahiraand me, but | didn't ask. Don't ask aquestion if you don't want to hear the answer.

"Not fair,” Andrea Cullinane said from behind me. "But thank you."

| jumped abit, as though she had startled me. Tennetty cocked her head suspicioudy, and Ahiradidn't
haveto.

| chuckled. "I didn't do it so you could have him around abit longer. | did it for my own tender skin. If
Jason's going to be working with us, he's going to have to berdiable." Besides, he had the village
wardensto keep entertained.

And maybe | was still remembering that the boy had once bolted when it counted—okay, right after it
counted—and that had brought awhole world of trouble down on alot of heads.

Shewasin her new leathers again, covered by amatching black leather trailcoat, its surface dark without
being glossy. She had abag dung across one shoulder, and beneath the open buttons of the coat, a
flintlock pistol was holstered on each hip, the one on the left hip butt-forward.

"What are you dressed up for?' | asked, asthough | didn't know.

Her eyeswent al vague and distant, alook | didn't like. "I need to get out of here; I'm going stir-crazy."
She shook her head asthough to clear it.

"Thereve been gories," shewent on, "about things coming out of Faerie, about animasbit in haf. And
then there was that huge thing, whatever iswas, that Jason and Tennetty ran into on one of the Shattered
Idands. Y ou may need me."

"Wolf pack soundsalot morelikely."

Magica creatures and humans don't tend to get dong, and few at dl remain in the Eren regions. There
are dways stories, but most of the time they're just Stories. I've been in on the creation of enough legends
to know what nonsense they can be.

She cocked her head to one side. "What if it isn't just awolf pack? What will you do then?”'

What the fuck did shethink I'd do?"I'll runlike hell, that'swhat I'll do.”

| had worked thisdl through earlier in the day, and everything had come down on the Side of leaving
Andy out of it. Forget Doriastheories.

Look: given theworld welivein and the Stuationswe've been in, it's no coincidence that alot of the



women | know have been raped. Relative freedom from the likelihood of that kind of assaultisa
relatively modern invention—in most societies, the only question iswho, other than the woman, has been
affronted. (It's customary for usto talk about the Other Side as though everything worked right and well
there, but in the country where | was born, assaults are a crime againgt the state, not the person, and it's
the state that decides whether or not to prosecuteit. Yeah, | know.)

Everything leaves scars. Kirah has her troubles; it turned Tennetty into abarely controlled psychopeth;
Doria came damn close to ending up permanently between the lettuce and the broccoli, if you catch my

drift; and while think she's made the best adjustment of them dl, theré's atrace of madness around the
edges of Aedseyes. Just likethe trace around Andreas.

No. One crazy, Tennetty, was bad enough on the field—even if we were only going to be chasing down
afew skinny, scared wolves. We didn't need somebody else marginal, and we particularly didn't need a
borderline magic addict. Okay, maybe she wasn't amagic addict; Doriais perfectly capable of being
wrong.

But Andy had been out of thefield for years and years, so after al my talk about how we can practicaly
read each other'smind, | fed likeanidiot for having to report that when Ahirasaid, "Okay. Let'ssay a
quick goodbye and get out of here," it came as a complete surpriseto me.

And not a pleasant one, ether.

CHAPTER FOUR

In Which | Think Unwise Thoughts
and Say Some Farewells

The course of true love never did run smooth.
—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
Nothing is more annoying than somebody who has a keen eye for the obvious.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

| managed to say goodbyeto dl my family, starting with the youngest one.

Doria Andreatakes after her father—she's alate-night kind of Sovotsky, like me and Stash, unlike
Emmaand Steve and her mother and sister—but when you're that age, staying up late means making it
through along dinner, and that's about al.

"Seep wdll, little prosecutor,” | said as| tucked her in, in aprivate joke that only the originads among us
would have gotten, and nobody but me found even mildly funny.

D.A. wrapped her little armstight around my neck as| leaned over. "Come back soon, Daddy. Please."



"Will do," | said, gently prying mysdlf away. | rested my hand on her head for amoment, on the soft
baby-hair that was getting more golden each day, like her mother's. "G'night, Sweetheart.”

Janiewaswaiting for me out in the hdl, leaning against the wall. She started to say something, but cut off
when | put afinger tomy lips. | shut the door gently and followed her over to the landing.

"Troubleis, Daddy dearest," she said, ignoring my grimace, "you're gettingtoo tricky in your old age.”
"Oh?" | asked, trying to sound casud. | hate it when she cdls me " Daddy dearest.”

"Y ou've managed to teach my boyfriend not to push you around—to nottry to push you around. But it
looksto melike you gave up acheap little dry run that would have been good for the lot of you. Doesn't
sound like agood trade to me." She shrugged. "If my opinion counts for anything.”

Since that had been bothering the hell out of me anyway, | found it as hard to disagree with her asit
would have been to admit that it waswrong, so | didn't do either.

"It counts, kid," | said, hugging her for only amoment.

Sheamiled. Why isit that my daughters smiles brighten the whole world?

"Begood," | sad.

Kirah was gtting in the overstuffed armchair, alamp at her left ebow, her sewing set asde asshe
worked on some knitting or tatting or whatever; | don't know the difference and | don't much care.
"You'regoing," shesad, her voiceflat, asthough to say,| won't ask you not to go.

"Soit seems.” | amiled. "Hey, not to worry. | know how to duck.”

Sheforced asmile. Either that, or her rea smile and her forced smile had started to look the sameto me.
| should have been ableto tell, after dl theseyears. | redly should.

"That'sgood,” she said.

It was getting chilly out, and it was aready chilly in. | shrugged out of my finery and padded over to the
closet, dressing quickly in undershorts, black leather trousers, blousy black cotton shirt, and—Iest | ook
like Johnny Cash+—along brown cloak, fastened loosdly at the breastbone by a blackened brass clasp. |
took arose from the vase on our nightstand, sniffed at it once, and stuck it in the clasp, examining mysdlf
inthe dressng mirror.

I'm not entirely sure | liked the sharp-eyed fellow who looked back a me, athough he was
good-looking enough.

Pretty darned handsome, in fact, the features regular, and there was kind of a pleasant Eastern cast to
his eyes. Nicefirm jawline, and clever mouth under the Fu Manchu-style mustache. He waswell into his
forties, but there were only hints of lines a the edges of his eyes, dthough the touches of gray at the
temple were pretty nice—too bad that the gray was aslopsided asthe smile.



It was clear from that far-too-easy smile that he spent too much time being entirely too pleased with
himself, but it wasn't clear to me that there was enough character in hisfacefor that to be at al
reasonable.

It was entirely possible that he was thinking about how he was going out on the road with a particularly
attractive old friend of his, and how—what with her son having cleverly been talked out of joining
him—he might arrange to get his ashes properly hauled.

It was ds0 possible that he was thinking about how wrong it was to be thinking about that in front of his
wife. | doubt it, though. Like | say, I'm not entirely surel liked the guy.

"What are you thinking?" she asked, as though we were anorma husband and wife, the kind who could
ask each other that kind of question and expect an honest answer.

Kirah,| thought,what happened to us? "Wel," | said, putting on my reassuring smile, "I'm thinking I'm
practically naked." Close enough.

| went to the dresser and put on my wegpons. throwing knives properly stowed, pistolsin their holsters,
master belt holding both shortsword and my long, pointed dagger. | know that abowie is abetter
weapon, but | like the dagger better. Tradition, and al that.

Besides, 'mused toiit.

| rolled up my hunting vest and stuck it under an arm. The Therranji garrotteswerein two of the
pockets.

She put down her knitting or tatting or whatever it was and walked to the chifforobe in the corner.

"Here," she said, handing me afull leather rucksack. "Clothes, some dried beef, afew candies,
everything you need." She smiled up a me. "Almog.”

| stuffed the vest inside, then dung it over ashoulder. "Thanks." | kissed the tips of my fingersand
touched the air in front of her.

She leaned toward my hand and swallowed once, twice, hard. ™Y ou'll be back soon?”’
Of course, | should have said.Don't worry. "Do you want meto?'
"Yes" Shenodded. "Oh, yes. | do."

"Then why not—good."

Shewaited expectantly, her face upturned. No matter how many timesit went wrong, | always thought
that if I moved dowly enough, gently enough, she would be okay. Thistime it would be okay.

Asshole.

"It'sokay, Kirah," | said, putting my arms around her. For amoment, just amoment, | thought it would
be okay, now that she could let me touch her again.

But she shook her head once, emphaticaly, and then again, violently, and then she set her hands on my



chest and pushed me away. "No."
| walked out of the room, ignoring the whimper behind me.

Dammit, it's not my fault.

Therewas afarewel committee waiting for us down in the stables: Doria, Aeia, Durine, Kethol, and
Pirgjil. Bren Adahan had been |eft to keep the village wardens company.

Theriding horses had already been saddled, and the two-horse team hitched to the wagon.

| settled for just checking my cinch straps and finding a carrot for the dappled mare that Tennetty had
picked out for me before hitching the horse to the back of the flatbed wagon. | was going to drive the
flatbed, but | wanted ariding horse, too. Y ou never know when you're going to need to get away
quickly, or across country. Flatbeds and fields don't get ong.

Ahirawas dready on the back of hissmal gray mare, and as| walked through the wide doors, Tennetty
swung up to the saddle of anervous black gelding with awhite blaze across hisface, and kicked him into
aclomp past the lanterns and out into the dark of the courtyard.

Andreafolded a blanket negtly across, twice, and set it down on the flatbed's seat before climbing on.
"Let'sgo," shesaid, patting the seat next to her.

Doria, gill in her purple evening dress, looked at me, pursed her lips and shrugged. "Take care of
yoursdf, Walter," she said. Her fingers kneaded my shouldersfor just amoment, and then she kissed me
gently onthelips. "Watch out, eh?"

"For who?' | shot her aprizewinning smile she didn't return.

"All of you," shesaid. "Particularly Andrea.”

| didn't know how things were going to break with Aeia—hell, | didn't know how | wanted them to
break—until | heard mysdlf saying, "Wak meto the gate—the rest of them will catch up in amoment.”

| caught the dwarf's eye; | spread the fingers of one hand wide for amoment. Give me five minutes,

okay?
He repeated the gesture and nodded. Not six, that meant.

Aeiaand | waked out of the stables and into the dark. | could almost fed hostile eyes on my back, and
wondered what window Bren Adahan was |ooking down from. Torches ringing the keep crackled in the
dill air, sending clouds of dark smoke into the dark sky. Above, agazillion stars stared back at us,
hanging intently on our every motion, every word. Or maybe not.

She was till wearing the Meawei-inspired outfit she had worn to dinner; | mentally worked at the
complicated knot at her left hip.

"You're scared about this," Aeiasaid.



"Alwaysam." And that was true enough. "Wake up scared in the morning, go to bed scared at night.”

Shelaughed, awarm, coppery sound like acarefully bowed cedllo. "Y ou couldn't have persuaded me of
that when | wasalittle girl. My Uncle Walter scared? Nothing could scare my Uncle Walter, any more
than .. ." shegrasped at the air, looking for theright andlogy, . . . it could scare my father."

| chuckled. "Wdll, haf right. Karl wastoo dumb to be scared.”

Shetook my hand and we walked in silence, holding hands like a couple of schoolkids. " Just a couple of

days?"

| shrugged. "Probably. Could be afew more. Or things could redlly heat up and we might be gone for
awhile. You never know." It waslikein the old raiding days, when ateam would head out on the road,
looking for trouble, usudly finding it in theform of adaver caravan. Savers have to move the property
around, particularly new property. People have atendency to form relationships with other people, even
if they own them. Bad for their business.

I never redly liked those days, back when | was seconding Karl. Y es, there was a certain something to
them; the partsthat Karl didn't participate in were often kind of nice. See, not dl of the folkswe freed
over the years were men. Some of them, quite afew, were women, and some of those were more than a
little attractive. It's amazing how grateful awoman can be when you've just freed her, and often
gpectacular how shelll show her gratitude. Y ou could ask my wife about that.

Besides, the money was good.

But...

"Bren's asked meto go with him over to Little Pittsburgh,” she said. "What do you think | should do?!
"Little Pittsburgh's an interesting place,” | said. "A bit dirty and sooty, but interesting.”

"That wasn't what | meant.”

"I know." Her hand waswarm in mine. Y ou meant that we're going to have to make adecison

sometime,” | said. "Bren won't wait forever. Kirah won't not-see forever. We're going to have to decide
what weare."

She nodded. ™Y ou can add that | won't wait forever. But | wasn't asking for forever, | wasn't asking
about eventually. | was asking for now. What are we to be now, Walter Slovotsky?"

| rubbed my thumb againgt the softness of her hands. "Friends, at least.”

She stiffened and let go of my hand, and touched herself abovethe waist a theright Ssde. The air
between us chilled, and | remembered Aeiaholding arifle straight, cheek welded to stock, squeezing the
trigger gently, ignoring the red wetness spreading across the right sSde of her waist.

"Comrades-in-arms," she said, her voice holding atrace of that Cullinane coldness. "At least.”

"Of course. | gestured an gpology. "Always," | said.

The coldness broke into asmile. "Better." She put her hands on my face and kissed me hard.



Aswe rode through the gate, Andy started to say something but caught herself. Just aswell.

CHAPTER FIVE

In Which | Ride at Night,
and Rediscover What
aPainintheAssltls

I will not give Sleep to my eyes, or sSlumber to my eyelids.

—PROVERBS 132:4

Riding down acountry road in the dark was interesting at first. Ahead, the road curved and bent,
twigting gently through fields and past villages, as the horses clopped through the dark, the rhythm of their
hooves dways in awkward syncopation; someday, I'm going to get astring of horseswith matching

drides.

It was dark, but not cloudy; the stars above shone their pale light over the landscape, turning it all
delicate shades from the palest of whitesto arich, velvety black. The night wasrich with sounds, from
the distant hoot of an owl and the skritching of insects to the quietwhisshhh of wind through the trees.

Night near aforest dways smellsvaguely of mint to me.

Butitdl padlsquickly.

Ahead, the road did just what roads do: it went straight for awhile, then it bent, then it went straight
again. The gars above shone their pale white light over the landscape, robbing it of al color except ahint
of sckly blue, turning the night into something seen on an old black-and-white TV st.

And dl the while, the horsesjust clopped on down the road, every oncein awhile relieving themselves,
filling the air with the scents of manure and horse piss.

Rather have a Buick, thank you much.

Actudly, just for the entertainment value, | would have settled for Ahiras eyes. Dwarves can see deeper
into the infrared than humans can, and not only does that give them two colorsthe rest of usdon't have,
itsahuge benefit in the dark. (It'saso why their warrens are usudly lit by glowsted srather than hest

sources—actorch puts out alot of IR.)

Wekept quiet, generdly. It really would have been perfectly reasonable to talk aswe rode, except that |
had avision of somebody lying in ambush chuckling over how easy we were making it as we rode under
atree. Without the distraction of conversation, either Ahiraor I might be ableto pick up astray sound, if

there was some troubl e ahead.



Now, if I'd redlly thought that there was going to be trouble ahead, we wouldn't have been out here; |
would have been safely in my bed at the castle instead of Sitting on the hard seet of aflatbed, eachrut in
the road bashing the back of the seat against my kidneys.

* % %

By thetimewe arrived in Veen, my eyeswere aching from lack of deep, the sun was hanging mockingly
over the horizon, and there were buzzardsin the air to the southwest.

CHAPTER SIX

In Which We Encounter
Some Wolves

There are no compacts between lions and men, and wolves and sheep have no concord.

—HOMER
How come you can never find a dragon when you need one?

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

By the time we got to the buzzards, it was well onto midmorning. The buzzards had settled down both
onto the carcass and onto the cornfield surrounding it.

Heedless of the damage she was doing to the calf-high corn rows, Tennetty rode hard at the birds,
scatering theminto flight.

| guessthey didn't know about her; they took her serioudy enough to besat their wingslazily into the air,
but half a dozen took up residencein a neighboring oak, squawking out complaints and verba abuse.
Middle Lands buzzards are smdler than I'd dways thought Other Side buzzards are (I've never actualy
seen an Other Side buzzard, so I'm not sure)}—about the size of abig crow, huge ugly wattles hanging
under wickedly curved beaks. Hideous things.

Bones aching, | set the brake and climbed down from the flatbed.

What we had here was the typical local setup: adirt road ran diagonally across avaguely rectangular
piece of land, vanishing into the dark of the forest on either sde. The woods could be only astrip of a
few dozen yards, left mainly as awindbreak, or they could be much deeper.

The road was edged with alow stone retaining wall that raised it about two feet above flat ground level.
I'd seen better-maintained retaining walls; this one was a bit fallen down. But that wasn't my problem. It
was the baron's problem, and histax collectors—they were supposed to be sure that the farmer was
maintaining hiswell and roads.

The house, such asit was, was a haf-timber, wattle-and-daub shack next to theroad. A hedged privy, a



dubious chicken coop, and the ubiquitous stone well were the only other structures. There was some
movement over in the crofter's shack, and that would have to be attended to, but | wanted to take alook
at the cow first.

Or what was | eft of it. The wolves had done a good job, and the buzzards had been working hard to
finish it. They—the wolves, buzzards don't egt take-out food—had dragged it about thirty feet through
the field, doing even more damage to the young corn than Tennetty had.

The cow was astinking, bloody mess, haf-covered with flies.

| waskind of relieved. Back when | was mgjoring in mest science, | had to daughter alot of cows, and
the part | hated most was the killing, and dealing with the fresh-dead. Y ou have this pneumatic
stunner—looks like a bull-barrel shotgun, sort of, connected by hose to a compressor—and you put it up
againgt the cow's forehead and pull the trigger. The air pressure sends out the hammer—basically, just a
piston—which gives the cow a sharp rap on the skull, hard enough to knock it unconscious at the least,
break bones more often. At which point you hoist it, cut it, and let it bleed out.

Messy work, but within just afew minutes, you don't have something that looks like acow anymore;
you've got parts. Sides of beef, viscera, tongue. Skin flayed off, waiting to be tanned.

We had even less than that here. The wolves had eaten about hdf the cow. Actualy, they had eaten or
carried off the rear hdf of the cow, legsand dl, leaving the front half more mutilated than eaten.

It didn't make sense. It was too nest—in too many places, the flesh had been bit through cleanly.
Possiblefor awolf, | guess, dthough he would have had to be trying hard to be neat. And why would
that be? Who would teach awolf to play with hisfood?

But itwas wolves—their printswere al over the soft ground. The pack had headed off to the northeest,
into the woods.

Ahiraand Andrea had |ft their horses hitched to the wagon; they joined Tennetty over the bloody mess,
the three of them waving clouds of fliesaway.

The dwarf's brow furrowed. "1t lookslike the rear half of thisthing is gone, bitten clean away."
Andy raised an eyebrow. "Y ou mean, like what Ellegon would do?!
Ahiradidn't answer.

There was more movement inside the shack. Tennetty stalked over and pounded on the door with the
hilt of her shotgun.

"Out. Everybodyout. Now. We need to talk to you,” she said. Y ou can dways trust Tennetty to know
just theright way to put everything.

| would have sworn that the ramshackle building wouldn't have held more than a couple of people, but in
afew minutesafamily of seven sood nervoudy on the dirt, the mother holding ababy in her arms, the
youngest daughter—cute despite the dirt; they can do cute red well at that age—holding a struggling
chickentightly.

Tennetty ducked insde. | wished that she would talk things over before she did them; these sorts of



things can be death traps.

But she came out laughing—not just giggling, but laughinghard , one hand holding her ssomach. | thought
she was going to drop the shotgun. "Y eah,” she managed to wheeze out, in between gales of laughter,
"they'vegot a. . . cow inthere. And agoat, and | think there's some, some chickensin the cellar.”

Ahiraand Andreawere over with the family, trying to cam them down. | sort of got the impression that
having abunch of strangerswith guns around wasn't either normal or comfortable for them.

On the other hand, when she turns on her smile, Andrea can charm bark off atree.
"Greetings, al," shesaid. "We're just here to look into your wolf problem. The baron sent us."

"Old or new?" the woman asked, suspicious of us, if not of the notion of the nobility looking into
predators.

"New," she said. "Baron Cullinane. Wework for him. Tennetty, Daherrin, Worelt, and Lotana," she
sad, indicating usinturn.

I'd had amoment of nervousness. Andrea's aways had an unfortunate tendency to honesty, and four of
us have gotten fairly famous through the Eren regions. That can be handy, but more often it's a problem:
more than afew idiotswould like to see what holding onto the former Empress of Holtun-Bieme would
get them. (Dead iswhat it would get them, | hope. But maybe they don't know that. Or maybe they don't
carewhat | hope.) And lots of folkswould liketo find out if they're better with a shortsword than
One-Eyed Tennetty or faster with aknife than Walter Sovotsky. (Y es, there are both; but youll
understand that 1'd prefer not to demongtrate that.)

Andy'singtincts were right on the money: she had picked out false namesfor the three of us, but not for
Tennetty. Tennetty wasfairly famousin her own right—women warriors weren't common, particularly
one-eyed ones—and giving her afase name might be aclue that the rest of uswere traveling under false
colors.

The man ducked his head. "Begging your pardon, but—"

Hiswife shook her head, quickly. "No."

"l saw them," heingsted.

"How many?'

"Half adozen, perhaps more. Wolves, yes, but . . ."

"But what?'

"There was something ese," he said.

Andy's gentle smile broadened. | think she wastrying to look reassuring, but she came off as amused.
"And what might that be?'

He gripped at theair in front of him. "It looks like awalf, just likeawalf, but it isn't." The words came
fast, asthough stumbling out. "I saw; | know. It isn't. Itislarger, it moves strange, it isnt awalf, it just



looked like one.”
| gaveit atry. "What do you mean, it wasn't awolf, but just looked like one?!
Hisfingerstwitched in frustration. "It didntmove right. It bendsin the wrong parts.

"A wolf that bendsin thewrong places," Tennetty said. "Doesn't sound like amgjor problem to me."
Tennetty dismissed them with agesture; they filed back into the hut, athough we could fed their eyeson
us

"It wasaday and ahdf ago," Ahirasaid,sotto voce. "Wolves can cover alot of territory in aday and a
haf. If they want to."

| wish I'd taken that zoology class. What was the dynamic of pack wolves? Did they have aterritory,
or—

Andrea kndlt next to apile of turds, one hand in her wizard's bag.
"Hang on amoment,” | said, irritated. "I don't—"

"If you can come up with a better way to find them than with alocation spell, Wdlter," she said, "then
let'sgettoit.”

"I'm afairly good tracker," | admitted. Traditionally, it'sthejob of the nobility to protect the peasants,
whether it'sfrom invading raiders or wandering wolves. We weren't thelocal nobility, not redly, but we
weredtting infor him.

"Not good enough.” Tennetty shook her head. "In afew days, if they're holed up and not on the move,
you should be able to find them. In the meantime, not only do they fatten themselves on the local cattle,
but we have to deep during the heet of the day and hunt through the night.”

"On the other hand, Andreds supposed to keep her use of magic to aminimum. It's not heal thy—"

"—for you to betalking about mein the third person,” Andy said, her smile wide, but not particularly
pleasant.

Ahiraheld up ahand. "Wearedl tired. But let'sthink it through." Heticked it off on blunt fingers.
"Weve got no problem with having wolves around, aslong as they know enough to stay away from
people. These don't." He added afinger. "They aren't going after cattle because other gameis scarce: it
isn't. They have ataste for beef, and aren't frightened enough of humans. So they haveto go. It'scool in
the woods—welll duck off the road into the woods and pitch the deeping tarp, everybody gets some
rest, and then ahot medl, and then we hunt late in the afternoon.”

He frowned. "With the location spell.”

No point in putting it off any longer. The horses were saddled, the guns loaded and lashed into place. My
bow was only half-strung, dung over my chest, two dozen widebladed hunting arrows stuck into the
quiver on my back. (Y es, suck—you don't want the arrowsfaling out if you take afdl.) A flask of
Eareven healing draught was strapped to my left caf—my scabbard kept banging into it.



My hand was sweaty whereit gripped the boar spear. It's the best hand-to-hand hunting weapon ever
invented: six feet of shaft, grip points wound with leather and brass, topped by along, fist-wide blade.
About two feet back of the blade was the crosspiece. The classic crosspiece isjust that: apiece of brass
intended to hold whatever you've just stabbed at arm's length. Some genius—no, not one of us, we don't
have the patent on genius—had modified it into kind of a U-shaped staple, points sharp, but unbarbed.
Theresult looked like atrident with aglandular condition.

Tennetty held four of the horses. They stood prancing, waiting, while Andy, in aring of torches,
crouched over the wolf shit. There was something in her expression that took me way back.

Once, along time ago, | saw alittle corgi who had just been hit by acar, about haf ablock from the
vet's. My brother Steve and | were walking home from school and just camein at the end of it. Dr.
MacDonald, acomically rotund little man, came running, ablack bag like ared doctor'sin hishand. He
knelt over thelittle dog.

| don't remember much about the dog itself—I |ooked away.

But | do remember thelook in Dr. Mac's face as he loaded the syringe: not only akind of sedate
compassion, but araging unhurried competence. | misread it, and | grabbed for Steve'sarm. "He's going
to be ableto saveit.”

Steve shook his head. "No. He's going to make the dog stop hurting.”

Therewas that same something in Andred's face as she slently knelt on the dust, oddments of bone and
beak and feather spread out in front of her in the shape of arun-over bird.

With medicd precision, she cleaned the ball of her Ieft thumb, then pricked it with the razor point of a
knife she had borrowed from Tennetty, |etting one, two, three fat drops of blood well up, then fal into the
dirt and thewolf turds.

Thefire flared higher as she gpoke, first in aquiet mumble, the volume growing steadily as her voice
became clearer, uttering words that could only be heard but never remembered, smooth sibilants that
vanished on the ear and in the mind. The torchesflickered higher as she screamed out the vanishing
gyllables.

For amoment, just amoment, | thought that nothing would happen. There'sa part of me that doesn't
redly believein magic.

But then afeather twitched, and a piece of bone began to vibrate, and the twitching feather was joined
by awnhite, ghostly one, as was the bone, and then another and another. Bits of feather and bone, both
red and pale smulacrums, assembled themsalvesinto bird, and flapped into the air.

Ahiraand Tennetty were dready on their horses, the butts of their spearsresting in their stirrups.

Andrearose, her face pae and sweaty in thefirdight. "Quickly, now," she said, her voice ahusky hiss.
"Thebird will try to keep itself halfway between me and thewolf. Let ushurry.”

We cantered off toward the setting sun.

Just to show you what an asshole akid from New Jersey can be, | used to think that riding a cantering



horse was sort of like driving afast car. Yes, | thought, you have to worry about bumping into stuff, but
physicaly demanding, nah. Except on the horse,

Wdl, alot | knew.

We clopped down roads, cut across fields—yes, careless of the damage to crops, but conscious of the
damage apack of wolves can do to the local livestock—avoiding cutting through the woods.

Aheed, the bird fluttered, bardly visible, congtantly dowing, but dwaysflying just alittletoo fast, just a
little too far for usto ease up on the horses. Riding afast-moving horseis hard.

Y es, my marewould jump over adrainage ditch, but | had to hang on to her back as she leaped the
ditch, and landing was every hit as hard on me asit would have been if | was doing the jumping. Not to
mention the way the saddle of the usualy-cantering and sometimes-galloping horse kept threatening to
dam the base of my spineinto the base of my skull.

| was about to call ahalt, usng asmy excusethat | didn't think the horses could take it, when the bird
stopped at the edge of afield, perched itsdf neatly on agnarled limb, then dissolved into a shower of
feathers and bones.

| looked over at Andrea.

She nodded; the spell had dissolved because we were close, not because it had run out of magic.

The woods blocked out the setting sun, loomed dark and menacing.

Ahirawas dready on the ground, his boar spear in hishand. He planted it solidly in the ground, then
picked up his crosshow, quickly cocking it and dipping in abolt.

"Tennetty, keep your spear ready, but get your rifles and bow out. Andrea, shotgun on the half-cock—"
| dipped from my saddle and started to string my bow.

Ahirashook hishead. "Nope; Walter, you work your way around and drive them toward us." He tossed
meapair of grenades.

I chuckled bravely as| stowed the grenadesin my vest. Well, it was supposed to be abrave chuckle,
but it sounded forced to me; | just hope the others weren't quite as perceptive.

"And what if they decide to run toward meinstead of you?'

He chuckled back. "Then I'd suggest you climb atree. Quickly."

* * %

Skulking through the woods is partly art, but mainly craft.

It doesn't matter who or what you are: if you try to walk on the floor of aforest—twigs, dry leaves, and
God-knows-what-€l se underfoot—you will make noise. Thetrick isto stick to hard-packed dirt, to flat
rock and green grass. This can get abit complicated when you're a so being damn sure to stay within
dashing range of atree.



| circled around downwind of where the wolf pack should have been, making more noise than | would
have liked, but not enough to carry very far. Theideawasto spook them after dl, and drive them in the
direction of my friends.

Nicething to do to your friends, eh?

Widll, it was Ahirasidea, not mine. And it shouldn't be a problem—that's what the guns and the bow
werefor. Not that that was my problem, not now. My problem was keeping mysdlf dive and unbit while
| located the pack.

Hmm. If | were running awolf pack, I'd have posted scouts some distance away from the body of the
group. It would be an interesting mathematical problem—the farther away the circle of watchers, the
more warning they could give, but the more of them you'd need. Probably susceptible to some sort of
minimax solution, or game theory andlysis, but | don't guessthat wolves do ether.

The other way, of course, would be—either instead of or in addition to posting scouts—to have some
roaming watchmen making regular tours.

| don't know whether it was a hidden watchman or aroamer I'd missed that jumped me. With barely a
rustling of leaves and twigs, two hundred pounds of coarse fur and awful stink lunged out of the dark
brush for me, teeth unerringly aimed at my leg.

—Which wasn't there. Emma Slovotsky's baby boy doesn't wait around to get bitten by awaolf.

| danced out of hisway and kicked him as he passed—it didn't hurt him, but it made hislunge carry him
past me.

By the time he had spun around, | was dready up the nearest tree, chinning mysdf on athick branch, my
stomach left somewhere behind me on the ground.

As| clambered the rest of the way to the branch, shouts and shots echoed off in the distance, but they
seemed lessimportant than the way the wolf scrabbled at the bark of the tree as he tried to get at me.

He howled once, then went silent—he didn't snarl, didn't growl. The silence was more frightening than
snarling would have been. The way he crouched down in preparation for aleap was even worse.

I know I'm supposed to be completely cool and cam at dl times, but it's only in the job description—it
has nothing to do with redlity. My fingerstrembled as | pulled agrenade out of my vest, and tried to
grike the fuse on the patch of roughness on its side. From the shots and shouts off in the distance, it
sounded like the other part of the fight had aready taken off, but it still made senseto scare any
remaining wolvesintheir direction.

Meanwhile, my new friend was eyeing me slently, in between legps up the sde of the tree that brought
hisawful yellow teeth within inches of my ankles. | thought about trying to pull mysdf up so | could stand
on the branch instead of Sitting on it, and decided that | could too easily lose my balance trying. | thought
about kicking at hisface, but | only thought about it.

It took three strikes until the grenade's fuse sputtered into life, and | pitched it hard in what | hoped was
the direction of the pack, and then turned to dedl with the lone wolf.

| wish | could report that | did something clever or heroic, but al | did was pull one of my brace of



pistals, and cock it. The next time he gathered himself for alegp it gave me a stable enough target to aim
a, and | gently squeezed the trigger. Shooting down is supposed to be hard, but that's only when you're
shooting out and down—you tend to compensate for the distance to the target instead of the horizontal
component of the distance.

But with wolfie ten feet directly below me, | just ladd my iron sightslow on hischest and pulled the
trigger, rewarded by abang, acloud of foul smoke, and agout of flesh and gore from the base of his
neck.

Hetook ahalf dozen waobbly steps back, then fell over, watching me with glassy eyesas| clambered
down.

It wasn't anything personal, not anymore. Wolfie was just protecting his pack, theway | was protecting
mine, and 1'd happened to be equipped with weapons he wasn't genetically prepared to deal with. I'd say
| was sorry about that, but | really wasn't.

What | was sorry about was that we were on opposite sides. He reminded me of an old friend as he
growled at my approach, yellow teeth bared for one last try, wanting alast taste of an enemy'sblood in
hismouth.

| dipped one of my throwing knivesinto my hand and flung it hard, burying the point in histhroat, dicing
through the jugular. Blood wet his chest and darkened the ground.

Hedied quickly.

I know that the grenade had gone off sometime during al that, and | know I'm supposed to be able to
pay attention to everything that's going on, but | honestly don't remember when it happened. Look: I'm
no hero, but it wasn't cowardice that kept me there with the dead wolf for along moment.

| guesswhat it was, wasthat | felt like shit.

| felt like giving the dead body a pat, but that wouldn't have done any good, so | ran off into the forest.

* * %

Thick brush clawed a mein the dimming light. My sense of direction isunerring, so | knew that | was
just feet away from where the strip of forest broke on cleared land, but for thelife of mel couldn't seeit.

| broke through into soft dirt and a battlefield lit by the red and orange light of a setting sun.

It was dtill too light out for stars, but the faerie lights were dready out in force. Under their pulsations,
wolf bodies and parts of wolf bodies|ay scattered across the ground, most with arrows protruding from
their immobile sides, others chewed by |eaden teeth. One had fought hisway through therain of lead and
ded to reach Ahira; it lay on the ground, still struggling at the end of hisboar spear.

Only one stood, squared off against Andy and Tennetty.

Ahirafreed the boar spear with awrench that sent the wolf into afina spasm, and turned to face the last
wolf.

Except that it wasn't awolf.



Itlooked likeawalf, dl right, albeit an overlarge, gray one. | would have assumed it was just the dpha
mae—until it moved. It didn't bend at the joints, the way any animd did—it flowed, liquidly, legs snaking
instead of bending asit moved.

Tennetty fired apistal into its Sde, but either she missed or it didn't do anything important: whatever it
was just shuddered and braced itself for alesp, no sound escaping through its bared teeth.

Andy brought up her shotgun, but she's never been much of agunner: the blast dug up aspray of dirt to
onesdde.

Thewolf-thing lunged for her.

That was when Ahira, grunting with the effort, drove his boar spear down into its chest, shoving the
tripartite head of the spear not only through the wolf-thing, but afull two feet into the soft dirt, pinning it
to the ground like abug on display.

Its legs squirmed like snakes, and ripples shook its body from noseto tail, until its bright eyes went dull
and glassy, then dark, as the spasms subsided.

Ahiragave onelast shove to the boar spear and then released it.

| had been running toward them across the soft ground, staggering more than once as| amost fell flat on
my face, dthough God aone knew what | could do. Now | let myself easeinto adow walk. Y ou don't
have to run when the enemy's dead.

Tennetty let her swordpoint drop and wiped it on her leggings before putting it away in her scabbard.
Shewalked over to where another boar spear protruded from the body of a dead wolf, set her booted
foot againgt the wolf's side, and wrenched the spear 1oose. She leaned on the spear like afarmer leaning
on hishoe.

"Shit, Walter," shecdled out. Y ou missed dl thefun."

Things had gotten closer than they should have. The wolves should have just run away, and been picked
off with bow and guns, not charged en masse. Ahiraand his boar spear had been intended to be asort of
free safety, to pick off any problemsthat the guns and bow missed.

Ahirastaggered away a pace or two. He squatted on the soft ground, then sat down hard, breathing
heavy.

| sood over him. "A hit close, eh?' | offered him ahand, but he shook his head.

"Too close," hesaid. "They wereworking asateam; it waslike that thing was directing them.” He
gestured at the wolf-thing lying on the ground, his spear till stuck throughtit.

Andreasmiled as she wiped her brow. "Now | remember why I've always let the rest of you do field
work." She gestured toward the wolf-thing. "Whatis that?'

Ahirashook hishead. "Therée's been talk of strange things coming out of Faerie; lookslike weve just
killed one of them." Hismouth pursed into aline, then relaxed. It didn't matter what it was, now that it
was dead.



| was going to say something, no doubt something clever, but Andy's eyes widened and her mouth
opened.

"Ohmigod.”

Thewolf-thing rose, itsformerly dull eyes now glowing, its body flowing around the boar spear like
water. It shook itsdlf, like adog, sending the boar spear tumbling end over end into the air. The spear eft
behind no mark initsdark fur.

Oh, shit.
It took agrowling step toward Ahira, flattening itsalf for aleap.

Tennetty danced toward it with her own boar spear, but she overcommitted herself: agrizzled paw,
moving bondesdy, dapped the spear out of the way and out of her hands. She was clawing for her
sword when the thing legped on her.

Ahirawastoo far away, and he was between Andy and the ground where the wolf-thing was savaging
Tennetty; it wasup to me.

The right thing to do, the only sensible thing for me to do, would have been to stand back and put a
throwing knifein the right place. The only trouble with that plan wasthat the two of them wereralling
around so fast that there was no way of doing that—I'd be as likely to put the knifeinto Tennetty asinto
it. Still, there was that flask of dragonbane extract in my vest; | could drip some down the blade, hoping
that this was one of the creatures with the kind of magica metabolism that dragonbane screwed up.

In any case, the silliest thing to do would beto legp on its back and try to plant aknifein just the right
spot, but only anidiot would try it, and I'm not an idiot. Karl was an idiot—that's the sort of thing he
would have done.

Me, I'm too smatrt.

My reflexes, on the other hand, were stupid: before | quite knew what | was doing, | had pulled one of
my Therranji garrottes from my vest and had |egped for its back.

Tennetty's arm, through deliberation or accident, was jammed in itsteeth. It wasthe only time | had ever
heard Tennetty scream. The creature had flattened its chest and torso, cupping Tennetty'swaist,
threstening to flow over and engulf her.

| flung one arm around its neck and clung to its back like arider on arunaway horse, but it waslike
clinging to hard jello: there was no hard muscle, no bone againgt which to gain purchase. Somehow or
other—damned if | know how—I was able to lock my anklestogether beneath it as| tried to dip the
garrotte around its neck, but Tennetty's arm wasin the way.

"Let go," | shouted. "FortheloveofGod, leggo.”
Somehow, | managed to get the wire around the neck and to work the handle through the loop.
| jerked hard; the garrotte disappeared into the dense fur. Now it was supposed to writhe uselesdly,

trying to remove the garrotte from its neck, whileit died, thistime for keeps. But the wolf-thing didn't
sop—if anything its Srugglesintensified, asit rolled over, damming dl of us hard into the ground.



Things got abit vague there for amoment, but | tried to hang on as, with ahard shake, it didodged
Tennetty. The neck turned impossibly far around for me aswe rolled around the ground together.

Ithink | remember dipping athrowing knifeinto my free hand, and then into the thing's side, but | don't
think that would quite have been possible.

Somewherein dl that it managed to disdodge my dagger, but | managed to clingtoitsback . . .

... until adouble-bending flip that a creature with area spine wouldn't have been able to pull off flung
me out and down, hard.

Some giftswon't ever leave me: | hit the soft ground with a proper dap-and-roll, my left arm numb from
the shock. | staggered to my feet—

"It'smine," Andrea Andropolous Cullinane said, her quiet voice piercing through the shouts and growils.
She had dropped her smoking rifle. Now she shrugged out of her cloak, dropping it negligently to one

sde, ignoring the chill air as she faced the wolf-thing, the sun over her shoulder framing her inal the
colorsof fire. Ahirawas at her Side, hisaxe now in hishands, but he moved away at her gesture.

Shefaced off againgt the wolf-thing.

"Begone; you will not harm me or mine," shesaid. "l tell you once." She tossed her head, clearing the
hair from her eyes. Her tongue snaked out and touched her full lips once, twice, threetimes.

The wolf-thing took ahesitant, flowing step toward her.

Her smile was thin as she raised ahand, strong, dim fingers stroking the air in front of her. "Be gone,
now and forever. | tell you twice."

A low thrumming filled the air as she thrust her arms out in front of her, fingers spread, but cupped
forward.

Thelight of the setting sun started to take liquid form, threads of gleaming honey rolling across her
fingers, splashing on the ground dl about her. At the touch of theliquid light, sticks and bits of stray straw
flashed into flame, and the earth itself began to smolder.

The hest flashing on my face was hotter than aforge.

"Move back, move back," the dwarf said.

Hisface red and sweaty, Ahira scooped up Tennetty in one arm and seized my waist, dragging me
backwards, athough | redlly didn't need any encouragement. Still, | couldn't turn my back.

Andreatook asmooth step forward, toward the wolf-thing, one foot swinging out and planting itself
firmly inthedirt, her hips swaying, grinding with an intensity that was almost sexud. Or maybe not amosg;
| don't know much about magic.

Shelet the strands of light play through her fingers asit crouched for aleap.



"Begone, | tell you athird and last time.”

She lowered her voice and the stream of light began to darken, and at first | thought that the spell wasn't
working, but no: the thrumming grew louder and higher, the volume and pitch and violence of the sound

growing, until it screamed likea Jdmi Hendrix guitar riff.
The sound pressed the thing back.

Andy spread her fingers wide, and gathered up gleaming strands of golden dusk. Deft fingers, inhumanly
powerful and delicate, wove the strands into a stream of braided ruby light that flowed from her fingers,
gplashing hard against the wolf-thing. Where the stream touched the wolf-thing, it burned, spattering

flaming gobbets of flesh off into the air.
| tripped Ahiraand forced him and Tennetty down.

Andrea screamed harsh syllables that could never be remembered, as the sound grew louder, pressng
down on theworld, thelight so bright | had to cover my eyes.

Just intime. Even with my lids squeezed painfully tight, the flash dazzled me, and heat washed over mein
awave.

Worgt thing in the world isto be blind during afight—I forced my eyes open.

Swest streaming down her face, Andy stood on amound of dirt that poked above one of two irregular
puddles of lava. A cloud of darkness hovered above the other, aready dissipating.

"Begone," Andreasaid, quietly. "It'sdone.”

"For here and now," the cloud said, its voice deep, but airy. "But you have ruined my fun. Perhaps| shdl
ruin yours sometime."

She muttered something, then looked up, expectantly. Nothing. "Who areyou?' she said.

Thevoicelaughed. It wasn't anice laugh. "Not al your ruleswork on me, though some do. I'll not give
you a handle with which to hold me, or turn me. Call me, oh, Boioardo, though that never was and is not

now my name."

She muttered another spell, and started to raise her hand, fingers crooked awkwardly.

"Oh, let me have afew more moments,” Boioardo said. "Perhaps you'll appreciateit, should we meet in
aPlace with different rules.”

Faerie?| thought. "No, Andy. End it now."

Tennetty was starting to come around; | gathered her up in my arms, ready to run. I'm better at running
than the dwarf is—although if Andy couldn't hold the thing, we were al cooked.

"Ah. So clever, Wdter Slovotsky of Secaucus. Will you be so clever in the Place Where Trees Scream,
or the Place Where Only That Which Y ou Have Loved Can Help Y ou?'

"Of course." | forced asmile; bravado is aways acheap thrill. "I'll be even cleverer; it's part of my



charm.”
Perhaps it wasn't going to be a cheap thrill—the darkness started to move toward me.

"No. Begone," Andreasaid, straightening her fingers. She muttered another word, and wind blew the
darkness away, into the light of the setting sun.

It was gone. We stood aone in the dusk, wisps of smoke rising from the field. Ahirawas bent over
Tennetty, dealing with her wounds; Andreastood on the mound of dirt rising above the darkening pool of
lava, her face reddened, her whole body beaded with swedt.

Smoothly she turned, balanced like adancer. "I think, dear friends, I'll take an attaboy on that one.” She
leaped lightly across the puddle of lava, took three steps toward us, and fainted dead away .

CHAPTER SEVEN

In Which Ellegon Shows
Up and Points Out an Obligation

| was gratified to be able to answer promptly, and | did. | said | didn't know.
—MARK TWAIN

I'd always liked Robert Thompson'sidea of avoiding compromise, of |etting the person with the
strong convictions have hisown way . . . and then | realized that encouraged people to have
strong convictions when they don't have enough data.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

There was a bright golden haze on the meadow. The corn was as high as an dephant's eye—granted, it
would have had to have been asmall dephant, and maybe the critter would have had to squat abit.
And—no shit, | wasthere—it looked like it was climbing clear up to the sky.

"Fuck you, morning,” | murmured,sotto voce. | hate mornings. Never cared for Oklahoma much, ether.

Wéll, we needed to keep somebody on watch. Tennetty had been banged up, and she had been
reluctant to waste more healing draughts on hersdlf than necessary—that stuff isexpensive. Certainly
worth more than my night's deep. Andy was drained, and, besides, she's never had the kind of alertness
to her surroundings that the dwarf and | have.

By the process of imination, that |eft the dwarf and me, and, as usud, left me pissed off. (I shouldn't
complain; for onceit didn't leave mein deep shit.) Ahiraand | had split the night, and while | think I'd
gotten the better of the dedl, 1'd not gotten much the better of it.

We were camped on the edge of the woods, afew tdlltaes protecting us from somebody or something



sneaking around behind us, a single watchman—me—protecting our front. Field work isan exercisein
applied paranoia

Timeto st, and watch, and think, as the dawn brightened into morning.
A lot to think about in the night. Too much.

Whatever was happening on the edge of Faerie was no longer just somebody else's problem. It had
struck closeto home. It's not that | don't care if magical monsters mess with people elsewhere, but it'sa
big world, and I'm only one person. But my wife and kids were in Barony Cullinane. Boioardo, whatever
hefit was, had mucked about in Barony Cullinane. That made it persond.

Stll, it wouldn't hurt to spend some time around the barony instead of rushing off into trouble. Let the
castle settle down, keep our ears open for abit of news; let Tennetty heal on her own instead of using up
expensive and rare healing draughts. Let me spend some more time with bow, sword, and pistal. I'd
rather gt than run, run than fight, but I'd rather fight than die, thank you very much.

Maybe there was some way out of it. Sometimes, if you leave a problem aone long enough, somebody
else solvesit for you—Reagan diddled and twiddled histhumbs over the Osirak reactor outside of
Baghdad until the Isradlistook it out for him.

| would have been perfectly happy if the equivaent happened thistime. Magic and humans don't tend to
get aong, | think; it's one of the reasons that we devel oped in other ways on the Other Side, and why the
mundane tended to drive out the magica in the Eren regions. There was an age of dragons, when, if you
believe the taes, clouds of them darkened the skies.

| didn't see what Stash and Emmals baby boy could do to halt the return of that sort of thing, evenif |
did want to put mysdf inthemiddle of it. Liketrying to stop an ail spill by sticking your fingerina
four-foot holein the pipdine.

Sometimes, if you leave a problem aone long enough, somebody ese solvesit for you.

LikeKirah?

Y ou've been redlly fucking clever in leaving that alone, Walter, | thought.

What should | do? Drop her, infavor of Aeia? Right; that'd be guaranteed to be good for Kirah's menta

hedth. Try to force theissue? | wasn't about to lay my hands on awoman who shuddered when |
touched her, and if somebody doesn't want to talk about something, there's no way to make her.

| Sghed. | didn't see any good way out of it.

Maybe, just maybe, if | |ft her alone, if | kept the pressure off, if | didn't makeit amatter of public
record and public discussion, sheld work things out hersdlf.

It was, a least, something to hopefor.

Sometimes you have to settle for that.

Far off in the blue sky, adistant speck stopped moving erratically, and started down toward us.



Ellegon?I thought, trying to shout with my mind.

If it was him, hewastoo far off. Karl and particularly Jason have dways had an unusualy tight bond
with the dragon, and could mindtalk with him at fair distances, but he and | have never been that close.
Not possible, redly—Ellegon knew Jason before Jason was born.

If it wasn't Ellegon, then it was trouble. There was that flask of rendered dragonbanein my vest; | got it
out and pried the top off.

"Okay, everybody, weve got something inbound,” | said, getting to my feet. "Battle Sations, people.”
Fight-or-flight isaways afun decison to make. When it'sjust me, | tend to vote with my fest—he who
fightsand runs away livesto run away another day and dl that. But | couldn't outrun something that flies,

not without alot more than a bikini-wide strip of woodsto hide my privatesin.

| dipped three arrowsin dragonbane and laid them gently on the rock in front of me. | could fire them
quickly, and then flee even more quickly, if necessary.

The speck grew.
Thedeeping bodies, al of them, had broken into aflurry of motion—Ahira shrugging into his clothes and
armor; Andreareaching for arifle; Tennetty, her left arm bound up inading, bringing apistol to the

half-cock and tucking it in the front of her belt.

A familiar voice sounded in my head. *Wadlter, | would take it as a personal favor if you'd be kind
enough to avoid killing me.*

At thisdistance, | could make out the familiar shape: large, saurian, huge, leathery wings begting the air.
| could practically hear the twang of my anus unclenching.

"And it'sgood to see you, too, Ellegon,” | muttered, knowing that a whisper was as good as a shout at
thisdistance.

* Always a pleasure to be near the center of the known universe.*
Eh?

*The center of the universe—that spot just behind your forehead. Or just south of your belt buckle. You
keep changing your, er, mind.*

Just wait until you hit puberty.

*n another century or two I'll be just like you. Sure. Once every dozen yearsor 0. If | can evenfind a
femae dragon.*

| muzzled acomment about "did the earth move for you, too"—

*Just aswdl.*



—as | unstrung my bow and set it aside. Accidents can happen—aquick flaming in the campfire burned
the dragonbane from the arrowheads, without costing me the arrows. Good arrows are expensive.

| looked up; the sky was clear.

Where are you?

*Behind you, on find gpproach—passengers don't like my hard landings.*
| rubbed at my tailbone.So | recall.

* Chickenshit.*

A dark shadow passed overhead; |eathery wings snapped in the breeze as Ellegon braked in for a
landing, then dammed down hard enough on the road fifty yards away that | could fed the ground shake.

Ellegon: moretonsthan | careto count of gray-green dragon, the size of a Greyhound bus studying hard
to become aBoeing 737; long tail a one end, alligator head at other, with the usua vague wisp of steam
or smoke issuing from between the dagger teeth.

The huge, saurian head eyed me with cold, heavy-lidded eyes. | guess Ellegon hadn't liked the 737
thought-dash-comment.

*Good guess.* The head turned away. A brief gout of fire issued from the cavernous mouth, red
tongues of flamelicking the dirt road.

The dragon lumbered forward a step and dumped to the ground on the warmed spot—I couldn't tell
whether in fatigue or to makeit easier for his passenger to climb down from the rigging on his back.

*|t's purely out of consideration. Aswe al know, | am the most considerate of dragons. The fact that
I've spent most of the past three days with my aching wings pounding the air has nothing at al to do with
it*

The passenger, of course, was Jason Cullinane. Some things are eminently predictable. He waved
genidly as hewaked acrossthe field toward us.

"Good morning,” | said.
We could have used you yesterday, | didn't say. Hed work it out by himsdlf. Eventualy.

He hitched at his swordbelt, and at the shoulder holster that held agun butt barely visible under his short
jacket. "'l thought, maybe. . ."

Ahirashook his head. "Don' ‘think maybe,’ next time. Think for sure.”

| couldn't have put that better myself. | gestured at the log where I'd been Sitting. "In the meantime, have
acuppa.”

* * %

Back when we were both college students, afriend invited me up to her dorm room one Thursday to Sit
in on her weekly e ectronic conversation on one of the eectronic information services—I can't remember



for the life of me whether it was CompuSpend or the Source, or whatever. We sat in front of her
Osborne—cute little machine—typing at the bunch of other folks, people from al over the country who
were Stting typing a us. We occasionaly wondered if they were Sitting there naked . . . too.

Thething | remember most about it—well, the thing | remember second-most; it was a pretty good

evening—isthat the best, the most interesting parts of the six- or ten-handed electronic talk were the
ones sent privately, below the surface of the public conversation, from one user to another.

Having Ellegon in on amesting iskind of like that, even if the meeting istaking place while you're
breaking camp.

Ahiratucked afolded tarpaulin carefully into his rucksack, tied the rucksack shut, then pitched it over to
me; | tossed it into the flatbed wagon.

Tennetty took atighter grip on the reins of the harnessed horses, who were prancing, snorting, nervoudy
pissing, and otherwise indicating that they weren't happy. Horses tend to be nervous around Ellegon,
probably for the same reason that a hamburger would tend to be nervous around me. Which iswhy
Andy had dready taken the saddle horses down the road.

Jason was sitting on the ground, his back againgt the base of atree, his knees up; he set his cup of tea
gently down on the soft moss. "We do have to look into what's coming out of Faerie. Ehvenor, eh?”

The boy has a keen eye for the obvious.

*Y ou're being too harsh,* Ellegon said, his menta voice taking on that extra clarity, that particular
brassy timbre that told me he was taking to me only. * Although he does have hisfather's subtlety, such
asitis*

The dwarf pitched me another bag of gear, then picked up agnarled stick and took alast nervous stir at
the ashes of the campfire. "Somebody hasto." He pursed hislipsfor amoment. "I don't likeit. Magic.”
He shuddered.

| chuckled. "Y ou complaining about magic?' If it wasn't for magic, Ahirawould still have been crippled
James Michad Finnegan.

"Sure," he said. "And back on the Other Side, | would have complained about nuclear weapons,
antibiotics, automobiles, and dl other mixed blessings, too."

He looked over at Andrea. "How close do you have to be to find out what's going on?"

She gestured at aspot on the log she was Sitting on. " Put somebody or something who knowsright
there, and | don't have to be any closer than this."

Ahiraraised an eyebrow. " Some sort of mind spell?!
"No, I'd ask him." She amiled.

"Very funny. Serioudy, how far away from whatever is happening would you have to beto figure out
what itis?'

She shrugged. "That would depend on whatis going on. | might be able to read it anywhere from, say,



three daysride to, maybe," she said with asquint, as she held her thumb and forefinger together right in
front of her eyes, "thisfar fromit."

"No way to do it from here? No matter whet it is?"

She snorted. "Surethereis, if what's going on is broadly focussedand powerfuland highly kineticand
unsubtleand unshielded, plus a couple more adjectives that wouldn't mean anything to you. But if it was,
you'd have half the wizards throughout the Eren regions already derted to it, and there would
be. .. manifestations of that. Soitisn't. So, if I'm going to find out what's going on, 1've got to go see.
The closer we get, theless | haveto push mysdf in order tofind it."

Ahiranodded. "I'll think it over." He looked over at me.
| knew what he was asking, but it was the wrong question. He was askingwhen instead of whether.

| shook my head. "No need to rush off without thinking. If we giveit acouple of days, not only will we
have timeto pack intelligently, but we might be in better shapeto hit the road.”

"Y ou sound too persuasive.” Tennetty took asip of her tea, and spat it out into thefire. "Gone cold on
me." Her lipstwitched. "Y ou're not eager to go,” she said.

"1'm not convinced we should go,” | said. | hadn't liked the way Boioardo had looked at me, but | wasn't
inany rush to go haring off after him. I've never seen the point in galloping toward my gopointment in
Samarra. (Well, that's not quite true. | used to date a girl named Samarra Johnson, who waswell worth a
gdlop or two, but | digress.)

Tennetty scratched at herself, grimacing a the way her bruised body protested any movement. "I'll take
the flatbed and the horses back, if the rest of you want to go by air.”

*Fair enough. | may aswell eat the cubs, then?*
"Cubs?'

*| forget. Not only can't you hear with your mind, your ears are handicapped, too. The wolf cubs* A
gout of flame pointed out adirection. * Thataway.*

* k% %

| Sghed. Therewould have to be wolf cubs, wouldn't there? Hell of anote. Y ou can't even save some
innocent peasants from aravening pack of wolveswithout having to clean up after, and feding guilty asal
hell about it.

There were two of them, and they were cute as anything, hungry to the point of sarvation, and smelly as
apall of shit.

The small burrow under the rock wasn't much of aden, but it had probably been the best thing that
mother wolf could dig in ashort while. The pack was moving, under the influence or control of Boioardo,
and long-term dens would have to wait.

The dwarf wasn't going to let me off the hook. "Well, you could dways |eave them to starve to degth
and just fed bad about it later.”



Jason looked over a him. "That'sthe Supidest idea I've ever heard.”

Andy crouched down and reached out to stroke one. It nipped at her, then nuzzled at her hand,
probably trying to nurse. "Or you could dit their throats.”

Tennetty knelt down beside therock. "I'll doit. Not fair to leave them to starve.” She drew her bowie
and reached for the nearest of the cubs.

Jason grabbed her wrigt. "What's your rush?

"They're hungry." She shrugged her hand away. "They're no enemy of mine; | don't need to seethem
auffer.”

Heheld up ahand. "Just put it away for aminute. Let'sthink thisout.”

| dready had. Damn, damn, damn.

Sometimes, coming from the background | do isaburden, and it looked like Jason had inherited some
of it from Karl. In aprimitive society, people don't tend to be suckersfor cute animals; interspecies
empathy isaluxury, and people who are scratching for existence can't afford it. Y ou can't, say, raise dl
the puppies that your bitch breeds, and you don't have the expertise to spay her. So you haveto ether
drown inlitters of pups, or drown most pups.

Look—I'vehad to be hardhearted at times; there's Situations where it's necessary to say that something's
just naturd, that there's nothing you can do about it. Cute baby animasdie dl thetime out in the woods,
andinalot of casssit'sjust part of nature. And I've runinto alot worse than that.

But thiswasn't part of nature. Boioardo had brought the mother of the cubs down out of the hills, and
we had killed the pack, and that |eft the orphans with us. With me.

Ellegon's bulk loomed off in the distance, through the trees. * It would be awfully convenient if we had to
take to our heels now.*

It would also be convenient if we had a proper canine milk source back at Castle Cullinane,

"Jason," | asked, "any chance theré'sanuraing bitch in the kennels?!

"No." He shook hishead. "Not mine. Bren inssted on showing me the inventory, and that didn't mention
it. On the other hand,” he went on, "there's got to be a village warden somewhere around with one. Y ou
ever know awarden not to keep dogs?”’

"Therésthe cows," Ahirasaid. "Cow milk might be worth atry."

Tennetty spat. "Silly idea. Just makeit quick; that's the best you can do.”

Jason shook hishead. "1 don't think my father would have, do you?' A thin smile played across hislips
for just amoment. He reached into the den and scooped up one of the cubs. It nipped and wriggled as
he handed it to me. It wasn't interested in Sitting Htill.

He grabbed the other one and, ignoring itsyipping and wriggling, headed down the path toward Ellegon.
"Anybody who wants to come with me had better move it; we're heading back to the castle, on the



double.

| looked down at the pup in my hands. Its fur was harder, denser than | would have expected a puppy's
to be, and its eyes were glassy with hunger and thirst.

Shit, shit, shit. "Let'srall it."
"Okay." Ahirashrugged his pack onto his shoulders. "Let's give the boy ahand.”
"I thought you wanted to |eave them to starve to death and worry about it later."”

"No, you didn't."

By the time we got back to Castle Cullinane, Aeia, Bren, and their entourage had |eft for Little Pittsburgh.

CHAPTER EIGHT

In Which, Surprisingly,
Neither My Wife Nor |
Are Urinated Upon

To dleep, perchance to dream.
—WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE
Bill, your mother swims after troop ships.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

The complex problems sometimes have smple, easy solutions—it's the smple problemsthat drive you
crazy.

Like feeding thewolf cubs. The complex one wasWhat the hell do you feed them?

Theway I'd figured it, there was a huge chance that we wouldn't be able to find the cubs enough to edt,
and that wed have to put them out of their misery. | wasn't looking forward to that, mind, but it would
have made thingssmpler.

But it turned out that what to feed adopted wolf cubs was dready a solved problem, and so was taking
ashot at domesticating them. It had been done before, in the old days, and the methods had been passed
down by the dogkeepers. Some of the literate ones—and, in the old days, dogkeeping was a respectable
profession, often taken up by petty nobility—had kept notes on the subject.



It was Fred (don't blame me; that's his name, okay? It'savariant of Fredelen, acommon Holtish name)
the dogkeeper's firm belief that the Nyphien sheegpdog was amixture of the blood of wolf and thelarge
Holtish dog caled akalifer , the overszed caninel dwaysthink of asahairy madtiff.

Stll, there were differences. According to Fred, adog bitch would have donefor the first few tendays,
but after that, the pups would have savaged the poor thing's teats. Takes a mother wolf to keep baby
wolvesinline

The standard baby wolf food was goat milk and whey, with the addition of one part bull blood for every
ten of milk, and some herbsthat Fred wouldn't identify.

... and more attention than a newborn human baby gets. If you want them coexisting with humans,
you'd better have them smelling them congtantly.

The next ten days were not fun.

Thenightmareisdwaysthe same:

We're trying to make our escape from Hell, billions of us pushing our way through the damp
curtains that hang down from infinity, obscuring the endless surface.

Everybody I've ever loved isthere, along with faces familiar and strange.

Behind us, sometimes visible down the endless rows of curtains, the screaming pack of demons
pursues. | don't want to look at them, and | don't have to, not anymore. We're almost out, almost
safe.

But almost is never good enough.

The exit is up ahead, clearly marked with glowing green letters. And some are pushing their way
through, thankfully. | think | see my wife and kids go through, and out.

| hope so.

The demons are approaching too quickly, and they're going to catch some of us. And then | see
him: Karl Cullinane, Jason's father, standing tall, face beaming, his hands, chest, and beard
streaked with blood and gore.

"We're going to have to hold them back,” Karl says. "Who'swith me?!

He smiles, as though he's been waiting his whole life for this, the fucking idiot.

"I'm with you," somebody says, and he waves whoever it isinto his place next to Clint Hill and Audie
Murphy.

"It'syour turn," Karl says, turning to me. He's covered with blood, some sort of yellow-greenichor, and
wolf shit.

Hetosses his head to clear the blood from hiseyes. "Y our turn, Walter."



"Y our turn, Walter," Jason said. He shook me again.

| woke up dowly, hdf in the here and now, half in the nightmare, till watching Karl's face superimposed
over hisson's.

Didn't like that at all—somebody in my line of work is supposed to wake up quickly, and before being
touched at dl. | don't care if my hindbrain thought me safe in bed next to my wife; the door was open,
and an armed man had gotten in and next to me.

Not good, Walter.

Fast adeep, Kirah lay on the far sde of the bed, curled under her blanketsinto afetal position, her feet
poised to push me away.

A dirty, smelly woolen shirt and pantslay on the floor next to me. Clothesto feed wolvesin. Shudder. |
levered mysdf out of bed, and shrugged into my wolf-feeding clothes—they were ill vaguely moist with
wolf drool—and afew oddments of wegponry before following Jason out into the hall.

My mouth had the metdlic taste it getswhen | don't get enough deep. For some reason, | hadn't gotten
enough deep in the tenday we'd been back. Funny about that.

| stopped at the top of the stairsto look out the window.

Ellegon lay on the cold sonesin the courtyard below, deeping, his massive legs tucked underneath his
body, his huge head resting on the cold stone, like acat. Cute asabus.

Too bad. | could have used the company. Being up and adone at night isn't any fun.
Jason handed me one of histwo lanterns. The castle tradition, probably going back to the Siege, wasto

keep too few wall lanterns burning in the middle of the fucking night, and everybody had to carry hisown
light sourceswith him.

"How arethey doing?' | asked.
He shrugged. "Noras been hiding under the stove; Nick's been eating enough for three of them." He

raised ahand in farewell. "And I've got to get some deep,” he said, padding down the carpet toward his
room, not bothering to throw a glance over his shoulder.

* * %

| made my way down into the inner ward, and the shack we were using as awolf-kenndl.

"Back-back-back, you vicious beasts,” | said, as| unlocked the wire-mesh door and hung the lantern on
the hook.

Obediently, the two pups bounded out of their hiding places, Noraamost making it through the door
before she bounced off my foot and ran, yipping, back into the shed; Nick snuffled around my feet
dlently ashewagged histall.

Thelocked cabinet held afresh jug of Fred'sfoul-smelling wolf-baby food mixture; | took down aclean



wooden bowl, and poured some for Nora. Nick hadn't gotten the idea of |apping out of abowl as
quickly ashissiger; by thetime | got someinto one of the feeding bottles and arag haf-stuffed into the
mouth of it, he was whimpering.

Another week or so and held be able to eat out of abowl.

Or I'd wring his thickening neck.

| plopped mysdlf down on apile of srav—stupidly but harmlesdy (thistime) trusting Jason to have

cleaned out the place before he left. The little monsters could have—and certainly would have—dirtied it
up, if they'd gotten around to it.

Nick couldn't kegp himself till; | had the usud trouble getting the pup tucked under one arm and getting
the bottle to his mouth.

He ate greedily, like he hadn't been fed in minutes.

Bascdly, asFred had explained it, the way you have afair chance with wolf cubs or wild dogsisto
catch them young enough—which he thought we did—and to spend dl your time rubbing against them.

Make them members of your family, held said. Imprint them, he might have meant.
Wed see how it went over the long nights.

| understood why Fred didn't want to have to do it—the smell of the pups scared Fred's dogs shitless. |
was beginning to think that a spray bottle of wolf urine would be awonderful invention for marking a
territory as offlimitsto domestic dogs.

I'll tell you, thiswould have been the perfect time for young Baron Cullinane to exercise abit of baronia
authority and tell one of the scullery girls she had anew job, as nurseto apair of cubs.

But the Cullinanes are a stubborn breed—this was additional work, not expected, and Jason wasn't
going to dump it on the castle gtaff, not if it wasn't absolutely necessary. No, that was for those of uswho
had taken on the respongbility: him, Ahira, his mother, and me.

Look: | likedogs, | like playing with dogs, | like hanging out with dogs for afew minutes now and then.
Throwing agtick and having adog fetch it isone hell of alot of fun, thefirst couple of dozen timesyou do
it.

But | didn't like spending six hours out of every day endlesdy feeding and petting a couple of puppies,
mucking out their kenndl, and missing deep.

Shit.
| had until dawn; Ahirawould take over then. Hours of misery ahead.

Stll, they werekind of cute.

| leaned back against thewall. Nora, always the less affectionate, retreated back into the shadows when
shefinished eating, while Nick kept sucking and licking at the bottle and the rag until he whimpered a bit,
and fell adeep onmy lap.



A long shift lay ahead, with nothing much to do but reflect on how the universe sucked.

Where had | gone wrong with Kirah? Wasit something in how | touched her that had ruined sex for
her? | don't mean to brag, but I've had relatively few complaints over theyears. It isn't dways
unmessurably wonderful or anything, but I'd dways thought that | had more than a vague idea about
what-goes-where.

No, | wasbeing slly.
| rubbed at Nick's head, and he stirred for just amoment, then fell back adleep.

It'samazing how the same life can look good during the day and like ablack cesspit in the middle of the
night.

During the day, it was more important that | was living and working with friendswho | cared for, and
who cared for me; that the work we did was important to more than ourselves; that | had two beautiful,

hedlthy daughters, both of whom were fond of me; that | wasin good health and managed to keep up
good spirits. . .

...and, a night, all I could think about was that my wifewouldn't et me touch her.
| guess| fell adeep, but | came awake suddenly. Nick, awakein my lap, had stiffened into immobility.

Thedrill isawaysthe same: you get yoursdalf armed and ready, and then you decide whether or not
you're going to have to useit. | dumped the pup to one sde and had my dagger out of its sheath—

"Walter?' It was Kirah's voice.

"Yeah." | did theknife back inits sheath. "Just me," | said, bending to give the puzzled puppy apat.
Baancing aserving tray on the palm of her one hand, she let herself in and kndlt in front of Nick, who
decided that she was okay, and demongtrated by wagging his stubby tail vigoroudy, then nipping gently
a her face when she picked him up with her free hand.

"Hi there. What are you doing up?'

"Feeding you." She handed methetray: haf aloaf of Ulen'sgarlic bread, in dicesthick as my thumb; a
huge mound—easily a pound—of cold, rare, roast beef, diced thin enough for carpaccio, accompanied
by awnhite clay mortar (asin™ . .. and pestle" ) of freshly ground mustard and horseradish sauce; a
wedge of blue-veined goat cheese surrounded by apple dices (try it!); amottled brown pot of steaming
herb tea, with two mugs.

My wife knows how to scrounge in akitchen.

"I couldn't degp done." She smiled, aware of theirony. "I missed you, | guess.”

"What timeisit?"' | asked, spreading a huge dollop of mustard and horseradish sauce on one dice of the

bread, then heaping arestrained half of the beef on top of it before setting the tray up on thetable. I'd
leave somefor her. At least until | finished my sandwich.



"Half past first hour." She set Nick down, and heimmediately started chasing histall.

"Pull up asedt,” | said. I'd come on a midnight. "I've only been on for abit more than an hour.” Enough
timeto get serioudy depressed, that wasall.

| bit into the sandwich. The horseradish brought tearsto my eyes, but it was worth it. There's something
to be said for cold roast beef, thinly diced, seasoned with just alittle bit of sat, some cracked pepper,
and mustard and horseradish sauce, served on coarse brown bread with little bits of garlic scattered
throughit . . . but I'd much rather est it than say it.

Kirah seated hersdlf just out of my reach, then leaned back, tugging at the hem of the light cotton robe
shewore over blousy pants and dippers.

Nick went hunting for Nora, who just huddled deeper into her improvised nest in thefar corner of the
shack. Kirah started to get up, but desisted at my head-shake.

"Leave her be," | said, from around another mouthful. "Won't do any good to go chasing after her; shell
comeout in her own time. Or not.”

When something that can't be helped is bothering you, one cureisto think of something else that can't be
helped that bothers you.

So | wished for agood Other Side reference book. Common sense and old records can only go so far.
| remember something about most wolves deferring to dphamales, and that the way ahuman
successfully dealswith them is by persuading them that he's sort of a super-aphamale, but how did you
do that? Growl and nip at them? Slgp them on the snout? Pin them down with one arm and make them
behave? Or was gentle firmness the way to go?

Common sense doesn't makeit; dl animas—homo sap definitely included—have their ways, and you
violate them only at your peril. Doesn't matter how much you reason, or threaten—you can't get acow to
walk down stairs, acat to point out game, or ahorseto fetch.

| did remember from an ag ecology class that wolves mainly live off rodent pests, and that farmerswho
hunt them aren't doing themselves any favor. Back when | wasworking for King Maherrden in Endell,

I'd stopped the dwarf wolf-hunt cold. (Okay, okay: | strongly recommended to the King that he stop i,
which he did.) There were much better things for the king's people to do, no matter how much bad blood
there was between dwarves and wolves.

Would it be possible to return these guysto the wild? Damned if | knew.

Nick came over and started nuzzling and nipping & my hand. | tried to pet him into quietness, but it
didn't work—he just kept a me. Sharp little teeth. " No.No biting."

Kirah giggled. "That's exactly the way you used to say it to Jane."

| laughed back. "I probably did.” | gestured at the tray with my free hand, offering to make her a
sandwich.

She shook her head. "No. | madeit for you—What do you think this Boioardo of yourswas?' she
asked.



| shrugged. " Something from Faerie. Something dangerous.”
She pulled Nick over to her; he settled down in her |ap and went promptly to seep.
| raised an eyebrow.

"Y ou just have to know how to talk to them," she said. She tossed her head to clear the hair from her
eyes.

| soread ablob of goat cheese over adice of gpple and bit into it. It's one of those combinations that
seem ridiculous until you try them, like prosciutto and melon, or raw oysters and hot sausage—the
swesetness of the apple softened the bite of the ripe cheese, and the crunch of the apple complemented
the gooeyness of the cheese.

| made another one, and offered it to Kirah, who surprised me by accepting it.

"l wastalking to Andrea about it, about him," Kirah said, licking at her thumb for the last of the cheese.
"Nick?"

"No. Thefary."

Sometimes, | know just what to say to awoman: "Oh? She have any ideas?"

"No." Her ook said that one of uswas an insensitive idiot who would probably need both guessesto
figureout which. "1do."

"Wel?What do you think?' Gee, maybe | could have sounded abit more stilted, alittle more
condescending, if I'd tried. | don't know. When arelationship goes sour, there's nothing right to say.

"Hmm. Y ou talked about how he moved sort of like awolf, but sort of not, like he wasn't bending in
quite theright ways, & the right places.”

She had been listening closdly. | nodded. "Y eah."”

"Well, it reminded me of something. | was just watching Dorann this afternoon, and she was down on dl
fours playing with Betalyn—Fonas daughter? They were playing horse."

| smiled. "Who was on top?"

For once I'd said something that wasn't wrong: Kirah smiled too. "Betalyn—Dorann wanted to be the
horse. But she wasn't bending in the same placesthat area horse would. And when she reared back,
she didn't toss her head the way areal horse would—she was playing at it."

Andogy istricky. It can lead you to auseful truth, or right past it, and onto alandmine. " So, you think
Boioardo isababy fairy, out playing at being awolf?"

"What do you think of theidea?Isit possible?'

| don't know why my wife cared so much about what | think, but she was watching me like everything
hung on my next words. "Maybe. Y ou could easily beright." Which she could have, dthough that's not



why | sadit.
Her shoulders eased; | hadn't noticed how tightly hunched together they were; | missalot.
"I'm not sure what good that does," shesaid. "Buit | thought . . ."

"It'sworth sharing.” But who knows about Faerie? What would that mean? Were all these rumors of
magical outpourings from Faerie just the equivaent of avicious kindergarten class out on recess?"| don't
know if it doesany good, mind," | said with asmile, "but it'sworth sharing.”

There were two obvious places to find out—Pandathaway and Ehvenor. Ehvenor, because Ehvenor
was the only Eren-region outpost of Faerie. Pandathaway, because if there was any movement out from
Faerie, no matter how subtle, the Wizards Guild would surely be looking into it, sooner or later.

| didn't like either choice, particularly Pandathaway. There was ill aprice on my headin
Pandathaway—uwith abonusif it was ddivered in smal dices.

That |eft Ehvenor. | never much liked Ehvenor. It's an outpost of Faerie, and the rules of the Eren region
don't entirely hold there. It's not too bad out near the edge of the city—I've been there, and come out
with nothing worse than a nervoustic that went away after awhile. But they say that the further in you go,
the more the fluctuating, positiona rules of Faerie gpply, and the lessthe solid ones of the rest of the
universe do.

There was a solution that worked for alot of problems: let somebody ese handleit.

That looked like the best oneto me. I'm not bad at what | do, but I'm not amagician, | don't like magic,
and I'vefound it far healthier to stay out of the way of magic, no matter what the source.

"It scares you, doesn't it?"

| don't mind my wifethinking I'm not anidiot. "Y oubet it does," | said. "Anyone can get areputation for
being invincible. It'seasy: to start, you go into harm's way and survive. Repest, and you've got a
reputation; do it afew more times, and you're alegend. But reputation doesn't make you invulnerable the

next time. It doesn't matter how good you are, either; there's dways a chance you're going to get
unlucky. If you keep rolling the dice, eventually you're going to roll snake eyestoo many timesin arow.”

"LikeKarl did."

| nodded. "Like Karl did, like Jason Parker did, like Chak did, like. . . likewe al will, eventudly.
Maybe."

We had been ignoring Noratoo long; she came out from her hiding place and started chewing on my
shoe.

"Thisis how the whole problem started, you know," | said, playfully—very gently—kicking at her. She
responded by seizing the toe of my shoe between her teeth and shaking it back and forth, like adog with
ard.

IIG.]?I

"Savery." | reached forward and took the pup by the scruff of the neck and held her firmly for a



moment. "When you fight with another tribe—doesn't matter who startsit—and you win, what do you do
with the survivors? Kill them to the last man, the way Chak's people would? Let them go, nursing a

grudge—"
"Which they may havearight to."

"Sure. But it doesn't matter.” | shrugged. "Right or wrong, if you just let them go, you're buying trouble.
So, do you kill them—do you kill them al? Or do you take them in?'

And if you do, can you take them in as citizens or tribesmen, or whatever you want to call them? Of
course not—even assuming you're willing to play that game, it takes two.

Savery wasn't the only choice, of course; there were dl sorts of ways short of that—col onization springs
to mind. Karl had coopted Holtun, after Bieme had won the war. The difference was amatter of
permanence and scale; he had taken the Holts in with the promise of earning co-equd statusin the
Empire, eventudly.

"So, you're saying that the davers who burned my village and took mewhen | wasjust agirl werejust a
bunch of nice people. Misunderstood. Did | ever tell you about the time that Six of them, thatsix of
them—"

"Shh." | started to reach for her, but stopped myself. "Comeon , Kirah." | shook my head. "Not talking
about what it became; I'm talking about how it started.” | patted the pup. "Maybe out of the best of
intentions, eh?' Maybe, in thelong run, it would have been kinder to let Tennetty smply put them out of
their misery.

That wasn't enough for Kirah. Her lips pursed into athin line, and then she turned away. Damn her, she

was dwaysturning away from me.

"Kirah," | said, "I don't ever forgive anybody for ever hurting you. Deliberately or not.” | wanted to
reach out and take her in my armsand tell her that I'd make everything dl right, but that's the kind of lie
you can't tell awoman who screamsif you hold her.

For amoment, | didn't know how it was going to break. Anything could have happened, from her taking
aswing a meto her coming into my arms.

But shejust picked Nick up, letting hislower legs dangle. "Sure," she sad, coldly, dismissng me. "Go

away, Wdter." Therewasatremblein her voice, but | waslistening carefully for it. "I'll handle things
here. Y ou need some deep.”

* * %

The perversity of my deep patterns tends toward the maximum—I couldn't get back to deep.

CHAPTER NINE



In Which We Leave
onaTrip

| am always at a loss to know how much to believe of my own stories.
—WASHINGTON IRVING
Sovotsky's Law Number Nineteen: When telling a story, effect trumps truth.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

Stash used to swear that it really happened, but lying runsin the Slovotsky family. Me, | don't believeit.
Story goeslikethis:

Once, when | was real young—three or so—Stash put me on akitchen counter, and held out his hands.
"Jump, Wadter, jump,” he said. "Don't worry; I'll catch you.”

"No, youwont," | said. "Youll let mefal."

"Jump, Walter, jump. Realy—I'll catch you. Honest."

We went back and forth for awhile, him holding his huge hands out for me, me scared, knowing thet this
was some sort of test.

I jJumped. And he stepped back and | fell on thefloor, hard.

| lay there crying. "But yousaid you'd catch me."

"That will teach you not to trust anybody,” he said.

I've thought about it, over the years. I've thought alot about it. Doing it would have been crudl, and my
father would have cut his hands off before being crud to me. But pretending that he had doneit, maybe
that's different. What he wastelling mewastrue: guaranteed, if you live long enough, and trust people
even casudly, somebody you've trusted will let you down.

They're only human; everybody'sfalible, including me. Particularly me.

Isit better to learn that through a childhood cdamity that maybe never redlly happened or to risk learning
it whenit really metters?

Dont tdl methat liesare dways crud.
Jason found me down in the fencing studio, alarge room at the east end of the barracks annex. A light

and airy place: onewall conssted mainly of shutters open to the daylight, the other wall was regularly
whitewashed.



I'd taken out a practice saber and a straw dummy and—after a good stretch; you need those more and
more asthe years go by—I was practicing some lunges, working my thigh muscles so hard they
practicaly screamed.

Asafriend of afriend used to say, "After forty, it's patch, patch, patch.” The maintenance costs on the
physical plant keep going up, but the infrastructure keeps wearing down. My right knee had developed
what was looking like along-term ache, dthough it only got red bad when | overdid things. Still, not
good. | thought about ice, and | thought about heet, and | thought alot about traveling over to Little
Pittsburgh to see the Spider, and find out if he could put some whammy on my cartilage.

"Mindif | join you?" Jason asked. He was dressed in awhite cotton tunic with matching pantaloons
bloused into the tops of his boots: good workout clothes.

"Why? Am | faling apart?' | gestured at the rack of practice wegpons. "Sure. Pick atoy."

"Thanks." He selected apair of mock Therranji fighting sticks and gave afew practice swats at my
favorite sparring partner: awooden pillar, covered with hemp matting that ran floor to ceiling. He blocked
animaginary blow, parried another, then hammered out a quick tattoo against the covered wood.
Thwocka-thwok-thwok-thwok-thwok.

"Want some free advice, worth what you pay for it?' | asked, taking up an on-guard stance opposite
him.

He nodded. "Sure." He moved one stick back defensively, and thrust the other one out tentatively.

"Don't try to be able to do everything. Balance yoursalf between overspeciaization and not being ableto
learn anything." | moved in and gently parried an experimental thrust, best his stick hard aside, then
withdrew.

"Nice," he said. He tried a complex maneuver that | didn't quite follow, which probably foreshadowed
an attack againgt my sword arm; | parried easily and moved to the Side, Ietting hislunge take him by me,
blocking his atempted dash with hisleft stick.

"Thankee much, young Cullinane." | faked adash at hisright wrigt, then turned the movement into a
thrust that would have skewered him through the chest except for two things: one, we were using practice
weapons, two, Jason blocked—too nicely by halfl—with hisleft stick.

It had taken me too long to figure out what he was doing—he wasn't trying real Therranji stick play. He
was fighting two-swords style, using hisleft sick asthough it was adagger, hisright like asaber. Close
in, the dagger is akilling weapon—if you go corps-a-corps against a two-swords man, you'd best not
dready have something interesting to do with your free hand. At normal fighting distance, it'sadecidedly
annoying additiona blocking device and threet, particularly the oneswith the pronged hilt that can trap
your blade.

The classic one-sword solution to the two-sword problem is straightforward, in both senses. You
maneuver your opponent into taking a square stlance—all attack and little defense—whileyou'reina
three-quarters or side stance, very effective on defense. Block hard on the long sword, then attack the
long-sword arm, hit it hard, withdraw enough to be sure that he'slost the weapon—that's not the point to
get eager—then skewer him.

Forget fencing targets, forget one-cut finishes. All those pretty lungesin an attempt to get through to the



body aren't worth haf as much as agood, deep cut down the forearm, a dice through muscle and tendon
that leaves aweapon dropping from abloody hand.

| was thinking about too much theory, | guess; Jason worked hisway through my defense and gently
bounced what | was thinking of as hisblocking stick off my head.

"Damn." | backed off, rubbing at the sore spot. It hurt.
He amiled. "Another point?*
"Nah."

He st the fighting sticks back in the rack, then turned to face me. "Y ou don't think much of theidea of
sniffing around Ehvenor, do you?'

"No, | don't." | shook my head. "I don't like messing around with magic.”

He nodded. "I understand that. | agree. But amessenger just arrived. Seems there's other things going
on near Ehvenor, too—there's been a'Warrior lives killing in Fenevar.”

*Complete with note. In English, gpparently.*
| hadn't heard from the dragon for hours.
"Mikyn?"

He shrugged. "Possibly not. It'sour only lead.”

Now, that was something reasonable. | mean, handling an outpouring of the magical was out of my
league, but following a clue toward alost friend was something | could handle.

"One party or two?" he asked.

Two parties was the obvious solution. Oneto look into Faerie, one to chase after Mikyn. One party to
contain me, one not. But, still, what would we do when we caught him? Arrest him? For what?

Mikyn, you're under arrest for suspicion of being crazy because we haven't heard from you for
too long.

Nah. On the other hand, if he had gone over theedge. . . well, it needed somebody relatively senior and
trustworthy. There was a shortage of those. "I dunno. Let metak it over with Ahira.”

Jason nodded. "Sure. Let'sgo."
"Now?'
"Isthere some problem with now?”

The dwarf wasin the darkened smithy, again, hisfinished mail shirt hanging from aframe onthewall.
Light from the codsreflected from his eyes, making them al red and demonic. He had a piece of work



going intheforge. It looked like the start of something: apiece of thumb-thick bar stock about the length
of my forearm, with another, shorter piece welded perpendicularly onto it, about a quarter of the distance
from one end.

"What's that going to be?' | asked.

He smiled as he dipped the joint back into the forge, and worked the bellows, hard. Heat washed
againg my facein asolid wave, while rivulets of sweat worked their way through the hair and the scars
on his naked chest. He had been at it for sometime; the thick hot air in the smithy wasfilled with the
not-unpleasant reek of fresh swest.

"Don't you remember those newfangled nightsticks the police were starting to wear, back on the Other
Side?| figured I'd give one atry." He tapped the hammer gently against the end. " The handl€'s supposed
to spin—I've got Kayren whittling acollar for this. I'll dip it over, then flare out the end just atrifle.”

"l remember them,” | said, "but those were made of wood."

Ahiraamiled. "l figure | can handlethe extraweight." Hewas sllent for along moment. "Y ouretrying to
decide whether or not it's one party or two."

Jason looked disgusted. "Oh, comeon. "

"Hey, kid," | said, "you have afriend for more than twenty years, and spend most—"
"Too much, anyway," the dwarf put in.

"—of your waking lifewith him, and helll read your mind, too."

Trouble was, Ahirawas only close, thistime. | was more thinking about keeping the hell out of the
Faerie matter than | was about who would be looking into it.

The dwarf shrugged. "It's pretty obvious. The Faerie matter is more important, but the likelihood that it's
something we can affect, one way or the other, is smal. On the other hand, Mikyn is one of ours, and so
isthe Warrior myth we created. We haveto look into that." He was sllent for amoment. "One party,”
Ahirasaid. "Mainly to check out Ehvenor; that takes priority over looking for Mikyn."

"That seemsawfully clear toyou," | said. | can't dwaysread his mind—Ahira's smarter than | am. But
sometimes| can divert him.

"Andred's necessary for Ehvenor," he said, ignoring the objection, "and I'm not going to let her wander
around without us.”

"|sthat an issue?"!

He pursed hislipsfor amoment. "Y es. She's going, she says, and Tennetty's going with her. Tennetty is
dangerous without proper supervison—so that means at least one more of us.”

Jason cocked his head to one side. "How about two parties? We've got more people available. Durine,
Kethol, and Piro, for astart.”

"We could let you take Kethol and company and go haring after Mikyn," Ahirasaid, asthough



condderingit.
"Wdl, yes"

"Badideg," the dwarf said. "I want them around, keeping an eye on thefamily.” That's how Ahira
referred to my wife and daughters:.the family, as though none other mattered. | understand that. "I
Daherrin was here, we could get some help from histeam, but he's not. We don't have enough for two
parties.” He smiled at Jason. "Thelesson begins: pick the party.”

Jason made afist, and stuck out histhumb. "Me."

"Who's going to take care of the pups?' | asked. "I thought you were going to take responsibility for
them.”

Jason smiled weakly. "I guess | haveto add the job to the scullery maids roster—and Jane says shelll
takeaturn."

| grinned back at him. "Handy to have abit of rank, en?"

“Itried to handle it without delegating it to them. Okay?' Not waiting for a smartass answer, Jason
added the index finger. " Second is Mother—you're right that we have to have awizard in on this, if we're
going to look into the Faerie matter.” He was missing the point: Andreawas dready ingsting on checking
out Ehvenor. The only question was who would go with her, not whether or not she would go. "Then
thereésyou two." He rubbed at the side of his nose with hismiddie finger. "Y ou don't like the idea of
trying to do two things at once, do you?"'

| snorted. "I sometimes have enough trouble doing one thing at once.” | cocked my head to one side.
"Don't you have any misgivings about taking your mother dong on this?"

She had handled herself well in Velen, and I'd been watching her closdly since. Shelooked fine, not
much different a al, dthough maybe there was a bit more of arosy glow to her cheeks than usud. But
going out in harm'sway wasn't something Andrea had been doing, not since the very beginning. And if it

required magic?

Again, it was al academic—Andreawas going, and that was that—but Ahiraand | were teaching Jason;
"academic" doesn't mean "irrdevant.”

"No," Jason said. "I don't." Jason's expression wasn't one of unconcern; it was acold and distant 100k,
the expression of a chessmaster who knows the vaue of his pieces, and will push them around the board
into the right place, no matter whose face the piece wears.

"It'snecessary,”" he said. He added hislittle finger. "Tennetty." He held out his hand, fingers spread. "Five
of us. Smal enough not to draw unnecessary attention, small enough to hide with alittle cover, large
enough to handle some trouble. Ellegon to drop us off and pick us up. Just outside of Ehvenor, I'd think."

"No," Ahirasaid. "If there's something redlly sticky going on there, we don't want to drop right in onit.
Better to work our way up to it, and sniff around as we go. Thelocas may have done some of the
looking into thingsfor us"

Better, yes. Best wasto keep the hdll out of it. | didn't say as much, but | guess my face showed it.



Ahiraturned to Jason. "Give usaminute, will you?"
"BlJt—"

"Now will befine," he said, gesturing to the door of the smithy. "Y ou can get my saddle from the stable.
| want to put afew more equipment ringsoniit.”

He stood in the doorway, watching the boy walk away, then turned back to me.

"Giveit up, Wadlter," Ahirasaid. "Y ou don't have to go, nobody's going to hold an axe to your throat.
But you know you're going, just aswell as| do." His chuckle was hollow in hisbarrel chest. "Three
reasons, take your pick. Firgt," he said, "because while thiswhole thing about creatures coming out of
Faerie was distant, as of about ten days ago it became locdl, it became persond. Y our wife and kidslive

in this country, in this barony, and you're no more going to leave that kind of menace uninvestigated than |

He looked up a me. " Second reason: Jason, Andy, Tennetty, and | are going. Y ou're not going to let us
gointothisdone" hesaid, asthough daring meto disputeiit.

"Noble guy, aren't 17" | smiled.
He didn't take the bait, not directly. "One last reason,” he said, not looking mein the eye. "Y our wife
won't let you touch her, and if you can get away for awhile, you won't have to ded with that. Y ou can put

off handling that for aslong aswe're on theroad." He turned back to the forge.

| wanted to be angry, to be furious with him for mentioning it. If hed said it in the presence of anybody
else, | know | would have been.

But hewasright. On dl three counts.
Damn, damn, damn.

Jason walked through the doorway, a saddle dung over his shoulder. "Where do you want this?" he
asked.

"Just dump it on the floor,"” Ahirasaid. "Y ou'd best go pack. We leavein the morning.”

* * *

Aswewalked away, Jason's brow furrowed. "What was that all about?"
"What?'

He gestured clumsily. "Ahira It waslikehewas. . . | don't know. Not there. Angry, maybe. Wasit
something | sad?!

"Nah. It'snot you. Gameface," | said.
IIE,.I?I

"Never mind."



Hefrowned.

| thought about explaining that even when you look at the footbal game asajob, asaway to pay for
school, you get yourself psyched up for it, and that when you trot out on thefield, your heart pumping
hard, the ground springy beneath your feet, ready to, say, grab a quarterback and dam him down so
hard that his descendants will still ache, therésakind of glare you wear, whether or not you intend to.
And then | thought about how he probably didn't have the background to appreciateit, and how | didn't
fed like explaining football to aThis Sder.

And then | thought about how if | kept saying "Never mind” to the kid every time he asked a question,
he was going to dip aknifeinto me someday, so | just smiled.

"Hones," | said. "It's not important.”
I'd said goodbye to the kids, and to the pups, so | went over the list one more time. Weapons, clothes,
food, money, miscellaneous. Miscdlaneous was, as dways, the largest category. | was packed for

running, if necessary—the most important stuff wasin either my belt pouch or my small rucksack.

Grab and run, if | had to. When the shit comes down, you grab your friends, and—if time—your
essentials. Leavetherest be.

There was agout of fire below in the courtyard.
*They'rewaiting for you. Soam |.*
So wait a bit longer.

My big rucksack was packed solid; | took it to the window and tossed it down to Ahira's waiting hands.
Thunk,

| turned back to Kirah. "Like the old days, eh, old girl?' | asked, smiling.

Shedidn't smile back. "I don't want you to go."

Wadter Slovotsky's advice to wives whose husbands are packing for atrip: be nice. Let problemslie.

Look—trivid problems can wait, or you can solve them yoursalf while your spouseis gone. That'swhy
wecdl them trivia, eh? They're not important. Y ou can't solve anything serious between thetime he

takes his rucksack down out of the closet and when he heads out the door. That's not thetimeto try.

All it can do isscrew up hismind while hesgone. So leaveit be. Thiswasn't atimeto be discussing thet;
it wasn't thetimefor ether of usto be discussing anything.

The obviousthing, the right thing for me to do was to ignore what she'd just said.

"Right," | said. "And you don't want meto stay, either. Y ou can't stand to have me touch you,
remember?’

"Mease. Don't blame mefor that." Shefaced mein the doorway. "It's not my fault, Wdter. | try, but
every timeyou touch me, it'slike. . ." sheraised her hand in gpology, as a shudder shook her frame. "I'm



sorry."

Wadter Slovotsky's advice to husbands leaving on atrip isever thesame. . .

| gripped her armstightly, ignoring her struggles. "It's not my fault, either, Kirah. | didn't do that to you,
and | won't be blamed for it. | won't—" | started, then stopped, and let her go. She gripped herself
across the middle and turned away. Her shoulders shook as shefell to her knees.

"No." | won't live my lifein penance for harm others have doneto you, | didn't quite say.

*|t'sneither of your fault, if you want my opinion,* Ellegon said, hisvoice pitched only for me.

Thanks. | think | needed that.

*All part of the service. Should we get going, or do you want to have afew more tender moments with
your wife?

| kissed the tips of my fingers and held them out toward her back. "Goodbye, Kirah."

Ah, parting is such sweet sorrow . . .

The sun had shattered the chill of the earliest morning, but clouds were moving in, and the sky to the east
was date gray and threatening. Timeto get going—flying through rainisno fun at dl.

Jason and Andrea had dready climbed up and fastened themsalvesinto their seats on the rigging wed
lashed to Ellegon's broad back, while Ahirawas under the dragon's belly, giving the knots alast check.
I'm as safety-conscious as anybody else, but riding Ellegon isntt like riding ahorse—hell et you know if
thingsgart to give.

*Alternately, if | do haveit in for you, afew strands of rope aren't going to make adifference* The
dragon snorted, tartling the honor guard of soldiers who had gathered to bid us good journeying.

Doriawastaking her duties as Steward serioudy—she had alist of thingsto do sticking out of her
blouse pocket.

"Going to have this place in good shape by the time were back, eh?' | asked, with aknowing smirk.
She smiled and shrugged. "I lost my old profession when | defied the Mother; I'd better find something
elsel cando." Sheknew better. If nothing € se, there was dways ajob open at the Home school,
teaching English, civics, and pretty much anything else; besides, Lou Riccetti would be glad to have her
around.

"Homeec mgjors,” | sniffed. | gave Doriaaquick squeeze goodbye, then climbed up and belted mysdlf
into the saddle behind Tennetty.

Sheturned in her seat and gave me aquick glare. ™Y ou took long enough.”
"Leaveit be" Andreafrowned her into sllence.

"Everything okay?' Ahiraasked, as he levered himsdlf into his seat and belted himsdlf in, too firmly;



dwarves didike flying dmost as much asthey do traveling by boat.
Jason felt at the butt of hisrevolver, from whereit projected under hisjacket. "All s&t."

Tennetty folded her armsin front of her chest and leaned back against the pile of gear lashed between
thetwo of us. "Fine."

Andreagestured in impatience. "Let'sgo."
"Ducky," | said. "Let's get the fuck out of here.”

*Hangon...*

PART TWO
ROADWORK

CHAPTER TEN

In Which We Reach Fenevar,
and the Trail Heats Up

"Tis the men, not the houses, that make the city.
—THOMASFULLER
Health hint for the traveler: Don't throw rocks at guys with guns.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

I've dways taken the ideas from where | could get them. Hey—I'm not asinventiveasLovu; | do the
best | can.

| got the "Warrior lives' notesfrom my big brother, Steve. It was one of the few Vietnam stories he ever
told me. (When hewasn't drinking, that is. Two beers and held sart with the stories, and wouldn't stop
with either the stories or the drinking until he wastotally wasted.)

It wasn't something held done—he had spent most of histimein Vietnam asadoor gunner on a
sort-of-unarmed helicopter, what they called a dick—Dbut it was a habit that some of the ground soldiers
had: they would |leave the ace of spades, the death card, on dead enemies. The way he explained it, it
supposedly started when somebody had a short deck of cards on him, and thought it kind of funny.
Eventudly, alot of the outfits had their own cards printed up, with the name of their unit on them.



"Now, let me understand this," | had said. "They'd expect Charley—"
"You weren't there," he had said, softly. "Call them the Vietcong, or the NV A, or the enemy.”

"—they'd expect the enemy to run across dead bodies of their own people, and get spooked because
they had aplaying card on their heads?"

He'd shrugged. "1 didn't say it made sense. | said that'swhat they did. But it did make sense. It madethe
whole thing more persona. There was away to make it even more persona,” he had said. "But we didn't
do that most of thetime."

"| thought you flew dl thetime," | said. If hewas going to reproach me. . .

"Jus flewmost of thetime," he had said. And then he wouldn't say any more.

* % *

Theided placeto have Ellegon take us would have been asfar awvay from Ehvenor aswe could get, if
you asked me; the right thing to do would then be to make tracks in the opposite direction from Ehvenor.

That, however, wasn't the plan. The plan was to be dropped off down the coast from Ehvenor; Fenevar
seemed about right. 1t would have been convenient to be dropped off behind some outcropping near the
rocky shore of Fenevar. The only trouble was, there wasn't arocky shore.

The land near Fenevar wasflat and at water level, more swvampy than lakeshore. There wasn't much
forest or other cover; aswastrue of much of the arable land around the Cirric, farmers had long cleared
and planted well up to the edge of the freshwater sea, and beyond, growing tamewild ricein the shalow,
Svampy water.

The dragon had to leave us back up the road, in the rolling foothills, agood haf-day'swak down to the
city.
Aswe had learned back in the old raiding days, the danger when Ellegon touches down is directly

related to two things. how isolated the area appears, and how long heis on the ground. We did the best
that we could with both.

How's it look?I asked, as Ellegon banked hard in atight circle.

Thewind beat hard against my face, pulling tears from my eyes. | could barely make out the hill below in
the gray predawn light, but Ellegon’s eyes were better than mine; he had spotted the road that bisected it
nestly, cutting through the dense wood.

*Nobody around, asfar as| cantdl. Coming in.*

Air rushed by asthe dim ground rushed up. Ellegon, hiswings pounding the air hard, dammed down on
the dirt road.

Their safety straps dready off, Jason and Ahiradid to the ground below, while Tennetty and | pulled
straps loose and tossed packs and rucksacks down. | lowered Andy down to Ahiraswaiting arms, then
did down aloose strap to the ground.

Ellegon took afew steps down the road, then legped into the air, climbing in atight spiral before flapping



off into the sky.
*I'll start checking rendezvous points in a couple tendays. Until we meet again, bewell,* he said.

White light flared as Ahirapulled aglowsted from his pouch. He dready had his huge rucksack on his
back. "Let'sgo, folks. Weve got afull day's march to Fenevar.”

Tennetty, shrugging into her own rucksack, nodded. " And nothing more than sour beer to look forward
to at the end of thetrip.”

While amodified direct approach—distract, grab, and go—is one way of getting something specific, it's
alousy way totry to find any information.

Theres any number of strategies to use when you're snooping around for intelligence—and | can dways
use some moreintelligence.

One of the best is also one of the smplest. Any town along atrade route—and, for obvious reasons,
weve dways tended to work around trade routes—has at least one travelers inn. If it'saszable town,
usualy more. Travelers—no matter what they trade in—amost aways like to talk. Not dways honestly,
mind. Then again, who am | to complain about abit of dishonesty?

* * *

All we got out of thefirg two innswetried was amild buzz.

Thetak in the Cerulean Creek Inn, the third inn of the evening, flowed like the sour beer; it tended to
dop over on thefloor and turn it into mud.

The generd practice dong that part of the coast isto sdll de by what they call apitcher, dthoughiit's
barely half the size of acommon water pitcher. Some drink right out of the pitcher; othersuseamug. |
poured Tennetty another mug full, then tilted mine back, barely wetting my mouth.

Shetook along pull. "Well?' she asked.

"Well, what?'

"What brilliant things have you found?"

| had debated bringing Tennetty along this evening. There were plenty of problems. women warriors
wererarein the Eren regions, and she was rdatively well known. She was moderately famous as Karl

Cullinan€e's one-eyed bodyguard, her temper was never fully under her control, and she scared me.

On the other hand: her glasseye wasin place, visble and entirely convincing under afringe of hair, and
nobody would have mistaken mefor Karl, either in truth or in legend.

She was the obvious choice for this, despite the minuses—she could be counted on to keep her mouth
shut, unlike Jason; she wouldn't look out of place in the drinking room of aninn, unlike Andreg; she
wouldn't draw the wrong sort of attention, unlike Ahira.

Maybe | would have been better bringing Ahiraaong. He wouldn't have stood out: over in the far
corner, adwarf and his human companion sat, sharing aloaf of aimost black bread and abow! of thick
stew of unlikely ancestry. By the cut of hisleather tunic, | decided the dwarf was from Benerell—the



Benerdl style has dways been for clothes that barely fit. The human could have been of any origin,
athough you'l find more of that whegaty blond color in Osgrad than e sewhere.

Changes happen, even while you don't look for them. Or maybe particularly when you don't look for
them.

| hadn't answered Tennetty. | turned to her, raisng my voice ever-so-dightly.

"I don't know, either,” | said. "That . . ."—theline caled for along pause—"thingwe saw thismorning
was one of the strangest things that has ever reached Tybd's eyes, and that'safact.”

The broad-faced fellow down the bench from me pricked up his ears.

| picked up our empty pitcher and turned it over, empty. I'd buy more in amoment, unless somebody
took the hint.

"Yeah," Tennetty said, not helping much.

| don't know about her, sometimes. Thiswasthethird time wed tried thisroutine, and her sde of it was
no more polished than thefird.

I'm afraid | glared at her.
"That it was," she added, chastened, trying abit more. "Redlly, strange.”

It wasall | could do not to raise my eyestoward the celling and implore the help of the gods, or of
heaven.

"Very drange”

"Begging your pardon, traveler,” the fellow whose attention | had caught said, "but did you talk of seeing
something strange?' He haf-rose, courteoudy gesturing with hisown, full pitcher.

Severd times, | thought. And pretty darned clumsly.

"l guess| might have," | said, beckoning him over. | guessif afishishungry enough, hell bite ahook
with aplagtic bug onit.

He splashed some aeinto each of our mugs, then politely sipped at his pitcher.

"Lots of strange things been seen of late," he said. "More and more over the past few years. Travelers
report many things, dthough talesdo grow inthetdling.”

| nodded. "That they do. But thiswas something that didn't grow. It was awolf that wasn't awolf."

We were gathering an audience, or a least some company; the drinking room of atavern isn't the place
for those who prefer solitude. The dwarf and human pair wandered over as| launched into aserioudy
edited verson of our encounter with Boioardo and the wolf pack: | cut out the fight, had him eating a
deer instead of acow, and placed it outside of Alfani rather than back in Bieme. I've dways been a
dtickler for details, just never for accurate ones.



The obviousway to find out something isto go around and ask questions, but that invariably raisesthe
question of who you are and what you're after. Given that there is a price on my head—the Pandathaway
Savers Guild isno more fond of methan | am of them—I'd rather not answer honestly, most places| go.

So the obvious way was out. Another way isto talk about something interesting, something related to
what you're interested in, and let everybody e seimpress you with what they know about it.

A little bald man, atrader in gems and gold who had given his name as Enric (and who must have been a
lot tougher than he looked, given his admitted profession and lack of abodyguard) ordered around for
thetable. "It's coming from one of the Places of the other ones, perhaps, they say. Or from,” hemade a
ggnwith histhumb, "there.”

"Places of the other ones?’ | tried to look puzzled. "There? Y ou mean—"

"I mean just as| say, traveler. It'san old belief that it is dangerous to mention either by name. My
grandfather, long dead though heis, used to talk of them as onlythem , and while | thought that strange,
he did liveto Sixty years."

Another man spat. "Faw. Just asuperdtition.”

"Maybeit was, and maybe it wasn't. Maybe they know when their names are spoke, and maybe they
don't. What with strange things happening, with something or other having wiped out that little village up
near Erevae, I'm not one to take chances." He turned to me. "What do you think, Tybe?*

| shook my head. "I've never been one to take chances, either.” Without a damn good reason. Wiped
out avillage? | hadn't heard about that.

"A wiseman," hesaid. "And with the Warrior about, turning visible only to kill? 1 used to own a servant,
had her for ten years—Venda, her nameis. Stout as a toat, and loya as agood dog. But with the
Warrior about—and there are many who say it's Karl Cullinane—murdering honest men who own such,
I'll tell you that | sold her, for quick coin and without apology.”

Tennetty frowned. "One moment. Theway I've heard it isthat Karl Cullinane and his people will leave
donedl but davers, and Guild daversin particular.”

Enric shook his head. "That'sthe way it used to be, for sure. For years and years. I've met some of the
Homeraiders and traders—I even camped for an evening with abunch of his men one night, in Kuarolin,
up aong the edge of the Katharhd? Tough-looking bunch, but | felt perfectly safe among them, and they
were welcomein most towns—nobody thought they'd be hunting for any but davers, and daversare
none too popular anyway.

"But there's been word of it changing. There was a hostler murdered in Wehnest, for nothing more than
having abought servant.”

"Not just off in Wehnest, either.” A burly man dapped hisfist down on the table, causng mugsand
pitchersto dance. "Just outside our own Fenevar, not forty days ago, Arnet and his brother were
murdered in their beds, and one of those notes | eft behind. Englitsall over it, they say." He shuddered.
"Dangerous language, | heer—they say that you don't have to be awizard to write spdlsinit.”

"That's nonsense. Pfah." Another spat. In Fenevar, you can tell the locas by their habit of spitting as
punctuation.



"Y ou haveto be one of their wizardsto do it, to make their gunpowder."

| listened with more than half an ear for the next hour, buying just abit more than my share of the rounds.
That's the key to being inconspicuous. Y ou don't have to be average—you just have to seem like you're

typical.

| guess| drank too much. But | do remember hearing afragment of a phrase from Reil the baker, onel
didn't want to inquire into too closdly.

"—and that'swhat Alezyn said. Y ou know, the new farrier, the one who was through about five tendays
ago?’

Bingo. Alezyn was Mikyn'sfather's name. It was possible, of course, that therewas areal farrier going
by the name of Alezyn, but | don't believe in coincidences—somebody with that name near akilling.

It dl made sense. Many smiths—mogt, easily—and alot of hostlers did some shoeing on the side, but
like anything ese, shoeing horsesis something you get alot better a if you do it regularly. On the other
hand, outside of the largest cities, there smply wasn't enough work for afull-time farrier, and it was a
respectable and likely profession for asmith or horseman to take up, if he had abit of money for toals,
and the taste for the road.

Didn't take much in theway of tools, either. A smdl anvil and maybe a portable forge if you were
extravagant, dthough you could build afirepit for that kind of work. Hammers, tongs, various trimming
knives and clippers, plus some bar stock, and you were in business. Y ou could put al of it on the back of
apackhorse, if you were pressed, although you'd probably want awagon.

Homeraiding teams usualy carried at least onetraveling farrier'srig with them. It dwayswas agood
ideafor araiding team to send scouts out, and one of the best covers we had used, back during the
raiding years, wasthat of afarrier.

Mikyn had separated from the rest of the team, taking the traveling farrier rig with him.

We were getting warm, perhaps. Possibly we could wrap up the Mikyn matter quickly, before
investigating Faerie. Not abad ideg, al things considered. We had adouble objective, after dl, if we
could manage it: sniff around Ehvenor to seeif we could find out what was happening with Faerie, and
seeif we could track down Mikyn.

Which was more important? Okay, Ehvenor. Fine.

Which was more urgent, though? That was another thing.

Maybe a better question was: which could we handle better?

And why ask questions when there was beer to be drunk. Er, drank?

Enric refilled my mug. "Y ou're decidedly good company, Tybed," he said. "1t's been a pleasure meeting
you."

"That'sbecause | ligen wdl."



Somehow or other, Tennetty got me back to our rooms.

* % *

| don't remember dreaming that night, although | do remember getting up once to puke into the
thundermug next to my bed. (If | hadn't, the smell would have reminded me.)

Inthe morning, | had the godfather of al hangovers.

Anything for the cause, eh?

CHAPTER ELEVEN

In Which | Have a
Hangover

It isonly thefirst bottle that is expensive.
—FRENCH PROVERB
Mrmf. Gack. Urpffff.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

Trying to get something decided over ahangover isno fun at dl. Trying to do anything over ahangover
isnofunatal.

| couldn't seeit, not with my eyes closed, but there was athumb-sized flask of Eareven healing draughts
at my elbow as| lay stretched out on the settee in our common room. Tennetty had placed thefiligreed
brass flask there when she and Ahira had hauled me out of my room and set me up on the settee. A
damp cloth lay across my eyes, easing the dry burning of my eyeballsto mere agony.

Sadigtic bitch. She knew that | wouldn't takeit, not for something like this. Hedling draughts are for
emergencies.

"Y ou okay, Walter?' the dwarf asked.

"Peachy keen." Each word hurt. There were little men with big knives carving on theinside of my
temples, and demons with spiked shoes and flamethrowers walking up and down every tendon in my
body. Never mind what was going on in my stomach. | don't like to think about what was going onin my
somach.

At least the settee was oversiuffed and would have been comfortableif even softnessdidn't hurt. The
luxury was not unexpected—we had taken alarge suite of rooms at the Krellen Inn. When you're paying
with real Pandathaway gold—even if you get back alot of loca coins asyour change—you can usudly
get aspot of luxury.



| would have settled for ajot of comfort.
Ahirabit into ared, round gpple; the crunching sound hurt my forehead.

My mouth tasted of sour vomit. Every time | turned to look at something | could feel my neck bones
squawk, and the grit behind my eyes grated as| lay there,

Therewas acure, but | couldn't useit. Wouldn't useit.

| forced myself up to one ebow and fumbled for the stone mug of too-hot Holtish herb teathat Andrea
had brewed up for me; it was supposed to be good for both headaches and menstrual cramps. | had to
remove the damp cloth from my eyestofind it. Thisisonetimethat | can swear that one out of two isn't
good.

| eyed the flask of hedling draughts. It would be wrong to takeit just to cure the hangover. It's not just
that healing draughts are expensve—athough they are—it'sworse: they're rare, hard to get hold of.
We're supposed to save that stuff for serious hurts, for emergencies.

Granted, | once downed ahalf bottle when | was fleeing from atown—I've shown my heglsto so many
that | don't recall just which one now—but | had sprained my ankle, and while that's usualy aminor
injury, it would have gotten mekilled then, and by my definition, aninjury isnt minor if it getsyou killed.

In dl the times I've been banged up, and there are alot of those, I've never used the stuff
promiscuoudy—I've dways preferred saving promiscuity for other contexts.

The wind was blowing hard from the west, in through the window; the fresh air helped just alittle. Jason
had been dispatched for food, and had returned with a basket of fruit, a dozen sticks of roasted pork,
peppers, and onions from the market down the street, and apail of ade from the eating room below.

The sméell of food made me gag. The aromaof roast pork and a hangover don't mix.

Wéll, the teawas aloser. Maybe the ale would be better. | accepted Jason's offer of a battered pewter
tankard, and spped at theflat brew, hoping it would clear the painful fog behind my throbbing eyes.

It didn't. I've never had much luck with the hair of the dog as ahangover remedy.

Healing draughts are expensive, and hard to come by. Hangovers hurt. Balance the two in the scales,
and the supply of hedling draughts was gtill meager, and hangoverstill hurt like hell.

Put it in proportion: | could lie herein pain for therest of the day. In aday, tops, I'd be back to normal,
and if we were going to leave Fenevar, we'd need at |east aday to get horses and provisions, never mind
about which direction.

Thetrouble, of course, was that Mikyn could have gone anywhere, in about three directions. On the
other hand, while thingsin Ehvenor weren' likely to stay in one place, the city itself was considerate
enough to stay in one place, and maybe that solved the problem for us.

How to travel was easy: we'd go by land. Fenevar isn't amajor shipping center—the shoreline istoo
swampy and shalow.



"At least we don't haveto travel by water,” Ahirasaid, repressing a shudder.

Andy patted hisknee. "Just aswell, eh?’

Dwarves don't like water any deeper than what they wash in—and the traditional dwarvish washhouseis
asmal room, concave to adrain in the center, ringed with chest-high (to them) washbasins. Ahirawas
the only one I've ever known to use a bathtub.

It's obvious why, when you think of it—ahuman with alungful of air islighter than water. Svimming, for
us, isjust amatter of working with natura forces, sometimes bobbing up and down to rhythmicaly clear
mouth and nose from the water in time with bresthing. Dwarves, on the other hand, are denser than we
are. Their bones aren't only thicker, with the correspondingly larger jointsthat confer a greater
mechanica advantage, they're made of adightly different, more compact calcium matrix than ours. Their
musclefibers are smaler and much more numerous, and they carry asmaler fat-to-muscle ratio—that's
one of the reasons they're so fond of ae: starch and alcohol are good sources of quick calories.

Drop adwarf inwater, and hell sink like a stone.

| trotted out Lou Riccetti's old joke: "How do you make adwarf float?" | tried to grin, but the effort hurt.
Ahirasmiled dutifully, while Andy answered. " Two scoops of ice cream, one dwarf, and fill with Coke."

Y up; because that's the only way. | guess you have to be an Other Sider to find it funny.

Jason wasn't having any of the humor. "I don't like any of it, but we've got to find him."

Tennetty sneered. "Wanting doesn't make it s0. He left tendays ago. He could be anywhere.”

Andy shook her head. "Not if he'smaintaining acover asaroving farrier.”

"We need to find him."

Jason wasright. It was one thing to kill davers. Nobody shed tearsfor them. Fear them, sure; deal with
them—well, what else was there to do with a conquered neighbor?

But express sympathy? | dentify with them? Consider Home raiders a common threat?

Nah.

Thetrouble with cresting alegend isthat people will believeit. Ahiraand I, and later Jason, had goneto
some trouble to keep Karl'slegend dive in the stories about the Warrior, and Karl was the archetype of
aHomerader. By murdering the locas and leaving the note, Mikyn was fucking with the legend. I'm not
sure whether | was more surprised or annoyed. Both, | guess—Mikyn had been raised in Home, and he
should haveknown better.

| spped some more of the hot teaand lay back. Just reach out, take the small brass bottle in my
trembling hand, then break the wax seal with my thumb, and tilt it back . . .

No.

Ahirahad been thinking. "Any chance you can put alocation spell on him?' he asked Andrea.



She shrugged. "Perhaps.” She shrugged. "Certainly. I've gotten very good at location spells.”

| was going to ask how, but | caught mysdlf. Back when she thought Karl was aive, she had |abored
long and hard to locate him. You do it alot, you get good &t it.

"I will need something of his" shesaid, "preferably some hair or nails, or something he'sinteracted with
intimety."”

"They say the note was written in blood."

"His?' Ahirawas skepticdl.

"Not likely, but it'sastart.” Andreastood up. "There'sahedge wizard in town. As| understand it, hesa
confidant of Lord Ulven. | think it'stime for abit of professiona courtesy.” She wasn't wearing wizard's
robes, of course, but equally of course she could quickly demonstrate what she was, if necessary.

"Hold on, please." Ahiraheld up ahand. "Y ou haven't donethisfor awhile."

"Magic?'

A frown twisted itsway across hisface. "No. Therest of it." He pursed hislipsfor amoment, then bit
another chunk of meat off his skewer. "If you're going to brace alocal, we'd best be able to get out of
town quickly. That means horses.”

Tennetty nodded. "Me. Y ou part with gold too easy. L ooks suspicious.”

llFirell

"Hmm . . ." she cocked her head. "One each, and two spares?’

"Threg, if you can. We aso should try to learn as much as we can about the local Situation—theré'sa
dwarf smith; | should go and see if he wants some word from the Old Country. Jason, it's you and mefor
that one."

Jason scowled. "Why me?

"Because you speak dwarvish, and with athick Hevere accent. Tal Oneswho can speak the language,
accent or no, are rare enough that you'll charm him. If he happensto be from Heverd, al the better.” He
turned to Andrea. "Which leaves you and Walter for the wizard. Y ou need somebody to watch your
back.” He nodded a me. "Y ou'd best |eave now."

"Now?" | asked.

"Now," hesad.

"Wdll," | said, each word apainful effort, "abodyguard has to move around.”

"True enough. Better drink that Stuff,” he said.

My handstrembled as| examined thewax sedl perfunctorily, then brokeit, tossing the cap aside. |



brought the flask to my cracked lips, each movement hurting.

A spasm of nauseawashed over me, but | fought it down successfully. The too-sweet liquid washed the
vomit and sand from my mouth, replacing it with awarm glow, like good brandy. In between painful
beats, my headache disappeared, various aches and pains sparking away, disappearing.

But | redly hate magic. Honest. | just hate hangovers more.

"That feds better,” | said, my voice degpening and strengthening as | tossed the damp cloth aside and
swung off the couch and to my feset.

No pain, not even any morning aches. The air was just chilly enough to be bracing, and filled with the
enticing smell of roasted pork, peppers, and onions. | was twenty again—strong, arrogant, and horny,

ready to deal with anything the universe cared to offer up . . . starting with astick of roast peppers, pork,
and onions that Jason had |eft on the serving platter.

Asl bit hungrily into the cold meat, Ahiracaught my smile and returned it.

In divvying up the jobs, hewas till looking after me, the way it had aways been. He could easly have

assigned himsdlf as Andred's bodyguard, even if that meant she would have to wait until he got back from
the amith.

Tennetty scowled. "What are the two of you so proud of yoursdlves about?"

Ahirashrugged. "Private joke."

CHAPTER TWELVE

In Which I'm Too Smart
for My Own Damn Good

A hasty judgment is the first step toward recantation.

—PUBLILIUSSYRUS

Figureit outfas—and so what if you're wrong? You might get lucky and implement the wrong
one so that it works.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

Thesign read—

REWNOR
Magician, Wizard, Mage, and Seer



—intypica convoluted Erendra lettering, athough runes and symbols were scattered acrossits surface.
Andrea stopped five steps before the doorway, and reached into the bag at her waist.

| started to reach for her wrist, but stopped mysdlf. "Hang on asecond,” | said.

Sheturned, her face creased in irritation. "Whatis it?'

"Look," I said, "I'm no expert on magic—"

"That'sfor sure”

"—but | do know that it'sarisk for you. Y ou've overdone in the past. Doriathinks you've been hooked
onit."

Shedismissed it with afrown and awave. ™Y ou don't, or you wouldn't have let me come aong.”

| had been thinking about that, and 1'd been thinking about how convenient it had been for meto think
Doriawrong, and decide that Andy was safeto travel, becauseif | didn't, | don't know what we would
have donefor awizard.

She tossed her head, sending her long black hair flying as she struck apose, one hand on hip. That's
who Aeiagot that habit from, | guess. "I don't intend to spend the rest of my lifeliving that down. | had a
problem. | pushed mysdlf too far, and made it worse by not taking care of mysdlf. I've got it under
control now."

| guess| didn't keep my skepticism off my face—not surprisingly, because | wasn't trying to.

Also unsurprisingly, that didn't calm her down. "Dammit, Water, you know you need awizard in on this,
at least the Ehvenor and Faerie part.”

| had to admit that was true. " Sure, but—"

"But nothing," she said. "Just navigating around the middle city takes magic. By some perspectives, it
doesn't have adiameter.”

||B1?l

"I mean," she said, "looked at one way, there's afleck of Faerie in the middle of the city, and the rules of
Feerieare. . ." shegrasped for aword". . . indeterminate, by your standards. Not entirely determinate,
by mine. When you get close natura laws break down.

"Well, no, they don't exactlybreak down; they kind of get neurotic. They don't apply in the same way,
and theres awhole new st that you're not equipped to learn. You'll haveto trust me there and then, and
you haveto trust me here and now."

An old friend of mine used to explain that what most women want from the meninther livesisloving
leadership. | guess he hadn't met Andrea. Or Tennetty. Or Aeia. Or Kirah, for that matter. Or probably
Janie.

Argh. Slovotsky's Law number whatever: a generalization that doesn't apply to anybody meansyou're



missing something. Doria, maybe? Dorann, please?

"For now," Andreawent on, "you'll have to trust my judgment about when magic is necessary.
Understood?"

She didn't wait for me to answer; she dipped two fingersinto her bag, and pulled out a handful of dust
and tossed it into the air, accompanying it by apair of muttered syllables. Stubborn old habits die
hard—I tried, once more, to make sense of what she was saying, to remember the words, but | couldn't.

Dust motesturned to amillion points of light, and then dimmed to redness, and then further until al they
left behind was adazzlein my eyes.

She stopped. Her eyes closed, her lips moved dowly, slently for afull minute.
That'salong timeto stand and wait.

Passersby stared at her out of the corner of their eyes, and then hurried on. Most normal s—present
company certainly included—tend to want to be away from aworking wizard, preferably asfar away as

possible.
Findly, her eyes opened. "Okay; heswaiting for us. Let'sgo in.”
"Hmmm. .. can| ask what that was for?'

"The first was just checking for . . . acertain class of trap. Astothesecond . . ." She amiled. "It'san old
wizard'strick. Y ou know how aspell isacollection of syllables, eachinitsright order? Wdll, if the spdll
isbuilt right, there's often stopping points, short of the whole thing. Y ou go dmost to the end of the spell,
and then leave the last few syllables—sometimes even one—unsaid. Sort of like building acar, then
putting the key in the ignition—but not turning it. Then when you need it, out come the last few syllables”
She gestured with her fingers. "Andvroom. Lightning shoots from your fingertips, or whatever.”

"I've never had lightning shoot from my whatever; it just felt likeit once." | wastrying to keep thingslight
and friendly, but | didn't like her tone. There was a shadowy undercurrent in her voice, something dark
and deadly. | took her arm. "Excuse me, old friend, but you've missed the point—we're not here to fight
with theloca wizard."

Sheraised her eyesto heaven and rolled them. "I know that. Silly. | didn't want to walk into Rewnor's
shop with an almost-built spell hanging over his head, and mine. Not afriendly thing to do. | wasbusy,”
shesaid, and her lips split in aremarkably sexy amile, "eating my words, eh?' She patted my shoulder.
"Y ou handle the sneaking around; leave the magic to me." She pushed through the curtains; | followed.

* * %

Someday, if I'm lucky, I'm going to walk into a magician's shop or workroom that'slit like alibrary,
clean asMcDondd's, and serile-smelling asa hospitd.

| wasn't lucky today.

Rewnor'sworkshop smelled like agym locker, redolent of old dirt, unwashed swest, and varioudy
related fungi eating away at toes and crotches.

Ugh.



No, the slandard history of meisright, but I'm not awitling; | decided in junior high that football wasto
be away of paying for college without dashing afour-year hemorrhage in Stash and Emmals savings.
What | did inthefadl wasajob, and that's dl. The stink of unwashed sweat holds no whiff of nogtagiafor
me. | spent too many hoursin gym lockers, back on the Other Side, and don't missthe stench at all.

What light there was came from apair of sputtering candles set into reflective holders high on the wall.
Not even aglowsted. What light there was reveded a smalish room lined by workbenches, an open
door at the far end leading to immediate darkness.

The day was heating up outside, but the air was dank and chilly in here.

Shaking her head, Andrea walked to aworkbench, picked up afist-sized copper bowl, and took a sniff.
"Myrryhm, hemp, and cinnamon?Really? | am unimpressed.” She turned to me. "'I've aways been unfond
of love potions, but if you're going to do them, it's perhaps best todo them. A smpleincrease of libidois
hardly the same thing, don't you agree?'

There was no answer.

"Oh,please, " Andrea said to the empty air, with asniff. "I know you're here just aswell asyou know
that | am, and for the same reason. Trying to hide your fireis useless, you know; you're beingvery dlly,
and that's sarting to irritate my bodyguard. | wouldn't want to irritate him, and | suspect you dont,
ether."

A bronzed god of aman strode out through the doorway, into the room. He stood a head taller than me,
and I'm not ashort man, and his wide shoulders threatened to split the seams of hiswizard'srobe.

"I was doing nothing of the sort,” he said. "1 was busy with a preparation in my back room." Hisvoice
was a baritone rumble, amost smooth enough to be singing. He clasped his handsin front of him and
bowed his head dightly. "I am known as Rewnor; you are welcome in my humble shop.”

Andreareturned the sdlute. "Call me Lotana, although that is not now and never has been my name.”
Herased aprotesting hand and tried to smileingratiatingly. "Please, please, dear lady. Name spdlsare
beyond such asme, and I'd know better, in any case." He squinted, as though looking at something
hovering over her right shoulder. "1 can't tell quitewhat it is, but it's about one syllable avay from esting
me, en?'

"Or something." Her amile seemed genuine. "1 thought I'd hidden it well."

"| thought you said you'd swallowed dl your spells” | whispered, not particularly afraid of Rewnor
hearing.

She crooked asmile. "Y ou'd have been telling the truth, if held put atruth spell on you, wouldn't you?'
"] don't see the need.” Rewnor spread his hands broadly. "1've recognized you as my better, good
Lotana, but that doesn't make me blind. Y ou're here for some purpose, and | doubt it's for love philtres

of guaranteed harmlessness and questionable efficacy. Can | be of help?”’

"Possbly," shesad, idly picking up atool from thetable, afarly seriousviolation of wizard etiquette, as
| understood it. It looked more like adentist's probe than anything else, except for adim glow at the



point. She tested the point against the ball of her thumb. " Thereve been rumors of things coming out of
Faerie. I'd wondered what you've heard.”

Rewnor looked down at her, and over a me, hisface studioudy blank, asthough he was forcing himself
not to take offense at the cavdier way she was handling histools. "Things have been happening, Mistress
Lotana, and that's the truth. Asto what, you'd have to ask the likes of better than 1."

"There was amurder here, afew tendays ago. A note was | eft behind. We would like to arrange to see
it.ll

"How did you know | had it here?" He frowned. "Y ouare good."
Widll, actudly, we hadn't known it was here. We were going to ask his help getting accesstoit.

Andrea gtarted to say something, but | stopped her. Y ou know that Lotanais better than you are. You
perhaps don't want to know how much, or dl that isinvolved.”

| madeamydtica sgn. It didn't mean anything, not on This Side, athough Sister Berthe of
Toulouse—the nun we used to call "Sister Birtha de Blues'—would have been proud at how easily | did
it.

Rewnor raised ahand. "Ah. | see”

Andreaglared at me, irritated a how | wasinterfering, but | spread my handsin apology. "I'm sorry,
Lotana, but there was no avoiding it. Rewnor was always going to see that there are gresat forces

involved. Friend Rewnor is safest just giving usthe note and staying out of dl this"

"Wdl ..." A ghost of asmilekissed her lips, and | wouldn't have minded joiningit. "If you think so. |
would have preferred to enlist his help, despite the danger, but . . ."

We were out of there, the paper in hand, within two minutes.

* * %

The note was written in the blocky printing that Andrea used to teach at her school in Home, for both
English and Erendra.

The Warrior Lives

—it sad, in big brown Erendraletters, now flaking. And below, in English, just:

Don't try to find me. Please. I'm getting closer.

"No, dammit, theres nothing | can do with it. Hejust dashed it off, and while he used blood, it isn'this



blood. | can't usethings he'sonly casually interacted with for alocation spell, or I'd be able to track
anybody, anywhere, just by sorting through afew quadrillion oxygen moleculesto find one that the quarry
bresthed.”

Andreawas not happy.

Neither was|, as| stood next to the window, trying to fan the fumes outside. Andrea's attempt to see if
the note could be used to trace Mikyn had involved some odorous compounds, and | didn't need for any
of theinn'ssarvitorsto smell the sulfur and hellfire of amagician's preparations.

Below, the horses were saddled, and the others waited. We didn't absolutely have to get out of town
right now, but in whatever direction he wastraveling, Mikyn was heading away from us astime went by,
and we wouldn't be able to catch him by standing till.

Wait for word of another Warrior killing? That was possible, of course, but dangerous. Why would
some travel ers—ones with suspicioudy too much money in their kip—be hanging around Fenevar? A
good question—so best to be sure it wasn't asked. Much better to move aong the coast in either
direction, and seeiif afarrier named Alezyn had been through, and when.

We took the back stairs down to the alley, and to the horses.

Tennetty had brought afairly broad selection, from adull, listlessgray gelding pony for Ahira—who
never liked ahorseto have alot of spirit or speed; | think he would have preferred alame one,
redlly—to a prancing pinto mare for herself.

| checked the cinch strap, then swung to the broad back of my chestnut gelding, historn right ear
suggesting that held lost out to astallion at some point before he'd lost out to the gelder's knives and
irons. He wanted to move faster than | wasinterested in, but, thankfully, Tennetty had equipped him with
avicioustwisted-wire bit, and we quickly agreed that we'd proceed at my pace, not his.

"S0?" Jason asked, coming abreast of the dwarf as we started off in adow walk, down the main street
toward the coastdl road through the swamp, maybe amile ahead. "Where are we going?'

Ahirashrugged. "Tromodec is about two days that way, Brae three the other way. What we haveto
decide—what | have to decide—isif we let the search for Mikyn trump looking into the Ehvenor matter.”
Ahirawas, by common consent, including mine, in charge strategically—and that's in part because he
didn't make decisons arbitrarily. "Anybody got any advice?'

"Brag," Andreasaid. "It's one step closer to Ehvenor.” At that moment a cloud passed in front of the
sun, so that a shadow quite literaly fell across her face. There was something in her expression,
something | couldn't quite name. Obsession, perhaps? Compulsion, maybe? | dunno.

"Tromodec,” | said. "A couple days probably won't make much difference, we can catch up with Mikyn
quickly. Tromodec is closer; it means knowing something sooner. By at least aday.” And wed betwo
daysfarther away from Ehvenor and Faerie. We could probably find out al that was known about the
things coming out of Faerie anywhere along the coast, and | had little preference for examining the
buzz-saw close up.

Besdes, if Ehvenor wasdl that important, there were likely other folks than us, other wizards than Andy
looking into it. Let them get in the way of the axe for once.



"Brag," she said. "The matter of Ehvenor is moreimportant. Didn't you hear the rumors of avillage that
had been wiped out?"

"I never believe rumors. I've started too many mysdlf. Tromodec.”

"Brae," she sad, her petulance only partly an act. There was more than insstence in her manner;
perhaps atouch of fear?

"Tromodec.” | smiled my most charming smile, no doubt dazzling her from scalp to crotch. "Wanna
wrestle over it?'

"Later, maybe." She returned the smile like she meant it, earning both of usaglare from Jason.

| wasn't any too pleased with him, either; it had occurred to me more than oncethat if it wasn't for his
presence, I'd likely be bunking with Andy instead of Ahira. | could have stood consoling thewidow a
couple of times,

Ahiraturned to Jason. "Baron?"

Jason's chuckle sounded forced. "Oh, you mean me?' He wasiirritated with me; no doubt he'd side with
his mother. "I favor Tromodec," he said.

Wi, you could have knocked me over with a quarterstaff—I wouldn't have thought to duck. | should
have thought it through, though—Jason was more interested in the search for Mikyn than the investigation
of Ehvenor, which put us on the same side.

"If it worksright,” he went on, "we're closer to Mikyn; if it'swrong, weve only lost four days instead of
sx, theway it would be if wewrongly goto Brae."

Tennetty snorted. "I've got a better way. Just figure out which way ismorelikely to get usinto trouble,
and pick that one. It'swhat aways happens, anyways."

"By which you mean Brag," | said.

"Sure. One step closer to Ehvenor; one foot further in the grave. | say Brae."

Ahiratugged on hisreins, hard; his pony wanted to canter, and he didn't want that. "We have two for
Tromodec, two for Brae. Which meansthat if thiswas avote, I'd cast the deciding one, and get to
decide. Sincethisisn't ademocracy, and it'smy cal anyway, | get to decide.”

Jason garted to open his mouth, then stopped himsdlf.

Ahirasighed. "I remember him, too, Jason. | remember how mad Karl and | were when we saw how his
father had beaten him." He lowered his head for amoment, perhapsto bid farewell to an abused little

boy, but when heraised it, his game face was back on—cold and merciless.

There was atime when Ahira could have gone up againgt anything with asmile on hisface and ajoke on
hislips, but that time had passed.

"On one hand, we have the fact that Mikyn's moving around,” he said. "Tromodec isthe right moveif we
want to chase him down. Ehvenor and Faerie will stay where they are. On the other hand, the matter of



Ehvenor and Faerie is more important than the problem of arogue Home warrior, no matter who heis.”
His axe was bound across his saddle with quick-release ties that would let it go from both the saddle and
shesth with one quick tug. He rested hisfree hand on it, as though asking it for help.

"If we knew for surethat we could find him quickly,” Ahirasad, "I might think differently, but, asitis, |
say Brae. Ehvenor's more important; we head for Ehvenor.”

* % *

When | wasakid, | dwaysthought of aswamp as of necessity something like the Florida Everglades or
the Maevish bogs—brush lightly covering afew spots of damp land and water, but mainly immense
patches of quicksand that would suck you down forever if you stepped in the wrong place.

It'sjust aswdll that there's no guaranteed pendty for being wrong; 1'd have paid it too many times over,
inmy life. Which probably would have been shorter, alot shorter. I'd rather be lucky than right—there
wasatimel got involved inasmal political messin Sciforth, and definitely picked thewrong side. The
good guyswould have, asit turned out, stuck my head on a pole, while the bad guysand | plit apot of

gold.

The swamp road twisted across the cluttered ground, seeking theridge line, probably built up where
there was no ridge. To the right and lft, the ground fell, through tangles of vines and creepers, to an
impenetrable morass of cypress and willow, the mess punctuated by infrequent stretches of open water
and arare sodden meadow.

The odd jay—there is no other kind—would occasiondly perch in an overhead tree, to crap on us, taunt
us, or both, and every so often | would hear the sound of dithering on dead leaves, but while the swamp
should have been teeming with life, most of the life had learned to avoid humans, and wasn't going to
make an exception for a quartet of them just because they were accompanied by a dwarf.

There were afew exceptions. At one point, the road twisted in hairpin turns down the side of a coastal
ridge, and the last of the turnsrevedled asmall lake, half amile across, rimmed by rushes and cettails. A
smal doe had been drinking at the edge of the water; at our approach, she lifted her head, eyeswide as
saucers, and vanished off into the brush with swooping bounds, startling a covey of swvansfrom
concealment and into flight.

Tennetty, always dert for game—or at least achance to kill something—brought her |oaded crossbow
up, but didn't take the shot. My guessisthat she didn't have aclear shot, and a crossbow haslittle
stopping power—if you don't nail adeer through the spine, heart, or (much more likely) lungs, you've got
along chase ahead of you.

"So much for agood dinner tonight,” she said.

We camped that night by the side of astraight section of road, hanging hammocks between paired trees
rather than trusting the ground. Snakesand dl.

Even| couldn't have crept through the brush silently, and the road stretched out straight aquarter milein
either direction, so we lit a cookfire and relaxed, knowing that we'd see anybody coming up onusin

plenty of time

Jason took first watch, while Ahirasat up with him, the boy nervoudy girring a the fire, the dwarf
rewinding the leather and wire wrapping of hisaxe-hilt. Me, | couldn't deep, not yet, so | improvised a



pad of blanketsin front of my saddle, and sat with them, stropping my dagger. It's hard to have too much
of an edge on aknife.

Tennetty's eyes were deepy as shejoined the three of us, abrown blanket wrapped around her
shoulders.

| looked up at her. "You look tired."

She nodded as she dropped afolded blanket to the ground next to me and seated herself tailor-fashion
onit, huddling in her deeping blanket.

"| fed tired," she sad. "Just too wound up, | guess.” She stared off into the dark like she was expecting
something to leap out of it, then shook her head. "Happens, sometimes.”

| scooted over abit, to let her use my saddle as aback rest. She gave aquick Tennetty-smile—lips
together, their ends barely curling up—and leaned againgt it, and against me. | could fed the warmth of
her body through the blanket, which told methat it had been far too long since I'd been with awoman.

Stll, I guessthose are the timesthat | most like out on the trail—the end of the day, when theré's nothing
to do but sit and talk until deep drivesyou to your bed, whatever it is.

Tennetty's arms were folded under her blanket. Knowing Tennetty, each hand would be resting on the
butt of aloaded pistal. | don't mean to be condescending;; it felt reassuring. Onething | could aways
count on isthat Tennetty would be ready for sudden violence. Too ready, maybe, but ready.

The dwarf was rewinding the leather in some sort of intricate weave that | couldn't quite follow, histhick
fingers moving with their familiar delicacy, while his eyes and mind were dsawhere. On the groundin
front of him was afresh spool of bronze thread—combined with the leather, it would give agood, solid
grip, be the handle or hands wet or dry. (Whenever it dl hit the fan, my hands were aways wet, as soon
as| noticed them.)

Picking up the theme, Jason had hisrevolver and cleaning kit out, the cartridges, bottles, cleaning cloths,
and other pargphernalianeetly lined up on the blanket in front of him, stedl and brassflickering in the
firdight.

He cleaned and oiled the pistal in just afew moments—doesn't take much if you haven't fired it—then
wiped it down with an oily rag before reloading it and dipping it back into his holster, thonging it into
place.

"Other onein your bag?"' | asked.

"Eh?' Helooked over a me. "Other—oh: the other revolver.” His smilewas atrifletoo easy. "'l doubt it.
| left it with your daughter.”

"Jane, | trust, and not Dorann?"
He decided to take that asajoke, which it was. "Just in case,”" he said.
Tennetty, her eyes ill deepy, nodded in approval.

| stropped my dagger some more. Nehera, the master smith, had made it from asingle piece of iron,



lightly sprinkled with just enough charcodl, then heated and folded over, hammered on hundreds of
thousands of times, making it strong despite the thinness of the blade. It would bend rather than bresk,
but it could till hold enough of an edge to cut through muscle and cartilage. The surface was covered
with the marking of the process. dark gtriations, like afingerprint. | could have recognized the pattern
among ahundred amilar knives.

| tested the edge of the blade againgt my thumbnail; even with alight touch, it bit hard into the nail, which
was more than good enough, so | wiped it down with oil and did it back into its sheath.

When | looked up, Jason was eyeing me, perhaps abit skepticdly. | tried to decide whether he was
thinking that | was acting out some nervousness, or just unable to keep my hands till, but I've never been
much good at mind reading, so | dipped one of my throwing knives out of its sheath and started to work
on that. | don'thave to keep my hands busy, mind; | just liketo. Can quit any time | want.

Jason caught Tennetty's eye and smiled tolerantly.

Ahirahad caught the byplay. ™Y ou make the common assumption, Jason Cullinane,” he said. "You
assume that the objects we live and work with are just that: objects, and no more.”

The boy shrugged. "Useful objects,” he said, "but sure.” He patted at hisholster. "1 mean, thisismore
useful than six flintlock pistols, but it'sathing, and thet'sdl.”

"No. It'snever just athing. Not if you listen,” Ahirasaid, withasigh. "'l spent alot of time making this
battle-axe," he said, taking another turn of bronze wire around the handle. "Only part of my smithing
came with the territory—I had alot to learn. It took methreetriesto get just theright stedl, and | had an
expert seelmaker helping me. It took me more than atenday to hammer that blob of meta into shape,
working carbon and brightsand into the edge just deep enough. | had picked up ten pieces of ash and
oak in my travels, and it took me even longer to whittle them down to thin laths, then glue them together
S0 that they would hold, never splitting.”

He rubbed the flat of his hand againgt the dark metal. ™Y ou work on or with something, something, long
enough, and theré's part of you init. Not just for now, not just while you live, or even while you and it
exigt together, but for forever.”

His eyes grew vague and dreamy. "There was adoor, one night. It led to aroom in which three children
lay degping, two of them as dear to me as children could ever be. There had been assassins about that
night, and while we thought them all dead, we could have been wrong. So your father and | sat in front of
the door that night, perhaps just in case we were wrong, perhaps because we wouldn't have been ableto

deep.”

Tennetty leaned her head against my shoulder, her eye shut but her expression that of alittle girl listening
to afavorite bedtime story. | put my arm around her; she started, just atrifle, then relaxed. If | didn't
know better, I'd swear she made avague rumble, amost like apurr.

Ahirastroked the axe head yet again, then ran his rough fingers affectionately through Jason's hair. "And
al night long, this axe whispered to me,Don't worry. Nobody will ever get past usto hurt them. "

* % *

| don't understand it, not redlly, but for the first night in longer than | care to think about, my deep was
deep, dark, warm, and dreamless.

* * %



Breakfast the next morning, as sunlight began to break through the brush, was bread, cold sausage, and
cheese for the humans, accompanied by aclay bottle of resiny loca wine; it was oats, carrots, and apples
for the horses, washed down with stream water for all.

| bit into another hunk of sausage, and swallowed. Spitting it out would have been uncouth, and
probably dightly less nutritious than swalowing. Look, | like garlic—I likeit alot; | swear to God—but |
don't think of it as abreakfast spice.

A cookfire probably would have hel ped the taste, but we needed to be on our way.

| redly wanted something hot, though. A mug of teawould have warmed my hands and middle quite
nicely. | thought about having anip from the flask of brandy in my pack—that would have doneiit
too—but decided againgt it.

Ahira, Andy, and Jason broke camp; | helped Tennetty with the horses.

"I'veridden onworse," | said, just to make conversation.

She smiled. "Not too bad,” she said. "I checked them over as carefully as possible—Ahiras pony is
dightly spavined, but he'sthe worst of them. Not redlly bad. Mostly freshly shod, all saddle-broken. I'd

liketo see how they handle gunfire," she said, with asigh, asthough she knew how they would, which
shedid.

They would run like hell, that's what they would do.

For ahorseto hold still when there'slightning cracking somewhere just above and behind his head isn't
something that comes naturaly, or in one afternoon. The way you shoot from any but the best-trained
horse's back isto dismount, tie the horse to something that won't move, walk away, and then doit.

Either that, or be sure that

a) your firgt shot hits, and

b) you have agreat need to be somewhere e se quickly right after, and you don't much care where.

"The hostler must have had alarge stock,” | said. Supply and demand works even if you've never heard
theterm.

"Y eah. More than he needed.” She nodded. "He bought a big string from an upcountry rancher, about
eight, nine ten-days ago; expecting atrader afew tendays back.”

I know, | know, it's obvious—but nobody else had seen it, ether. It's one thing to play armchair
quarterback; it's another to be out there, caling the plays yoursdlf.

IIArW?I
She swallowed a mouthful of bread before she answered. "Y es?"

"In order to locate Mikyn, you need either something of him, or something he'sinteracted with intimately,
right?’



Shedidn't get it either, which isunderstandable. If you haven't ever made something from cold iron and
fire, you won't understand how very much troubleit is, how every hammer stroke puts something of you
init, evenif dl you're making is something as humble as, say, the barbeque fork I'd made in ninth-grade
metd shop, the pail hooks we used to churn out by the dozens during my summer at Sturbridge. . .

... or ahorseshoe.

Jason was quicker—he had aready approached his horse, and lifted its front hoof. "Nope—this one
could sland areshoeing, infact."

"Try another one," | said, reaching for my own horse's|eft front leg. Tennetty, one hand flat againgt the
sdeof itsneck, kept it cdmwhilel lifted the leg.

Nope. Y ou can often tell afarrier by his style, and dwarf-trained smiths had a distinctive one, alot
cleaner than that of whoever had shoed this horse.

Two down, and no go.

Ahira checked his pony, and then Andy's nervous black mare.

"| think we're on to something. Eight nails," he said. "Nice dwarvish syle” Ahiras broad face was
smiling so hard | thought it might split. "Walter, you may take one 'nicely done out of petty cash." He
turned to Andy. "How long? And do you need meto get it off the horse?"

She shook her head. "Not if you two will hold it till. And ten minutes, if that.”

* * %

It barely took five, athough it |eft her face sweety, and ashen. Like mine.

Her quivering finger pointed back the way we had come. Toward Fenevar. Toward Tromodec. Away
from Ehvenor.

Ahirashook hishead. "Damnit," he said, as he looked up a me. "We've got arogue on our hands, but
the reasoning still holds. Ehvenor is more important. We leave Mikyn for after Ehvenor; we head toward
Brae"

Shit. Magic scaresme.

CHAPTER THIRTEEN

In Which We Are
Welcomed to Brae

Joint undertakings stand a better chance when they benefit both sides.



—EURIPIDES
Hey. The ruby was just sitting there. Okay?

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

Throughout most of my childhood, Slash's best friend was Mike Wocziewsky, aloca cop. He had been
either adetective or maybe just a plainclothes investigator, but he'd been caught in awrong bed, and
rather than taking a hearing on Conduct Unbecoming, he/d gone back to ablue uniform, and the streets.

| liked Big Mike. Hewas built like abig blue barrel, smoked cigars that looked and smelled like dog
turds, and never stopped telling stories. He gave me my firgt jackknife, an officia Scout knife. No, they
weren't the best the money could buy, but there was something wonderful about having the regl
equipment. | loved that knife.

And the stories Big Mike used to tell.

"There are these five scuzzbals hanging around on the corner, and | know for sure that they are the same
scumbuckets that had hit old man Kaplan's liquor store the week before and Ieft him bashed up pretty
bad.

"Now, you gotta understand: | don't like old man Kaplan. The cheap bastard doesn't believeina
policeman's discount—well, didn't. These days| have trouble getting him to take my money. Y ou should
seethe case |l got for Christmas, Stash. . .

"—But never mind, even though | wouldn't give ashit if held fallen down the stairs a home, when he'son
my street he's one of my people, and | don't like having one of the people on my block lying in ahospita
bed with one tube running up his nose and another out of his shlong, understand?

"Back to the douchebags on the corner. | don't have anything to pull them in on, and besides, I'm a
bluesuit now, not ashield, and so it's none of my business. Bluesuits don't investigate. Except, well, |
don't let dogfuckers shit on my people, not on my block. So | go up to one of the cuntfaces, and pull him

away.

" 'Pretend like you don't want to talk to me,' | say, kind of low, but just not quite low enough. He's not
dow, and he getsthe ideared quick, and shouts out something as he sort of swingsat me. But I've got
about a hundred pounds on him, and he knows better than to really dug me—I mean, if he doesthat, he
knows I'll put in so much stick timethat hisdescendants will hurt.

"But while he's swinging on me, | grab hisarms, and shove him up against awall, red gentle, just hard
enough to digtract him while | dip the hundred I'd palmed into his pants pocket.

"Now, the other dingleballs are watching dl of this, and one of them seesit, which saves me some
trouble. | just let him go.

"l didn't know how far it would go, and | didn't much care, but a couple of days later | visit the dickhead
in the hospitd, and he'sin even worse shape than Kaplan, and very willing to talk. Lay ahand on him?
Nah. | just offered to give him another payoff. For some reason, he didn't want that.



"Hundred bucks alot of money? Sureis. To acop. | got paid back. | bet old man Kaplan thought it was
the best hundred he ever spent.”

* % %

I'd been expecting to hit town in midafternoon, but we must have been making better time than I'd
thought.

It was noon when Brae came on us suddenly, or vice versa, depending on how you look at it. Theway |
seeit, the center of the universeisacouple of centimeters behind the middle of my eyebrows. The center
of the universe just moves around abit.

In any case, we rounded a bend, and there it was, a collection of one-, two-, and three-storied
wattle-and-daub buildings and twisty little streets sprawled across the coastal hills, running from the crest
of aridged| theway down to the Cirric.

Not much of acity.

"Reminds me of anold joke," | said. "Waiter comes over to the table. Says, 'How did you find your
steak? 'l just looked under the pardey, and thereit was.""

Andy laughed dutifully, asdid Ahira. Neither of the other two did. | guessyou have to be raised
speaking English in order to get the jokes—and Tennetty wasn't. And you've probably got to havea
sense of humor, unlike Jason Cullinane.

Atfirg, Brae stank of fish. Not surprisingly; the watersin that region arerich with fish, and dried
dewife—ugly fish—isamagor export. Despite the smdl, my mouth watered at the thought of fresh
spotted trout over an open fire, seasoned only with salt, peppers, oil, and maybe a squeeze from asmall,
sweet, Netana lemon.

Ahead, straddling the road, stood a guard station at the entrance to town—antique construction, but
freshly manned.

"Strange," Ahirasaid. He was handling the horse better than I'd expected, although | knew hewould
have preferred his pony. | had another use in mind for the pony.

| nodded. Along the Cirric, most danger to the locals comes from the sea, not the land. The domains
tend to be on good terms with each other, generdly saving their hotility for pirates and idanders.

"Okay, everybody," Ahirasaid. "Let's take things nice and easy; | don't see any need for a problem.
Nice dow walk toward the guard Station. Walter, you're on.”

Thisiswhy we get along well—Ahiraknows when to let me be, and when not to. Actualy, 1'd been
working up another cover story, but Ahira pointed out that we had met some of the travelersin Fenevar,
and could easily be exposed as somebody with something to hide if we changed our story. Not that that
would necessarily be horrible; alot of folkswho travel through the Eren regions aren't quite what they
seem, and anybody who automaticaly believeswhat atraveler saysistoo trusting by more than half.

| turned in the saddle and gave everybody the once-over. Therifleswere lashed in abundle with the
bows, and the pistols were safely stowed away. Andy was dressed in her wizard's robes, but had, as she
put it, "dimmed her flame" to that of aminor wizard, much less powerful in appearance than in redlity. I'd



have to take her word for it.
She looked too good, dammit, and the smile on her face, while not too eager, was just a notch off.

Tennetty, ablue cotton shift over glossy leather riding breeches, was her maid, and if amaid carried a
largish dagger, that wasn't particularly surprising.

Nor was a three-person bodyguard for awizard, even one of them a dwarf.

We looked the part, | supposed. Except for Jason. There was a bulge under histunic, which was okay;
lots of people carried an extraknife or purse against their body, but the butt of hisrevolver peeked ouit.
Which wasn't okay—while daver rifles and pistols were becoming increasingly commonplace astime
went by, | didn't want to have to explain what we were doing with something that was so clearly the
product of Home.

"Lace up your tunic abit," | said. "And when you put the holster back on, shift it around so that the butt
isnt vigble, eh?" If everything hit thefan, I'd be more than happy for Jason's revolver, but I'd be less than
happy if that's what made everything hit the fan.

We couldn't stand a search, but a search isn't acommon custom when passing into an Eren town.
Lastbut not least . .. "Andy?"

She closed her eyesfor along moment. "Two local magicians. Not particularly bright flames; not terribly
powerful or accomplished. Or they're doing the samething that | am.” She amiled. "Only better."

| would have shivered, but it was too warm ouit.

* k% %

The guards at the station had been stamped out of the same mold: medium-sized, stocky men, with
walrus-style mustaches and sharp chins, large hands that held on to the stocks of their spears either for
support or out of readiness. Me, if | had to stand guard, I'd want a spear, too—gives you something to
lean on.

About three-quarters of awagon wheel had been stuck up on the side of the guardhouse, for reasons
that escaped mefor the moment.

"Names and purpose in Brag?' one asked.

"Tybel, Gdlin, Taren," | said, indicated me, Ahira, and Jason. "Bodyguard to Lotana, wizard. Duanna,” |
sad, indicating Tennetty, "wizards maid.”

Now, | won't swear that it'strue, but I've always thought of bodyguards as nontalkative types, and bet
most people do. A few clipped words might save usalot of fast talking. "' Passing through, or passing
by—your choice; no trouble wanted. May stay one night, two, three, or none. Planning on trading further
down the coast. We don't discuss what, where, or who."

They would figure out that further down the coast meant Ehvenor, but it wouldn't be in character for me
to discussit.

The two guards shrugged at each other. "By command of Lord Daeran, be welcomein Brag," one said



formaly, with adight bow.

"Thetownislaid out likethis," the other said, indicating the broken wagon whed. "Town square here.”
He tapped the hub with the point of his spear. "L ord's resdence here; if you're looking to buy fishin
quantity, you negotiate that with the Vaet." Hedid say "Vdet," honest—it wasthe same word asfor the
fellow who lays out your clothes and cleans your room for you.

"You'l find innsaong High Street,” he went on, tapping a spoke. "Fish markets dong the docks.” He
tapped againgt some of the broken spokes. "Ride through Main Street,” another tap, "and through the
center of town and by the Posts of Punishment on your way."

Andrea cocked her head to one side. "Wouldn't it be quicker to take the Street of the E€l up the hill to
the Old Avenue?'

Helooked at her suspicioudy. "1 hadn't realized you'd been in Brae before, Mistress Lotana."

Shegave him achilly smile. "I haven't.”

She made a brushing gesture with her fingers, something halfway between a gesture of dismissa and the
sort of finger movement awizard often makes when throwing aspell. | didn't likeit, but there wasn't
much | could do about it, or even agood reason to argue about it. Andreawas, after al, good with
location spells, and it couldn't hurt for one of our party to know her way around Brae.

It could, however, hurt for one of our party to shoot off her mouth, and | resolved to discuss that with
her |ater.

The soldier decided to drop the matter. "By the Lord's direction, everyoneisto pass the Posts of
Punishment,” he said. "Any other needs?"

| would have asked about the Posts of Punishment, but with Andy aready having shot her mouth off,
more curiogity didn't seem caled for.

| jerked my thumb at the pony, trying to keep things casud. "Could use agood smith. Usdless, there,
threw ashoe thismorning.”

Shoeing a horse takes some tools and effort—removing a shoe takes alot less.

A look passed between the guards, and one walked to the rear of our group, examining the gray pony's
foot closely for amoment, then nodding.

Thefact that | wasready for dl of thisdidn't mean that | liked any of it, athough as the guard let the hoof
drop, the chill in the air warmed up. | wasn't born yesterday—I had pulled both front shoes the day
before, to be sure that the hoof would be properly dirtied, and the sharp edges worn a bit.

"Smith? Not afarrier?’

| spread my hands. "That would befine, too." | shrugged, camly, casualy, but not too casudly. A
bodyguard with no connectionsto Mikyn wouldn't be upset at the question, but would think it a bit

srange. "1 wouldn't have thought Brae large enough to need afull-timefarrier.”

That must have passed muster, because he nodded and said, "Y ou'll find Denerd the smith on the Street



of the Dry Creek," he said, returning to histour-guide persona, "at the base of the hill. He doesfair
shoeing, so they say. Again, welcometo Brae."

* * %

We rode past the wattle-and-daub houses of merchants and town-bound tradesmen, toward the center
of town.

"Posts of Punishment?' Jason asked.
| shrugged. "Common aong the coast.”

Theresan Other Side variant of it called crucifixion—basicaly, you tie somebody up on agtick, don't let
them have food or water, and let them die of thirst and exposure.

| frowned. Maybe | haven't seen enough death and suffering, but | really didn't need the local lord
ordering me exposed to some more.

Ahead, the street narrowed; we shifted from riding two-two-one abreast to asingle line, with me, as
chief bodyguard, first, Ahiralast.

Across the square were six posts, each about the size and shape of atelephone pole, each topped with
avaguely cigar-shaped iron cage barely large enough to contain a person. What amounted to asiege
tower stood nearby, rolled just out of reach of thefirst cage.

That one, and three others, were occupied by motionlessforms, al rags and bones, dumped up against
themetd.

From that distance, | couldn't tdll if any of the four were alive, but then | saw an arm move.
Tennetty grunted. | thought she had a stronger ssomach than any of therest.

Ahirahissed at her to shut up. So did I. I wasn't too worried; being nauseated by the sight of thiswasn't
particularly abreak in character.

"Fine" shesad, her voice low. "But | know one of them. | recognize her from Home. She's an engineer,
name of Kenda. And the onein thefar cage. That's Bat."

Ohmigod.| remembered Bast asa skinny little boy.
Jason's horse took a prancing step as he walked it up to my side. "What do we do?"
"Nothing quickly," | said. "Nothing a al, until Ahiraand | say so. If we say 0. Understood?

His face was white, but he nodded.



CHAPTER FOURTEEN

In Which | Go
for a Stroll

There are usually aleph-null ways to do something right, but aleph-one waysto do it wrong.
—LOU RICCETTI

Lou always makes things complicated. What he meansisthat if you choose how to do it at
random, you will screw it up. What he's leaving out is that if you're careful about how you do it,
you'll probablyscrew it up. Stll, "probably” is better than "will."

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

I've dwaystried to both keep and avoid a sense of proportion. Ever since the freshman philosophy class
that James Michadl and Karl and | were in together.

There'slots of waysto teach ethics. Professor Alperson tried acomplicated one.

"Okay," hesaid. "Classicd ethical problem, with atwist. You'rein aspecific city on aspecific date and
time, and you're walking along the railroad tracks. Y ou hear the whistle of an oncoming train.

"Now, ahead of you, you see two people stuck to the tracks; each iswedged in by the foot. Oneisan
old man, who you know to be agood and saintly type; the other is ayoung boy, who you know to be the
worst brat indl of . . . well, never mind. Y ou only have time to save one. What do you do, and does it
matter what you do?'

We batted that one back and forth for awhile. I, of course, challenged the parameters he had laid
down—never take a problem at face value—but he held firm. No, there was no way either was going to
free himsdlf, the train was not going to stop, and | knew that for sure, and we'd discuss epistemol ogy
some other time.

James Michael tried to take the long look, but rejected it. "In ahundred years, they'll both be dead, so it
doesn't matter? Isthat what you're getting at?"

Alperson shrugged. "Maybe. Maybe I'm not getting at anything.”

Karl took it serioudy. "Y ou save one. Either one. Y ou save the old man because he is good and virtuous
and because virtue should be respected, or you save the boy because no matter how much of abrat he
is, he till deservesto grow up, but you do save one of thetwo.”

Alperson amiled. "What if | weretotell you that the date is August 6, 1945, and that the city is
Hiroshima, and that in two minutes, the bomb theEnola Gay is about to drop will kill dl three of you?
Would that make any difference?’

Karl shook hishead. "Of course not."



Alperson'ssmile grew larger. "Good. | don't know if | agree, but good. Y ou've taken a position. Now
support it.”

* % %

It took usthe rest of the day to put it al together, but the locals were il talking about it, and evincing
curiosity didn't make us seem, well, curious.

There had been amurder just outside of the city of Brag, but well within the domain of Lord Daeran.

There had aso been a contract team of engineers from Home here, laying out a glassmaking plant.
Canning—will, jarring—of fish in glazed clay potswas one of the ways of putting down a
larger-than-usable catch. While overcooked and oversdted lake dewifefilletsin asealed pot of brine
was not my idea of agood time, there were folksinland for whom that was agrest if expensvetrest, and
avery good supplement to adiet that conssted largely of bread and onion, with too little protein.

Redl glass canning, though, would have been an improvement—safer, faster, chegper. Good
glassmaking was something that Lou Riccetti wanted, and the Cirric shore wasthe right place to put such
aplant. So he had sent out an engineer team to negotiate and reconnoiter, led by Bast, one of his senior
engineers. Bast was agood fellow, who | gtill, degp within my heart of hearts, thought of as a skinny boy
who drew more than his share of guard duty.

A new ideaof Lou's, contracting out labor.

Not agreat one, asit turned out.

* % *

Farm daves wereincreasingly rare these days, horses and oxen increasingly common. Of the circle of
farms surrounding Brae, owing fedlty to Lord Daeran, only ahandful had even asingle dave; most were
worked by large families and their horses and oxen.

Except for one, asmall plot worked by an old man named Heneren, his childlesswife, and a
superannuated dave, name of Wen'red. They had been visited by atraveling farrier, who was traveling
through the arc of farms, reshoeing as he went.

He had swiftly murdered Heneren and hiswife, announced to Wen'red that he was now free, and |eft the
old dave alone as he headed off toward the city.

Wen'red had waited a day before he had started in toward the city, on foot. It took him severa
days—he hadn't been off thefarm in thirty years, and got lost. But he knew his duty to hislate owner,
and reported the murdersto acity aamsman.. . .

... the day after Bast had been seen helping the farrier book passage away from Brae.

The afternoon of the morning that Mikyn had sailed way.

Two days before an armsman returned to town, bringing word of the state of Mikyn'svictims.

It was only natural that Bast and company would offer help and shelter to aHomeraider, even oneina
farrier'sdisguise that they would have pierced easlly.



It was equally natural for Lord Daeran to try Bast and company for conspiracy in the murder of Brae
subjects, and to stake them out in the hot sun and cool night, providing them only water, and only enough
to keep them dive until they would die of starvation and exposure.

Nicefolks, eh?

"Jugt about midnight,” Ahirasaid. "Guard will be changing any time."

My time. No matter how much intelligence you have, you can dways use good intelligence, if you caich
my drift.

We had taken conspicuoudy rich rooms that were even more conspicuoudy secure. They were on the
third floor of theinn, with but asingle door entrance, and two bal conies, neither of which would be eesly
accessible from below, and only barely from above—the overhanging roof would prevent somebody
from smply dropping down from roof to balcony.

There was nothing that would prevent me from rappelling down the side of the building into the edge of
the square below, except the possbility of some passersby seeing what was going on.

But locd light-discipline was lax, and two of the lamps on the street were out, the residents not yet
braced by armsmen demanding they belit.

More than enough shadow for the likes of me.

Walk out the front door? Sure, | could have done that—»but it's ways better to have the option of being
officialy somewhere e se when there's skulduggery going on.

That's me, Water Sovotsky: skuldugger.

| sat tailor-fashion on the floor, Andrea behind me, fingers kneading a my shoulders hard, just thisside
of bruisng. I might turn down amassage from a pretty woman, but only rarely from somebody who is
good &t it, and never from a pretty woman who isgood at it.

Jason scowled. | had a blindfold over my eyes, but | could hear him scowl.

"I should gotoo," hesad.

Tennetty snorted. "Like you could get him out of trouble?"

Hisvoicewastoo quiet. "Yes" hesaid. "Likel could get him out of trouble.”

He wasright—he had saved my lifelast time out—but it wasirrelevant. We weren't configured for
violence or flight, and | didn't see any way to change that, not tonight. If we had been more
cold-blooded, we would have | eft the engineersin the hot sun for another day before | went
reconnoitering—giving the rest of the group time to get beyond town, ready to run if things went sour.

But no. They had been up there for days and days, dowly burning to death and starving in the hot sun,

and while| didn't see any possibleway | could get them out tonight, the sooner we knew what we were
up againg, the sooner we could get them out.



Ifwe could get them out.

Look—truth isthat the importance of something doesn't have alot of effect on whether or not it's
doable. I've had too many lessons on that aready; | hoped thiswasn't going to be another one.

Timefor aquick sneak around, to find out whether rescue for the engineers consisted of a breakout, or
amerciful desth.

Or nothing at dl. If you can't doit, you can't doit.

"Time," | said, rising to my feet. | opened my eyes, and could see through the blindfold that the lamps
were dill onintheroom. "Lightsout."

| heard severd puffsof ar, and then: "Lightsare out.”

The best way to seein darknessisto be born a dwarf—not only do they see better with lesslight, they
can seethree colors down into the infrared, and can find their way at a dead run through territory and
conditions where you and | wouldn't have a prayer.

The best way wasn't open to me. The second best way to seewdl in darknessis, firg, to have the
heredity that givesyou decent night vision; second, to eat your carrots, whether you like them or not—I
don't; and third, to give your eyes enough timein darkness before you venture out into it.

Black isone of my favorite colors, particularly at night. Thetroubleis, it'sthe classc color of athief.
Similarly, it would have been nice to rub some black greasepaint over my face and hands, but that would
have |abded me as someone skulking about.

Ahiragripped my shoulder for amoment. "Don't get too close, and don't get into trouble.” He was
awaystrying to keep me out of trouble, and it was only through the obvious necessity of it that he had
agreed to my night walk.

"Trouble?Me?" | smiled. "How could anybody who looks this good get into trouble?!

Hedidn't chuckle, although his grim frown lightened a shade or two. "True enough. Don't try to get too
close—you're much too high class to be concerned about the fine details of the Posts of Punishments.
Just make aquick survey of the situation, then get back here.”

"Sure"

What the well-dressed thief was wearing thisyear: black cotton breeches of anice thick weave, neatly
bloused in plain leather boots that were somewhat better made than they |ooked; adark tan shirt, jauntily
dashed to thewaist, dl that covered by abrown cloak whose collar would work as ahood, if need be.
A particularly short shortsword, suspended from the swordbelt with cloth linkages, instead of metal—no
clanking when | walk, thank you. A fine leather sap tucked into the belt—a footpad's weapon, but
something a bodyguard might carry. Two braces of throwing knives hidden here and there, and alargish
pouch dung pertly over the right shoulder, containing some money, acouple of flasks of heding draughts,
and afew oddments. Gloves of the softest pigskin, which gripped the short woven leather rope quite
nicdy as| tied it into arappelling rig, then passed one end of the long climbing rope through.

The street was quiet. With Ahiraholding one end, | threw the other end over the edge, and stepped out
into the night.



There'sbasicaly two ways around a city—you can stick to the main roads, or try to keepin dleysand
back streets. | passed down severa dleysbefore | found what | was looking for: atavern across the
street, its open door bel ching sailing songsinto the night, and on this Side of the Street araised walkway.

| pulled some dirt out, then stripped off my shoes, socks, gloves, cloak, bdt, sword, and shirt, wrapped

everything esetightly in the cloak, and stuffed the bundle under the walkway, patting dirt back into place
over it.

Ahirawas right. Somebody who looked the way | had wouldn't have any business skulking about the
center of town, past the Posts of Punishment, alone or in company.

Shirtless, | straightened and dung the bag over my shoulder and strutted across the street toward the
tavern.

First, abit of beer. No, first, alot of beer.

The street was cold under my feet as| walked across the street, and through the broad door, into noise
and light and singing.

"Hey," | said. "Isthere nobody who will drink with asailor?

CHAPTER FIFTEEN

In Which an
Old Acquaintance
IsBriefly Renewed

He is the best sailor who can steer within fewest points of the wind, and exact a motive power out
of the greatest obstacles.

—HENRY DAVID THOREAU

It's always seemed to me that sailors spend most of their time making up funny names for things.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

Thefirst time | went sailing, | don't think it went terribly well. Some people have no sense of humor . . .

| had asummer jobat aY camp in Michigan—just driving atruck, actually, athough that was morefun
than it sounded. What | got to do was haul campers out on expeditions—canoeing down ariver in
Canada, hiking through the forest in the Upper Peninsula, surviva camping in anationa reserve, like
that—and haul them back. All in the back of dightly modified trucks. Grosdy illegd—al the laws
specified school buses—but aslong as there weren't any accidents, nobody was going to bother the Y .



There were two neat things about the job. One was the scenery; that part of the world is pretty. The
other one gppedaled to my laziness. when there weren't campersto be driven around, | didn't have
anything that | had to do.

S0 | hung around the camp. Ran five miles aday to keep my wind up; rebuilt afew forest paths and
such, but mainly just goofed off around and read—Stash and Emmawould send me a CARE package
each week with five packs of M&Ms, ten new paperbacks, a couple pairs of socks, and atotally useless
dozen condoms. (I didn't find any need for condomsin an al-boys camp.)

One day, one of the campers—asixth grader, | think—asked if | was willing to come out and skipper
an E-scow for him and afew of hisfriends. It was a Single-masted racing shell with twin daggerboards,
fast and lovely asit skimmed acrossthelake, but if you didn't handleit just right, it could capsizeina
breath of wind. Seemsthat while dl five of them were very experienced sailors, the camp rulesrequired
an adult in charge, and | was considered one, being dl of nineteen at thetime.

It was strange. Mickey, the kid who was redlly in charge, would address me very formally—"Skipper, |
think we should stand by to come about,” and then I'd say, " Stand by to come about,” and they'd framish
the glimrod and farble the kezenpfaufer, or whatever needed to be done, and wait for me to respond to
Mickey's nod with a"come about.”

Theonly part they didn't likewaswhen | told them stuff like, "All right, let's hoist up the landlubbers and
batten down the hatches."

No sense of humor.

Particularly when | said, "Stand by to capsize.”

* k% %

"Thething is" my new friend said, histhick arm thrown across my shoulder, "isthat theWater sprite may
look like the dowest scow on theface of the Cirric. . ." actudly, he said " Shirrick," but you get theidea
"...andit maysmel likethe least-bailed excuse for afloating cesspool ever to dishonor the
sewer-water inwhich it floats, and it may becaptained by the stupidest man ever torisk faling
overboard and poisoning the fish below, but, once you get used to her and her ways, she's even worse.
Havanudda beer."

Hewas abroad, thick man, with arippling sailor's beard that spilled down both cheeks, across his neck
and down his chest. Benesth the beard, hisface was swesty and dirty in the light of the sputtering candles
that dripped wax onto thefilthy surface of the rough-hewn table. Absently, he crushed a beetle with his
thumb, then drained some more beer, one hand on my knee.

| think he was about to launch into another long, drunken monologue—drunks do that, alot—so |
interposed another suggestion.

"S0," | sad, weaving in time with him, "you think | should not think about thinking about Sgning on." My
dur was worse than his, but not much.

"Welen, my pet . . ." hewaved afinger. Hewastrying to point, probably. "I think you'd be crazy to
entertain the thought of considering contemplating theideaof thinking about signing on.”

"Aw, it can't be asbad as dll that, now canit?"



"Can't it now? | seeright through you, Welen, and don't you think | don't. I know what you're up to."

| forced awarm smile. "Oh, you do, do you?' | didn't look toward the door, but with abit of luck |
could make it out into the night with akick, aleap, and adash.

"Don't you think | don't—been too long with dirt instead of adeck under your feet, eh? It shows, man, it
shows. A man's got to eat—and drink, eh?—and a sailor'sgot to sail. | don't doubt that, Welen-pretty,
but you can do better than theWatersprite , isal | say, except to add that you can't do worse."

Herose, wobbly as anewborn colt. "No time like the present—just let mefinish this, and we're off.
Hey, Tonen, Rufol—I'm off. Are you with me, or against me? Swear to the Fish, | do, you'll not find your
way back done. | think you are drunk, the two of you, the both of you are drunk.”

"Drunk, us? No, just reefed a bit too tight," another sailor said, as he and yet another lurched to their
feet, and we dl lurched out into the night.

We staggered down the street, down the hill, toward the center of town, belting out avery pretty
harmony on asailing song usualy used to time the pulling of arope.

| took the baritone lead; I'd spent afair amount of time impersonating—no,being —asallor; it was one
way to move aong the coast and among the Shattered 19 ands without drawing any attention, and ships
areawaysin need of crews.

The light-negligence that I'd seen higher up the hill wasn't echoed in the center of town. The poleswere
ringed by adozen lanterns, and aten-man squad of soldiers stood guard from nearby. If | had to, |
would have bet there was another troop in the dark of the lord's house, across the way, and certainly
plenty more within call at the barracks. Coastd cities had adways been subject to pirate raids, and loca
lords knew to keep troops handy.

"—s0 haul them hard, sailors,
Pull them down and away,

Y ou'll work hard for your money,
No drinking today.

So haul them hard, sailors—"

One of the troop broke away and stalked across the darkened ground toward us.

"Bedill, thelot of you," he said, smiling, "M'lord degpswith hiswindows open, and if you wake him
you'll nat befinding him amused.”

My new friend threw his arm companionably about the soldier's shoulders. "He doesn't like singing?
What kind of lord isthis?'

The poor soldier gagged at the smdll of his breath. | didn't blame him. The sailor released him, then
staggered toward the nearest of the posts, dragging me by the arm.

"Comelook at what we have here. Eh, but whatdo we have here? Skinny little birds on their perches.
Hello, skinny little bird? Would you like to come down from there and perch on my face?'



From the cage, Bast's skeletd face looked listlessy down, hiseyes dull. There was no sign of
recognition; | doubt he could even have focused properly. | wouldn't have wanted to bet he could take
another day. Kenda looked even worse, and the two in the cages beyond were unmoving, perhaps
aready dead.

The cages were secured by locks, not apparently welded shut. No, not welded shut at al—as Kenda
shifted position dightly, the door squeaked against its catch. Not good, but not as bad asit could have
been—it was possible that they had been welded in there. Thereisn't aThis Sidelock | can't open, given
theright tools and afew minutes. | had the right toolsin my pack—the few minutes would be a problem.

Never mind that for now. Just get information.

One guard sat in the door &t the base of the Siege tower, atall, thick column probably concedling a
circular staircase—it was thicker than would have been needed for just aladder, and it would be much
easier to manhandle bound prisoners up a staircase than aladder.

"Heyheyhey," the guard said. "No talking to the condemned, eh? Be off and on your way."

We staggered off into the night, belching out another chorus.

Dockside, my thick-fingered friend let the other two on firdt. "1 want to have alittle, oh, talk with our
new friend, eh?' he said.

The other two laughed asthey reeled off down the docks toward the narrow gangplank. They knew
about his predilections.

I'd worked them out awhile back, but | wasn't ready for it when he clumsily threw hisarms around my
neck and said, "Wasthat good enough, Water Sovotsky?'

Hedidn't sound drunk at al.
His smile was crooked. "Did we find out enough, | asked you," he said quietly, then raised hisvoice. "
What's the matter with you? | jus wanna be friends, don' you wanna be friends?

"Y ou should ask how | know you," he went on, lowering hisvoice. "Y ou don't remember me, but we
met once before. Y earsago.”

Hefingered his neck, at the base of the black beard that ran down his chin and neck and into his chest.
Perhapsit wasthe flickering lamplight, or maybe | did see, dmost hidden benesth the mat of beard, white
scarsthat aniron collar would have left behind.

Clumsy fingers groped where his collar would have been. Had been.

"Push me away now, Walter Slovotsky," he whispered. "A quick curse, too, if you please.”

"I do it with women, damn you—keep your hands off my cock, or I'll geld you," | shouted, as| shoved
him, hard. "l swear I'll cut your bals off and stuff them up your nose."

"Aw, let's be friends.” And, again,sotto voce: "We sail in the morning. I'm not abrave man, or I'd stay



and help you and your friends." He backhanded me across the face, hard enough to sting, no more. "
Thatfor your shyness." And, again, quietly: "If you're leaving by water, the two fastest shipsin port are
theButter and theDelenia , but careful of both captains. They do much business here” Heraised his
handsin defest.

"Iknow when I've been told no," he said, staggering away into the dark, gesturing afarewell with a
casua wave.

| didn't even know his name.

CHAPTER SIXTEEN

In Which aHearty
Breakfast | s Eaten

In skating over thinice, our safety isin our speed.
—RALPH WALDO EMERSON
Audacity is a virtue that should always be practiced with caution.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

The otherswere dl up waiting for me. Ahira hauled me up into the window so fast it fdt like flying.
"How did it go?" he asked. "Did you find out what we need?"

"Maybe." | nodded. "I'll need to think about it."

"See" hesad with ardaxed amile. | liked that smile. | hadn't seen it for awhile, not snce Bieme. "You
didn't haveto get dl that close, en?

| shrugged. "I guess| should have listened to you."

* k% %

"Sometimesthingsarerea smple,” | explained to three others, aswe gathered around breskfast in the
central room the next morning. "I know the easy way to get them out.”

Down in the town center, our friends were spending another day starving and frying in the hot sun.
Tennetty was off running an errand.

Here, sunlight splashed in through the breeze-tirred curtains, onto the four-person dining table and the
slver trays heavily laden with rashers of bacon, chicken pies, and little ceramic ramekins holding coddled



eggs, among other things. Breekfast istraditiondly the biggest med of the day in Brae, which isfine by
me

Ahira cocked his head to one side. "Sure." Using apair of slver tongsto protect himself from the hedt,
he took thelid off abaking pot, and sniffed. "Some sort of stew, | think." He dopped some onto his
plate, and mopped at it with half of agolden fist-sized roll. "Hmmm . . . not bad. Kid, maybe."

| reached for aroll—it was ill warm from the oven—then toreit in half and dipped oneend into a
crock of raspberry preserves. It was ddightfully sweet, with maybe just atouch too much tartness, and
the seeds crunched between my teeth.

Andreawasn't having any of it—she and her son were only picking at their food.

Ahira crunched into athick rasher of bacon, then washed it down with a swallow of deeply purple wine.
"So tell me how we do it the easy way," he said, asuspicious twitch to hisgrin.

"Y ou and Jason take over the siege tower, climb up, and run a cable through al four cages,” | said. |
dipped the other hunk of bread into a cup of golden butter, and bit into that. Hmm . . . it was hard to
decide which way was better—I downed both halves of theroll in two bites. "We splice one end to the
other, tying them together. Meanwhile, | wrap det cord around the base of each pole, and light the fuse.

"Just beforeit al blows, Ellegon swoops down out of the sky, and grabs the whole messjust asthe
explosives cut the poles free.”

Jason frowned in disgust. Andy shook her head, tolerantly.
" think | see some problemswith that,” Ahirasaid, dryly.

"Only afew," | said. "One, we don't have a cable. Two, last time we taked about it, Lou figured he's
about five years away from being able to produce det cord or any other good plastique equivaent, so
that part doesn't work—the closest thing we have is a handful of grenades, and they won't do it.

"Three, there's no rendezvous set up with Ellegon for another eighteen days, so we can't count on him
for this.

"Four, therestoo many soldiers out there, and they'd cut us down before we got anywhere.”

Therewas apyramid of threetiny roasted chickens on one of the serving plates; | took the top one and
tore off the drumstick. It came off too easily—either the bird had been overcooked, or | was more
pumped up than | wastrying to affect. Not that it matters: the skin of the drumstick was crisp and
garlicky; the meat wasrich and firm.

Tennetty burst through the doors, shut them behind her, and gave a quick nod as she took her seet at the
table and toreinto aloaf of bread. "Passage for eight on theDdenia ," she said, from around ahuge
mouthful. "We |leave & noon, tomorrow."

"Boarding?'
"Any timein the morning, from first light on. One problem, though—she'sriding too low for her dock

space, and they're moving her out to amooring today so they can finish loading her. Long Dock needs
work—it's been silting up undernesth, and Lord Daeran had a problem with hislast set of slkie



workers."
"Launches?'

She nodded. "Her own. Two. Each can carry eight, including crew. Both will betied up at Long Dock
from sundown on.”

Andrea had caught on. "Weve done this one before,”" she said. "One day after arrivingon ThisSide."”

Once we were safely on the ship, we would have acommon interest with the captain in getting the hell
out of here, just aswe had done, long ago, with Avair Ganness and theGanness' Pride.

"Almost makes mefed nostalgic." Her smile brightened the whole room as she reached for a chicken
breast and tore into it with strong white teeth. "How about the other part?’

"All areplay.” | shrugged. "Ahiraand | did that one, too, the time we ended up having to put your
husband on the throne.” | shook my head. "Thistime, though, it'sasolo.”

It would have to be me, and me aone. I'm not a hero or anything, but Ahirawouldn't be ableto getin. It
wastotaly not Andy's sort of thing; Jason was just too young to pull it al off. Tennetty could do the
threatening part of it—and well—but not therest of it. | sat back, trying to think of away | could make
thiswork with afortyish woman wizard, ardiable dwarf, astill-green kid, or aone-eyed psychopathin
the lead role, but couldn'.

"Uh, excuse me? Last time you did this?' Tennetty cocked her head to one side. "Asl| recadl, last time
you went face-to-face with royaty was the time you got Baron Furnadl killed, no?"

"Close enough.” | nodded. "Hey, I'll haveto do it better thistime.”
Jason looked from Ahirato me, and back to Ahira, and then back to me. "Y ou love this, don't you?"

"Truth to tell, Jason-me-boy, | do. Consider it apersondity defect.” It also scared me shitless, but not
out of an appetite. | reached for another piece of chicken.

One does have to keep a sense of proportion about such things.

* k% %

While our friends baked in the hot sun, we spent the day preparing, and resting, and eating.

| had to get up too early for breskfast the next morning. It was important to be a the residence early.

CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

In Which | Have
a Pleasant Chat
with Lord Daeran



The same man cannot be skilled in everything; each has his special excellence.
—EURIPIDES

There's a balance you have to learn, between being able to do a little of everything, and therefore
nothing at all real well, and becoming over specialized and compl etely usel ess outside your
specialization. Learning that balance s, |'ve always believed, part of becoming an adult. | figure
I'm about twenty years overdueto learn it.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

Old family story—and it's one of the few that my mother used to tell, so it could be true. Nah. Butt . . .

It seemsthat when my parents were trying to have me, there was some trouble concelving. The doctors
didn't know much about infertility then, and were trying whole bunches of things, some of which made
sense, others of which werejust patent nostrums. Schedules, diets, temperature taking, boxer
shorts—the whole bit.

Findly, according to Mom, the doctor said, "Look. Stop trying so hard. It may just be a matter of
relaxation. So take it easy, don't worry about schedules, don't worry about time of the month. Just do it
whenever you fed like, okay?"

"That'swhy," Emmawould say, her mouth quirked into a smile that caused Stash to blush just abit, "we
can never, ever go back to Howard Johnson's.”

* * %

Theway to aman's heart isthrough his somach—or hisribcage, if you're playing for keeps, the way into
alord'sresdenceisthrough the kitchen.

It only stands to reason—the forma front door isfor forma visitors, and iswell-guarded by people
wanting to know the reason for somebody entering. There wasalot of traffic, mind; Lord Daeran wasn't
just idle roydlty, but like most of the rulers of the smal domainsdong the Cirric, the equivdent of the
village warden, as well—histime was spent in negotiating rates for dock space and bargaining over the
cost of potted fish.

On the other hand, given the local refrigeration problems—there isn't any—there are congtantly people
arriving with food ddliveries. Particularly in early morning, before the sunisfully up, before even those
who are up and working are redly awake.

Widll, give them credit—thisisn't the way an attacking army would work itsway in.

Thetrick wasto look like | knew where | was going, and to be surethat | didn't end up in acloset.

Fairly sraightforward, actualy—the kitchens occupied the dley side of the residence, and therewas
only one open door, through which | could hear the clanging of pots and shouting of cooks. (Why all
cooks shout isamystery to me.)

| was through the outer kitchens and into the cooking room itself before anybody braced me. It wasa
burly woman, who vaguely reminded me of U'len, athough this one had an even meaner expresson on



her face, if that could be believed. She had been stirring ahuge stockpot filled with bones and carrots
and onions, but she stopped to look up and glare at me.

"Sweetmeats for Lord Daeran,” | said, bowing deeply, holding out a small wooden box and a piece of
parchment to her.

She didn't take either. "What am | supposed to do with these?"

"Lady, I'veridden dl of aday and anight to bring thisfrom Fenevar and Lord Ulven." | spread my
hands. "The box isto be properly presented to Lord Daeran; the parchment is to be imprinted with the
mark of Lord Daeran's Vaet, attesting to my having ddlivered it in good order.” | gestured at the
parchment. "Good lady, | am sure that you can mark it for him, if you would be so—"

She eyed the broken wax sedl that my carelesdy spread fingers didn't quite obscure. "And what am |
supposed to do about this?*

| smiled innocently. "Which?'
"Thissed. It appearsto be broken. Will | find some sweetmests missing insgde?”

"Please, please, good lady—do | look like the sort who would stedl a sweetmeset from the likes of Lord
Dagran?'

She nodded. "Y es, you do. Now, do | look like the kind of fool who would sign for something | knew
to be short?" She shooed me away. "Now, now, Lord Dagran is normaly a patient man, but be along
with you," she said, brushing me toward the inward door. "Find somebody elseto sign for it. Our lord
haslittle patience.”

"Oh, please." Please don't throw mein that briar patch.
"Bedongwith you."

One down.
* % %

| made my way up the service stairway, cold stone rough beneath my naked feet. Bare feet are quieter
than shoes.

The next part was going to be easy. We knew where the lord's room would be—when you've got an
appearance balcony outside, it's not hard to guess.

Security might be tightened up shortly, but it would be awhile. Word of what he was doing to the
engineerswould get back to Home, but it would take tendays, Daeran would want to tighten things up
soon, but he wouldn't want to put everybody on full war footingtoo early, for fear that histroopswould
losetheir edge.

Alternately, he might assume that Lou Riccetti would think of contract engineers as labor to be hired out,
but nobody to fight awar over.

In the last, he was right. Too much land and too many countries and domains lay between Home and
Brae over whichto fight awar.



In any case, Lord Dagran's quarters were going to be on the second floor, and there weren't going to be
any guardsin front of hisdoor, although he would probably seep with the door locked.

| stopped at the beaded curtain across the entryway to the second floor, listening at the beaded curtain
that hung over the doorway. Listening for the sound of feet padding down the hall, anything.

Nothing. Cautioudy, dowly, gingerly, | pushed astrand of beads out of the way. There was no reason at
all for there to be aguard standing in front of the door. So, there would be no guard standing in front of
the door.

All I had to do was convince the guard standing in front of the door.

* * *

| eased the strand back and stood there too long, thinking. Not good, but harmlessthistime.

The obviousthing to do wasto pull out the pistol and point it a him, because everybody knows that
when somebody pointsagun a you, you just do whatever they say, right?

Widl, no.

A Grateful Dead fan once got backstage by buying a pizzaand walking past al of the security stations
loudly proclaiming, "Pizzafor Jerry Garcia. Pizzafor Jerry Garcia" It worked just fine, and, so | hear, the
band was kind of nice about it, and let him hang out backstage for the rest of the show. And they ate the
pizza, too.

On the other hand, some would-be presidential gatecrasher oncetried just that with Jerry Ford—"Pizza
for President Ford. Pizzafor President Ford" and he didn't even get to the Secret Service. He was
arrested at the first police checkpoint and spent the rest of the weekend in jail while the lab checked out
the pizzato be sure the pepperoni wouldn't explode or something.

All of which goesto show that impertinence can work for you or against you.

The box held my finery—I had been intending to change in Lord Daeran's room before waking him,
figuring that the plain mudin tunic and leggings of the lower classes might not intimidate him.

| dressed quickly.

The very best guards are the most literal-minded. If they have specific ordersto cover asituation, they
obey them; they show noinitiative at dl.

On the other hand, rulers, particularly harsh rulers, tend to want to have things both ways. They punish
any violation of orders, but they aso hand out punishmentsfor violating unwritten, unvoiced
orders—regardless of what the literal orders were, regardless of any conflict between the written and
un-. Keeping quiet around adeeping lord would be an unwritten, but enforced order.

| walked right through the beaded curtain, gesturing asimperioudy as possible to the guard.
"Don't you have ears, man?" | asked, loudly. "Didn't you hear me call you?' | asked, dapping my hand

hard against my thigh as| waked toward him. "Look at thismess" | said, gesturing back toward the hall.
"Have you ever seen anything so—"



Either they don't hire terribly bright men as guardsin Brag, or he wasn't amorning person. He hadn't
decided what to do when | hit him hard in the throat with one hand—no windup; I'm good at that—and
then dammed the box into the corner of hisjaw—ablow to the chin gives anice shock to the brain
stem—before his panic circuits cut in. By then, it wastoo late. His eyesrolled up, his knees buckled, and

he collapsed.

| didn't quite catch him before his head bounced on the floor—ouch!—but | quickly hauled him through
the darkened doorway and into Lord Daeran's room. I've gotten pretty good at tying people up—the
basictrick isto gtart by wiring the thumbs together, tight.

Theroom waslarge, light and airy, plaster wals newly whitewashed, the expanse broken by an
occasional painting. A black-and-white striped Nevelenian rug covered the floor. Thick, too; | sank to
my ankles. Lord Daeran lay snoring on the broad bed. Alone. Good.

The broad windows to the bal cony were secured by abar. | carefully lifted the bar and set it down on
the floor, then pulled the windows open with one hand while drawing my dagger with the other.

Lord Daeran's bed was a huge canopied four-poster, silk ropes secured to each post. Hmmm . . . it was
obvioudy for him, but whichway?1 smiled. Nah. I'd never get awvay withit.

It only took me aminute to set myself up.

Well, no point in wasting time—I turned him over, stuffed awadded end of blanket in his mouth, and set
the point of my dagger under his nose as he came very, very quickly awake.

* % *

"Oneloud word, Lord Daeran,” | whispered, visibly trembling, "one shouted syllable, oneraised voice,
and I'll discussthiswith your successor." | moved the point of the knife from his noseto histhroat, and
kept up anice, vibrato quaver. | do agood tremble. "Understood?"

My voice cracked abit around the edges, which | think scared him more than anything ese. | wouldn't
want anervous man holding aknife to my neck, ether.

Under other circumstances, | suspect Lord Daeran would have cut a better figure, but deep had splayed
hislong goatee and bristly mustache, and fear had his eyeswide.

Hedidn't really want to nod—not with the knife ready to cut his nose off—but managed to move his
head up and down afraction of aninch.

| pulled the end of the blanket out of his mouth, and replaced it with the neck of ametd flask. | thumbed
the flask open.

"Haveadrink," | said, raising the flask to hislips and the point of the knifeto hisright eye.
It was pretty foul stuff, but he choked it down.
"Swalow good, now," | said, still obvioudy scared shitless.

| let out asigh as| moved away from the bed. | set the flask down on the table, took asmall glassvid
out of my pouch. The cork came out with aloudpop.



"That'sal over." | raised ahand as | relaxed into a chair, aman whose work was done. " Just keep your
hands away from your mouth for afew moments, and we don't have to worry about you purging
yourself. Asan dternative, if you want to find out how much your successor lovesyou, just let out ayell.
I'll dump the antidote out on the rug or shatter the vid againgt thewadll. By nightfal you'll have died a
particularly horrible death.”

| tapped the point of my knife againgt the glass, and he winced. It was starting to get to him.

| smiled. "Careful. Don't get any on the bed.” | didn't turn my head decently aside as he vomited onto the
floor, aquick stream of green foulness. " Stage one. Even if you get to abottle of hedling draughts now, it
won't do you any good. This mixture is special—the Matriarch of the Healing Hand could probably cure
you, or perhaps the Spidersect Senior Tarantula, or whatever they call him. | don't think your locals can

manegeit.”

Wiping his mouth on the back of his deeve, he was able to summon up more composure than | would
have had in hissituation. "I take it theré's an dternative." He tried to smooth hisbeard and hair into place.

"Yeah," | said. "You can get my friends out of your cages, down to Long Dock, and al of usaway from
here. Y ou've changed your mind—they're going to be banished, not dowly executed.”

| had been hoping for some quietly blustering threats, but he just nodded. "Who are you?'

| bowed. "Water Sovotsky, at your service." His eyes widened marginally; he had recognized the name.
"Or the other way around, eh?"

"S0," hesaid. "'l free your friends, and then | get the antidote? Enough to counteract the poison?

"Sure." | nodded. "It doesn't take much—thisis easily three times as much asisneeded. To cureyou,
that is. You will ill hurt some. Probably spend haf your next tenday squatting over athundermug—Hbut
itll beloose goals; at least you won't be shitting out your whole insdes.”

Helooked at me out of narrowed eyes. "I'm not sure | believe you.”
* % %

| had been counting on sdlling him on the story.

It only stood to reason—I had taken a huge risk in sneaking mysdlf in, and for what? Just to feed him a
mixture of water, iodine, pepper ail, ipecac root, and some dightly raunchy mayonnaise we had pilfered
from yesterday's breakfast and let St out in the sun?

Of course not.

The bigger the bluff, the better chance it has of working, and thiswas about as big as| could arrange on
short notice.

Hmm . . . we could dwaysfall back on Plan B. The only trouble was, | had been counting on this one,
and | didn't haveaPlan B. | mean, | had the general outlines, but none of the nuances, and the nuances
are dwaysthe best part. It ought to start with athrown knifein histhroat, to stifle his screams, and |
could takeit from there. The window? Not for me, but yes—strip the guard's tunic off, and throw him
out the window. He would be the n, killed whiletrying to escape.



There was adesk next to the window; | could probably hide under it while everything went to hell, and
maybe dip out during the confusion.

I'd gotten out of worse, but not often, and one of these days | wouldn't. When you're playing table
stakes, you can't dways push everything you have into the pot, and | had, and the son of abitch was
goingto—

* * %

A universe was born in acloud of gas, grew to amgestic spectrum of stars, and then aged and died to
cold iron starsin the moment between when he said, "I'm not sure | believe you" and "Y ou'll haveto take
the rest of the poison to persuade me that the antidote works."

Sowly, he picked up theflask and held it out to me. "I want to see some of it pour into your mouth.”
| swallowed the horrible, thick stuff—God, we had done too good ajob oniit.

"See?' | said, asmy gorgerose. | hate ipecac root. Waves of nausea dropped me to my knees as my
stomach purged itself, but | held the flask out, threatening to throw it, as he retrieved adagger from
somewhere next to his bed.

| wiped my mouth on his sheets, then carefully, ddiberately swallowed athird of the antidote, such asit
was. It burned itsway down. Just what | needed on a nauseous stomach: a shot of Riccetti's Best corn
whiskey.

He hesitated for along moment, then dropped the point of the dagger. "I guess 1'd best get dressed,” he
said. Hewas already planning to betray me, of course. | hoped | was one step ahead of him.

* k% %

Two soldierslowered Bast to the dirt of the town square, laying him next to where Kenda was aready
recovering—adose of healing draughts was not going to do Mardik or Veren any good. There's nothing
you can do for the dead.

It was agood time to think about that, and to think about Bast and Kenda, about Tennetty, Jason,
Ahira, Andrea, and mysdf, for that matter. A horribleway to die.

| looked Daeran in the eye. It would be amistake to move my free hand toward aknife. | had to
remember that | had the antidote to the "poison” that still had his scomach a bit queasy, and that was
weapon enough.

Thefact that something isn't true has nothing a al to do with your not remembering it.

Daeran kept staring at my right hand, the hand that held the flask, measuring his chances of securing itin
one leap, and deciding that he didn't like the odds. | kept my eye on the hefty soldier behind me who
kept trying to circle around me so that he could move in and grab my arms. Eventudly, he might try it. Or
maybe not. I'd have to be ready to toss the antidote aside, and tell Lord Daeran that there was more on
the boat aready, but | wasn't at al sanguine about that working.

People would have gathered in the square, but squads had been detailed to close off the base of the
dreets.



Kendawas ableto sit up by herself, and rai sed the bottle to Bast's cracked, bloody lips.

He swallowed once, convulsvely, and the al-too-familiar miracle happened: pink washed most of the
ashen color from hisface, and the black hollowsthat were his eyesfilled out. He was il

ha f-starved—there was only so much that a healing draught can do. It would be days before he could
walk by himsdlf, and weeks before he could fight. If he could fight—self-defense was part of an
engineer'straining, but | don't remember Bast as being terribly good at it.

"No more than ten soldiers,” | said to Lord Daeran. "One each to carry my friends, eight more to make
you fed secure

The fullback behind me took a step forward, his foot scuffing the gravel. | was supposed to turn around
and look at him, while the free safety to my |eft dived in and grabbed the flask. Granted, the flask didn't

contain anything important. Just my life, and my friends lives. That madeit easy for meto forget that the
liquid was only agill of cornwhiskey.

| raised the flask above my head, ready to dash it to the ground. "Tell them, Dagran.”

He motioned them to desist. "Corpora Kino, pick out ten men. Two to carry Walter Sovotsky's
friends." Heincluded the two football players, of course.

* * *

Under asky filled with puffy, peaceful clouds, acool wind blew off the Cirric, blowing the smell of my
own fear away.

Tennetty and Jason were waiting at the end of the dock. Jason's pistol was at hisside, hisfinger near but
off the trigger. Tennetty had her sword out in one hand, aflintlock in her other hand, and another brace of
pigtolsin her belt.

Maybe three hundred feet off the end of the dock, theDelenia floated, secured at bow and stern by
anchor and mooring. She was getting ready to leave. Her mainsail and mizzen were up, their booms
swung out by the wind, sheets hanging loose as they flapped and cracked in the stiff breeze. Thejib had
been raised, but was bound to the foremast. Setting it would take only afew moments. Raise anchor,
drop the mooring, haul in on the sheets, and the ketch would be off. It wasrigged for severd additiona
sals—they're called staysails on the Other Side; This Side theterm is "leach sails'—but that would just
add alittle speed.

Andreaand Ahirastood on the high rear deck, talking with the captain. | don't know exactly what they
were saying, but | hope they were being persuasive.

| don't think the sailorsin the two launches were any too pleased. A Cirric sailor hasto be ableto fight
aswell asrun, but theDelenia was afast ketch, and they were undoubtedly much more practiced at
running than fighting.

"Theflask, if you please," Daeran said, holding out his hand, "and then you may load yoursdlf and your
friendsin the boatsand go."

| laughed. "Redlly? Do | look that stupid?' | held the flask out over the water. "WEell dl go out to the
ship, and then send the flask back in one of the launches.”

"How do | know you won't smply kill me once we're aboard?’



Jason spoke up. "Y ou have the word of a Cullinane.”
There are parts of the Eren regions where that would have settled it all.

Brae wasn't one of them, apparently. "No," Daeran findly said. "I don't trust any of you. Y ou will go out
inonelaunch, and six of my men and | will bring the prisoners dong in the other. We will get on board,
and then make our exchanges, and then each of uswill go our separate ways."

| thought about it for amoment, and then shrugged. " Sure.”

CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

In Which | Makea Trade
and We Seek to Bid Farewell
to the Friendly Natives of Brae

Crescit amor nummi quantum ipsa pecunia crescit. (The love of money grows as the money itself
grows.)

—JUVENAL

So | said to myself, a two-way split can be profitable, but a one-way split might even be more
than twice as good.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

Logigtics, formd or in-, has never been something that I've found terribly interesting. It's dways been
somebody else's department. Riccetti, now . . . hell, Lou would have worked out the problemsjust asa
matter of practice. Logistics waswhy we put Little Pittsburgh in Holtun, rather than Home—Homeis out
of theway, and too near elven landsfor the comfort of many, mysdf included.

That'sLou. Me, | had been vaguely wondering how they had managed to load the ship, but | hadn't
redlly thought much about it until the launch pulled around the far Sde of it, reveding the floating dock.

Well, actudly, it was more of asmdl, thin barge, stabilized at either end by floating barrelslashed to the
water line, which presumably didn't let it dip or rock much. A wooden frame hung over therailing of the
boat, basicaly locking the barge into place at the waterline. Clearly, the goods had been placed on it
back on dockside, and then the whole thing poled out to theDelenia , the frametied into place. That
way, the barge could be emptied into the cargo net and the net lifted up by the winch with some
reasonable amount of security for both crew and cargo.

Above, two crewmen were finishing securing the cargo crane, the cargo netting aready having been
neetly folded over therail and lashed into place. They were late with that. Y ou can't actualy usethe
crane unless you've got the sail booms either stowed or, more commonly, lashed to the other sde of the



ship—they both swing through the same space, asthe long-arm crane's boom has to be long enough to
swing through a huge arc to provide the mechanica advantage that will allow one or two seamen to move
aton of cargo from dock to deck.

During my time at sea, working my way from port to port, | always used to like running the winch and
crane. It'shard work, which | grant isatypica for me, but there's something specia about being ableto
handle such massive forces, even by indirection.

Then again, maybe not.

| thought for amoment that it was al going to bresk loose as Tennetty legped lightly from the launch to
the floating dock, then helped me up, theflask till clasped carefully in my hand, asthough everything
depended onit.

Whichit did.

Daeran and his soldiersfollowed us onto the floating barge, two of them carefully lowering Bast and
Kendato the ground. Above, the captain, his hands on therail, leaned over.

| didiked him at first sight—from the negtly trimmed beard, framing the lipsthat were parted in an
exhibition of straight, white teeth, down to the v-shaped torso of an acrobat or bodybuilder, dl the way
to treetrunk legs. All nicely bronzed, rather than browned.

Pretty men bother me.

"Greetings," he said, hisvoice deceptively cdm. Or maybe not. Maybe maybe he was just an idiot who
hadn't figured out how easily, how quickly everything could go to hdll. "I am Erol Lyneian, captain of the
Delenia. "

| nodded. "Walter Sovotsky. Captain of my own soul.”

"Oh, shit," Tennetty muttered. "1 thought you were going to react like this."

"What?'

"Y ou don't like competition, Slovotsky," she said. "Pay attention.”

"l see," hewent on, "that we have a problem. Why don't dl of you come up and discussit?"

It wasjust aswell that Tennetty had cautioned me—it had been my intention to make the final exchange
aboard ship, but something in his voice made me want to change my mind.

It was dtill theright move. "Very well," | sad.

Ahirawaswaiting for me at thetop of theladder. "'l think," he said, "that we may have aproblem." His
voice had taken on that level, overly calm tone he only used when things were just about to bresk. "
Déeniaand Erol Lyneian have been trading here for too long, and they're on good terms.”

"How good?'

"Good enough that Erol Lyneian isn't even scared.”



That was bad. Part of the plan involved the captain being sufficiently frightened of theloca lord that he
would want out of there, and quickly, not trusting Lord Daeran to believe that hisinvolvement with us
wasinnocent. It's sort of like Big Mike's routine with the stoolie, except Lord Daeran played more for
keeps than any bunch of New Jersey street hoods.

Andy's eyeswere glazed over, amost completely. If I'd had the genesfor it, | suspect I'd have seen
nascent spells hovering over her. But if everything went off, she would be like aflamethrower operator in
combat—everybody's favorite target. She might have time to get a muttered, unrememberable syllable
out, but she might not.

What we needed was something that would be worth moreto Erol Lyneian than the ability to tradein
Brae. A lot more. He only had a crew of five—it doesn't take many to ran awell-designed ketch, and the
more labor you have, the narrower the profits—and things didn't look like an even match, even with them
onour side.

On the other hand, if everything hit the fan, he would know there was no guarantee he would make it out
dive

| smiled at him, asthough to say, You can count on being the first to go, and he smiled back and made
agracious gesture, asthough to say, After you, my dear Alphonse.

Okay. | know: there were twelve of them againgt five of us, and I've faced worse odds than twelve to
five

On the other hand, Daeran's soldiers looked like they knew what they were doing, both sngly—which
was bad enough—and worse, collectively. Asthough to underline that, three of Daeran's bruisers leaned
their heads together and started divvying up targets.

Bad, bad, bad. We could probably take on the six, but it would be close, and if the seamen camein on
the other side. ..

| did aquick sum of the party's possessions, including coin, gem, potions, and everything, and decided
that wasn't going to do it, even if we threw in my charm. A seatrader hasto be something of an
adventurous type, but his ship comesfirgt, unless—and maybe not even if—you've got enough to buy him
another ship.

Lord Daeran had decided that wasn't going to do it, either. He held out his hand. "The antidote, please,”
he said, smiling, hismen gathered around himinasemicircle. "Thenwell dl leave," he said, lying, thinking
that | would have to decideto believe him.

That's how a Mexican standoff ends. With somebody making afatal error.

"What would you trade for passage on your ship, Erol Lynelan?’ | asked.

"Oh," hesaid, idly, "you've dready paid for passage.” He didn't expect meto believe him, and | didntt.

Widll, we'd been saving thisfor years. It was even asecret that anybody but the Engineer knew how to
makeit, dthough dl of us Other Sidersdid.

"I will tel you how to make gunpowder,” | said. "Not the magica daver imitation. Real gunpowder,



black powder. It's very cheap to make. I'd tell you right now, except that they would know how, too."

Ahirasjaw dropped, and Jason's eyes grew wide. | wasn't looking at Andy and Tennetty, but | don't
imagine | would have seen them beaming approval.

Look. It wasn't the best ideain the world. Maybe it wasn't even agood idea. Thebest | can say foritis
that I'd just given Lord Daeran and Erol Lyneian ahuge conflict of interest. One of them as the source of
real gunpowder would mean an immense shower of wedlth; two would mean just another competitive
business. Asthe sole non-Home possessor of the secret, Erol Lyneian would be a happy ship owner
salling from port to port, selling chegply made gunpowder at high prices; if it could be bought
competitively, it was just another commodity.

If I'd had aday or moreto think it over, | can't imagine anything else | could have said that would have
made Erol Lyneian want to Sdewith us, rather than with Lord Daeran. I've thought about it Snce, and |
gill can't come up with an dternative.

Therewas only onetroublein thisadmittedly brilliant piece of improvisation: | could see by thelook in
Erol Lynelan'seyethat he didn't believe me.

* * %

| only redlized that Lord Daeran did believe when he lunged for me, wrestling the flask from my hand as
he shoved me up againg therail.

In retrogpect, of course, it only stands to reason. 1'd spent some time persuading Lord Daeran of my
sincerity, and it had worked—he went for the flask of supposed antidote, after al. He was disposed to
believe me; | could have sold him the Brooklyn Bridge, even though he wouldn't have had the dightest
ideawhat a Brooklyn is. Erol Lyneian, on the other hand, had just met me, and had yet to discover what
acharming and rligblefdlow | am.

Thingswent to hell quickly.

One reason that wizards need good bodyguardsisthat in afight, awizard is everybody'sfirst target;
having Andy free and operating would have ended thingsin our favor quickly.

Two soldiers jumped at her; out of the corner of my eyel saw Andy collapse from a blow to the head,
and Tennetty hack down at the soldier who then tried to pin her againgt the deck, but | was busy with my
ownfight.

Thiswould, inthe old days, have been agreat time for Karl to be there.

Once, when atrap we set for davers went suddenly sour, he ended up insde acircle of four
swordsmen—and good ones, too—armed with nothing more than an improvised quarterstaff. In about
four seconds, it was al over—he had hit them hard, and fast, and they were down.

But Karl was dead and gone, and all we had was me.

| did the best | could—I flung athrowing knifeinto Lord Daeran's belly, and lashed out with my foot at
the nearest of the soldiers, sending him crashing into one of hisfellows.

That gave me enough time to get my sword free.



| batted aknife out of the way and dipped my blade in between asoldier'sribs. His bubbling scream cut
off ashetwisted spasmodically away, my blade jamming in hisribs, taking my sword with him. Ten years
before, even five years before, | would have moved fast enough to extricate the blade, to twist it loose,
before it was caught, but | was getting old and dow.

Wewould have had no chance at dl if it hadn't been for Jason's revolver and for Ahira. The dwarf
somehow got hold of ahuge boarding pole, and flailed it around like a quarterstaff, hitting one of Lord
Daeran's men so hard that he actudly broke through the railing and dammed down hard on the floating
dock below.

Jason's revolver spat flame and smoke at one of the soldiers, echoed by agout of blood and gore from
histhigh. Screaming, the soldier fell heavily, across Bast.

Bast'sarms moved spasmodicaly, clumsy handsflailing away at the soldier'sface. Hewas doing the
best he could, but he wasn't going to be any help.

| ducked under a butt-stroke from a spear and lunged for the owner of it, drawing one of my Therranji
garottesas| did. | faked a him with my left hand, then negtly looped the garrotte over his head with my
right, drawing it tight with ajerk that should have taken his head haf off.

Face dready purpling, he staggered away, fingers clawing uselesdy at histhroat. It would take abolt
cutter to save him now, and | wasn't about to go digging in my kit for ours.

But there were so many of them; even without Erol Lyneian and his sailors taking part, there were just
too many of them for usto take at such close range. | should have thought it out better. | should have
ingsted that Jason stand back, out of range, before everything hit the fan, but that sort of thing had dways
been Karl's department, and Karl was dead.

One soldier reached Jason, pulling hisrevolver down, his body shuddering at the shot that ripped
through his belly and out his back, but before Jason could free the weapon two others were on him.

Tennetty had just fired one of her flintlocks, athough | didn't seewhat, if anything, she hit. Moving even

faster than I'd have thought she could, she was on the back of one of the soldiers wrestling with Jason,
her shiny bowierisng then fdling, then risng and falling again, now redly wet.

Jason managed to free himsdlf and fire off two more quick shots, but his revolver clicked empty.

Therevolver.

It fired cartridges, filled with the smokeless powder that Lou Riccetti and histop assistants had spent
years perfecting; for now, it was one of two, one of only two repeating pistols, the most advanced
wegponry in theworld.

Jason was Karl Cullinane's son, and Karl Cullinane would have done his damndest to make surethat a
weapon that advanced didn't fall into foreign hands. Jason Cullinane tossed the pistol over his shoulder,
over theralling.

A priceless piece of blued stedl tumbled end-over-end through the air, arcing outward.

| think that waswhen | heard Tennetty scream, as a sword pinned her by the shoulder to amast, her
knifefaling from her usdlessfingers. | know that was when Jason went down under arush of bodies. It



wastoo late for him to get his sword free—

Something caught me upside the head, shaking the whole universe for amoment. | staggered, tried to
recover as| drew my belt knife and stabbed backwards, rewarded by a scream.

"Walter, we—" | didn't get to hear what Ahirawastrying to say. The largest of the soldiers hit himwith a
flying tackle, neatly knocking the dwarf, his arms spread wide in hel plessness, backwards through the
holein therailing, like acue ball smacking into the eight, and the eight into the pocket.

Except that the pocket here was deep water.

Very deep water.

"NO_"

No, it was going to be okay. Ahirawas tough. When he hit the floating dock, his superior musculature
and thicker bones would protect him. But he had been hit hard, and at a sharp angle, and it arced him out
m_
| can il hear his scream of terror, ahigh wailing cry. | can il see him falling backwards, out of control,
hisfingers reaching for the floating dock, missing it by inches. | can still see the splash he made, and see
his wide eyes, and the panic written on hisface as the water closed over it.

Dwarves don't float.
Dwarves can't swim.

Dwarvessnk like astone.

"No," | shouted. Asshole. Y ou'd think that aman would learn, well before hes my age, that wanting

something not to be so has never, ever changed it, that it doesn't matter what you want, what you desire,
what you need, but what you do.

Reflexively, foolishly, idioticaly, usdesdy, | reached out ahand, but it was usdless. The water was eight,
ten feet below therail, and Ahirahad dready vanished from sight.

Something hit me dongside my right ear, | think.

CHAPTER NINETEEN

In Which a Friend
Has a Few Final Words
with Lord Daeran

Pride, envy, avarice—these are the sparks have set on fire the hearts of all men.

—DANTE ALIGHIERI



I can think of two things |'ve been waiting my whole life to say. A friend of mine recently stole
one of them.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

My karate teacher, Mr. Imaoka, gave me the best Iesson on fighting that 1've ever had.

"The most important lesson in karate isrunning,” he said, asthelot of usreluctantly strapped our
snegkerson. "Thefirg thing you do in afight,” he said, "isto turn and run away.

"Run for a least amile, preferably two or three. If he's still chasing you, he's probably out of bregth by
then. If it'still worth fighting about,” he said with asmile, "you turn around and beat him up.”

When next | could follow what was going on, Lord Daeran was looming over me, looking none the
worse for wear, his hair and goatee now negatly combed, hisface glowing with health and vigor.

He had gotten to our healing draughts, it appeared.

| would have rather had ahangover, thank you much. There was a constant stabbing pain under my |eft
shoulder blade, where | was sure that | had been stabbed. | had to breathe shallowly, broken ribs grating
at even the dightest movement.

Not that | could have moved alot. Lord Daeran had saved methat trouble by tying meto therall near
the stern, between Tennetty and Jason, my hands behind me. Andy, Kenda, and Bast lay tied on their
sides on the hot deck, a soldier looming over each of them, athough | don't know why.

Tennetty and Jason were cut in dozens of places, and while they hadn't bled out, neither of themwasin
any shapeto fight: Jason was battered badly, and while the fingers of Tennetty's right hand were feding
around for the knots, her whole left arm hung limp—the sword she'd taken in the shoulder must have
gotten to anerve center.

Not good.

Over her gag, Andy's eyes were wild, even the heavily bruised right one, swollen dmost closed.

Ahirawas dead.

Our gear had been spread out across the deck, clothes scattered haphazardly, weapons and other stuff
carefully laid out for Daeran's examination. Stooping over our gear, he fingered an unmarked gunmeta
flask. I wouldn't mind if he drank that—it was aliniment for saddle sores, and the main ingredient was
wood acohoal.

"Frst mattersfirst, Water Sovotsky," Dagran said. "The antidote. Y ou have more of it, I'm sure.”

Wall, yes, we did—the more of it wasin another flask, just out of hisreach. | like an occasiond nip to
cut the dust of thetrail.

| didn't answer, and | was very careful not to look either at the flask of Riccetti's Best or away fromit.



Hedidn't get angry. He just stalked over to me and carefully hit me acrossthe face twice, first time with
his pam, then with the back of his hand.

Not torture. Not yet. Thiswasjust to let me know that he was serious.

Inmy mind'seye, | could see Ahirataking the bastard in his broad hands, fingers crushing the life out of
him.

But Ahirawas overboard, in thirty feet of water.

Dead.

Only one chance, dthough not much of one. Things hung in abaance here, perhapstoo delicate a
balance. With the damage we had done to his party, Daeran and Erol Lyneian were at rough parity on
the ship, and Daeran would know better than to endanger that by sending for more troops right now,
threatening to cut Erol Lyneian out totaly.

Thetwo of them would come to terms before they could afford to torture the secret out of me; they
would haveto set up acozy little arrangement that would have landed them with an antitrust suit on the
Other Side.

I could think of only one card to play. We had managed to keep the secret of black powder for closeto
twenty years now, through the time that Pandathaway wizards had invented their expensive subgtitute,
through Riccetti's re-creation of the smokeless powder for cartridge weagpons, through dl of it.

But it was now, or never. | voted for now. " Saltpeter—the crystals you find under old piles of manure.”

"No," Bast shouted. "Dont tell him. In the name of the Engineer, shut your mouth. Dont—"

"Sdtpeter,” | said. | wasn't going to be stopped. "Fifteen parts by weight. Powdered charcoa—willow
works best—three parts. Sulfur—two parts.”

"That's the antidote?"

"No, no, no," | said. "That'sgunpowder . Black powder. Manufacture istricky, but those are the
ingredients. Sdtpeter, charcod, sulfur. Fifteen, three, two."

A gtray smilecrossed Erol Lyneian'slips. "I think that Lord Dagran is more interested in the antidote to
the poison right now. Y ou managed to spill dl but adrop.”

| tried to shrug, regretting the effort instantly. "There wasn't any poison,” | said, spitting out each word
through ared cloud of pain. "All abluff. Theidiot went for it."

Think, dammit, think.| wasjust going through the motions. All | had donewas my usud part of it: try to
buy sometime for Ahirato figure usaway out of this mess, to pry up someloose edge of the trap we
found ourselvesin for him to work on, but Ahirawas gone.

Dead.

I'd have to do hisjob. Or somebody would.



No. There was another solution. We could dl die.
Daeran took astep toward me, but stopped at Erol Lynelan's gesture. "Y ou'relying.”

"Then have some more out of that flask," | said, pointing with my chin. That hurt, too. "It'sjust corn
whiskey, but enjoy. It taste the same. Enjoy. Compliments of the Engineer.”

Below hisangry eyes, Bast'slipswere pulled back in asnarl. If he could have worked hisway loose, he
would have gonefor me, not for them. The secret of gunpowder was the great treasure of the Engineer,
and | had just givenit away.

Well, my life and the lives of my friends were the greet treasure of me , and | was hoping that | had just

bought abetter chance of surviva for al of us. Neither of them would trust me, and Erol Lyneian now
knew too much, asdid al of hismen.

But he wouldn't have to face that intellectudly, not yet. Lord Daeran had three functioning soldiers
aboard theDélenia , dl of them with naked wegpons, and Erol Lyneian had only hisfive crewmen, none
of them visibly armed, all of them on deck. Erol Lyneian and his men could win afight, probably, but only
an extended one. He couldn't count on taking out all of Daeran's people before reinforcements arrived.

Daeran forced the mouth of the corn whiskey flask between my lips.

| took alarge mouthful before he wrested it away. Last drink for the condemned man, and al that.

"Too eager, you are," hesaid. "l think you may be bluffing again. Well wait and see what the effect is.”

It wasn't going to work. | didn't have enough leverageto play Erol Lyneian off against Daeran. All | was
doing was buying time. For what?

Maybe Tennetty could work her way free.

She clearly didn't understand the Situation; she was smiling. Crazy, idiot bitch. Didn't she know how
badly she had been cut, didn't she know that we were dl dead, that | was just buying us sometimefor a
miracle, and that it wouldn't come?

Jason gtarted smiling, too. Imbecile.

Look, I don't mind people being heroic, but thiswas ridiculous.

Ahirawas dead, we al were as good as dead, and the fucking idiot was grinning—

It wasthen that | fet the blunt fingers behind me, working on my knots.

* * %

Daeran saw something in my eyes, | guess. His brow furrowed, and he took a step forward.
| spat blood on the deck. Blood always makes a good distraction.
"Healing draughts,” | said. "No more until | get them, for me and my friends.”

"WEell see about it, after the details,” Daeran said.



"Now," | said. "Or | bite my tongue off and you never know what the secret procedureis.”

The secret procedure wasn't much—grind each ingredient separately, tossin abarrel, then wet it down
with water (good), urine (better) or wine (best), then gtir, dtir, tir, until your arm fedslikeit'sgoing to fall
off. Then gtir some more. Push the mixture, now vaguely dough-like, through awire mesh to mix it
more—it's called corning. Repest, dryvery carefully, and there you haveit. It's dangerous—kids, don't
try thisat home—but it's not complicated.

"You'rebluffing. Again," Daeran said.

"Try me" | sad, bluffing.

Hedidn't quite sigh. "Not thistime, | think. Thistime, I'll let you win." Hetook a step toward me.

Behind me, the fingers went away. Ahira, somehow clinging to the side of the ship, probably standing on
top of the molding surrounding a porthole or something, had ducked down.

"No, them firs." | nodded at the others. They needed it worsethan | did, Tennetty and Jasonin
particular, and | needed my hands free.

Daeran had decided to control histemper. There would be enough time shortly to punish mefor my
insolence, and just because held fed them heding draughts, it didn't mean he couldn't kill them later.

"Very well." He moved over to where Tennetty was bound, and brought the bottle of hedling draughtsto
her lips.

The fingers behind me returned, and finished their work, then pressed aknife hilt into my hands, but the
hilt was withdrawn. The fingers put lesther thongsinto my hands and closed my fingers around the

thongs, giving my hand afind quick pat before the blunt fingerswent away.

Thanks a fucking lot, Ahira.

It was him. Therewas no question of it. | knew the touch of that hand, and | don't look a gift horsein the
mouth, not when it'sthe only ride out of town. My best friend was dive, and operating independently,
and—

Of course. Sometimes I'm such an idiot—he wasn't teasing me. He had just given me the inventory of
our wegpons, and assigned me the one he thought suited our situation best, trusting me to read his mind.

We had |eather thongs—the ones that had bound my wrists, no doubt—and we had aknife.

Okay; that was a Start.

The knife would go to Tennetty, and Ahirawould try to work hisway around, clinging to the Sde of the
ship, trying to stay out of sight. No. Hewouldn't. If hefdl again, he might not be able to make hisway up
out of the water. He would stay right where he was, perched on top of the rudder or whatever. He
would free me, Tennetty and Jason, and then expect me to start things off.

How the hdll had he gotten out of the water? | had seen him hit the water, and seen him sink like astone.



Later, Walter, later.
And what had taken him so long?
Andrea, Jason, and Tennetty had been treated with the hedling draughts; it was my turn.

Lord Daeran kndt in front of me. ™Y our hedling draughts. Then you will talk. | promise you, you will
talk." He brought the warm lip of the bottle to my mouth, banging it hard against my teeth.

| didn't care. The too-sweset taste of the heding draughts washed the blood from my mouth, my aches
and pains becoming distant and vague.

No timeto enjoy that now. | tied aloop in one end of the lesther thong, and dipped the other end
throughit.

Lord Daeran's eyes went wide as | whipped the loop over his head and drew it tight around his neck.

* * %

"Now," | said, probably redundantly.

No timeto finish him off—I kicked him aside then went low, toward our gear. Tennetty, the knife held in
her outsiretched hand, went high above me, bowling hersdlf into a soldier who was reecting just alittle
too dow. | think she gutted him; his scream rang in my ears.

No timeto think, either; | would haveto doit dl right, and by ingtinct.

| did asword hilt-first toward Jason, then tackled the soldier above Andy hard enough to have sttisfied
even Coach Fusco. Sonofabitch aways thought | took it too easy on quarterbacks. Fuck him.

And to hell with the soldier, too—my rush carried him back to wheretherail caught him acrossthe
kidneys. Hisarmsflew gpart asthe tetanic shock hit him hard.

Wewere gill overmatched, and even with Ahiraback in action we wouldn't have had a chance
unless. .. firg, I'd haveto get Andy free, and shewould haveto. . .

Of course. Trust your friends. | could see the boom out of the corner of my eye, and hear Ahiralaughing
about it in the corner of my mind.

"Tennetty, Jason—down," | shouted. The dark shadow swept toward me; | ducked under it and went
for Andy asthe boom, propelled by impossibly strong dwarf muscles, swept hard across the deck,
bowling over soldiers, the sailorsreflexively ducking.

| scooped up aknife and reached Andy'sside. A dice and atwist and she was free, fingers aready
clawing at her gag; aleg-sweep knocked down the soldier who had been lunging at her.

Her arms spread wide, sheroseto her feet, uttering just one syllable.
Daylight reddened and dimmed, and the sky went dark above us.

Time dowed. I'd been hearing my heart thumping hard and fast, but now with each beat wasadow
double moan.



Gwa-thunnnnnk.

Long pause.

Gwa-thunnnnnk.

| could till think, | could still see, but | couldn't even fall fast. We were dl stuck in the same clear
molasses. Tennetty, her kniferising, unable to see the saber inches from her back, about to skewer her;
Ahira, one hand clamped on abloody messthat had been the face of asoldier, his other arm squeezing
another's chest further than bones could give; Jason, in full lunge through the belly of the largest of the
soldiers, hisface grim as he saw another blade descending toward him.

Wewereadll trapped in thered time. Except for Andy.

Leaning hard, like she was walking against a strong but steady wind, she walked smoothly acrossthe
deck, pushing up on the saber menacing Tennetty as she passed.

She reached her son's side, and brushed the attacking blade aside, then set one finger on either side of
the soldier's head, muttering aword | could not have remembered even if I'd heard it.

Sparksleisurely legpt from finger to finger, strengthening asthey did. Her mouth was moving, but |
couldn't make out what she was saying. The sparks became aflow, and the flow became lightning,
jagged forks piercing the soldier's head until acloud of smoke gathered about hisforehead and ears.

Sowly, gracefully, she turned toward me and smiled. It wasn't afriendly smile.

Over to you, she mouthed.

Asthelight blued again, and time returned to normal, Ahirahad retrieved his axe from our pile.

Therewere only two soldiers|eft aive on deck. Tennetty had snaked her arm around the throat of one,
and Jason, hissword shining in the light, had squared off againgt the other.

All that left was Lord Daeran, lying on the deck, loosening the garrotte thet | clearly hadn't quite
tightened enough.

Hey, | wasinahurry.

Ahiraraised hisaxe.

"What . .. areyou?' thelord asked.

If it had been me, | would have been tempted to make a speech, about how Mikyn was one of ours,
and if he needed stopping, we would stop him, and no locals need apply, and about how putting friends
and associates of oursto deeth for unwittingly helping Mikyn was just plain wrong, and wasn't going to
be tolerated.

But Ahiradidn't make premature speeches.

The axefell, and then he spoke.



"Justice, you son of abitch," hesaid.

| guess, back in the old days, James Michadl and | saw the same movies.

* * *

Soldiers at the dock were loading themselvesinto boats, and two of the small boats were aready on their
way toward us.

"Captain,” | said, "do you want to try to explain it dl right now, or shal we get out of here?"

Erol Lyneian smiled as he gestured his crew into motion. "We gill have an agreement, Walter Sovotsky.
TheDelenia isto take you safely to where you wish to go; you are to give me the secret of making
engineer gunpowder.”

Hewouldn't gpologize for his having made a virtue of necessity earlier, for sding with thelate Lord
Daeran. Business, after dl, was business.

Bast pushed himself forward, staggering, probably both from therolling of the ship. "No. Don't tell them
anything, don't let the secret out, don't—"

Tennetty caught hisarm, twisted it up and around behind his back with an economica motion. "Not
now. Later, if a al." She pushed him away, then drew her sword again and took up anen garde position
next to me.

| nodded to Erol Lynelan. "We have aded. Let's just move this ship, asshole.”

CHAPTER TWENTY

Immediately After Which

| Strike My Forehead,
Quite Briskly, with My Open Palm

It ain't what a man don't know that makes him a fool, but what he does know that ain't so.
—JOSH BILLINGS

Sometimes, it's good to be wrong.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

Thereisathing afriend of mine oncelabeed the "rhinocerosin the corner.” Maybe shewas just
repedting it, but | ways associate it with Peggy.



"The rhinocerosin the corner isthe ideathat hangs over aconversation,” she said, "but that you don't
talk about. Y ou find them al over the place, in alot of stuations.”

"Like, say, thefirst time you go to dinner with agirl?' | smiled. It was, of course, the first time we'd gone
out to dinner.

"Woman."

"Woman." Fine

"You talk about schoal,” she said, "and about mgjors, and jobs, and movies, and politics—anything. But
what you're both thinking about iswhether or not you're going to bed together.”

llol,]?l

"I mean, like, you're thinking about that, and she's thinking about that, but you don't talk about it."

"Y ou mean like were not?"

"Wadl . .." Shesmiled and Sipped at her beer. "Yeah."

* * %

Ahiradidn't want to tell me how he had survived, not unless | asked; and | wasn't going to ask him. Just

pure stubbornness on both of our parts, but it's a pattern wed falen into over al the years. Eventualy,
one of uswould givein, but you wouldn't want to bet the farm on which.

Ahiraand | stood in the spray on the foredeck, near the bow. He sat on the step next to the anchor, one

arm hooked over a safety line as he honed the edge of his battle-axe; | leaned against therail, doing
nothing much.

Ahirawhisked his stone smoothly against the edge of hisaxe. Fssssst. Fssssst. Fssssst. Fsssssst.
"Y ou're going to get that sharp enough to shave with, if you keep at it," | said.

He shrugged. "No such thing astoo sharp an axe." Y es, atoo-thin edge could chip in afight, but that
wouldn't make much practical difference, not with Ahiras strength behind it.

At least Ahirawastaking to me, even if the stubborn bastard wouldn't volunteer the information |
wanted him to. | waspersona non grata with Bast and Kenda, and Jason wasn't sure, yet, whether | had
brilliantly bought us more time—thereby cleverly saving the day—or if | had cravenly sold out everything
that Home stood for, and for no purpose. | would have given him an argument, but I'm not sure which

gdel'd havetaken, so | had givenit apass. Andy was adeep in her bunk, Tennetty watching over her,
Bast, and Kenda

"Fedsfaster now than it was before we tacked,”" he said.

"I know," | said. "But it just fedsthat way."

Running with the wind isfast, but despite the name it's uffy and no fun. The faster the sallboat, theless
pleasant it is—the more efficient the boat is at using the wind, the less breeze you have. Y ou carry your



effluvium with you. It fed slike you're not moving, like the rest of the universeis moving around you.
Sowly, and Suffily.

I much prefer sailing close-hauled, close to thewind, the rush of air in my face, occasiond jets of spray
refreshing me.

Magic and madness were loose somewhere out in the night, and we were sailing off into it dl.
Wetalked, and kept watch on the night. Not the worst thing to do. The night was clear, the sky bright
diamonds displayed proudly on the blackest velvet. To port, beyond where the starlight capered across
the gentle swells, dark land loomed thresteningly below the starry sky, the blackness broken only
occasiondly by theflickering of lanterns or fireplacesin some window ashore.

Off to starboard the roiling surface of the water, dark and glossy, shimmered and shattered the Sarlight.

A sailor only seesthe surface of the sea, dwaysis|eft to wonder what may wait below the surface.
Theresalot you never know.

| guess1'd never know what the right thing to do about Kirah was. But maybe | didn't have to decide on
the right thing, not in terms of effects. Maybe what | ought to do was accept the principle that if | wanted
things to work out for me and Kirah, just maybe running around the Eren regions wasn't the way to cure
it, that maybe the reason things had gone okay during the yearsin Endell isthat I'd been there.

Or maybe not. Maybe what both Kirah and | needed was along time away from each other.

| could till remember her, though, her hair floating in the breeze, her body soft and warm. Too long ago.

There comes atime when you just make a decision, when you stop fooling around pretending that what
you're doing isweighing and baancing and consdering and trying to decide, and you just decide. Fine.

I'd decide. Enough trying, enough whining and wondering and whereforeing. When | got home, I'd make
things work between Kirah and me. Period. Never mind how, never mind why. I'd just doit.

"What are you thinking about?' Ahiraasked. Fssssst. Fssssst.

"Jugt thinking thet it's getting cold out here."

Straight ahead, perhaps only afew hundred yards, perhaps more than afew miles, atrio of faerielights
dowly circled each other as they pulsed gently through the progression of blues and greens. The tempo
picked up, and the lights orbited faster around their invisible center, becoming al red and orange, the
pace increasing il further asthey circled each other faster and faster, tighter and tighter, until the circle
could not hold. First one, then the other two shattered into ashower of fiery sparksthat blued asthey fell
toward the dark waters below.

"Magic and madness are loose out in the night,” | said.

"Trueenough.”

"And were saling toward it."

"Thereisthat." Fssssst. Fssssst. Fssssst. He raised his head. "Where would you rather be?!



"Herésfine, | guess." Some of the best timesare when you just St and talk and think.

Erol Lyneian was very much anest fresk: the anchor cable, of that strange Therranji congtruction that |eft
abrass-and-iron cable asflexible as rope, had been carefully flemished against the deck, not Smply
coiled in ahesp.

Ahead of us, starlight danced on the water; the water rushed against the fast-moving boat. Above usin
the dark, the jib strained to catch every whisper of wind, looming above uslike alarge vague ghost.

One of the crewmen worked hisway forward. Vertum Barr, his name was: a short, bony man well into
hisfifties, naturaly so thin that you could see hisribs despite the smal potbelly, dark and wrinkled likea
dried mushroom—the sort of sailor you find working al over the Cirric, from boat to boat. He would
never own more than he could carry in his seabag, but aslong as he could work he would dways have a
bunk under which he could stow his bag.

"Carrying abit of weather helm asthe wind picks up, en?" | asked.
Hisface split in agap-toothed grin. "How did you know that?"

"Please. | do have an eyefor the obvious: she's hedling abit. Whoever isback at thetiller keeps having
to bear away. Costing us speed.”

"Hmmm . . . and what would you be doing about it, were it yoursto do?"
| shrugged. "Isthisatest? Y our center of effort'stoo far back. Me, I'd just crank the traveler
leeward—flatten out the mainsail. Or maybe I'd heave to and reef the mainsail some. But I'm alazy man.

A captain who prides himself on every breath of speed is either going to fly one of those loose-footed
salsyou'rerigged for, or more likely going to put on abigger jib."

"Heis, ishe?'

"And somebody who has gone to the trouble of having the mainmast rigged with twin forestaysisnt
going to want to heave to and switch sailsthe easy way—it'll take at least four men to do thejob, and I'll
bet you'd like a couple of assstantsto help with that huge mother of ajib."

"I wouldn't bet againgt you, truth to tell.” He smiled. "I could use some help, at that."

"Sure; we'd be happy to."

Ahiranodded. "l can finish thislater." He stowed his axe in its sheath and then bound it to arack of
belaying pins. "What are you getting usinto now?"

"Just ahit of work." | till wanted to ask him how he had survived, and he wanted to tell me, but the two
of us have dways dlowed ourselves to be stubborn over things that don't matter.

Hissmilewasbright inthe dark. "That | can handle."
We surprised them. Ahiraand | managed to haul the huge bag with the balloon jib—we would have

cdled it agenoajib on the Other Side—d| by oursaves, even though Ahiragrunted with the effort ashe
hauled the sailbag up the hatch. It must have weighed four hundred pounds, but Ahiracan carry weights



likethat.

Me, | just steadied the thing. I'm only human, after all.

Therigging was abit different than | was used to, and they had folded and packed the sail according to
their own idiosyncratic system; | wouldn't have wanted to try to rig the sail myself, but Vertum Barr and
Tretan Verr knew their jobs, and it wasn't dl that long before we had the baloon jib up on the leeward
forestay, and the smaller jib down, folded, bagged, and stowed.

We returned to our spot on the deck, the huge jib ballooning in the wind above us, luffing just abit asthe
crew worked to get thetrim right.

"l don't know what you seeinthis" Ahirasaid. Not criticism. Just observation.

"Guess you haveto be born with ataste for it." | smiled. "I had abit of experience on the Other Side.”
Jugt ahit. "It'srelaxing.”

"Hmm."

"Y ou've got something on your mind,” | said.

Henodded. "That'safact. I've been wondering if you're getting too dow, Walter,” Ahirasaid,
considering the edge of his axe, as he resumed his sharpening. "Y ou al do seem to dow down, asthe

yearsgo by."

"And not you?' | asked, maybe too harshly. "Y ou missed astep today.” If Ahirahadn't been bowled
over the Sde, we might have won on the first round, instead of lucking into another shot at the game.

| shuddered. Thelocas have ways of getting peopleto talk, and I'm none too fond of even theidea of
red-hot pokers being shoved up my ass. We al have our peccadilloes, and that's one of mine.

He shook his head. "No. Not me. I'm not aging like you are, not asfast." He stared at me out of sad
eyes. "If | waslosingit, bit by bit, I'd admit it. To mysdlf.”

| leaned back againgt the railing and closed my eyes. Possibly | was getting too old for this. I'd been
saying that for ten years, and maybe it was coming true.

Damn slly timeto be growing old. Magic was|oose in the world and we were sailing toward Ehvenor,
toward God-knew-what. The situation called for not only the wisdom that's supposed to come with age,
but the reflexes of youth. We needed a cross between Alvin Y ork, Natty Bumppo, George Patton, and
Shadowjack, and dl we had was me.

"Maybe" | said. "And maybe wejust were unlucky thistime. | don't think we did too badly. Getting out
of Braewith al of usdiveis about ten strokes under par, asfar as|'m concerned. That wastoo close.”

"No," hesad, firmly. "Just par.”
Wesat slent for along time.

"Don't beangry," hesaid. "It had to be said.”



"Maybeit did, and maybeit didn't."

"Would ignoring it make things any better?' A broad hand gripped my shoulder. "I seem to remember
somebody telling me, onerainy Friday night years and years ago, that | wasn't going to drive my
wheedlchair out of the dorm and into therain, because | couldn't afford to risk getting acold, not in my
date. | remember him saying something about thet it was fucking unfair, but the universe was fucking
unfair, and we weren't going to pretend otherwise.”

| shrugged. "Well, you couldn't.”

It was hard to remember Ahiraas crippled James Michadl Finnegan, largely because I'd never redlly
thought of James Michael as a cripple—his mind had aways been sharp, sharper than mine. The body,
sure, that was bent, but after you've known somebody for awhile, you learn to stop worrying yourself
over it; it doesn't rub off.

"l d'so remember,” he said, hisvoice low, "that you canceled a date to put together apoker game that
night."

"Hey, | needed the money.” | smiled. "Besides, | didn't redly cancel it, we just pushed it back aweek."
Bethany had been good about it; she had acted as James Michael's hands at the poker game, and had
been amused at the way that the other players paid more attention to her cleavage than to their cards.

Nice lady. Next weekend we had a nice steak dinner, complete with abottle of Silver Oak cabernet,
paid for with my winnings.

"Now it'smy turn,” hesaid. "Y ou've got to start taking it easy." He chuckled to take the sting out of it,
the laugh adeep rumblein hisbarrel of achest. "Y ou can't afford to get your neck broke, en?!

"Hey, | wouldn't do that. Deprive dl the women of my charm? But leaveit for later. Not now. I'm il
okay."

He had finished with hisaxe; carefully, gently, hewrapped it in an oilcloth.

"Maybe s0," he said, "probably. But you will dow down too much, some day. We can push it back a
bit, but there's going to come a time when you're not going to be able to go out and do things yourself."
Hebit a histhumb. "Next generation’'s coming along—Jason's getting sharper. We're going to haveto be
sure that he's got the right kind of people to back him."

"Until whet?'

The dwarf shrugged. "Until things change. However they change. Until the revolution that Lou is building
takes off on its own; until the gathering of Holtish and Biemish nobles becomes atrue parliament, until
ArtaMyrdhyn takes ahand and screws up whatever the hell we think we're doing.”

Starlight danced on the water, and abrief spray more chilled than refreshed me.

"Inthe meantime," he said, "you've got to do two things."

| knew what the first was going to be. "Practice, practice, practice.”

"Yup. Starting in the morning. Youand me. . . well, | can read your mind amost as well asyou can read



mine. Tennetty tends to bunt too much, and Jason can't coordinate with anybody.”

| shrugged. "I keep thinking of him as hisfather. Karl would have ducked back and blown six of them
away before getting into the fight, and then he could have taken out the rest.”

Ahiralooked me over, dowly, theway he dways did when | said something stupid. " That's the second
thing. Don't buy into the legend, or you might start to believe you're just as legendary.” He looked out
over the water. "Y ou've got to remember you're tricky Walter Slovotsky, and stop trying to be Karl.
Swaggering through the town square on arecon was a Karl sort of thing.”

Well, | didn't say, | actually didn't do it Karl's sort of way. | did it my way.

But Ahirawas off on his you're-getting-too-old-for-thiskick, and | didn't want to complicate the issue.

Besides, hewasright. I've dways been best at sneaking and indirection, not taking on half adozen

swordsmen. | should have thought out away around it, not confronted Lord Daeran in some sort of
Mexican sandoff.

"Il try," | said.

"Good," hesaid, rising. "We gtart practicing in the morning. In the meantime, get some deep. I'll kegp an
eye on thingstonight; | can catch up on deep tomorrow.”

Screw it. "Okay," | sad. "O-fucking-kay. | give."

e

"I givein. Youwin. If youwon't tell me, I'll break down and ask.”

He smiled as heticked histhumbnail against the anchor. "Ask what?"

"How it happensthat you'redive."

He amiled, again. "Y ou mean because dwarves can't float, can't swim, right?"
"Yes. That's exactly what | mean. Areyou going to tel me, or let me die of curiosity?’

He shrugged and he hefted the anchor chain. "'l think I'll ask Erol Lyneian for apiece of this, asa
good-luck charm.—Anybody ever tell you that dwarves can'tclimb ?*

CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

In Which | Face Off
with a Fanatic,

and Spend Time with
an Old Friend



There are truths which are not for all men, nor for all time.
—VOLTAIRE
| changed my mind, okay?

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

Old friends are good to have around. There'sastory or two about that, but they'll have to wait, just a
bit.

* * *

We stopped to trade at Artiven, bobbing safely at anchor offshore, while the launch took Erol Lyneian
and some trade goods ashore—afew bundles of Sciforth ironwood, a couple of hogsheads of
horrible-smelling Fenevarian glue, and, surprisingly, fifty-or-so pounds of Home wootz.

Maybe that shouldn't have been so surprisng—Aurtiven was known for its knives and swords, and it
would have been hard to think of a better start than the high-grade weapon steel that Home produced.

We could have goneright past, | guess, except for two things. For one, crew provisionswere low.
There hadn't been quite enough timeto load them in Brae. Taking to your hedlsusudly interfereswith
something important; thiswas above par. Two: Ahirawanted Bast and Kenda off the ship, and away
fromus.

Erol Lyneian had been pushing me for more of the details of powdermaking, and 1'd been supplying
them.

Bast wasn't happy. We hadn't had quite enough healing draughts to bring him and Kenda up to full
hedlth; the aftermath of hisordedl had |eft him frail, at least for the time being. Rest, food, and time would
do everything ese. Although he couldn't re<t.

He caught up with me as | was getting alesson in rigging and ketch sailing from Vertum Barr—I'm no
dilettante, but | like learning new skills and polishing ones | aready have—while Tennetty and Jason were
working out on the rear deck.

It was good to play sailor again, wearing nothing but apair of blousy pantaloons and a headband—uwell,
and aknife strapped to my right calf, concedled by the pant leg—worrying about nothing more important
than how to get abit more speed out of the shape of asail, whether the bilge hold needed pumping again,
or how to fly acomplex set of sails.

TheDelenia 's gear was unusua, even by theidiosyncratic nonstandards of Cirric sailing: she used alot
of lacquered, layered wood rather than iron (okay) and brass (better); jibsheet fairleads anchored,
instead of track-and-dider; reefing clawsthat looked like bear paws. Strange stuff, but not bad.

Tennetty had stripped down to athin cotton shirt and shorts, and Jason down to just apair of ragged
Homejeans. They circled each other, hands reaching out for agrip on forearms or wais.

"Now," Vertum Barr said, chewing on apiece of jerky as he talked, "you hear alot about how the
mizzens don't add much to the speed of aketch, and there's some truth to that. But when you're



close-tacking, the faster you can come about, the better off you are, and that's why we pay particular
attention to the trim of the mizzen." He frowned at the horizon, hisforehead creased leather. " Probably fly
the mizzentrysal, if thingslook shaky."

Far off, probably a storm was brewing. All kinds of storms.

Tennetty let Jason grab her by waist and arm, and as he tried for asolid throw, she kicked her hed
againg hiscaf, knocking oneleg out from benegth him, the two of them falling hard to the deck, Tennetty
on top, her fingers stopping inches from hiseyes.

She dapped the deck and rose. "Again.”

"So why aketch?' | asked.

He amiled. " Deeniausad to be afishing boai—and afisherman hasto be nimble more than fast. If it
were up to me, I'd have her remasted and rerigged as a doop, but Erol Lyneian likesthe way she handles
asis, and she'shisship, not mine, en?’

Thistime, as Tennetty and Jason closed, their arms and feet moved so fast that | couldn't quite make out

what they were doing, but when they parted, he was till on hisfeet, and Tennetty waslying at hisfeet,
dammed hard onto the deck.

If it were up to me, the ship would lie at anchor here while the storm passed us by, but none of the crew
seemed to think it looked threatening enough. Y ou can pick up alot of knowledge by working the coast,
from boat to boat, but there's things that only years of experience teach you. "Now, if we haveto run
before the storm, we may be able to run quicker, without endangering oursalves, if we have abit of cloth
back here. Yes?'

| nodded. "That would seem to be s0."

I'd heard Bast walk up behind me, but | hadn't done anything about it. Let him make the first move. Of
coursg, if the first move was dipping aknife in between my third and fourth ribs, I'd probably regret it.
I'm kind of funny that way.

Vertum Barr touched a bent finger to his brow and walked off.

"Wadter Sovotsky," Bast said, as| turned. "We haveto tak."

"We can talk. If you want to argue about taking passage to Sciforth, talk it over with the dwarf, not with
rrell

Ahirawas ashore, finding aship for Bast and Kenda, @) which | didn't want to argue about, and b) with
which | agreed.

"Not about that," he said. " About something more important.”
| remembered Bast as a gangling kid, with an Adam's apple that used to bob nervoudy up and down his
skinny neck, never redly concealed by the soft, downy beard that couldn't grow long enough to cover it,

or to conced his soft face. He could never look mein the eyesin the old days, aways looking away.

Now, hisblack beard was trimmed back, like an overgrown hedge; his skin was pulled taut at the bridge



of his nose and above his cheekbones; and his unblinking eyes never left mine. Hewasdressed only ina
blousy pair of sailor's pantaloons with thick rolled hems at his ankles—they were much too large for
him—and carrying only awaterskin over his shoulder.

| knew what he was going to say before he said it. It'saminority opinion, but Lou's disciples have
always seemed to meto tend toward the fanatical.

"We haveto slence everyone aboard this ship,” he said, hisvoice stubbornly level and reasonable, his
eyes obgtinatdly refusing to glow with fanaticd fire. He dropped the waterskin over therall, letting the
coiled leather thong pay out from hishand until it splashed in the water below. He hauled it up and tied
the skintotherall, letting it codl in the breeze.

Evaporative cooling, and dl that. | bet he even knew the name of it.

"Just because they overheard the secret of powdermaking?”' | finally asked.
"Wes"

As Hassan ibn-al-Sabbah would have said, Death to all fanatics!

| shook my head. "The secret would have to get out sometime. May aswell be now. If the choiceisthe
secret getting out now or me cold-bloodedly murdering theDelenia 's captain and crew, then it definitely
getsout now." | reached down into my pouch and pulled out astick of jerky, toreit in half, and politely
offered him his choice of halves. | wouldn't have returned the courtesy, mind—if he had doneit, both
halves could have been poisoned.

He thought about it for amoment, debating the propriety of eating with the grestest traitor that he'd ever
known, then decided that it wouldn't stay his hand, if necessary. He bit into the jerky.

"No," | went on, "our edge is ways going to be progress, not secrets. If the process for making daver
powder was cheaper, the secret of black powder wouldn't be worth anything. It could have been
cheaper to make; hell, maybe it could be made that way; | don't know enough magic." | chewed some
more jerky. Too sdty. "No, our edgeisgoing to bein staying ahead of the game, not in controlling who
playswhat pieces. For now, staying ahead means smokel ess powder weapons replacing black powder.
More bang for the volume, less smoke, dower burning.”

Hislook wastoo controlled to be aglare, but just barely. | wasn't supposed to know the advantage of
dow-burning powdersin long barrels.

Tennetty and Jason walked up, both sweaty from their workout. Well, Jason had that
sweaty-but-satisfied ook that the younger folks get; Tennetty's breathing was dill fast, and aveinin her
neck pulsed in arapid beat. She looked more drained than anything else.

"We're thinking about going ashore for awhile," he said. " Stretch our legs a bit, maybe ask around
some." Hisface wastoo much amirror to histhoughts; | could tell he was too eager.

"Tennetty?" | cocked my head to one side. "He's leaving something out.”
"Hetold you."

"| doubt that."



"Wadl, maybe he could have been more specific." A smile worked itsway across her face. "One of the
crew came back with some rumors about things streaming out of Ehvenor. We thought we'd see what the
loca gossipis”

| turned back to Jason, not asking why he hadn't come clean with me. He till had alot to learn—I don't
ingst on doing dl the fun things mysdlf. Besides, looking into rumorswasn't al that much fun. ™Y ou asking
permisson?’

He thought about that. He thought about the fact that he didn't like me much, and then he thought about
the fact that he was perfectly capable of making errors, too.

Sohesad, "Advice, a least," hisface going studioudy blank. He had worked out that he didn't haveto
take advice.

Tennetty kept her smile small. Good; the kid didn't need to see her beaming approva. Might swell his
head fast enough to burst the skin.

"Y ou ask the dwarf?
He shook his head. "Him next, and Kenda." He looked over a Bast. "Would you like to come along?"

Bagt shook hishead. "No."

Ddlicately put. Bast reminded me of an Other Sidefriend | used to have. Brian would aways turn down
an invitation to go out to dinner with aguttural monosyllable, implicitly trusting to hisfriends not to take
offense. Not agood bet, not altogether. Eventually we stopped calling, most of us.

Jason was waiting with smulated patience, and the day wasn't getting any shorter. Artiven wasa
relatively safe town, but there was no sensein pushing it, either way.

"Sure," | said. "Go onin, but don't try too hard to nose around. Spend a bit of money, eat some local
food, keep your eyes and ears open, and your mouth chewing.”

Jason and Tennetty walked away. Bast was ill scowling at me.

Black powder wasn't as much of a secret as he thought. Andy had been around when Lou and | mixed
up the very first batch, and helped gtir, al the while chanting, "Bubble, bubble, toil and trouble.” She
knew the formula, and Ahiradid, and I'm sure Doria knew what went into black powder, too, athough |
wouldn't have given odds that she knew the proportions.

Not that those mattered—you can get quite a distance from the classica mix and till get redl
gunpowder. Themain secret isin knowing what to play around with, and going ahead and doingit.

So, the smple argument went like this: Bast, don't worry about the secret getting out, because therésa
bunch of uswho have known it for years.

With Bast eager to dicethethroat of everybody who had heard the secret, it was probably not agood
ideato give him more targets; better to reason with him. "Did you know?"

He shook hishead. "1 had . . . hints, but | deliberately didn't follow them up. | didn't need to know how



to make powder, and | didn't want to know. Master Ranella does, and there are.. . . arrangementsif she
and the Engineer were both to die. But no, | didn't know how." He unfastened the water-skin from the
rail and took a polite swig before offering it to me.

| thought about the waterbag, and | thought about the drinking to show that | trusted him, but then |
decided that it was too big arisk, even though | knew there was no point in Bast poisoning me. Maybe
he didn't know that.

Wed had enough to do with poisons recently, abeit fake ones.
"I don't think so, Bast," | said, handing him the waterbag back.
"Y ou ask meto trust you, but you won't trust me?" he asked.

| nodded. "Wll, yesh."

It was, after dl, afair satement of the Stuation.

* % *

The door to Andy's cabin stood half open. Inside, the datted blinds over the porthole cast bands of light
and dark onto her bunk, striping its rumpled brown blankets. Dressed in apair of shortsand ahater
againg the heat of the day, she was sitting tail or-fashion on her bunk amid scattered items: asilver knife,
its handle the dull white of new bone; aspool of impossibly finethread; asmal lenticular crysta clutched
inaclay claw; afoot-long feather that pulsed through arainbow of colorsas sheidly stroked at it.

Y ou know: theusudl.

She didn't notice me at first; she was concentrating on the thick, leather-bound volume. | glanced at the
pages, and found that not only couldn't | read them, but that the letters blurred and swvam in front of my
eyes.

Moremagic. | shivered. | don't like magic.

| sood in the doorway, silently. I'm good at that. | once crouched silently on atree branch for more than
aday, motionless while the sun rose and fell and rose again, adthough my thighs and lower back still ache
at the thought of it, even now, years later.

"Close the door and pull up asest," she said, not looking up. "1 won' bite.”

"Oh, darn."

Sheraised her head into the bands of light and shadow, and the light caught her eyes and mouth as she
gmiled for amoment. Just for that moment, all the yearsfell away, and we were kids again, back in our
twenties. Shelooked too young for dl the years, maybe, or maybeit wasjust that the years had finally
settled well on her. | never believed the common Other Side nonsense about how awoman was
necessarily the most beautiful at twenty or so, and over the hill by thirty.

But it was only amoment; she moved her head back, one band of shadow turning her smileinto adark
and distant smirk, another masking her eyes. "What's everybody up to?"

| sat down on the bed, the spell book between us. "' Jason and Tennetty have gone into town, just to look



around. Ahiras over in the docks, buying passage for Bast and Kenda. We should have the two of them
out of our hair by tonight. What are you up to?"' Trandation: How much have you been usng magic, and
how much isit affecting you?

Her mouth quirked in the shadows. "Trying spdllsthat are beyond me, without success.” | guess my
adarm showed in my face.

She waved her hand, as though to wave my concern away. It didn't work. "No, not dangerous
ones—thisis subtle magic. Information magic, not power magic,” she said. Shetouched afingernail toa
fuzzy line on the page. "Thisone, for example: | could, say, accent the second syllable of the ingtigator,
reverse the suffixesfor any of the hegemonies, liso my way through the dominitives, and dl that would
happen to the power isthat it would randomize, and that wouldn't do much. It might raise the
temperature in the room afew degrees, but that's about al."

"What'sit for? The spdl, | mean.”

"Mapmaking," she said. "Directiona magic. WEll need it in Ehvenor. We're getting close to Ehvenor.
Tomorrow night?"

| nodded. "Morning after, a worst."

Or at begt. Thistime| didn't shiver. Reflexively, | reached toward the knife—I'm comfortable with an
edged wegpon in my hands—but pulled my hand back. Messing with wizards equipment isn't agood
idea
"Sometimes aknifeisjust aknife," she said. "Go ahead; you won't hurt anything."

| hefted it in my palm, the silver blade cool against my skin, the bone handle too warm, as though she
had been holding it tightly, too long.

She looked up at me, her eyes probing from the datted shadow. Bars of light and dark cut diagonaly
across her face, ripingit.

"I worry about you sometimes,” she said. There was an extranotein her voice, something high-pitched,
perhaps. It bothered me.

"Me, t00," | said. "I'm getting too old for this." | ran my thumb aong the edge of the knife. 1'd seen
sharper.

The edge of her mouth touched the light as she smiled. "Too old for what?"
"This running around, getting ourselvesin and out of trouble.
"Y ou till seem good enough at it," she said, leaning back, considering.

| shrugged. "The trouble with thisline of work isno matter how good you are at it, eventualy you get
unlucky. It'slike. . ."

That wasthetrouble. It wasn't like anything else. "Okay, try it thisway. Karl and | used to spar, back in
the old days. Now, back at our peak, he had the edge on mein strength, and | had a bit more speed, but
his reflexes were just atouch better than mine. He couldn't move asfast, but he could reect faster, he



could get started moving just ahair before | did."
She nodded, her face impassive.

"So, given that he was better at hand-to-hand than | am, he should have won al the time. But he didn't
windl of thetime—jusmost of thetime. Big difference. We were operating close to the limits of human
reflexes, and sometimes you have to, say, commit yoursalf to ablock before your opponent strikes—if
you wait for him to make his movefirg, therewon't be time for nerveimpulsesto travel to the brain and
make the return trip before he connects, yes?'

"S0?' shesad. "What's your point?”

"My point, such asit is, isthat welivein aworld of both skill and chance. If you put yoursdf into a
Stuation where theré's arandom factor operating, no matter how carefully you've scoped it out, no
matter how good you are, sometimes you're committed to a path, sometimes you've aready entered into
acourse of action that'll smash you flat."

"Or blow you into hamburger,”" she said, her voice low but unnaturaly even. She waan't talking about
me. "Turn hisbody into garbage," she said, her fingers digging into my arm, "and spread it across afilthy
beach, gulls swooping down and pecking at threads of muscle and patches of skin, flecks and fragments
of bone, and one eyeball, miraculoudy intact, lying on the sand, staring blindly at the sharp begks, at—"

“Andy—"

"| can see him before," she said, the words coming faster and faster, "I can seehimand | can fed it,
except when thefireflaresin my mind, except when the power playsthrough my fingers. | can seehim
smiling, not because he isn't scared, because he was never afraid to be scared, but because he knows
that that will frighten them just alittle more. | can see him lighting the fuse," she said, spitting out the
wordsin arapid-firetattoo, "I can see him batting them away with his good hand while the fuse burns
down, and laughing at them, smiling at them, maybe because they don't know enough to run, maybe
because since he can't run hewon't let them run, because he's decided that thisisthe end and they're all
going with him." Shelooked up a me. "But sometimes heisn't wearing hisface, because sometimesit's
Jason's, and sometimesit's Ahiras, and it's been Pidl's, and my God, Walter, sometimes he's wearing
your face, sometimes he looks like you, sometimesit'syou, Walter . . ."

"Shh..." | ladafinger againg her lips. "Easy, Andy. Sow down."
With avigble effort, she stopped herself from talking.
Trembling fingers reached for my face, her touches tentative, light, like the brush of a cobweb.

"Sometimesit'syours,” she said. " Sometimes he wears your face." Her breath was fast and ragged, and
her voice wasthick and liquid. "It'sdl getting so complicated,” she said, "the closer we get to Ehvenor.”

She touched my forehead with two widespread fingers and breathed out a spell, like shewas blowing a
bubbleintheair.

Bright lights flared behind my eyes, in my mind, and | could see distant fires, to the horizon, and beyond.
They burned too brightly; reds and oranges that intense, that vivid would have burned my eyes out of my
head.



Off in the distance, beyond the horizon, the rolling waters of the Cirric roiled at the edge of Feerie,
bubbling in places, freezing in others, while below the surface, immense dark shapes waited for release.

Somewherefar away but closer, a purple vein of magic had been cut open; strange thingsand
strangeness bled out into the cold air, taking on asolidity that was nonetheless substantia for al its
wrongness. avision of adagger-toothed, batwinged creature became real and flapped off into the night; a
vague, insubstantia hulking shape took on precision and substance as it shambled across the ground,
scratching at itshairy sdes.

Off beyond, beyond distance, bardly visble yet crygdlineinits clarity, alandmass stood waiting, bright
lights pulsing across the twisting shordline in agavotte somehow familiar in pattern but unpredictable.

"Faerie" she said. "Imagine yourself with dl the problems and sorrows ahuman could have. Y ou could
lay it dl before the Faerie, and they could send you home healed and well, or broken and misshapen,
better than you ever were, or worse than you ever feared you could be."

Chances?

Shelaughed as she spread her handsin front of me, her fingers moving as though she was shuffling a
deck of cards. "Imagine an infinite deck of cards, Walter. Each card has anumber onit, from oneto
infinity. Thereis one one, two twas, three threes, four fours, and so on." She mimed fanning the deck.
"Pick acard, at random, Walter, from oneto infinity, and | will pick one, too, and what are the chances
that my number islarger than yours?'

50-50, looked at one way; 100%, looked at another; zero, yet ancther.

"All aretrue,” she sad, dismissng the deck.

Theinner vison turned away from the water, toward the land. We were used to thinking of powerful
magica objects as few and far between, but | could see the flare of half adozen charmed amulets or
rings within the confines of Artiven itsdf. And not just the fire of an enchanted stone or piece of glass.
Hiding, wrapped in long-rotted leather, an iron glove lay, itsfingers thick worms of segmented stedl, each
finger tipped with ajagged blade like a shark's tooth, waiting while it lay beneath the sands at the
shoreline, pushed down beneath the rotted piling of an old dock.

"Deathglove" shesaid. "It kills happily, it killswell, but it killsabit of you every timeyou useit. Buried a
long time ago, by somebody wise enough not to keep it. There would be those who would give
everything they havefor this."

Then how could it havelain there so long? | didn't voice the question, but she answered it anyway.
"Can't you see? It's hidden, it's hidden."

Not now it wasn't. But | don't need a deathglove, thank you very much.

"No, Walter, you idiot, not the deathglove, the rest of the picture, the summoning. It takes more power
and control to find it, to see dl of it. If | can just look deeper .. ."

Thelight started to clarify further, to brighten, but—

"No." | could fed the sharp clarity of the shapes cutting at my mind, sawing away at my sanity. | pushed



her hand out of the way, and the light died behind my eyes. | wasn't meant to work magic, or to work
with magic.

And neither was she, not at thisleve. Not likethis.
"Sopit," | said. "Letitdrop."

Her eyes had gone wide and unblinking, her jaw dack. A fat, red drop of blood hung at the swell of her
lower lip as her lips moved rapidly, amost in silence, her breathing growing faster and more ragged.

"NO_"

| shook her once, gently, then again, hard, but she didn't stop. | tried to shake her even harder, but |
couldn't. | don't mean that | wasn't willing to shake her hard. | tried, but it was like trying to push her first
through water, then molasses, then through awall—there was alimit to how hard | could shake her, how
hard her magic would let me hold her.

"Sopit.”

| tried to dap her, but my hand dowed asit approached her face, turning what had been intended to be
asharp hit into agentle cupping of her cheek. Whatever was moving her was protecting her on theleve
of physica attack.

"Andrea”

| couldn't hit her, and nothing | could say was going to do any good, so | pulled her close, my mouth
over hers.

Her eyes were wide and her mouth was wet and warm, salty with the taste of blood, perhaps mine,
perhaps hers. Her arms snaked around my chest, astonishingly strong fingers locking tightly behind my
back as she pushed hersdlf hard against me, her tongue warm and wet in my mouth.

Old reflexes died hard while long-time inhibitions died easily: | swept the spell book and her gear off the
bed and onto the floor, not caring about the damage.

Her eyes, now more ingstent than mad, locked on mine aswe fell to the bunk, fingers struggling clumsily
with dothing.

The part of methat's dways anaytica mused that | used to be alot more expert at this, but | told it to
shut up, and for onceit listened.

* * %

Shelay in my armsfor along time, her head resting on my left shoulder, her breathing so dow | thought
shewas adeep, whichiswhy | didn't move my arm from undernegath her, even though she was pressing
against my bicepsin just the right place to put the arm to deep.

Totel thetruth, thefirgt time hadn't been dl that good; we were both in too much of ahurry, or at least |
was. The second time was better. Twenty years before, there had been athird time, but no matter how
long it had been for me since I'd last been with awoman—and it had beenfar too long—I was years
older, and was dowing down.



Wi, | had seen this coming, and now it had happened, and the world hadn't ended.

What | hadn't considered enough was that Doriawas probably right, that Andy was overdoing the
magic, and it not only wastaking atoll on her, but was threatening to send her right over the edge, dmost
asthough it was a persond force. I'd haveto try to keep her away from magic, but | didn't have the
vaguest ideaasto how to do that. Thisworked once, but | didn't think that keeping it up twenty-four
hoursaday wasaredly live possihility.

| mean, assuming | was, er, up to it, how would | phrase the suggestion?

| smiled to mysdlf, but it wasn't funny. Andy was pushing herself too hard, and | didn't see aprayer of
stopping it. Maybe, just maybe, she could control it better. Maybe there was some other way.

| hate maybes.

| had thought she was adegp, but then she stretched and yawned, lifted her face to mine, and smiled as
she stretched, one toe coming up and playing with the shegath still strapped to my right calf. | don't
normally fed the need to be armed during sex, honest, but | hadn't spent alot of time thinking this out.

Unsurprisingly, al the tenson had gone out of her body. Even if you do it wrong, that till tendsto
happen, and while | hadn't been keeping score, | hadn't noticed alot of mistakes on either of our parts,
just the normal sort of firgt-time clumsiness. What did surprise me wasthat alot of tenson | hadn't
known I'd had, had gone out of me. In my shoulders and right arm, particularly. (I suspect the tautness
had gone out of my left arm, but it was numb, and | wasn't going to know about that for awhile.)

"What am | supposed to say?' she asked, her voice blurred with deepiness. " 'Thanks, | needed that'?"

It would have been uncouth to observe that she obvioudyhad needed that, even softened by an
explanation to the effect that for an adult used to an active sex life, there were better things than having it
cut off, as| could have explained from my own recent history.

Or | could have explained that | needed it too. No, not just the release; as much asI'd wanted that, | am
more than skin and meat wrapped around a collection of gonads and hormones. What | had needed,
what | had needed badly, was the touch of awoman who didn't shudder when | laid ahand on her.

But—

"Sure" | said. "Thet'll befine

* % *

Let metel you two of the nice things about having old friends around:

Y ou can do something that is at the very best morally ambiguous, and then, when questioned abot i,
you can try to shrug it off with astupid one-liner, and al that will hgppen isthat your old friend will stiffen
for amoment, then relax in your arms and lay her head on your chest, and then shelll say with an
affectionate laugh in her voice, "Walter, you aresuch an asshole.” And then, quickly: "Wed better get
dressed before my son gets back."

And, later, you can be standing next to arailing asaship is blown through the night, watching the faerie
lights dancing manically dong the horizon, their reflectionsin the water shattered and dispersed long
before they've ever reached you, and another old friend will walk up and rest adim hand on your



shoulder, lean her head againgt your arm, and say nothing, nothing at all.

CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

In Which We Meet
Three Slavers Snarling,
Two Wizards Waiting,
One Cleric Considering,
but Skip the Partridge
in the Pear Tree

Whoever loves, if he do not propose
Theright true end of love, he's one that goes
To sea for nothing but to make him sick.

—JOHN DONNE

Peer pressureisapaininthe ass.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

The sun had just set, casting fading bands and threads of gold and crimson on sky and water, asthe
lights of Ehvenor drew over the horizon and started to peek out between theidands.

The cold gray waters around Ehvenor were scattered with rocky, wave-spattered idands. Some thrust
stony fingers through the surface and into the sky, and made me think of underwater spires threatening to

gut the ship. Others, their backs covered in moss and brush, rose only afew feet out of the water. Their
dark bulksloomed dangeroudly benesth the waves, threatened theDe enia 's bulk with grounding.

Mostly, they just got in the way.
Lifesalot like that.

Eral Lyneian pointed theDelenia 's bow high, toward what |ooked like a dangeroudy narrow passage
between two idands, but helooked like he knew what he was doing, and | hoped he knew what he was
doing.

"Theresalanding on the other side of that. That's the closest I'm willing to go to Ehvenor these days.”

Therewas alight behind Andregls eyes—and no, that's not a figure of speech—as shelaid ahand on
Erol Lyneian's shoulder and said, "No. Thereisanother. Further down, past the channdl. Sail to that

one." Her voice was athick contralto, dmost anging.

| looked to Ahira, and he looked back at me, but neither of us was going to say anything further.



Erol Lyneian started to protest, but she sillenced him with agesture. " Sail to that one.”

* % *

The landing was a shelf cut into the side of the cliff, and three flights of steps carved up the side,
zigzagging to the top above.

Deleniastrained gently at her anchor asthe onshore breeze tried to blow her up against the rocks, her
salsflapping loosdy in the wind. We unloaded our gear quickly, Jason and Tennetty descending first,
Ahiraand me throwing packs and parcels down to them and the four rowersin the launch.

| wasthe last one down. | turned to Erol Lyneian to thank him, but he hadn't gotten us out of Brae out of
any goodness of his heart, but in return for a secret worth as much asahull full of gold, perhaps. And
worth nothing if I Smply spread it around, telling everyone | encountered what gunpowder consisted of,
how to makeit.

Of course, it wouldn't be worth anything to me, ether, but it never had been, not in the sense that Erol
Lyneian thought of it. Which iswhy he hadn't thought of the possibility that | might spread the secret
further—why would | give away something that | had so carefully husbanded dl these years?

| smiled.
"Farewdl, Erol Lyneian,” | said, as| lowered myself over the side.

Only afew minuteslater we and our gear were safely ensconced on the lower landing, watching the
sailorsrow the launch al too quickly back to theDedenia.

Ahiralooked &t the lights brightening the sky overhead, obscured by the cliff, and then he looked a me.

"Wadter," hesad, "you'reon."

Most of the time, the precautions you take are wasted, but you have to take them anyway.

A college friend of mine—she was asenior when | was afreshman—got married right after graduation.
She wanted to get started on making babies, only to find after much effort and expense that she had a
fertility problem, and that al the years and money she'd spent on contraception had been wasted. | don't
want to count the number of times I've entered aroom through awindow, or perhaps an unexpected
door, or poked my head in and out for aquick peek before going in. | can't begin to add up how often
I've armed mysdlf for the day or night without ever having to even touch a hand to aknifehilt or pistol
butt. | won't try to remember the number of times|'veloaded apistol and hung it on the wall without
havingtofireit.

Stll, you doit theright way, each and every time.

| crept up the seps dowly, carefully, handsfeding for any give as| dowly put my weight on each
progressive step, eyes sweeping the steps ahead for asign of anything out of the ordinary, happy that
these were stone, and not wood. There's athousand ways to gimmick awooden staircase; alaid stone
oneistrickier, and carved stone isthe toughest to rig, but it's not impossible.

The obvious place for atrap was at the top, where some idiot would poke his head and torso over the
ledge, leaving himsdlf an open target, S0 | paused at the last landing and gently straightened.



The plateau was overgrown by athick vinethat lay flat on the ground; it had long choked any grasses
dead, s0 there was neither any obstruction nor concea ment.

Stll, in the dark, you wouldn't expect anyone to be looking for aforehead and a pair of eyes. You
wouldn't expect there to be somebody right there, his eyesinchesfrom mine.

Which is okay, because there wasn't.

What therewas was aman, squatting easily, just out of reach, looking down at me, two men standing
behind him. He was broad of shoulder and dark of hair and beard, and histhin lipsbardly splitinasmile
that held only atrace of cynicism, perhaps, or possibly just ahint of contempt.

The hilt of a saber hung near hisleft hip, canted forward, but his hands were clasped in front of him.

"Greetings," he said. Moving with exaggerated 9 owness, he unclenched his hands and gestured beyond,
to the campfire, where three more shapesin dark robes huddled around a s mmering pot. "They've been
waliting for you, for dl of you." He extended a muscular hand to help me up, but backed dowly away,
pamsup, when | didn't takeit.

| looked beyond the three rough men toward the fire, toward the three hooded shapes there, watching
us, not moving.

Six of them, five of us. | didn't particularly like the odds; the three robed ones Sitting about the fire might
aswell have been wearing Sgns proclaiming themsel ves magic-user types.

The dark-bearded man spoke again. "Tahavath,” he said with asmile. "We mean you no harm, not here
and now." It wasagenuine smile, but | didn't likeit. "Even though | am called Wolkennen, and am afull
brother of the Savers Guild, asare my guild brothers here," he said.

Sometimes, everyoneislucky that I'm me, and not Karl—me included. Karl would have launched
himself a Wolkennen, and damned be the consequences, figuring one down was agood start. Me, | just
beckoned to the othersto hurry the hell up the stairs, and straightened, dipping the hilt of athrowing knife
to the pam of my hand.

| mean, | believed him, but | wasn't sure | believed thet | believed him, if you understand what | mean.

Andy was at my side, one hand touching my arm to urge caution, a soft spell on her lips.

"Beeasy, Wdter," she said, walking up the steps and stalking across the mat of vinestoward the
campfire, and the three sitting around it. One of the daverstook haf astep toward her, stopped by a

glare from Wolkennen.

"No," hesaid. "Leave them be." The three davers backed off, away from us, away from thefire, toward
the far end of the plateau where apair of low tents stood pitched.

| walked the last few steps up the plateau. Down the dope, Ehvenor lay, waiting. Or maybeit didn't lie,
and perhapsit didn't wait. Maybe it was doing more than lying.

Down the dope and below, Ehvenor flickered brightly in the night.



Thelast time | had been near Ehvenor, it looked pretty much like anorma city, except for the area
around the Faerie. . . wdl, embassy, | dwaysthought of it.

I'd say that part of it was unchanged, except that it had neverbeen unchanged: that was the trouble with
it.

It was atdl, dome-capped tower, rising perhaps four stories, seemingly woven of sunrise and haze,
always best looked at out of the corner of the eye. When you'd look at it directly, it would seem to shift,
to change, to melt from one shape to another, but aways so subtly that you never could tdll just what had
happened, dways knowing that something was different from what had been, but never ableto tell
whether the change had come on quickly or dowly.

It was till therein the center of the city, but now it was surrounded by three smilar buildings, no, it was
ahundred buildings, slly, of courseit had always been—athousand buildings, spread across—no, tightly
packed through—miles upon miles of crooked—no, curved—no, straight streets.

| could have looked away, but it's abad habit to look away from things that bother you; you have to get
usedtoit. So | looked, my jaw clenched so tight I'm surprised | didn't break any teeth.

Okay; fine. The outer parts of the city were still streets of cobblestone and mud, still buildings of wood
and stone, but the center of the city, amass of great brightness and indeterminate size, was something
that my mind couldn't quite grasp, no matter how hard | tried.

Big fucking dedl. Nothing to be scared abouit. 1'd never been ableto do integral calculus, either; not
understanding something didn't have to scare me.

Sowhy was| shivering? | would have guessed that it was cold on the plateau, but | don't like the looks
of that kind of intellectual dishonesty on anybody, present company included.

Okay; it scared me. Big, fat, hairy dedl. 1'd been scared before.

Off toward the edges of the light, dark shapes shifted into and out of solidity, some evaporating in the
flickering whiteness, others shuffling off into the darkness.

| turned back to the others.

Trouble was brewing, at least from one quarter. Andy had quietly joined the three robed ones sitting by
thefire, but Tennetty and Jason had dropped their gear and squared off opposite the davers. No
weapons had been drawn, but maybe it was only amatter of time. Jason had dready thumbed away the
thong holding one of his borrowed flintlocksin place.

Silly boy. | thumbed away the thongs ofall of my flintlocks. | waswilling to take Wolkennen'sword for
his harmlessness—until it al started.

Ahirastepped in front of Jason. "Let's not start anything we can't stop, friends,” he said, mainly to Jason
and Tennetty, but maybe abit to me, aswell.

Something moved in the vines underfoot, and | started, stopping my hand at the butt of aflintlock.

"You know," | said, "thisreminds me of astory | once heard about. Seems there were these two groups
of combatants squared off against each other, trying to make peace. Only trouble was, one member of



one party spotted a snake, and drew his sword to cut its head off. That'swhen it al broke loose. Not
because anybody wanted it to, but because everybody thought it aready was breaking loose.”

Ahiranodded. "Sowell dl stand very easy. Tennetty, you and | will just St ourselves over there," he
said, indicating a spot about hafway between the fire and the tents. " Jason and Walter, you join Andrea.”

| didn't know whether to be flattered that he trusted me enough to back Andy on whatever was going
on, or whether to be discouraged that he didn't trust me to either hold my fire or put it in the right place,
s0 | decided to skip being flattered or discouraged and hurried over with Jason to where Andy was
ganding by thefire.

Well, | had long taken the position that if what was going on with Ehvenor was all that important, there
would be magicd typeslooking intoit; | didn't know whether to be glad or disappointed to be proven
right.

One of the three robed ones stood, throwing back the hood, and letting the dark robe fall to hisfeet.
Beneath the robe he wore tunic and leggings, both of alight yellow. My prejudices are dwaysto think of
wizards as smdl, wizened men and women—the more powerful, the smaler and more shriveled—»but
that'sredly silly, when you think of it. Somebody who can take on a better appearance may well choose
to appear young and strong; somebody with enough power to make that appearance real may well
choose to be young and strong, and by no means are al wizards human.

Hewastdl and just barely dender rather than skinny, his black beard trimmed nestly, the movements of
his hands graceful as he beckoned to Andy.

"Join us, good wizard," he said, clasping his handsin front of him and bowing. "We have been waiting."

Andy said nothing, and the slence hung inthe air for along time while the city flickered and thefire
crackled. In the crackling flames, aburning log broke in two, sending ashower of sparksinto the air and
off into the night.

Andrearaised ahand and bresthed a spell, and the wizard stretched further until he wasimpossibly thin
for ahuman, the tops of hisearslosing their roundness, as his hair and beard became finer, softer, likea

baby'shair.
"Wl done, oh, well, done," the df said, hiswords amost asong. "Y ou have unmasked me, | do
depose.”

Shetossed her head. "'l don't need false congratulations. | couldn't have overcome your seeming if you
hedn't let me."

"True." Hislook wasn't quite condescending; neither was the way he clasped hishands at hiswaist and
bowed. The look was penetrating, the kind of stare that made me think he could look through not only
my clothes and flesh, but maybe even my sdif.

"l am Vair ip Mdhrood, long resident in glorious Pandathaway, for these past two hundred years of the
Wizards Guild. | am known as Vair the Uncertain." Hislips crooked into asmile. "At least, | think that's
how | am known."

"Y ou wear your agewell," shesad.



"Thank you."

The second rose, throwing robes aside in one rough motion. He came about waist-high on thefirst: a
dwarf. My firgt thought was that he wasn't awizard—adwarf wizards are rare—but when he seated
himself tailor-fashion on the air, | decided otherwise. It takes a powerful wizard to use alevitation spell at
al, and even more so to smply useit for the casud purpose of bringing hiseyesto the samelevd as
Andreals—it could have been just showing off, but he was a dwarf, and dwarves don't tend to show off.
No, he was awizard, but he hadn't bothered with a seeming.

Dwarves don't mind how they look; there's no accounting for taste.

Thisonelooked pretty ugly, even for adwarf. He was only alittle shorter than Ahira, but probably didn't
weigh more than haf as much. His skin hung off him in deep folds. The peding skin didn't look
particularly healthy, but | guess he didn't care about the heartbresk of psoriasis.

Where Ahiras big nose and massive jaw make Ahiralook pleasantly homely, this dwarf's face was
covered with deep wrinkles that made him look like shrunk legther.

"Nareen,” he said, hisvoice aquiet rasp. "Nareen the Patient, Nareen the Glassmaker. | ask that you Sit
withus”

"I will hear you," Andreasaid, "shortly.” She turned to the third, who rose as the others had, pushing her
hood back. Even though her hair was pulled back in atight bun, she would have been lovely, except that
her right eye stared unmovingly ahead, dead and unseeing.

She parted her brown robesto reved pristinely white robes beneath. Despite the contradiction of the
eye, | knew what that meant.

Shit.

"I have no name, nor am | called by one," she said, her voice arich contralto. "But | am of the Healing
Hand."

Double shit.

Shit: | don't likethe Hand; it's personal. They took Doriaaway from usfor years, and never readly gave
her back; she had to break free, and was only barely able to. We had run into each other onetime, her
mind more melded than anything e seinto their collective conscious. | know that's part of how they relate
to the Power they call the Healing Hand, and that's what enables them to act as a conduit for its blessings
and providings, but | don't haveto likeit, and | dont likeit.

Double shit: it seemsthat as Hand clerics develop more power, they give up more of their identities, the
higher-ranking ones are known by their titles, having forsaken their own names. According to somebody
who ought to know, the Matriarch herself no longer has any of her own persondity, but ismerely a
reflection of the whole Hand consciousness, and that spooks me. | had arun-in with the Matriarch years
before; she didn't find my rather charming self-centeredness, well, charming, and for some reason I'm
uncomfortable being in the presence of someone of power who strongly disapproves of me. Always have
been, ever since back in high school when | had arun-in with the principal about the avkward incident
involving a hydrogen-filled basketbdl and abunsen burner.

Cdl mepicky.



Andrea gestured at where the davers were camped out. "And these are?”

"They arewith me," Vair said. "I required bodyguards. In Pandathaway, the davers and my own guild
havea. . . standing arrangement.” He cocked his head to one side. "Y ou seem surprised to see us, did
you think you'd be the only onesinterested in such an event?'

Nareen spoke up. "l have been waiting here for most of ayear," he said, "living off roots and leaves,
watching the changes below, waiting to learn more." He gestured toward the flickering city. "When |
arived, it was till only in the center. Fewer of the—"

"There" Var sad, pointing. "Another one."
| followed the pointing finger, but didn't see anything.
Nether did Andy. "Another what?"

Vair shrugged. "Who knows? Something released from the shadows, to shamble off into the night. Dark
and hulking it was, at the edge of vishbility, now off in the darkness."

Nareen's eyes were following something | couldn't see for along while, but then he shrugged. "It could
be anything. A fairy taking a shape, ashape taking identity, amyth taking redlity." His eyes sought and
caught Andreds. "I've seen two dragons spurt forth and fly away, a dozen deodands stagger off into the
night, and scores of large, hairy things, like humans but uglier even than humans." He watched the city
flickering for the longest time. "There. A glimpse, aflicker, ataste of the Place Where The Trees

The Hand woman stroked the air in front of her. "Possibly. | know | saw aflash of meadow ealier,
somewhere outsde of Aershtyn.”

| was going to ask how she was sure where the meadow was, but | didn't. Magic, after al.

She shook her head. "No, Walter Sovotsky, it was not that. The meadow was ringed by tiny firs, the
sort that grow only high on the dopes of Aershtyn.”

"Whatis going on down there?" Trust Jason to ask the obvious question.

Vair shrugged, again. "It could be any of anumber of things. It's possible that thisis but the first tentative
feder inalong time, an attempt to seeif the powers of magic and the will of the gods till balance the
faerieand thefey.

"Or it's possible that an immature one of them hasbeen ... Mmm. | don't think | have thewords.” He
looked a me, then spoke afew low syllables, while distant fingers touched my mind. It was only then that
| redlized that he had been talking in English, not Erendra. "It is possible that an immature one ofthem is
loose, creating magicd creatures and spinning them off into the solid regions like achild blowing soap
bubbles off into the breeze." He smiled, sadly. "Or it could bethat | have been quite deliberately mided,
and that thisisjust another part of the duel between the two long-mad ones.”

Nareen smiled. "Don't ask an €f for answers; they dways have too many.”

"How about you?"



The dwarf shrugged. "1 don't pretend to have any. Oh, anyone can see the obvious, that magic and the
meagical spurt out from Ehvenor like molten glassfrom aholed crucible, solidifying in the coolth of hard
redlity. But the cause? I'll not talk on causes, or you'll think meto be Vair the Uncertain.”

Vair folded hisarmsin front of him, then brought up one hand and felt at hischin. "I don't know. Itis
unknown, and perhaps unknowable. Of acertainty, | can see no way of knowing without getting close
enough, without getting to the Hall. Perhapsthere is a breach between Fagrie and redlity; perhaps some
of the Good Folk smply toy with Ehvenor; perhapsit isthe end of theworld.”

The Hand cleric laid ahand on Vair'sarm. "The unknown can be investigated. A breach can be hedled,
perhaps, the Good Folk may be persuaded to cease their play, if it isjust play; the unknowable and the
end of al that is can be met with serenity. It isthe not knowing that is the problem, dmost as much asthe
knowing too much.”

Knowing too much can be a problem?

She gave me alook. Okay. It can fuck up your sense of proportion to all hell. I'd worked that one out
years ago, even before Professor Alperson's class. Too much of asense of proportion isadisability.
See, the answer to the railroad problem isthat it doesn't matter what you know or what you think you
know—Karl wasright. The answer isthat you dontt, for the lack of willingnessto make ahard decision,
let two people die when you can save one, even if it'sonly for amoment.

Onesdeof Andy'slip curled up into a skeptical half-smile. "What are the chances of thisbeing theend
of theworld?"

Nareen scowled. "Thereis no chance of that. Vair exaggerates. It may be important, but it is not of that
importance. The fed iswrong. Lives hang in the balance, yes, but not the redlity of redlity, not the
exigence of existence.”

Big fucking relief.

The Hand cleric chose her words dowly, with specia care. "It is necessary that someone go down into
the city, to the Hall. What you cdll the Faerie Embassy."”

"And you think you've found your suckers, eh?' | asked.

Vair'sthin lipstwisted in derison. "Sucker, no. Someonewho is. . . unusually expert at finding her way
about, beyond her abilitiesin more traditiona areas of expertise. Someone who was called, perhaps." He
gave Andrea another one of his penetrating looks. "Though | cannot see who could call you against your
will."

| turned to Andrea. "'l don't like the sound of it."

"Y ou don't haveto." She dismissed me with awave as she turned back to the Three. "Y our problem
isn't alack of power, isit?It'salack of knowledge. Vair aone has enough power to . . . cut amagical
flow, given theright tools. Y ou've made the tools, Nareen, but you can't heal over the cut, stitch space
and time back together. The Hand has the power to cauterize the cut, if there should be need, but not if
none of you can see through the indeterminacy.”

Her lipsweretight as she nodded once, tightly. "The three of you need someone who has been



preoccupied with location and direction spells, someone who has kill in that areabeyond what she
should, someone who can plot her way through with some hope of getting out, and report to you what is
happening in there, the shape of redity indde.”

Nareen sghed. "That isamost the case," he said, sadly, his hand reaching down to apouch a hiswaist
and pulling asmal leather bag from his purse. With exquisite ddicacy, hislarge blunt fingers worked the
knot open and dipped aglass eye onto the pam of his hand. "Thisisthe second Eye | have made here."

"I havethefirgt." The Hand cleric reached up and touched her dead, staring eye with afingernail . Tick.
Tick. "What one Eye sees, the other Eye sees. S0. There are three of us.Me, to see. Nareen, to make
thetools. Vair to use them. Y ou are the fourth: oneto placethe Eye."

| held up ahand. "Now wait afucking minute. Why can't you do this yourselves? Why Andy? Why us?'
Whyme ?

"Why not us?' Vair nodded, conceding the validity of the question, if not the accusation. "Not me,
because | would soon be lost within Ehvenor; my abilitiesarein adifferent area. Not she of the Hand or
Nareen, because | need her sight with me, and | need the tools he will make ready.” Vair the Uncertain
looked uncertainly at me. "Andrea, because she can expand her powers to navigate through
indeterminacy. Jason, because hewill go in willy-nilly, as hisfather would have. Ahira, becausethereis
danger in Ehvenor, and his strength may well be required; Tennetty, because where strength may not be
enough, viciousness may serve; you, because where strength and viciousness may be insufficient,
sneakiness, pragmeatism, and pigheadedness may suffice."”

| cocked my head to one side. "And al we haveto do is get this Eye to the Faerie Embassy, or outpos,
or whatever it is, and then get out?"

"All that isneeded," Nareen said, dowly, sadly, "isthat it be brought al theway in."

CHAPTER
TWENTY-THREE

In Which We Foolishly

Don't Take Our Time
to Think This All Over

Though boys throw stones at frogs in sport, the frogs do not die in sport, but in earnest.
—PLUTARCH

Sense of proportion, pfui.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY



A friend of mine once explained why she did her breast self-exam only once amonth. Y ou'd think, given
the Other Side importance of spotting alump early—there are only afew really solid curesfor the
wasting disease on the Other Side, and al of them work better if you catch it when it's young—sheld
spend afew minutes every morning checking. And, hell, if shedidn't want to do it for hersdf, | could
think of afew dozen men, myself included, who would be happy to do it for her.

But she explained that those sorts of changes happen so dowly that if you fed for them al thetime, youll
get used to the growth of the small lump, and it'll become part of the background—you'll missthe
changes, until much later than you would if they surpriseyou.

Sometimes important changes happen right in front of your eyes and you can't see them.

* * *

| didnt likeit. Any of it.

"What | don't see” | said, "iswhy her. Why us?'

"Because we're here?" Ahira shrugged unnecessarily hard as he settled the straps of his rucksack over
hismail overshirt. He had put the strap bucklesin their outermost holes; it now barely kept the rucksack
on his back.

"Bullshit,” | said.

"There have been things Andreallet drop. | think she's been pulled here, maybe. Think about it."

| remembered the time in her new workshop, and the momentary look of obsession, compulsion that
had crossed her face. And then there was the time outside of Fenevar, when the idea of heading away

from Ehvenor had scared her.

Ahiradipped a piece of rope under the straps of hisrucksack, put asingle knot in it, then tied abow
that held the two front straps together.

"By whom?'

He shrugged. "I don't know." He shook his head. "I could be wrong. It doesn't make sense—she's
stubborn, and if somebody'strying to bend her will, she wouldn't go dong without afight. Who isthere
who might try to influence her that she wouldn't resst?’ He threw up hishands. "So forget it. Not al my
idess are winners."

| couldn't think of anybody, either. "So why aren't we turning around and running away?"

His mouth twisted into afrown. "Because it doesn't much matter what anybody or anything else wants.
The same principle il applies, only more so: strange things have been coming out of Faerie, and that's
started to affect us and the people we care about.” He looked at the three around the campfirefor a
moment. "And because Andreais going in, no matter what you and | want her to do, and you'd no more
let her goinadonethan | would."

Wéll, one of us had to say it, and it was histurn.

"Turn around,” | said. When hedid, | gave agood, hard tug on the rucksack. Solid. Neither elegant nor



comfortable, but wearing it thisway meant that his rucksack would stay on hisback, yet hed be ableto
releaseit with one quick tug if need be. "It'll do."

"Good." He bit histhumbnail, and considered the ragged edge. "How many individuas or things have
you run into that you don't understand?”

"Wdl . .." | couldn't help amiling. "Everybody except me and thee, and sometimes I'm not sure about
thee"

Hisfrown was sour. "Magicd individudsor things"

| shrugged. "Including Deighton? A lot." | sarted to tick them off on my fingers. " The Wizards Guild, for
gtarts. Doesthat count as one, or as one per wizard? The Matriarch. The Bright Riders. Boioardo. Those
guysin the black robes we ran into outside of Endell acouple of years ago. Thelleren, athough maybe
I'm just being suspicious by reflex. I've never been sure about Henrad, and . . ." | shook my head. "No.
She's stubborn, like therest of us. | don't know of anybody who could make her do anything, not redlly.”

"Nobody dive," hesad.

| didn't envy Wolkennen his job; he was trying to make a case he wanted to lose.

"| ill believe," he said, "that you should take the three of uswith you. We're pretty good when it comes
to blades"

Tennetty didn't quite sneer. "I'm sure you are.” She pumped her bowiein its sheath afew times, hard.
"Want to—"

"No," Jason said. "Not here and now," he said. "Y ou'd kill him, but he might damage you in the doing of
it, and we only have afew spsof hedling draughts|eft.”

"| don't understand why you're turning down help.” Andrea shook her head in frustration. "We could run
into troublein there." Thiswasn't her part of the business, and she didn't like the way things were shaping
up. But, bless her, she waswilling to hear me ouit.

"It'samatter of practice and trust,” | said. "'l can trust Tennetty to watch my back when that's her jab,
and that'll leave me free to worry about what'sin front." | looked down the dope. "I don't trust
Wolkennen, and | don't know how good heis. | don't need to worry about my back.”

Ahiradapped his hands together. "Enough. Case closed. Let's get ready. Tennetty, you've got the Eye?’

"True enough." She displayed Nareen's Eye on her pam. Turning away, Tennetty removed her
eyepatch, and brought her palm to her face. When she turned back, the Eye glared from the socket. A
good place to keep it, dthough as she blinked, the blank back side of it rolled forward, and it stared out
blackly into the night.

She worked her shoulders under her leather tunic. "Simplejob: just bring this—" she tepped at the Eye
"—t0 the Fagrie Embassy, or outpost, or whateverthefuck it is." She dropped her hand and |ooked over
at me, looking cross-eyed for the moment. She patted at her various and sundry wegpons, then
shouldered her pack. "I'm ready to go. Is there any reason why we're standing around?”



Y eah, there was. Maybe the horse would learn how to sing.
"No," Andy said. "Best done quickly.”
"Okay, everyone," Ahirasad. "Let'sdoit.”

"Wait amoment.”" Jason turned to Wolkennen. "We know what you are," he said. "Y ou trade in peopl€'s
flesh. Here and now is not the time and place to settle with you for that, but there will be another time,
another place—"

Wolkennen sneered. "Who are you to say what time and place there will be?!

Jason smiled. "Hey, Wolkennen, haven't you heard? The Warrior lives." He turned back to the rest of
us "Nowit'stimeto go."

Tennetty and | took rear guard aswe walked away. "l don't likeit," she said. "They could cut acrossthe
top and swing down the east Sde, then ambush us ahead. Two in front of us, onein back. Nail uswith
arrows before we could get at them.”

| shook my head. "Nah." Then who would they get to go into Ehvenor?

But | kept my eyes open anyway, and Tennetty and | both had our swords drawn.

* % *

Stone steps down the other side of the plateau dumped us down on anarrow road that twisted down the
sdeof the hillstoward the city, dternately reveding and hiding it aswe waked on.

| couldn't figureit, not at first. The city was pulsating, and flickering, streets shifting position and
condtitution. At one moment, one would be anarrow lane, surrounded by low windowless buildingsin
the night, and without warning or gpparent rearrangement, it was suddenly a broad avenue crisscrossed
by wakwaysin the day, and | couldn't spot the moment where one had become the other.

But, then, as we got closer, the pace of change dowed. Streets stayed themselveslonger, the changes
coming farther gpart, but nonethel ess both sudden and unseen. | know: it's not possible for something to
changeingantly, right in front of your eyes, and for you to not see that it's happened.

Understand why | don't like magic?

Thetroubleis, of course, that my mind wanted to spot the changes, to catch the flicker or shuffling or
shift or transformation, and it wasn't equipped to. Looking for it waslike, say, trying to spot bands of
color intheinfrared: something else | wasn't equipped for.

| guess| was paying too much attention to the way the city was peeking out around the next curve when
the pack jumped us. It's something you've aways got to watch out for around Ehvenor; theré'stoo much
magic around there, and hanging around magic drives some humans crazy. | guessit must make them
want to leave each other done, becauseif it didn't, they would quickly kill each other off. | dunno; not my

department.

What was my department, what | did see, and barely shouted awarning about, was the three dark
shapesthat dropped out of the trees, one claw-fingered hand gripping Tennetty's shoulder, dragging her
down.



CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

In Which We Learn
a Possible Origin

of a Previoudy
Familiar Term

Nonviolence is not a garment to be put on and off at will. Its seat isin the heart, and it must be
an inseparable part of our very being.

—MOHANDASK. GANDHI

Just once, I'd like to have an enemy against whom nonviolence would be a workable
alternative—workable in the sense of me not ending up dancing on the end of a spear, or cut into
tiny, bite-sized pieces.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

| shouted awarning to the othersas | cut down at its broad, hairy back, only hacking once before | had
to bring up the sword to skewer the one charging me, its hands outstretched.

The standard drill on that is straightforward: you parry hiswegpons, thrust, then withdraw with a
twig—turning anarrow wound that might not dow him down into a broad one that will definitely sting
him abit—as you pull out your sword and get it ready to parry or cut something else. What youdon't
want isfor him to be able to pull ether adistraction, where one opponent monopolizes your attention
while another one getsto you, or asacrifice, where he forces you to spend too much timekilling him,
Setting you up for the next one.

Either way, it's parry, thrust, and out-with-a-twist-fast.

Trouble was, thisthing wasn't only larger and stronger than ahuman, it was aso faster—it rushed up my
sword, burying the hilt in its hair-matted belly, and seized mein abearhug asit lifted me up and off the
ground. Or, not quite abearhug—whileit pinned my right arm to my side, | managed to get my left hand
free, and smash a bottom-fist down on itsleathery face once, then again, and again.

Wrong, wrong, wrong—that had less effect than the sword did. It was like dugging aleather-covered
rock.

The two massive arms squeezed the breath out of me, and kept squeezing so hard that the hilt of my
sword was pressed hard against my gut. Warm blood—its warm blood—was running down my belly
and leg, butl was the onelosing strength; it seemed unaffected by the sword that had run it through.



Darkness sarted to closein, but | was able to get my free arm over and around its hairy arm, and
liberate one of my flintlocks from my holster on my left thigh. | cocked the hammer as| brought the pistol
up to its head, and then closed my eyesas| set the barrel against its snout.

| pulled the trigger. Fire and wetness splashed my face; with aliquid gurgle, it Sumped to the ground,
releasing measit did.

My next bregath tasted of sulfur and fire blood and foul sweat and my own fear: it tasted wonderful. |
drew another pistol and cocked it, but the others had aready dealt with the other two creatures.

Tennetty's, the one | had wounded, lay dying on the ground, its chest heaving dowly up and down,
bleeding from a dozen wounds, some light, some cuts to white bone; the third had been split dmost from
collarboneto waist, spilling dark blood and yellowy visceraonto the cold dirt with calous indifference.

Ahiragtood over thelast one, panting heavily, hisaxe and mail dick with blood, glossy in the starlight.
"Everybody okay?'

"Jason and | arefine." Andreawas behind him, Jason beyond her, his sword in one hand, aflintlock in
another. The two Cullinanes were unmarked, asfar as| could see.

"Il live" | sad.

"Unh." Tennetty was on dl fours on the dirt. She kndlt back for amoment, then dowly, painfully, got to
her feet. "Been worse." Her hair was abird's nest, and she had scraped her face badly just above the
right cheekbone, but she looked not much the worse for wear.

Thethreethingslay on the ground in front of us.

Take ahuman, blow it up to one and ahaf timesits size, stretch itsface and then cover it dl with athick
mat of stinking fur, and that'swhat you have. Something big and too stirong, if not overly bright—if the
three of those things had been abit faster, or abit smarter, al of uswould have been dead.

Ahirakndt over asevered arm and poked at the hand with the hilt of hisaxe. "Partidly retractable
claws, and the thumb'sjust barely opposable. It may beintelligent.”

| felt at my side. It hurt like hell, but maybe that was all. | breathed deeply, and didn't fedl the broken
edges of ribs grate against each other, so maybe | was okay, too.

That's where age and experience had saved our asses. Most of the precautions you take are wasted
ones, ninety-nine plus percent of the time that you post a guard, nobody's going to even bother him; the
rear guard of the party isusudly awaste. Y oung people learn that too quickly, and not only do their
minds tend to wander—so does mine—they aso tend not to be able to pay attention to what's going on.
Y ou live through this sort of thing for awhile, and your chances of surviving the next time go up.

Nothing to it, really. Nothing but effort and patience and concentration and luck. Nothing to worry
about.

| wiped my trembling hands on my thighs.

"What thefuckare you?' Tennetty asked the dying cresture.



Thelast of them rolled its head dowly toward her, its eyeswide with pain, certainly, or anger perhaps.
"Urrkk," it said, dowly, painfully reaching out claw-tipped fingerstoward her.
And then it shuddered and died.

"Timeswadting," Ahirasad. "Let'sgo.”

CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

In Which We Enter
Ehvenor and | Get Lost

Nothing endures but change.
—HERACLITUS

When you get to my age, you like a little stability. At least in the fucking ground under your feet.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

The mountain road bled off onto flat land at the shordline, as we walked on while the morning fog crept
in and the city ingsted on changing in front of us. The road narrowed, became little more than
shoulder-width, surrounded on each side by dense brush; we had to walk singlefile.

We walked for what felt like hours and hours; Ehvenor drew dowly closer. Dawn threatened to bresk
over the horizon, while alight fog blew in off the Cirric, chilling me thoroughly to the bone.

Tennetty and | had switched off with Ahiraand Jason, taking the lead behind Andy while they watched
our backtrail. So far, so good.

The only trouble was Andrea: she was too calm, her stepstoo light and easy aswe stopped at afork in
theroad. | shook my head. That fork hadn't been there before; the road had twisted at that spot, but it

hadn't forked.
It did now.
She smiled, and muttered afew quick syllables under her breath. "Right fork," she said, then relaxed.

Her eyes met minefor amoment. "It's okay to talk now; there shouldn't be any decisionsfor the next
hdf mile”



"It would be niceif it didn't change for awhile.

"Don't count on it."

| tried to smile confidently. "How are you holding up?'

She shrugged. "I'm okay. | can handlethis."

"Fing" | said. "But we can turn around any time you want."

Her eyes had stopped blinking. | didn't know what that means, | still don't know what that means, but
her eyes had stopped blinking.

"l don't think s0," she said. Then she corrected hersalf. "No, we don't turn around here. We keep
going.”

"Wejust lost thefork behind us." Ahira's voice wastoo cam.

| turned to see the road twisting behind us, vanishing off in the fog well beyond where the fork was. Had
been. Should have been. Whatever.

"Good," | said. "I never liked it anyway."
Ahead, the fog thickened.,

"Hey, Ahira? What say you and Tennetty switch?' Infrared can piercefog abit deeper than visiblelight,
and dwarves can see farther into the infrared than humans can.

They did, and aswe waked on, the fog thickened further, until I could barely see six feet in front of me.

"Let'sclose up, people,” Tennetty said, beckoning Jason in tighter. "Onefor al and dl for one, eh?"

| would have been tempted to protest, but Ahiranodded. "Makes sense. Andrea?”’

She shook her head. "I can't think. The fog istoo thick, on the ground, in my eyes, in my mind." Her
shoulders hunched, as though waiting to receive ablow, then dackened as she bresthed a spell, her
fingertipsworking in front of her, drawing invisble lettersinthe air.

Thefog drew in further, until | could barely see my feet, and Ahira off in front of me.

My heart started thumping.

Look—I'm not normally claustrophobic. A dwarf friend of mine (not Ahira; he doesn't like spelunking)
and | once waited out a cave-in for three full days until rescue reached us. | didn't have any trouble; |
taught him how to play Ghost in dwarvish. But there's something reassuring about the solidity of cave
walls. Nobody can reach claw-tipped fingers out of a cave wall and pluck your heart out; the closeness
of adwarf passage doesn't hide pitfalls and tripwires, or strange creatures waiting to legp out of nowhere

and...

Easy, Walter.



Andy was guiding us toward Ehvenor by magic; Ahirawaslooking into thefog, at least alittle way
farther than | could, protecting us from sudden attack. Tennetty, Jason, and | were usdless, and athird of
that redlly bothered the hell out of me.

"Just alittlefarther,” Andreasaid, off in the mig, just ashape, nothing more.

The fog rolled up to my knees, and then to my belly, and it wasdl | could do to see my hand in front of
my face.

"Here," Andy said, "take a sharp right, and step forward. No, not the rest of you. Just Ahira. Okay,
Walter, you're next."

| turned right and took a step forward, out of the fog, and found mysaf standing next to Ahirain the
morning light and thick mud of anarrow Ehvenor strest.

* % *

| wanted to run, | started to run, but the mud sucked a my boots. It would be like trying to run, well,
through mud.

Besides, there was no reason to run. | had just been in dense fog, and now Ahiraand | stood in clear
light on anarrow street, surrounded by two-story wattle-and-daub buildings, up to our anklesin soft,
brown mud. It could have been any street in any city, except for the way that faerielights, bright evenin
the daylight, hovered motionless overhead, seemingly frozen in place.

Andy'svoice wasfar away, but | couldn't tell in what direction. "Jason goes next,” she said. "Right here.
Y es, goright, right here.”

And suddenly Jason, and then Tennetty, and finally Andrea hersdf were beside us.
| forced asmile. "Nicely done. I didn't know you could teleport.”

Andy smiled; then reached over and gave me a peck on the cheek. "Thank you for the compliment, but
true teleportation takes power and contral that's only theoretically possible. For anything mortd,” she
added.

If that wasn't teleportation, 1'd like to know what it is.

| guess the question showed on my face, because she shrugged and answered. "It's not tel eportation.
Teeportation iswhen you go from point A to noncontiguous point B, skipping the points between. This
just happened to be right next to where we were, if you knew whereto look.”

The air was warmer than it should have been for thistime of the morning; I'd expected it to warm up
some, but not this much. Cold mornings are better. Give ahot sun awhile to work on the typicd city
greet, and itll smell likeit's been paved in well-aged horseshit. Which it has, cometo think of it.

"Waddling Way," Andreasaid, nodding to hersalf, beckoning usto follow her. A twisty sireet, lined by
two-story wattle-and-daub buildings, it curved off sharply maybe ahundred feet behind us, and lessin
front. The buildings weretoo tall and we were too close to see much over them, except for the distant
glow of the Faerie dometo the north.

It wasdl quiet, and empty, except for the mud, and the buildings, and the fagrie lights.



"Isquiet,” | said. "Too quiet, kemo sabe.”

Ahirachuckled. "Shut up,” he said, not meaning it, aswe waked after Andy. "Take it while you can get
it"

Tennetty turned about dowly, like acamerapanning in afull three-sixty, which | guess shewas, at least
inasense. | didn't blame her for wanting to take it all in—it was so ordinary, not at al what 1'd expected
Ehvenor to be. Where was the flickering? The street we were standing on was as ordinary and solid as

any street I'd ever seen.

| was going to be the straight man, but Jason beat meto it.

"Wherésal theflickers?Why isit al so stable?" he asked.

Andreadidn't turn around. "The flickering was from indeterminacy. Ehvenor is never redly surewhat it
is, and the uncertainty has been growing. But whatever it is, we're here, and that's determinate. Werein

only onetime and place."

| had my usua reaction to explanations about magic:

"Oh_"

There's three theories about how to make your way down astreet in hostile territory. My favorite theory
istoavoid it in thefirst place; you very rarely can get killed in places you aren't. Second best isto split
the party in two, each group staying on one Side, covering the other. It limitsthe field of fire of anybody

hiding in buildings on either Sde.
Another theory isthat you walk square down the middle of the street; the idealis that gives you timeto
react before anybody or anything can reach you.

| don't much like that one, so | moved away, toward the raised wooden sidewalk that skirted the dley.

"No," Andreasaid, without turning around. "Don't. Y ou might get lost. Can't afford that."

Lost? Look—I'm not the kind who getslost. | don't have a perfect sense of direction, but nobody's
going to lose me on the streets of acity, not without awholelot of trying.

Right, Walter, so where's the fog bank that was up to your nose?

| stayed close.

Waddling Way twisted and turned for maybe a quarter of amile until it forked around a vest-pocket
park, the left road leading up a cobbled street, the right one down into more muck.

| bent my head toward Ahiras. "Want to bet which way we go here?'
"Right here," Andy said, clopping down into the degper muck, sinking in amost to her calves.

"It rained hard here, and recently,” Ahirasaid, his eyes never stopping moving.



"No shit, Sherlock."

We followed her down into the muck, our boots making horrible sucking sounds every timewe lifted our
feet and stepped—

* * *

—up onto the hat, dry dirt of the street, under the heat of an oppressive noon sun and the whistle of
music in the crowded marketplace.

"People," Ahirasaid. "It'sgood to see people.”

That was the moment | expected them dl to turn from their buying and selling, sprout long fangs, and
leap a me, but sometimes I'm lucky enough not to get what | expect.

High overhead, a dozen wood flutes swirled and swooped and dived through the moist air, moving fast
asthey piped their tunes, the high-pitched whistling dopplering up and down in counterpoint to the manic
melody. Not greast music; they played an eight-bar theme, repeated without variation.

We had to step aside, quickly, to avoid two horses—huge things, about the size of Clydesdales,
athough dappled, not solid—pulling aheavily laden wagon.

We pressed tight around Andreg, like abunch of school-kids staying with teacher. Which wasn't so bad
anidea

Okay, okay, I'm dow, but eventualy | get it: Ehvenor wasn't just unsure what it was, it didn't knowwhen
it was. Normally, it's easy to get from mid-morning to noon, but you don't do it without skipping over late
morning. Unless everything, timeincluded, has broken loose. Hell, it was possible weld stepped from
today into yesterday.

It was amarket day, and the trading was brisk under the whistling of the overhead flutes.

Over by apyramid of reed bushel baskets, an apple-cheeked applesdller haggled endlesdy with atall,
raw-boned man in atraveler's cloak and floppy hat. Beyond them, one of the hulking beasts—shit, I'll
cal them urks or orcs until you've got a better name for them, thank you very much—gestured clumsily
that the butcher was asking too much for one of his hanging haunches of mutton. Well, I hoped it was
mutton; it could have been shepherd.

Beyond the street, the dome of the Faerie Embassy waited, separated from us by maybe two or three
Cross-streets.

"Thisway, and try not to bump anything,"” Andy said, working her way through the crowd as a heavily
laden wagon clomped by, pulled by two enormous horses. The trouble with acrowd is that you haveto
suppress combat reflexes. | don't like strangers pressing up against me—I'd rather do the pressing. That's
how you work a crowd, and I'm a pretty good pickpocket, actualy. Not that this was the time to seeif
my pickpocketry was up to snuff.

We made our way down the street, past the filled stalls where an overweight appleseller haggled
endlesdy with atall manin hat and cloak, past the orc arguing with the butcher, past the shopswhere the
candlemakerswielded their frames and dipped their wicks, where afat old basketweaver took another
turn on the base of the frame she was building.



Something about it bothered me, and | gave Ahiraaquick touch on the shoulder, then dipped back to
therear of our group, and looked behind. Y es, yes, you can leave trouble behind you, but monkey
curiosity isasurviva factor, if you don't overdoit.

They were dtill at it. All of them. The orc was still haggling over the cost of meet, and the tall buyer was
gtill arguing with the short gpplesdller, and the basketweaver still hadn't—

A heavily laden wagon clomped by, pulled by two enormous dappled horses, each about the size of a
Clydesdde.

And the flutes were till swooping and swirling overhead through the same eight-bar theme.
| pushed my way up to Andredssde. "Andy—"

She raised aperemptory finger as she muttered another spell. "We go thisway." She elbowed her way
through the crowd, between two stalls, and into the cool of the day and the—

* * %

—dark of the night near the middle of the square. Wdll, triangle—three streets dumped on it; the
buildings at their ends wedge-shaped, triangular, like pieces of stone cake. No windows, no doors,
nothing.

A pedestd holding a statue stood in the middle of the square, although | couldn't see what it was a statue
of.

Ever do that experiment where you find your own blindspot? It's pretty smple. Y ou put two dotson a
piece of paper about six inches apart, close one eye, and stare at one of the dots as you move the paper
closer, seeing the other one only out of your peripheral vison.

Eventualy, you'll pass the dot through the blind spot of your eye, the place where the optic nerve enters.
And it'll dissppear, dthough you'l still know it'sthere, and if you move the paper or your eyejust alittle,
you'd seeit, but don't: stare straight ahead.

That's what the statue looked like. Like | Can't See It.

Above and beyond it, straight up one of the feeder streets, the dome of the Faerie Embassy stood,
flickeringin the night.

Andrea hurried usaong. "Quickly, quickly," she said, moving us toward another one of the feeder
dreets.

Ahirahdd up ahand. "No. Stop. What are we doing—"

She shook her head, her eyes growing wide. "No. We can't stop. It'sall breaking loose." Her lips
moved, her breath went ragged.

"It'snot just the city anymore. It'sfaling apart.” She gestured at the street that apparently led toward the
embassy. "The Hand wasright: it's connecting with the rest of the world." She gestured at the street.
"Walk down that way, true, now it'll take you to Lost Lane, but Lost Lane won't dump you out on
Double Circle—go north at thefirst corner and it will lead you down to the pits; the east road will bring
you to aspot ahundred feet under the Cirric, just off the Pandathaway coast; west will drop you in atree



outsde avillageon Saket. It al," shewriggled her finger, "touches. But you won't walk down there, will
you?"

Great. Andy had an n-dimensiona map of the city so crowding theinside of her head that she couldn't
remember that the rest of us barely knew what the hell we were doing.

"Let'sget the hdl out of here," | said.

"No, it'snot all of Faerie. Not in the solid regions. Just apiece of it. Wego , before he gets here.”
Dragging Jason by the arm, she ran off toward the street.

What did that mean? He? Who, he? | brokeinto a sprint after her, Ahiraand Tennetty at my heedls.
There was something behind us, something huge, but | didn't take alook at it. We reached the juncture of
sguare and street only afew paces behind her.

"Boioardo?' | asked, craning my neck to look aswe lunged into the night and—

* * %

—skidded to a stop two feet from the edge of the hot, flat roof. | stuck out an arm and stopped Ahira
from bumping into Jason. A bright noon sun beat down on us, but the blue sky was covered with black
bands, arcing from horizon to horizon.

"Quickly, now," she said, "over thisway." We made our way down aladder into an dley, and followed
Andy down the dley and—

* * %

—into avestpocket park, cool and green and minty against the heat of the late afternoon.

| would have said the trees were oaks, except that their bark was edged in silver, and the broad |eaves
chimed gently, like slver bells, asthey rustled in the breeze.

Tennetty's breath was coming in ragged gasps, and | could have used a breather.

Ahiralooked around. " Can we take amoment here?" he asked, over theringing of the leaves. "Or do
we haveto run on?'

"Oh, yes," Andy sad. "Werest herefor amoment,” she said. "I've muddied the trail enough for usto do
that, at leadt.”

One branch of the ancient oak hung long, within grabbing-and-hanging-on-while-you-grab-your-bresth
range, which | did. The bark was rough benesth my hand, its silver trimming cool.

Jason reached up and flicked hisfingernail againgt aleef. 1t rang like atuning fork.

Ahirasquatted on the ground. "Wdll, just in case we need to know, which way do we go next?"

She closed her eyes and thought about it too long, her lips moving amost silently.

| mean, | wasn't timing it or anything, but easily aminute passed before Tennetty started getting twitchy,

only to subside a Jason'slight touch on her arm. Jason was getting good at light touches; | would have
wanted to punch her. (I wouldn't havedone it, mind, but | would have wanted to. | get nervous around



meagic.)

Finally, Andy opened her eyes. "Y ou can't seeit from here, but there are steps down to the road about
fifty yardsthat way, past the old oak. For the next while, a least, well be able to make it dmost al the
way down the steps—but do skip the top one; it connects off the roads.”

| et go of the branch and sat dumped againgt atree, letting mysdf go limp, which took no greet effort.

The rough bark was somehow reassuring againgt the back of my tunic. Maybe | took some comfort in
itssolidity. My fingers played in thelong grass. Long for a park, that is—about four inchesin height,
dense and fine and green, like alawn.

Tennetty tapped afinger againgt the glasseye. "What isgoing on?"
Andrea opened her mouth, closed it, opened it again. ™Y ou don't have the background to understand it.”

I've never liked that sort of explanation. Thetroubleis, it'strue, sometimes. Try explaining Heisenberg's
Uncertainty Principle to somebody who doesn't know that the smalest possible piece of matter isn't a
dust speck, or the rudiments of atomic theory to somebody who thinksthat if only you have asharp
enough knife you can divide apiece of clay endlesdy in half—I've done both.

Andredsfingerstwisted clumsily. "Welive under laws of nature. Magic is part of those laws. Gravity
attracts matter to matter; magnetism attracts or repels; the weak magica force carriesinformation; the
strong force carries power." She waved her hand toward the dome of the Faerie Embassy. "But those
arejust a. .. asubset of therules of Faerie. When werein Faerie, or even just closetoiit, it'slike we're
abunch of Newtonianstrying to plot our way through Einsteinian space, and wondering why we can't
break the speed of light no matter how much faster we run.”

She gestured at the park around us, her movements jerky, like she waswired too tightly. "Ehvenor's
always been part of the. . . outskirts of Faerie. The Good Folk don't like it much; it'stoo restricted there,
too flavorless. But that's changing, and I'm starting to see too much of it." She stood, and as she stood,
the tension in her body eased. "It's not just space that touches, but time. The here and the now.” Her
voice waslow. "At the core of Faerie, at the sngularity a the heart of it, al is chaos, al touches, there
aredl rulesand none."

She shook her head, asthough to clear it. "But that doesn't have to be here. The Three can anchor it all
inredity, if only they know . . . where. Vair isthe most powerful, but he's uncertain whereto put hisfire;
Nareen'stools have the solidity and stolidity of hisrace, but little more." She reached out afinger and
tapped a Tennetty'seye. "They needher Sght.”

| wouldn't have wanted to poke my finger at Tennetty's eye, even at aglass one, but Tennetty didn't
react.

Andrea shrugged into her pack. "So we go."
"Why now?" There was apanicky tonein Ahirasvoice.

"Because," shesaid, "l told you; I've seen the paths. In just afew seconds we hear hisfootsteps, and
we..."

Heavy footsteps thudded on the ground; we ran down the steps—skipping the top one—and across the



cobbled street, down the dley, and—

* % *

—into the dark of acloudy night, lit only by the dim green glow of the stinking mosses lining the gutters.
Ahirapulled aglowsted from his pouch, and the actinic blue chased the darkness away.

It wasjust an dleyway, adim street between two rows of buildings that towered in the night, vanishing
up in the distance. There was no sound behind us, but Andy shook her head. "He's too close here—we
have to take ashort cut by diving deeper into Fagrie.

"Thisway," she hissed, vanishing in the darkness of adoorway. Wefollowed her, through the
darkness—

* * %

—and into the hard, cold wind of the Place Where Trees Bleed.

Theicy ar blew unrdentingly through the scarlet leaves, each one dripping crimson a the dightest
movement. The giant limbs creaked in their pain. Pools of blood gathered benesth the trees, darkening,
thickeninginthear.

"Nobody move," Andreasaid. "Let me moveyou. Therulesaremore. . . generd here; there's no safety
insolidity, not if you don't know where to step.” She stepped quickly around, moving so fast it was as
though her feet hydroplaned over the damp grass, gently touching Jason once on the cheek. He
disappeared with aloudpop!

"Y ou have to movejust right.” She pulled Ahirals arm forward. He staggered forward and then
disappeared, too.

Only Tennetty and | were left with her, but | could hear the footsteps on the ground behind us. One
chance only, and not much of one.

Andy's hand caressed my cheek. "Don't move, Walter," she whispered, her voice low. "He's behind
you."

Tennetty spun, her sword raised high, but the grasses turned into snakes, winding themselves about her
ankles, their long fangs sinking deep into her calves.

She screamed. | don't know why it surprised me that it was a high-pitched, horrible sound, like anybody
elsg's. But sheturned it into agrunt, as she hacked down at the snakes, her blade dashing them, turning
the ground around her into amass of bleeding, writhing pieces of reptilian flesh.

The voice was the same:

"Good day, dl," Boioardo said. His face was too regular, too pretty, the cleft in his chin too sharp. He
wasdl in black and crimson, from the cowl of a scarlet cape flung carelesdy over one shoulder to the
black boots with enough shinefor an SS officer. Histunic was of red velour, cut tight at shoulders and
belted at the waist to reved the v-shaped torso of abodybuilder.

He proceeded to it down on the empty air, like somebody who had forgotten that there wasn't achair
behind him. But before he could fall, aswarm of tiny winged lizards flew down from the trees, the | ot of



them barely supporting ajeweled throne that they dipped behind him, just in time. Others pulled off his
cape and folded it neatly over the back of the throne.

Tennetty grunted again, dill dashing a the snakes.

Boioardo crossed one knee over the other and smoothed at the aready-smooth black tights. "Oh,
please. Don't make such afuss.” The snakes melted at his gesture, but the blood continued to run down

her leg.

Heblurred in front of my eyes, and when | could focus on him again, he was adim man, about my age
and height, still Sitting easily on histhrone. Maybe atouch older, lessin shape, gray at the templesonly.
Hisjaw firm, his mustache evenly combed, an ever-so-dight hint of epicanthic folds a his eyes. Hewas
dressed dl in black, except for abrown cloak held fast by a blackened brass clasp.

Okay, okay, I'm dow: "I'm more handsome," | said.

Tennetty gave me afunny look. Funnier than usud, | mean. "Than me?’ she said.

Andred's fingers touched me at the temples, and for amoment, he flickered, becoming Tennetty, then
Andy, and then back to me. He wasn't me, here, he was just mirroring me, in his own way.

Andy looked mein the eye for just amoment. She didn't need to say it: she had to get the Eyeto the
Faerie Embassy, and Boioardo had to be delayed enough for her to do that. She knew the path;
Tennetty had the Eye. That made Andy essentia, Tennetty next in importance, and me expendable.

But she couldn't. Expend me, that is. Not without my permission. That was the trouble with Andrea: she
never was cold-blooded enough.

The dream was dways the same. Except this time the Cullinane was asking meto do it by mysdlf, and |
didn't know if I could.

| froze, for just ahalf-second—

CHAPTER TWENTY-3SI X

In Which | Find the Place
Where Only That Which
You Have Loved

Can Help You

Involve yourself with the world. Reach out. Touch. Taste. Live. Trust me on thisone, if on
nothing else.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY



| wasn't there for alot of the next of it, but it happened, at the sametimethat | was busy fighting for my
life, | think.

Or maybeit didn't. | mean, ithappened —reportsfor the rest of it are reliable—but there's that problem
of time. We don't know much about Faerie, and probably aren't built to know much about Faerie. But
we do know that time acts funny in and around Faerie, and there was no question that wewere around
Faerie. And ther€'s no question that time was dready acting strange in Ehvenor. That partis
certain—when you turn acorner from afternoon and find yourself in dawn, | mean, you don't have to be
Albert Eingein to figure out that time has been thoroughly fucked with.

What | can say for sureisthat what happened with Jason and the dwarf happened during the next part
of their lifepan, just as my fight with Boioardo happened during the next part of mine.

| guessthat'll haveto do.

And | can't tell you what finally made it al happen. I've been wondering ever snce—wasit me, or wasit
Andy and the Three? Both? Something €l se?

Thetrouble with this part of the story isthat | don't know who thereal heroiis,
Wéll, that's not true, either. | do know.
She bought Andy and me afew seconds, and paid in full measure, without awhimper.

Damn it, Tennetty. | never got to say goodbye to you.

* % *

Ahira staggered out of the screaming grasses and into the dark, onto the soft carpet, Jason right in front
of him.

They found themselvesin asmall room, suitable for abedroom or astudy, high above the dark streets
below. Lit only by asingle lantern mounted high on the wall, the room was empty save for the carpet, a
desk of sortsup against onewall, and apile of blankets and an empty chamberpot off in one corner next
to severd canvas sacks brimming with raw vegetables and dried mest.

The desk, such asit was, was interesting. The desktop was a smooth-sided door—the knob was il
atached, but it was on the far Sde, near the wall—elevated by stone blocks at four cornersthat raised it
to knee-height. Books and scraps of parchment lay scattered on its surface, held down by oddments of
stone and scraps of ironwork. He made out some Erendra glyphs, and some of the rest wasin scratchy
runesthat Ahiradidn't recognize, but most of the writing blurred in front of hiseyes. Wizard'swork.

"Somebody has been living here" Jason said.

Ahiraraised afinger to hislips. He wasn't irritated by the boy's keen attention to the obvious, but by his
talking. Until they had a better grip on where they were, it was best to keep mouth closed, eyesand ears

open.

A heavy wooden door stood half open, leading out into the dark hall. Ahiralistened for amoment, but
couldn't hear anything. So far, so good.

Gesturing at Jason to keep an eye on the door, he turned to the window.



Outsde, just across the street, the Faerie Embassy stood gleaming in al its unfixed glory.

Wasit three or four storiestall? And were there long, rectangular windows, like glass doors leading out
to abalcony, or were the only openingsin the solid expanse broad dits, too narrow even to be arrow

loops?

Hedidn' like looking at it; he couldn't tell. Better to concentrate on the here and the now. Hanging
around awizard's workshop was abad ideg, it wastime to—

Jason was beckoning silently to him; the boy had aready flattened himsalf near the single door leading to
thehall.

Hislipsmoved.l hear something, he mouthed.

Good boy. Thistime, he wasn't scared. No, that wasn't true—Ahira could smell the fear on him. Jason
was bright enough to be scared, he knew he could be hurt or killed a any moment, but that was just
another fact of the universe, to be dedt with appropriately.

And heknew it. He couldn't keegp asmile off hisface. Thistime Jason Cullinane wasn't running away.

Hisaxe held easily in his hands, the dwarf leaned his head close. Familiar footsteps echoed down the
hdll.

Ahiralowered hisaxe. "Hdlo, Andrea," he said.

Andreawalked through the door, but it was achanged Andrea. Her black leather vest and pants had
been replaced by a gleaming white robe, woven of fog and light. Her black hair was shot with silver, and
her eyes were red and rimmed from either crying or lack of deep.

Jason took astep toward her, but Ahiraseized hisarm. "Wait."

Sheraised adim hand. "Yes, it'sme. Older, perhaps ayear, perhaps more, or less? Timeis

0. .. different here, and I've been hiding and studying in nooksin time, trying to control the madness
while I've learned more. I'm older, yes, somewhat wiser, | would hope; knowingly more ignorant,
certainly. But I'm ill me." A tear ran down one cheek. "May | hug you? It's been solong ," she said.

* * *

—hbut Tennetty didn't spend any timethinking it out: she dug her finger into her eyesocket and flipped me
the Eye while she launched hersdf at Boioardo.

The glass Eye tumbled through the air toward me.

No."Tennetty,don't. "

But thinking or saying it didn't make any difference. Nareen's glass Eye, the one the Three needed in
order to see through the vell of uncertainty into the heart of Ehvenor, floated through the air toward me. |
snatched the Eye out of the air, dapped it into Andrea's hand, and started my turn, but it wastoo late.

Boioardo had dready risen from histhrone, moving so quickly that his deeves and cape snapped
through the air like the end of awhip. He batted her sword asde as though it was nothing, and had his



hands on her.

She grunted once as hisfingerstore through her flesh the way a backhoe claws through ground, and then
he shook what was |eft of her once, twice, three times, like adog shaking arat, and tossed her aside,
bloody, broken, dead.

Hisarms red with her blood, splashed to the elbows; it seemed to bother him in his fagtidiousness. He
looked down at them, at the red blood wetting his deeves, and then he gestured once, idly, and the blood
was gone. Tennetty lay on the ground, her dead eye and empty socket staring off into nothing.

Y ou don't waste time grieving for friends, not during afight, you don't.
"Now, Andy," | said. "Do it now. Take him. Like you did before.”

She shook her head. "Not here, not on the edge of Fagrie. | don't have enough power, not enough
drengthtodoit.”

Boioardo smiled. "She knows | can follow the two of you wherever in Ehvenor you try to hide."

| pulled Andrea close. God, why did you make women so warm? "Hide yourself for now," | whispered,
"but get the Eye where it needsto be. Do what needs to be done.”

She nodded, once, quickly, then touched soft fingersto my lips and pushed me away, hard; as she
stepped away and vanished | staggered back—

* * %

Jason awkwardly hugged his mother, and Ahiralet the blade of his axe drop to the carpet.
"How long?' Ahiraasked.

She spread her hands as Jason released her. "I don't know. Possibly ayear. Perhapstwo. | used to
keep count of meals and deeping periods, but | gave that up when | found that | didn't need to eat and
deep much here. Two years?' She walked to the window. "Long enough to learn what it will be
necessary to do to walk acrossthat street. Long enough to learn most of the paths through Ehvenor, long
enough to learn some truths about mysdlf, long enough to call mysdlf here.” She shook her head as she
turned back to them. "I'm sorry to be so maudlin. | know it's been only secondsfor you."

Ahirasmiled at that. "That answersthat question.”

That part of it made sense, at last. He had known Andrea Andropol ous Cullinane for twenty years now,
and had known her to be every bit as stubborn asit was possible for ahuman to be. Her will wasn't
subject to anybody else's command. She decided for herself, and nobody else did. Nobody el se.

So: who could call Andreato Ehvenor? Who could bring her here? Who had been calling her here ever
snce Castle Cullinane? Who was it who had made her stir-crazy enough to go out on the road into
God-knows-what?

Andrea.

Shereturned hisamile. "Me. Who es2?' Her eyeswent vague for amoment. " Shelll be dong shortly,
withthe Eye"



"And what happens then?'

She shrugged. "1 only know alittle. She didn't—I meanl didn't havetime to talk much with her, with me.
After we abandoned you two, she took the Eye, and then pushed me off into a strange part of Ehvenor,
and | got lost. | had to learn how to find my way back to here. She said that she was going to, thatl was
going to try to walk acrossthe street and bring the Eye there." She looked out the window. "No matter
the cost. Therest isup to the Three." Her eyes widened. "Oh,no. It was so good to see the two of you
that | forgot what shetold me—" She turned to Jason. " Quickly, hand me your knife."

* % *

—1I staggered back onto an empty street in adeserted part of town. Rows of tenements lined the duly
street beneath the dark sky, while cold white light shone up through the cracked ground.

| was aone, but | wasn't going to be donelong, not if Boioardo was following me. | had to hope that
Boioardo was going to chase me, that | could distract him long enough to give Andy timeto do her thing,
to get the Eye to the Faerie Embassy, and return to pull me out of trouble and away before Boioardo
killed me.

Andy was good at |ocating people and things; it might work, if 1 could buy enough time. But I'd have to
avoid him for aslong as poss—

There was atap on my shoulder, and there he was. It wasn't like looking in amirror, not redly; surely
such asdlf-satisfied smirk would never be found under my mustache?

"A fine place" he said, reaching dowly for me. The light from beneath cast his eyesinto shadow, but his
too-white smile dmost glowed in the dark. "Shdl we end it here?’

| gtarted out in high school as arunning back; | ducked under hisarm and ran, broken-field style. It
didn't do any good. There hewas, just a hdf step behind me. Not running, just gliding effortlessy over
the ground, hisfeet never touching the dirt.

Hefrowned. "Thisistoo easy," he said, giving me what looked like agentle shove. It didn't fed that
way—I did sx feet on the dirty ground, the grit and dirt scraping away the clothing over my left hip, then
grinding awide sweth of skin and flesh from my hip and thigh. | dammed againgt awall, hard, knocking
thewind out of me.

| lay sorawled on the ground, trying to force someair into my lungs. Musclesjust wouldn't work right.
None of them.

Heloomed over me. "Get up. Y ou must be better sport than this.”
| rolled to my hands and knees, then staggered to my feet.
"Wait," | managed to croak out. "Giveme. . . time. . . recover."

| wasn't sure that my right knee would support my weight, and | could fed ribs grate againgt each other
inthe mass of red agony that | used to call my chest.

His smile broadened. "I don't see the need for that." He waved his hands once, and dl my aches and
painswere gone. It didn't happen with the wave of comfort and ease that healing draughts ways



provided; one moment | could barely grunt out words through the pain, and the next, al the acheswere
gone.

Even the scrape 1'd taken on my |eft hip had hedled, and the clothing over it.

Sall, Walter, stall.”Just wait aminute,” | said. "Thisistoo easy for you. Give yoursdf a handicap. Don't
just look like me. Reduce your strength and speed to mine. Makeit afair contest.” If Boioardo had a
weskness, it was his arrogance—although who could call him on it? Incredibly powerful, invulnerable,
able to assume any form he chose. | would rather have been in Philadelphia.

He cocked his head to one side. "Fair, no; | do not careto lose. Less unfair, certainly. That will make
you better sport.”

He eyed me carefully, then closed his eyes and concentrated. Hisform seemed to flow for amoment,
then stop flowing, until helooked like me, again.

Boioardo took one step forward. "'I'm only twice as strong as you, and but half again asfast." He
blocked my punch and backhanded me back, lights flashing on the edge of my vison. "That ought to do."

If you practice something often enough, it becomes part of your muscle memory. Maybe the basic
block-and-strike was like that.

Hetook apunch a me, and | had blocked it, moved in and brought my knee up quick asal hell.

The only trouble for me was that he was dready blocking down, and hard.

Theonly troublefor himisthat I'd findlly dipped one of my throwing knivesinto my

left—bl ocking—hand and dipped that in between hisribs. He staggered back, in pain. Not enough pain,
but held taken on not just enough of my form, but enough of the reality of being human, to hurt.

| would have finished him off, but 1'd been through that before with him when he was playing wolf. The
best | could do—the best | hoped to do—was to fight him to a stalemate while the others did their thing.

And the best way to do that wasto run.

| ran, down the street, and into—
—aforest of huge trees, the canopy of leaves arcing fifty feet above my head. Low brush clawed at my
anklesand calves as| ran, my feet crashing through the dry leaveslittering the floor. Above, tiny green

lizardsin the trees sang in easy counterpoint to the rhythm of my steps.

| was tripped, sent sprawling; | rolled to my feet, barely avoiding an immense projecting root, one of the
huge trees at my back.

Boioardo moved his cloak aside as he faced off against me.

The only plan that occurred to me wasto stdl for amoment, just amoment, while | readied aknife.
Maybe this one would hit something vital, knock him dead before he could regenerate himsdlf.

"The Place Where One Spesks Only Truth," he said. "Just the outskirts of it. Shall we end it here?"



"No, I'd rather sdl aslong asl can,” | said, truthfully, fingers clawing surreptitioudy for athrowing knife.
"And I'm going to try to stab you—"

Shit, shit, shit. . .
| ran up the root toward the trunk of the tree and leaped for another root, my next legp carrying me

beyond the tree, toward a path. His footsteps crashed behind me as | scampered down the path through
abend, to whereit intersected with another path, and |egped through—

* % *

Andreaturned to Jason. " Quickly, hand meyour knife," she said.

Jason didn't move; Ahirashoved him aside, hard, snatching at hisbelt for the knife, flipping it easily,
hilt-firgt, to Andrea.

She raised the knife and tossed it toward the open door, just as the other Andrea, dressed in black
leather, flicked into being in the doorframe.

Ahiras breath caught in histhroat.

—into darkness. | tripped, and fell backward, into water and dime, then forced mysdlf to my feet, dl wet
and cold. | could barely stand without bumping my head on the roof of the tunndl; | steadied mysdlf with
my hands againgt the side. The walls of the tunnel were warm and soft to the touch, the fleshy fed of it
broken every ten feet or 0 by hard rings of something white and bony benegth the surface.

There was light ahead, farther dong in the tunnel. | staggered dong, as quickly as| could. Therewasa
juncture up ahead, barely visble.

Footsteps thundered behind me as | reached the junction and dashed through—

* * %

—into the next passage of the tunnd.
Sometimes, even in Ehvenor, acorner isjust acorner.

| ran on, my feet making awful sucking noisesin the muck, and into—

* % *

Ahiras breeth caught in histhroat.

"No." It had to have been Andrea, but it couldn't have been Andrea. Andreawouldn't try to kill her
earlier Af, but Ahirahad just given whoever thiswas aknife.

The blade twisted through the air, barely passing over the new Andrea's shoulder, only to bury itself in
an outstretched hairy arm.

Ahirasmiled. By God, hehad been right. White Andreawas hisold friend.

White Andrea grabbed Black Andrea's arm and pulled her to one side as the thing staggered inside, all



hair and muscle and stink.

It closed with Ahira, hairy hands fastening on histhroat asit lifted the dwarf bodily from thefloor,
ignoring the knife ill stuck initsarm. The new Andrea, the younger one, raised her hand, but the onein
white batted it aside.

"No. We have to go.Now. Thisiswhere we abandon them. We don't have much time."

Over her protests, the white Andrea pulled the other one out through the door, and dammed it behind,
quite negtly trapping Jason and Ahirainside.

* * %

—samoke, clawing at my lungs, tearing a my eyes. Strong fingers grabbed a me, but | kicked out once,
twice, then dived away into blindness, his coughs and chokes behind me.

| wasjust sarting to wonder if held locked himsalf into a human form, stuck with human weaknesses,
when the coughing shut off.

Fairy, you cheat. He had taken amoment to change alittle, to allow himself to breathe smoke without
pain, without coughing.

“Well, certainly.”

| staggered forward, from the smoke—

The dwarves cal themselves the Moderate People; and there is a saying among the M oderate People
that condemnsimmoderate moderation. Balance isimportant, equilibrium is necessary, but only inits
place. Thiswas not the place for balance; here, moderation would have been recklessdy immoderate.

The universe dwindled to Ahiras hands, each one on awrist of the monster. That was all. Therewould
never be more than that, and each hand would have to close, to pry the strong hands away from Ahiras
throat.

Hisfingers clenched tighter, and tighter. But so did the choking hands. His lungs burned, needing air.
Darkness crept into the edges of hismind.

There had been atime when sickness had bound him to ameta chair, but that time was gone, and it
must not return. He could tolerate dmaost anything, but not being confined, not being held immobile.

Hisarms and legs thrashed, usdesdy, helplesdy.

I will not be held down against my will. | will never be held against my will.

There was nothing e se but hisfingers on the wrigts, squeezing hard, harder againgt the creature's bone
and muscle. Rageflared blue-whitein Ahirals mind, giving strength to his hands, washing away thought
and intelligence, as a berserker rage built, needing only one more spark to set it flaring.

Bones cracked beneath his palm, the hands eased, and Ahira dropped to the floor, while sted thunked
into flesh—



—again,heredized.

He had been hearing the sound of aknife hacking into flesh for some time now. All thewhilethat he had
been trying to break free, Jason had been stabbing at the creature.

Ahiraroseto hisknees and sucked in alungful of fetid air. Despite the unwashed reek of the creature
and the smell of hisown swest and fear, the air cooling his aching lungswas as exhilarating asacold
whitewine. The cold and comfort flooded his body, pushing his rage back, leaving his mind intact.

He opened his eyes to see Jason hack again at the creature's neck, as blood flowed down its chest from
adozen wounds.

It staggered back, then forward again, and reached out for Jason, too stupid to know it was dead. Ahira
dived a its knee, shoulder hitting hard against fur-covered muscle and bone, tripping the cresture. He
fastened his hands on its head, the fingers of hisright hand tangling themselvesin its stiff, wiry hair, while
his left hand closed on the massive bony ridge over itseyes.

Ahiratwisted once, giving it everything he had, rewarded by a single loudsnap.

That was all it took. The creature shuddered once and went limp, its dead body voiding itself with an
awful flatulence. It was dl Ahiracould do not to vomit.

Both of them gagging, Jason helped Ahirato the window.

"What's going on?" Jason asked.

"l don't know."

The cold outside air helped to clear his nose and hismind, but it didn't provide any answers.

Andrea had abandoned them, but she had done so knowing that they could handle the creature—orc, or
goblin, or whatever it was. He leaned farther out the window and breathed in the swest, fresh air.

Below, White Andrea stood on the sidewalk, facing the Fagrie Embassy, the Eye held high in the pam
of her right hand, an open, lesther-bound book held in her left.

Ahiracdled out to her, but she either didn't hear him or wasignoring him. Andreatook one step onto
the narrow street, but as she did, the air around her darkened, then solidified into three dark bands that
looped about her body, and dowly, inexorably contracted, forcing her down and to her knees, trying to
force her back.

Her gaze dropped to the book in her hand, and her lips moved.
Ahiras hands tightened on the windowsiIl. His mouth was painfully dry.

Andreawas a powerful wizard, certainly, and as White Andrea she had had plenty of timeto prepare
for this. But too much use of power could drive her insane, and she wasfighting out of her league when
shetook on Faerie. And she'd known that, dammit. She hadn't impressed the spell shewas using into her
memory, but was reading it from the open book, not trusting her ability to carry it in her own mind and
reman sane.



Curling the rest of her fingers around the Eye, she raised her right index finger and gently touched the
outer corner of her right eye. A single teardrop swelled there, fattening, growing until it could hold no
longer and ran down her cheek, burgting into fire asit fell from her jaw and onto one of the black bands.

Where the flaming tear touched, the band dissolved, leaving behind aragged hole.

Andrea shed another fiery teardrop, and yet another, until she was crying ashower of burning rain,
dissolving the bands of darkness until al that remained of either tears or darknesswas abit of dug, alittle
ash and soot that dipped from her white, misty robes as she took another step forward.

* % *

—and | staggered into the glowing fog, flagstones hard under my knees, adistant roar in my ears. | got to
my feet, not sure which way to run. | could morefed than sseawall to my right, but the fog was thick
around me, and there could have been miles of open spacein any other direction, or awaiting open pit.

God, Andy, hurry up with whatever you're doing.It would be nice to be saved in the nick of time.

Maybe | could climb thewall. If Boiocardo wereto climb after me, | could drop down on him. Even with
twice my strength, he wasn't invulnerable. Given enough of agtart, if | could gain enough height, | might
be able to land hard on him, smash him to the ground, and crush him either to desth or unconsciousness
before he could throw off the limitations of the flesh that he had assumed.

Y eah. Sure. And maybe I'd be e ected fucking Queen of the May, too.

Thefog thinned in front of meto reved a series of niches, carved into thewall, each of adifferent size.
There may have only been ten or so; there may have been hundreds, thousands, vanishing off into the fog.

Inthefirg one, in the nicheright in front of me, wasa pair of sneakers.
"Holyshit. "

They weren't just sneskers, they weremy old sneakers, my first pair of sneskers, or at least thefirst pair
| remembered.

Stash had aways believed in buying irregulars, and had picked up apair of some famous brand—PF
Flyers, maybe?—that the manufacturer had rejected because of adoppy seam along the uppers. The
doppy seam was sill there—just alittle crooked; nothing important—and so was the spot on the sole,
just below the hedl, where somebody, probably Inspector 7, had neetly diced off the little brand patch
when the sneakers had been regjected.

Same blue stripe aong the rubber sole, sameflat cotton laces, clean and white like they had been the
day they were new.

They reminded me of running fastfastfast on ahot summer day, of legping over low picket fencesand
scrambling through backyards not just when that damn St. Bernard was chasing me, but because | was
ten and it was summer, and that's what you did when you were ten and it was summer.

In the next niche was afountain pen, ared chubby-barrelled Shaeffer fountain pen with the white dot on
theclip, and | knew that if | took it down, and took off the cap, it would write with the blackest of
blue-black ink, because that wastheink that wasin it the day that Mom had given it to me, the day that |
had brought home my first report card that wasjust Bsand As. How had she known that | wasfinally



going to bring home a decent report? Had she had the pen waiting through most of my elementary school
caree?

Four As, and three Bs, the report card said; it wasin the next niche, al clean and waiting.

It takeslonger to tell it than it did to liveit; | don't think I'd stood in front of that wall for morethan a
second, teking it al in.

My teddy bear wasin the next niche: an ugly stuffed pandain black and dirty white, one ear haf torn off,
glossy brown buttons from an old overcoat for his eyes. Hewalited, lying patiently, the way he dways
had at the head of my bed.

Bears are like that.
Boioardo had spoken of the Place Where Only That Which Y ou Have Loved Can Help Y oul.

Now | understood. It was a capita-P Place in Ehvenor, yes, on the edge of Faerie, surely, but it was
adsoasmal-p placein my mind.

I've lived some years now, and |'ve touched some things more than casualy. Y ou run through enough
summer daysin anirregular pair of PF Flyers, and they become part of you, not just for the few daysand
weeks and maybe months that the shoes last, but for aslong asthere are hot summer daysjust after
school's |et out, and aslong asthere are the tight, springy steps that you can only takein anew pair of
sneakers and as long asthere are fences and yards and dogs that surely can't be as big with teeth that
can't be as sharp in redlity asin memory.

It was ming, forever.

My bear was here. No nightmares here, not with my bear waiting at the head of my bed, ready to dispel
abad dream withitsfamiliar warmth.

It wasdl mine. Thiswasmy place.

In the next nichewas ajackknife. It didn't look like much, | guess, and it was smaller than | remembered
it, but the Scout crest had the same scratch on it that it had aways had. My knife.

It was my knife, the one that Big Mike had given me, so many years ago, and it was here, in my hand,
theripplescut into its plastic sides familiar under my thumb.

Look: | know | had afighting dagger at my waist, and | know that it gave me more reach. But that was
just metd, just atool.

Thiswasmy knife.

It had meant something to me, and it was here to help me. What wasit that Ahira had said? Something
about how it's not just the peoplein our lives that matter, about how we had best be careful what we
make, what we use, because we invest something of ourself with everything we touch.

And | know that anonlocking jackknifeisasilly wegpon in afight, so | thumbed open the awl on the
back, and held the knife hidden in my hand, just adiver of metad showing. One punch with it, and the awl
could dice hard, deep, through flesh and into Boioardo's eyes.



My knife.
Okay; bring on the demons.

Off in the distance, something roared, a sound both familiar and strange. Not the growling of abeast, but
theroar of an engine. | hadn't heard the sound of an enginein more yearsthan | cared to think about.

Boioardo walked out of thefog, an immaculate imitation of me, his cgpe curling swirling about his ankles.

"Nice of you towait for me, Water Sovotsky,” my face said, inmy voice. "Y ou ruined my fun; now I'll
ruinyours." He amiled. "I aways knew that it would end here, herein thisPlace,”

Hetook apunch at me, but | blocked it with my left arm; it went numb and fell back at my side, but my
right arm till worked, and | punched hard at him.

"Fuck you," | said.
His head moved to one side, but the dim steel edge cut his cheek open to the bone, and staggered him.

It wasn't enough. He backhanded me, lifting me up and off my feet. | fell hard to the flagstones, the knife
skittering and bouncing away into the fog. | started to crawl off after it, but he blocked my way.

"Youlose," Boioardo said.
The distant roar grew closer.

| knew that sound, by God, | knew that sound. Eight cylinders, generating more power than three
hundred horses, hauling around tons of metal and glass, painted al black and ydlow, like abumblebee.

Ahirawasright. We had best be careful of what we touch, what we make, what we use, because there
issome of usin each hit of it, and we'd best be careful what we are. And in the Place Where Only That
Which Y ou Have Loved Can Help Y ou, you'd best have gone out in the world and touched alot,
because you never know what you will need there. | forced asmile. "Wrong, Boioardo. You lose."

* * %

Therain of tears dissolved the black bands, and Andreatook another step across the street, toward the
flickering of the Faerie outpost.

"Shedidit!" Jason 9ghed inrelief.
"No." Ahirashook hishead. "She's not there yet. Look."

Theflickering below took on substance, shimmering shifting into awall acrossthe street, reaching down
through the dirt and up to the sky.

Glassy hands reached out from the wall to push and pull at Andrea, severa fixing on her robes of mist
and light, othersfagtening tiny fingersin her hair. Small fingerstwisted tightly asthey became more
subgtantid.

She turned to another page of the book, and hesitated for amoment, just amoment before she began



reeding.

Lips murmuring words that could never be remembered, she tucked the book under her arm, and
touched her right index finger gently to her left wridt.

A trickle of blood ran down her arm, fat red dropsturning al sparkling and golden asthey fell to the
ground.

She cupped her left hand in front of her. Thetrickle of blood ran down her wrist and pooled in the palm,
swelling. When the pool began to drop golden sparks, she raised her hand, and shook it once, twice,
threetimes. A cloud of golden sparks shattered the ghostly hands into fog, and then into nothingness.

The Eye held high, the book again open in her free hand, White Andreatook another step forward.

* * %

"Wrong, Boioardo," | said. "Youlose"

It doesn't cost anything extrato die with brave words on your lips, but | wasn't going to die, not here
and not now. It was his own fault; he had chosen the Place. Perhaps, in hisaien cruelty, he had thought
that it would be amusing to finish me off herein this place, in my Place, but his arrogance had betrayed
him.

Thiswasmy Place,

At firg, hedidn't believe me. Then his smile vanished, and his eyes widened. He looked from sideto
sidefor an avenue of escape, but there wasn't any. Thewall wasto one side of him, and it was coming
out of thefog from the other.

Boioardo tried to cheat, he tried to change, but he was too late, and too dow. He had been faster in his
changes; now it was as though he was trying to do too much at once.

Too bad for him. Y ou don't face off against the Big Car when you've got other things on your mind.

It was among the last and absolutely the best of the standard American bigmobiles. A huge car, pulled
around by athree-hundred-horsepower V8, easily enough for the job—amonster of an eight-cylindered
engine, it roared like alion. Two-toned, black and yellow like a bumblebee, wraparound windshield,
curved fenders, and arear deck large enough to camp out on.

Tiressquedling asit swerved to miss me, tons of black and yellow stedl roared out of the fog and
smashed into Boioardo, knocking him back up againgt thewall.

Hetried to rise, but the Big Car shifted into reverse, tires smoking as it lunged back, then shifted into
drive and lunged forward to smash him against the wall, stedl squeding asthe impact crumpled the grill,
darred the windshield.

Boioardo had been caught in transition; he rose once more, battered and bloody, too broken to
concentrate and change. Hisfingers bent at impossible places as he threw up his broken hands to protect
himsdlf.

"No, please.”



Pity wouldn't have stayed my hand, and | had no pity. Y ou don't go around playing with people like they
weretoys, not if you expect any sympathy from me. Y ou don't rend somebody | love to shreds of
bloody flesh and then ask me for compassion.

"Doit," | said.

Theair infront of Andreasolidified, warped itsdlf into a black wall that separated Andreafrom the
flickering of the Faerie Embassy.

She put out her right hand, the hand that held the Eye, and pushed hard on it, lips never quite stopping
their motion. Light flared around her fingertips, cold, silent bals of red and whitenessthat vanished as
they hit the black wall.

She murmured another spell, and waves of thunder crashed, making Ahiras earsring. But the thunder
beat usdessy, harmlesdy againgt the blackness.

She took astep backward, looking from side to side, as though deciding not whether to run, but where
to run. Andrea shook her head, black hair shot with silver settling about her shoulders, eyes closed
tightly.

Ahiracouldn't hear her over the crash of thunder, but he didn't need to hear the words.

Ahirafound that the windowsi Il was splintering under his grip; he forced his handsto open. Crushing the
windowsill would do no good. He had been wrong again, dammit. He had thought that awizard didn't
know how far to push magic, what moment would cost sanity, when that sacrifice would be made.

It was clear that Andrea knew that her next spell would cost her more than tears and blood.

She straightened, her shoulders back, and opened the book to a new page, reading dowly, carefully, as
she raised the hand that held the Eye, her index finger straightening as she touched it to her temple, as
though to say, I'll feed you with this.

Her right hand glowed, and as she pushed it forward the black wall melted in front of her. She pitched
the Eye toward the flickering of the Faerie Embassy, and then fell to her knees, her face buried in her
hands. Her shoulders shook.

Far off, adistant voice spoke dowly, thoughtfully, theway elvestend to. "I seeit, | think."

"Don't be so tentetive," another answered. "Usethis, and sedl it dl off."

The world exploded into brilliance, and then faded.

* * %

"Doit," | said.

The Big Car gunned its engine once more. Tires squealed on the stones, and the stink of burning rubber
filled my nogtrils

It smashed into him one last time, steam from its shattered radiator vying with the fog asit ground what
was |eft of him against the wall. It backed away, leaving Boioardo broken, bloody, dead. If | hadn't



known, | wouldn't have been ableto tdl what he had been.

Sowly, brokenly, the car circled around to me, one crumpled fender nudging gently up against me, as
though to ask if | was okay.

The Place faded out around me.

| barely had timeto lay my hand on its cold metd flank. | didn't know the Polish, and it didn't matter
anyway. It would understand, no matter what the language.

"Thank you, thou good and faithful servant.”

And then the mists swirled up, and around, and washed al traces of consciousness avay.

CHAPTER
TWENTY-SEVEN

In Which We Part
Company, and Two of Us
Head Homeward,

Well Holtun-Bieme-ward

Every parting gives a foretaste of death . . .
—ARTHUR SCHOPENHAUER

When you say goodbye to a friend, assume that one of you is going to die before you ever get to
see each other again. If you want to leave something unsaid, fine. . . but be prepared to leave it
unsaid forever.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

| don't remember how we got there, but the next thing | remember was being back on the plateau above
Ehvenor. It waslike | had been going on automatic pilot. It could have been ashock reaction, | suppose;
my extensive collection of bumps and bruises showed that | had taken more than afew blowsto the
head.

No, that wasn't the next thing | remember. Ahiraand | had been talking about what happened, while |
looked off into the distance. Andrea, wrapped in awoolen blanket, had been leaning up against Jason,
sobbing.

There were seven of us, some Sitting, some standing, the fire to our backs, looking out at the ruined hulk
of acity below.



Thethree davers had fled, or just plain decided to leave.

Ehvenor had stopped flickering, and the mass of creatures flickering through its changes had been
unceremonioudy dumped in the here and now. Bands of hairy beasts fought with each other through the
narrow streets, the wise ones fleeing outward, while creatures of the night ran for the darkness of the hill,

escaping the oncoming day.

Dark shapes moved outward, fleeing the solidity of the city, some shuffling dong the ground, others
taking to the air or diving into the Cirric. | could dmost have sworn | saw adragon take wing and flap off
toward the south, but | could have been wrong.

What | wanted was adrink. No, what | wanted was a drink with Tennetty. Maybe anod and cold smile
that said I'd done okay, although why | ever gave afuck about that cold-blooded psychopath's opinion

escaped me.

Damn it, Tennetty.

I'd have to sttle for the drink; | fumbled through my pack and brought forth the flask of Riccetti's Best.
It was heavy enough, there was gtill some left, enough for maybe half adozen good-sized drinks. | pulled
the cork and drank deeply, letting the fiery corn whiskey burn in my throat and warm my middle before|l
passed the bottle to Ahira.

"Wel," he said, considering, "I think we earned that." He took aswig and then offered the bottle to the
Hand woman, surprisng me.

She declined the offer with an upraised pam, her eyes, both real and glass, never leaving the pageant
below. "Magica beasts|oosed into the wild, into the earth and air and water,” she said. She cocked her
head to one Sde. "Things haven't been likethissince | wasalittlegirl."

It only occurred to melater that most magical creatures had been gone from the Eren regions for
centuries.

Shouldering asmall canvas bag, she turned and walked away into the darkness.

It took me dmost afull minute to redize that she had just left, and wasn't coming back. Ahira passed the
bottle to Jason, who passed it along to Nareen.

Vair polished acoin-sized ruby, then fit it into an open wire frame. He threw a handful of powder on the
fire, and consdered the smoke through the lens.

"It could be worse, perhaps,” he said. "All of Faerie could have poured through, possibly. If the breach
had not been sedled, if the one who cut the breach had not been stopped.” He looked at me through the
fire of ruby, then tucked it in his belt pouch and crossed hislong arms over his chest. "It al would have
falled if we had not seen the breach, with the Eye. Y ou have done well, thelot of you." Herose. "Or so it
would seem to me." Without another word, he turned and walked off into the darkness. | was sure—lam
sure—that he disgppeared while he should gtill have been visblein thefirdight.

Andrea, leaning up againgt her son, still sobbed. Quietly. Jason glared furioudy at dl of us, asthough we
could do something.



Nareen chuckled gently, for that is the way the Moderate People chuckle. "There is nothing to be done,
young Cullinane. Thereis only much to be endured.” Nareen waked to the two of them and gently,
dowly, pried Andreaaway from her son, and took her small, ddlicate handsin his huge ones.

"You see" he said, asthough to Jason, dthough he redlly was talking to Andrea, "those of uswith the
gift know atruth, that thereis no pleasure quite like using it, like refining it." His broad hands stroked
hers. "Most of usknow that we must be careful inits use; that if we use too much of the gift, push it too

far, we will have to choose between it and sanity, and who would choose sanity compared to the glory of
the power rippling up and down your spine, en?!

Hiswords were gentle, but each struck Andy like ablow; she sobbed even louder, trying to turn away.
But the dwarf wouldn't |t her.

"No," hesaid. "Y ou made your decision. To feed your power not with your sanity, but with your ability."
Hisindex finger moved in theair, hisrough fingernall tracing afuzzy red glow that swiftly faded. ™Y our
ability to seethisas sharp linesinstead of ared blur, and dl that that implies.”

| thought about how, along time ago, another friend of mine had sacrificed his ability to do magic, and
how that had worked out well for him, and | hoped. Maybe it would be so for Andrea, too. Or perhaps
not.

Nareen nodded his head, perhaps admiringly, perhaps with just atrace of condescension. "My
compliments," he said. He lowered her to the ground; she squatted gracelesdy, her face in her hands.

Nareen turned away.

"Don't leaveyet." Jason held up ahand. "Wait. I—we, that is. We hel ped you. I'd like some help, from
you." He swdlowed. "Theresafriend of mine, running around, doing some horriblethings. | need to find
him. Hdp me"

There was that Cullinane grimness about hisface again. No matter that he loved his mother, and no
matter that she sat on the ground at his feet, weeping—there was something out there that he had to do,
and hewas about to do it.

Nareen nodded. "Perhapsjust alittle.”

"Okay."

Shit. That's the trouble with trying to be Hercules. Y ou clean out the Augean stables, and then you have
to go chase down Pegasus.

Ahiralooked over a me, and he was smiling. "What am | going to say?' he said.
| smiled back. "Ask Jason. It'll be good practice.”

Jason thought about it for amoment. "That somebody hasto take Mother home, but that I'm still too
young and supid—"

"Inexperienced,” the dwarf put in.

"But close enough,” | added.



"—to be running around on my own." He swalowed, hard. He wasn't going to say anything about
Tennetty. | don't know why that was important to him, but it was. "So," hewent on, acatch in hisvoice,
"one of you had better come with me. The one that's better at keeping out of trouble, not the onethat's
better at getting into it."

Ahirasmiled a me. "l wonder—who could that be?"

Jason turned to me, and gave me another shot of that grim Cullinane look. | never much cared for it.

"Y ou'll watch out for Mother?' he asked, athough it redly wasn't a question, but acommand.

That was okay. "Sure," | said. "Andrea needs some rest. The two of us, at least, had better camp here
for tonight, head up into the hillstomorrow.”

It would take aweek at least to get to Buttertop, the hill north of Ollerwell that was the nearest of the
regular rendezvous places. We could wait there for Ellegon’s next circuit through. Might be afew days, a
tenday at wordt. | could live off theland for longer than that.

| wouldn't get any rest worth talking about, not tonight. 1'd have to leave somebody on guard, and a
nonspeaking, incessantly weeping woman wasn't my idea of agreat guard.

Nareen smiled reassuringly. "That can be taken care of, at least for tonight."”

| guess| should have been irritated that the dwarf wizard was reading my mind, but hisgrin was
infectious. He reached into his pouch and brought forth asmall glass bal, about the size of abig marble,
which heplaced inthe air, and set spinning with aflick of histhumb and afew muttered syllables. "Sleep
eadly tonight; thiswill scream at any danger. For us, the sooner we leave, the sooner we can book
passage at Artiven."

| wondered how they were going to make their way through the dark of night, but Ahiratapped at his
brow.

Darksight, remember?

Oops.

Ahiranodded. ""Twere best done quickly, en?’
"Thereistha."

| clasped hands briefly with Nareen, and gave Jason a hug—which he tolerated with admirable
patience—before turning back to Ahira

"Watch your six, short one," | said. "And if you need me. . ."

He nodded, once, and gave ahaf-smile We'll be fine, he was saying.But if we need you, we'll send
word. Hisgrip on my shoulder wasfirm.

| fed some more wood to the fire while they walked off into the night.



Beow, Ehvenor stood in the dawn light, empty, no sign of life save for the gleaming building in its center.

* % *

Just aswell Nareen |eft the marble-or-whatever-the-hdll-it-was on guard. While | do recdl spreading my
bedroll and lying down onit, | don't remember actudly settling myself infor deep. Before | was
completely flat, | wasout.

And | dept like adead man, only awakened at dawn by thetink! of the
marble-or-whatever-the-hell-it-was bouncing off astone.

PART THREE
NEW WORK

CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

In Which the Living Dead
Not Only Speaks,

but Eats Both Trout

and Chicken

Travel, it seems to me, has always done more for flattening the arches, callusing the feet, and
irritating the hemorrhoids than broadening the mind.

—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

| eyed the sky over Ehvenor as| broke camp.

Blue sky, puffy clouds, no dragon. Damn.

Hmm, | guessthat should be "aswe broke camp" except that "we'" weren't doing it. | had made
breakfast—jerky and oatmedl; sticksto theribs. | had packed the rucksacks—fairly, honest; | was
putting out the remnants of the fire—okay, | was biologically better equipped for that job.

Andy was waiting for me down the path. She had taken a battered leather book out of her rucksack,
and opened it. Theletters swam in front of my eyes; I'm not built to read magic.

They probably swam in front of hers, even forgetting, for the moment, that she had burned out her
magica ability. Tearsdo that.

She wiped her eyes on the back of her hand and put the book away, tying the rucksack tightly shut



before she dung it over her shoulder.
"Wel," | sad, "day'sawadting.” | loveit when | talk colorful. "Let's get going.”

She st off inadow walk. At least she wasn't crying now. Her eyes were red, and there were dark
baggy circlesunder them. Her hair looked like a bird's nest, and her mouth was set in a permanent frown.

But at least shewasn't crying.
Bigfat, hairy ded.

| scanned the skies, hoping for apair of leathery wings. Thiswould be ahandy time for Ellegon to show
up and save some wear and tear on both my bootlesther and my tender tootsies. But the sky was just full
of blue and clouds and birds, and you can never find adragon when you need one.

We headed off down the path.

There's any number of things one can do with somebody who is busy withdrawing from theworld. You
can just be patient and | et them retreat into their navel, coming out whenever they please.If they please.

Now, I'm not saying that's abad plan. It's probably a good way to handle it; maybe even the best way
to handle things. But it's not a Walter Slovotsky way to handle things. Sorry.

"Now," | said, babbling over the babbling of the stream, "anybody can get lost in the sense of not
knowing where you are. No big dedl, aslong as you know how to get where you're going. Not knowing
how to get where you're going isthe dangerouskind of lost.”

It was anice-sized stream, maybe three yards across where we were, its broad banks providing awide
path. During rainy season, the stream probably overflowed the banks, but it wasn't rainy season.

"Thisisone of the easier orienteering tricks,” | said. "Avoid heading across unfamiliar territory for a
point-destination: atown, an oasis, whatever. Points—okay, okay: areas—are easy to miss.

"Roads and streams, on the other hand, are long skinny things. Y ou tend to trip over them.

"So you aim for aroad that you know leadsto your destination, even if that means breaking right or left
of whatever you're heading for. Now, | know the road from Heliven to Ollerwell—it's along, wide one,
crossesalot of streamsup in the hills, certainly including this one. So, unless there's a good reason not to,
we follow this stream until we hit theroad. Q.E.D."

Shedidn't answer.

"I know what you're saying,” | said. "Y ou're saying, 'Walter, that's al well and good,’ you're saying, ‘but
youvewaked out of Ehvenor before, and so thisisn't unfamiliar territory to you.'

"Y ou've got agood point, and that's afact. But there's a difference between having been through this
area before and knowing it well. Now, | do know the route that we took the last time | walked out of
Ehvenor, but that was more than ten years ago, and | think they may even remember mein one of the
towns we passed through, so perhapswed be just aswel skipping it."



She looked at me, trying not to glare. That was an improvement. At least she was trying something.
| was tempted to try something; I've been in worse-looking company.

If you ignored the reddened eyes and the dumped shoulders, Andy was till an awfully good-looking
woman, in or out of her boots and |eathers.

But she dill wouldn't talk.

Therearethings| like less than traveling with somebody who won't start a conversation, who won't
answer in other than monosyllables, and who cries herself to deegp each night, honest. But most of those
involvethings smilar to Stting up on the Posts of Punishment.

The stream bent up ahead, and | suspected thered be some fish feeding under the fallen tree that didn't
quite bridge the stream. The morning was getting old, and the food in our pack wasn't getting any more
plentiful, so | shrugged out of my rucksack and beckoned to Andy to wait.

She dropped her own rucksack and squatted on the ground, silently obedient.

| would have rather she spoke up and spooked the fish.

| crept out on thelog. Sure enough, just under the surface of the rippling water, in aquiet space
sheltered by the tree, atrio of largish trout hovered in the shadow, either having a quiet chat about fishy
life or eating Something.

Not for long.

Oneof thegifts| got in trangtion to This Sideis my reflexes, and while they've been more important,
they've never been alot more fun than when | lunged, scooping up one of thefish and flinging it high into
theair, just like abear with a salmon, except that I'm much prettier than any besar.

Thetrout thunked down on the riverbank, flopping madly.Flibitaflibitaflibita.

Nice-szed, the way local speckled trout often get. Maybe three, three and ahalf pounds.

I'd sort of hoped Andy would take over, but she just watched it, so | pulled the utility knife from my
rucksack—I don't use my dagger or my throwing knivesfor this sort of thing—then quickly gutted the
figh, rinaing off both the fish and my handsin the stream. Ick.

"Now, theright way to cook trout involves poaching it with vinegar and spices," | said. "Bluetroutisone
of the grestest mealsthat ever there was.

"A good second choiceisto tie the trout to agreen stick and then shove it head deep in nice, hot coals.
On the other hand, we don't have nice, hot cod's, and I'm not going to spend an hour building up that
kind of cookfire."

Keeping up a steady monologue, | gathered some dry wood and built a quick cooking fire on the
riverbank—if you've got some birch bark handy, which we did, and if you'rewilling to waste alittle
gunpowder, which | was, you can sart afirereal quick.

| cut the fish down the back and seared the halves on the ends of apair of green sticks, using arough



stoneto grate just ataste of wild onion ontoit. It only took afew minutes; al you redly have to do with
freshwater fish is cook them enough to kill any parasites.

A bit of sdt from the saltwell in my pack, and,voila: fish on agtick. Lunch for two.
"What are you going to have?' | asked.

Shedidn't riseto the bait, and | wasn't irritated enough to let her go hungry, so I handed her one of the
gticks and then quickly wolfed down my own.

Not bad. Not bad &t al. Fresh trout, no more than fifteen minutes from the stream, isadish fit for aking.
Or even for Walter Sovotsky.

| washed my handsin the stream and then scooped some water onto thefire. "Let'sgo.”

* * %

Thefirst dayswere like that. Andy dept when told to, ate what | put in front of her.

To my surprise, she stood her turn at watch and stayed awake and dert while she did, but that was
about dl.

The nightswere cold, and | wouldn't have minded not deeping alone. But it didn't seem like theright
timeto bring up the subject, not even of deegping. I'm asengtive guy, eh?

So, instead, | kept up the constant monologue as we walked. | swear, | began to run out of subjects; by
thethird day, I'd covered damn everything | knew (well, dmost everything. Some things Woman Isn't

Meant to Know). About how to set up a staff in acastle. About how to keep in practice with a bow.
About why you keep flintlocks |oaded, and how poor old Tennetty always scared the shit out of me.

We hit the Heliven-Ollerwell road late on the second day, and |eft the stream and trout dinners behind.

* * %

Just as we were breaking camp the next morning and | was launching into today's monologue—a
reconsderation of the Nickel Defense and its suitability for college footbal—Andy |ooked up at meand
frowned.

"Walter, shut up,” shesaid.

"Well, well, well. It lives." | hefted my rucksack to my back and we started to work our way back
toward the road through the forest.

She should have snorted, but she just looked at me deadpan. ™Y our sympathy is underwhelming. Y ou
don't know what | had to give up."

"Better than sex, so I'mtold.”
The corner of her mouth may have turned up amillimeter. " Depends on with whom."

"Wasthat an offer?"



"No."

Sometimes no doesn't mean no, but when it's accompanied by awesk shake of the head, lips pursed
justso , that's exactly what it means. Which isokay. | can take no.

On the other hand, | was heading home to my wife, to make thingswork. 1t would have been niceto
have onelast dalliance. On the other hand . . . I've run out of hands.

Just aswell.

* % *

Wewalked dong, not talking. | can take silence, although you'll never get that in the forest. Theré's
amogt dwaysthe far-off cry of abird, the chittering of insects, and if nothing else, awhisper of wind
through the trees. Not sllent at al. Not even quiet, not redly; it'sonly thetallest treesthat are quiet.

"What now?"' she asked. Or maybe said.

| hadn't taken this route before, but | had passed through Ollerwel | once or twice. "Ollerwel's just afew
miles ahead, just acrosstheriver, and down aways. We can buy some fresh food. | don't think welll be
able to get more trout—they tend to fish it out around Ollerwell—but maybe some edl, or some of that
bass you find in the lakes up thisway. Not beef—I mean, they might have some, but the locals don't eat
alot of beef, and we'd smell of it for days. Wecould splurge on achicken, if—"

"Shh." Shewaved it away, tiredly. "I mean, what do | do now? After we get back.”

| shrugged. "Whatever you want, Andy. Except magic, so I'mtold.”

For the thousandth time, she took the battered |eather volume out of her pack and opened it.
Theletters blurred in front of my eyes, and apparently in front of hers, too.

They would have, even if she hadn't been crying.

* * %

Sometimes| cdl it right: afarmer a the edge of town had afire going, and afat capon turning over aspit,
sending ddlicious flavors wafting off into the breeze. We could probably have made a better deal in town,
but the crackling of crigp skin over the coa's made me part with a Holtun-Bieme copper half-mark with
Karl'sface onit, which bought me ahuge chunk of breast (no comments, please), and Andy an oversized
thigh, each served on afist-sized loaf of fresh brown bread hot from the oven.

| didn't wait for it to cool, and ended up burning my tongue. It wasworth it.

I'd like to report that Andy wolfed hers down with hunger and gusto, but she just ate as we walked
through the village, past a couple dingy rows of wattle-and-daub houses and onto the northern road.

Another couple of days and wed be at Buttertop.
"How about you?' she asked.

Atfirst | didn't answer. It took me amoment to redlize that she'd picked up our conversation of hours
ago wherewe had left it off. | hateit when she does that.



"Me?' | shrugged. "I think I'd better take it easy for awhile. Spend some time with the kids, and with
Kirah. You?'

Shesghed. "I might go back into teaching. English, basic math, the usud. Even if some of the Home
youngsters do it better than | could. | don't know."

Maybe, just maybe, if | gave Kirah enough patience and attention, maybe that would do it. Liféslikea
fight, sometimes; there's times when you have to commit yoursdf, to lunge full, al stops out, not worrying
about what happensif it doesn't work. See, you don't just put something of yourself in what you touch,
but you put it in who you touch. After close to twenty years together, Kirah was part of me, and | wasn't
going to cut that out, any more than 1'd throw away my left arm.

* * *

Ellegon found usthat night.

| was a bit nervous about camping on the ground close to aroad broad enough to be navigable by stars
and faerie lights, so we had moved well off the road, onto awooded rise, and dung our hammocks high
inagiant old oak treewhileit was il light enough to see.

Actudly, I'd done the dinging, and it had only been one hammock. Climbing was hard enough on Andy,
but I picked her branchesto make getting in easy for her. It had been some trouble, but we'd gotten her
settled in and pretending to be adeep, while | climbed farther up the tree and seated myself in acrotch
between two old limbs, too lazy, or maybe too tired to messwith it al. | just whipped one end of apiece
of rope around the tree, and knotted it in front of my chest, so that if | leaned forward instead of back |
wouldn't fall out and break my neck.

| let the day dip away. What was that old dwarven even-chant? Something about—

That was, of course, the moment that flame would have to flare loud and bright over the treetops,
accompanied by the rustle of lesthery wings.

*Wake up, folks. Y our ride's here. If you hurry, we can be in Holtun-Biemein the morning.*

CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE

In Which We Decide
What Those Who

Can Do, and Why

It is better to travel hopefully than to arrive.
—ROBERT LOUIS STEVENSON

Never come home unexpectedly. It's a break-even proposition, at best.



—WALTER SLOVOTSKY

Ellegon set down quietly outsde the walsin the gray light just before dawn. | did down hisscaly sde
and landed hard on the hard ground, twisting my ankle.

"You're getting old, Wadlter," Andy said, as shelowered hersdf more gently down from the dragon's
back.

*Happens to the best of them,* the dragon said, turning its broad head to face the two of us. *So |
understand. What are you going to do now?*

"Me, I'mfor bed," | said. "I don't deep well intheair."
*S0 | noticed.*
Andy patted at her belly. "I'm going to go eat something, then probably some deep. Y ou?'

The dragon walked away, toward the main road, hiswings curling and uncurling. * Therésasheep in the
south pasture with my name on it. I'm hungry.*

It was nice of Ellegon to walk away far enough that we wouldn't be battered by dust and grit when he
took off. Although, at this point, that would have been wetting ariver.

*Inthat case. . .* the dragon leaped into the air, leathery wings sending dust and grit into the air to
batter at my eyes and face.

"Meand my big mouth,” | said.

Andy didn't answer.

The watchman at the main gate let usin through the small-door; we waved aside his offer to wake a
welcoming committee. | just wanted to ook in on my kids and wife, and then find an empty bed. Or,
better, grab afew blankets and curl up in acorner of Kirah'sand my room, and let her find me when she

woke. | wouldn't dip into bed with her unexpectedly; that would set her off.

Andy touched my shoulder for aquick moment. "Look me up when you get up. I've got an idea | want
to talk over with you."

| nodded, too tired to bother asking what it was.

Dawn had been threatening to break outside, but acastle isaways dark until the suniswell up, and well
before it's down. Not that the staff believed that. Some wisdly frugal servitor or penurious asshole had
put out most of the lanterns; | had to get one from the rack outside the kitchens.

| don't believe in madly tittering darkness, but the murk kind of giggled & me as| made my way up the
stairstoward the bedrooms.

Dorann's room was next to Kirah'sand mine. | crept in for aquick momern.



Bardy illuminated by the flickering lantern, my baby daughter lay under her blankets, dl curled up and
tiny. Itwasal | could do not to Sigh out loud, although | couldn't prevent atear or two from running
down my face. Dammit, but she looked like she had grown an inch since I'd been gone. Y ou miss o
much when you're on the road, whether your businessis salesor sted!.

| rested my hand against her warm cheek for amoment, and she stirred just alittle, then reached up a
pair of chubby hands and pulled my hand closer to her face, never coming closeto waking. After afew
minutes, | gently detached my hand.

God, little one, I never realized how much | missed you.

| shut her door gently behind me, then went to Kirah's and my room. The knob refused to turn; it was
locked. Good; Kirah was still practicing ordinary security. | waswilling to bet that the secret passage to
the room next door was still properly blocked.

| dug in my pouch for my key. | turned the key in the lock with exquisite downess, and gently pushed the
heavy door open, hoping that the hinges wouldn't squeak and wake her.

The bed had been moved in my absence, and afull-length mirror had been set up next to the window,
angled to reflect thefirst traces of dawn light down onto the pillows, to wake the occupants.

Very clever.

But ahint of predawn light was enough to let me make out the faces of both occupants: my wife, and
that asshole Bren Adahan.

* * %

| don't know how long I stood there, not thinking. It seemslong in retrospect, but it probably wasn't.

| do remember, vaguely, what | thought about, in between the moments of anger, and hate, and jealousy,
and shame, and guilt.

| thought something about how | didn't believein adouble standard, redly, truly | didn't, no matter how
hard and fast my heart was besting, no matter how much anger flared red behind my eyes, in my mind.

| do remember redizing how it wasn't being touched that disgusted Kirah, it was being touched byme |
that it wasthefee of my hand, my body against her that she associated with her old life, with rape and

davery.

What had | ever done to deserve that? Nothing, maybe. Fine. Who the fuck says you get what you
deserve?

| do remember thinking, just in passing, that | could probably pick the lock to Bren Adahan's room next
door, and bewaiting for him when he made his way back through the secret passage.

And | do remember thinking that standing in an open doorway, tears running down my face, wasn't
going to do any damn good, so | swung the door dowly closed and wiped my face on the back of my
hand. | had the key almost completely turned when | heard soft footsteps behind me.

| hadn't been listening. Bad policy.



| finished turning the key, carefully pocketed it, and dowly turned, my weight on the balls of my feet.

Janie and Aelastood side-by-side in the gray light. Janie in aheavy black deeping-robe, belted at the
waist with athick velvet rope. Therobe wasfar too large for her; its hem touched the floor, and her
hands barely peeked out of the deeves. It al made her ook younger, far too young to be around for this.

Aeahad thrown on athigh-length white silk robe. Sim fingers nervoudy toyed at the belt at her wast.
Her eyes were puffy from deep, but just abit wide.

| wastrying to figure out who had wakened whom, and decided that Aeia had probably wakened Janie.
Aeaknew—nhéll, everybody knew—that Janie could dways handie me.

"Hi, Daddy," Janie whispered.
"Hi, sweetness" | whispered back. "What's new?"

With asad little smile—damn, I'd never seen Janie smile sadly before; | didn't much like it—she took my
arm and brought me down the hal to thetop of the sairs.

"'Some things have happened while you were gone," she said, "some thingswe dl pretend we don't
know about. Aeias been worried you'd do something stupid, but I've been telling her that my Daddy will

handlethingsin anice, civilized manner, that nobody's going to get hurt.”" Her face grew somber. "Tell her
I'm right, Daddy."

Look: I am more than a collection of hormones and reactions. | could be livid with rage—and |
was—hbutl decide what Walter Slovotsky does, not my anger.| decide, and | decided that | wasn't going

to blow up. Not here and now; not ever. Y ou don't solve thiskind of problem with aknife and gun, you
redly dont.

So | forced my fiststo unclench.

"Sure, sweetness. No problem. Truth to tell, I'd decided that your mother and | were through.” Well,
that was probably true. Sincejust afew minutes ago, no matter what | had decided on theDelenia. Hell,
we might go through the motions for awhile. But every time| saw her, I'd replay the scene of her and
Brenin bed, and each time I'd try to touch her, she'd see whatever private hell she saw.

Fuck it.

Aeasgmiled. "It'sgoing to be awkward," she said. Her golden brown hair was mussed from deep; |

wanted to run my fingersthrough it. She dipped her hand into mine, and gripped tightly. "But everything
will befing" shesad. "Trust me."

"Well manage,” | said, weary past imagining.
She nodded, once.
"Inthe meantime," | said, "how about somebody finding me abed?'

Janieled me down aflight to an unoccupied room on the floor below, and gave me a peck on the cheek.
"See you this afternoon. Seep well.” She turned back down the hall, amost stumbling over the hem of



her too-large robe.

Aedacameinto my aamsfor abrief moment, her arms pulling, not pushing, her body warm and dive
againg mine. She rested her head against my chest, then raised her face and kissed me quickly, gently on
thelips.

"Later," she said, then turned and walked away down the hall.

The room was dark, and smelled vaguely musty. The bed was lumpy, and smelled more than vaguely

musty. But there's one great thing about being dog-tired: you can cry yourself to deep in about two
seconds.

* % %

Thenightmareisdwaysthe same:

We're trying to make our escape from Hell, millions of us streaming down the streets of Ehvenor,
running from the wolf-things that think of us only astoys and prey. Everybody I've ever loved is
there, along with faces familiar and strange.

There'sa street corner up ahead, a place where | somehow know that a right angle turn will
bring us to safety, and | shout out directions.

It seems to be working. They flicker out as they turn, and | somehow know, as you can only know
in a dream, that they've escaped, not found themselves in the Place Where Trees Scream.

But the wolf-things approach, accompanied by the shambling orcs, their fangs dripping blood.

And then | see him: Karl Cullinane, Jason's father, standing tall, face beaming, his hands, che<t,
and beard streaked with blood and gore.

"Were going to haveto gal them," Karl says. "Who's with me?’

He smiles, as though he's been waiting his whole life for this, the fucking idiot.
"I'm with you," somebody says.

Figures push out of the crowd, some bloodied, some bent.

Tennetty's the first. Not the aging, wasted one, more used up than aged, but ayounger, vigorous
Tennetty, her sneer intact. "Count mein."

Andy's next to her, looking foxy in her leathers, asmall leather shield strgpped to her left arm, a smoking
pistal in her right. She smilesat me. "Y ou don't think | need magic to count, do you?'

Big Mike hefts his baton, tapping it lightly againgt histhigh. "Never need anything, eh?"

My brother Steve fixes the bayonet to the end of hisempty M16. His amileis reassuring. " Sharp edges
don't jam, eh, Cricket?'

Karl looks a me—they dl look at me—his bloody face puzzled. "Walter? What are you waiting for?'



| was about to say something, to tell them something important, but—

* % *

| wokein acold swedt, in the dark.
Just adream. No big dedl, | tried to persuade mysdlf as | wiped the sweat off my forehead.

It was dark; 1'd dept—or nightmared, if you want to be accurate—all through the day and well into the
night.

Somebody had snuck inwhile was deeping and had not only laid out some fresh clothes, but had filled
the copper washbasin, then set the lantern underneath it to keep the chill off, if not keep it warm.

| stripped down to skin and scabbards, then splashed alittle on my face and chest before pulling on the
trousers and dipping the shirt over my head. A full bath could wait until | had some food, but not much
longer. A nice hot soak was just what the cleric ordered.

| swallowed. Okay. Now, what?

There was aknock at the door.

"Come," | said, dipping the handle of aknifeinto my hand. | mean, | didn't need to fight with Bren, but
maybe he wouldn't know that. It doesnot take two to have afight.

Andy waked in, alantern in one hand, atray of food balanced on the other. "1 had one of the guards
ligtening for any Sgn of movement in here," she said. "'l wanted to get to you beforethingsget . . . hectic.”

| forced asmile. That was agood word for it. Hectic. | liked that. "And you wanted to talk to me," |
sad. | bitinto acold drumstick. "Y ou wanted to talk to me about something el se, about, say, about how
now that you're no longer awizard, you want to go into what Karl used to cal the family business, and
about how you need ateacher, and about how I'm not going to be completely comfortable around here
for the next while, and about how maybe | ought to be the teacher, eh?"

She nodded. No smile. Just anod. | wondered if the only place she ever was going to smileagain wasin
my nightmares. "Good," she said, matter-of-factly.

"And what did you think | was going to say?"
"Yes. | thought you'd say yes."

"Okay: yes." | nodded. "I've got to straighten out some things, some family matters, but then we go into
training, and we hit the road as soon as we can.”

Shelooked like she had a question.
"Lesson thefirdt: ask it. When you've got time, lways ask.”
She thought it over for amoment. "Why are you so eager to get back on the road?”’

"Y ou want the truth?"



"Sure" Shesmiled. "Why not."

| shrugged, and looked back to the sweat-soaked rumpled blankets heaped on the bed and floor. "So |
can get agood night'sdeep.”

AUTHOR'SNOTE

The heroesin Walter's dream sequences are intended to be Walter's, not mine; there'd be some overlap,
but my list wouldn't include many of his selections, and vice versa

Each of us, after all, does get to—and has to!—pick our own.

—JR.

The Road Home

Dedication
Thisone'sfor three of my teachers:

Robert A. Heinlein

Donald Hamilton
David Drake.
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—Y oshidaKenko
—which isthe quote with which the book begins, quite appropriately; but it bears repesting here.

As| writethis, it's been adozen years since | soldThe Seeping Dragon to Sheila Gilbert, then editor of
what was then the Signet S line—the line of books that's now the Roc imprint of Penguin USA.



I'm not sure, sometimes, if that feels like yesterday, or like amillion years ago.

A bit of both, | guess. Long enough, certainly.

Whileit'stimefor both me and further booksin and out of the seriesto move on (and, yes, the
Guardians storieswill continue), | wanted to take thislast opportunity to expressmy gratitudeto al the
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marketing and sales—who have hel ped with the books over such along, and largely rewarding, period of

time
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PROL OGUE

The Road from Ehvenor
The truth is that the beginning of anything and its end are alike touching.

—YoshidaKenko

A hero'swork is never done, which is one of the minor reasons | don't recommend the profession.

—Walter Sovotsky

Below, inthe dark, in the city with the gleaming building at its heart, the flickering had stopped. But the
killing hadntt.

He was supposed to fed asense of satisfaction, Jason Cullinane thought. But he didn't. Whatever good
he and the rest had done, they had &l so |oosed more violence upon the world.

Shit. Like there wasn't enough aready.

Andthecod ... wors of dl, it had cost them Tennetty. But he would not cry over Tennetty. Never.
Shewasjust hisfather'stamekiller, that's al she had been, that's all she ever had been. She hadn't been
hisfriend, not at all. It was just that she had latched onto him as the closest available substitute for Karl

Cullinane

But I'm not Karl Cullinane, hethought.I'm just Jason Cullinane, I'mjust eighteen years old, and |



can't carry it all. Heredlized that he had been unconscioudy tightening, then loosening the shoulder
muscles beneath hisleather tunic. Mainly tightening. He felt like alute string, wound too tight, ready to
breek at the dightest pluck.

Hewould not alow himself to break. That would not be permitted.
Heamost jumped out of his skin when the dwarf patted him on the shoulder.

"It1l beokay," Ahirasaid. Hisface, broader than any human's could possibly be, was split in agrin that
spoke more of relief than reassurance, athough only his expression and the way swesat had dicked his
hair down betrayed the exhaustion that the dwarf m