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*Chapt er One*

"I see we're expected," the small man said, continuing to stroll toward the | arge open gate
in the long, high, ancient wall. As if by chance, his hand brushed the hilt of his long, slim
rapier.

"At over a bowshot distance how can you -- the big man began. "I get it. Bashabeck's
orange headcloth. Stands out |ike a whore in church. And where Bashabeck is, his bullies are. You
shoul d have kept your dues to the Thieves Guild paid up."

"I't's not so nuch the dues," the small man said. "It slipped my mind to split with them
after the last job, when | lifted those eight dianonds fromthe Spider God's tenple.”

The big man sucked his tongue in disapproval. "I sonetinmes wonder why | associate with a
faithless rogue |like you."

The small man shrugged. "I was in a hurry. The Spider God was after ne."

"Yes, | seemto recall he sucked the blood of your |ookout man. You've got the dianonds to

make t he payoff now, of course?"

"My purse is as bulging as yours,"” the small man asserted. "Wich is exactly as nmuch as a
drunk's wineskin the norning after. Unless you' re holding out on nme, which I've | ong suspected.
Incidentally, isn't that grossly fat man -- the one between the two bi g-shoul dered bravos -- the
keeper of the Silver Eel tavern?"

The big man squinted, nodded, then rocked his head disgustedly. "To make such a to-do over
a brandy tab."

"Especially when it couldn't have been much nore than a yard long," the small man agreed.
"Of course there were those two full casks of brandy you smashed and set afire the | ast night you
were brawling at the Eel."

"When the odds are ten to one against you in a tavern fight, you have to wi n by whatever
met hods cone easiest to hand," the big man protested. "Wich I'Il grant you are apt at tinmes to be
a bit bizarre."

He squi nted ahead again at the small crowd ranged around the square inside the open gate.
After a while he said, "I also make out Rivis Rightby the swordsnmith ... and just about all the
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other creditors any two nen could have in Lankhmar. And each with his hired thug or three." He
casually loosened in its scabbard his sonewhat huge weapon, shaped |like a rapier, but heavy al nost
as a broadsword. "Didn't you settle _any_of our bills before we I eft Lankhmar the last tinme? |
was dead broke, of course, but you nust have had noney fromall those earlier jobs for the Thieves
Quild."

"l paid Nattick N nblefingers in full for nending ny cloak and for a new gray silk jerkin,"
the small man answered at once. He frowned. "There must have been others | paid -- oh, |I'msure
there were, but | can't recall themat the nmonent. By the by, isn't that tall rangy wench -- half
behind the dainty man in black -- one you were in trouble with? Her red hair stands out like a ...
like a bit of Hell. And those three other girls -- each peering over her besworded pinp's shoul der
like the first -- weren't you in trouble with themalso when we last |eft Lankhnar?"

"I don't know what you nmean by trouble," the big man conplained. "I rescued themfromtheir
protectors, who were abusing themdreadfully. Believe nme, | trounced those protectors and the
girls laughed. Thereafter | treated themlike princesses."

"You did indeed -- and spent all your cash and jewels on them which is why you were broke.
But one thing you didn't do for them you didn't becone their protector in turn. So they had to go
back to their fornmer protectors, which has nade themjustifiably angry at you."

"I should have beconme a pinp?" the big man objected. "Wnen!" Then, "I see a few of _your _
girls in the cromd. Neglect to pay them of f?"

"No, borrowed fromthemand forgot to return the noney," the small man expl ai ned. "Hi -ho,
it certainly appears that the welcom ng conmittee is out in force.™

"I told you we should have entered the city by the G and Gate, where we'd have been lost in
the nunbers," the big man grunmbled. "But no, | listened to you and cane to this godforsaken End
Gate."

"Wong," the other said. "At the G and Gate we woul dn't have been able to tell our foes
fromthe bystanders. Here at |east we know that everyone is against us, except for the Overlord's
gate watch, and I'mnot too sure of them-- at the least they' Il have been bribed to take no
notice of our slaying."”

"Why should they all be so hot to slay us?" the big man argued. "For all they know we may
be coning horme |laden with rich treasures garnered from many a high adventure at the ends of the
earth. Ch, I'll adnmit that three or four of themmy also have a private grudge, but -- "

"They can see we haven't a train of porters or heavily-laden mules," the small nan
interrupted reasonably. "In any case they know that after slaying us, they can pay thensel ves off
fromany treasure we may have and split the remainder. It's the rational procedure, which al
civilized men follow "

"Civilization!" the big nan snorted. "I sonetines wonder --

" -- why you ever clinbed south over the Trollstep Muntains and got your beard trimed and
di scovered that there were girls without hair on their chests,” the small man finished for him
"Hey, | think our creditors and other haters have hired a third S besi des swords and staves
agai nst us."

"Sorcery?"

The small nman drew a coil of thin yellow wire fromhis pouch. He said, "Wll, if those two
graybeards in the second-story wi ndows aren't w zards, they shouldn't scow so ferociously.

Besi des, | can nmake out astrol ogical synbols on the one's robe and see the glint of the other's
wand. "

They were cl ose enough nowto the End Gate that a sharp eye coul d guess at such details.
The guardsnen in browned-iron mail | eaned on their pikes inpassively. The faces of those l|ining
the smal|l square beyond the gateway were inpassive too, but grimy so, except for the girls, who
smiled with venom and gl ee.

The big man said grunpily, "So they'll slay us by spells and incantations. Failing which

they'Il resort to cudgels and gizzard-cutters." He shook his head. "So nmuch hate over a little
cash. Lankhmarts are ingrates. They don't realize the tone we give their city, the excitenent we
provi de. "

The snmall man shrugged. "This time they're providing the excitenent for us. Playing host,
after a fashion." Hs fingers were deftly naking a slipknot in one end of the pliant wire. Hs
steps slowed a trifle. "OF course,” he nmused, "we don't have to return to Lankhmar."

The big man bristled. "Nonsense, we must! To turn back now woul d be cowardly. Besides,
we' ve done everything el se.™

"There nust be a few adventures |eft outside Lankhnar,'
only little ones, suitable for cowards."

"Perhaps," the big man agreed, "but big or little, they all have a way of beginning in

the small man objected mildly, "if
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Lankhmar. Whatever are you up to with that wre?"

The small man had tightened the slipknot around the pommel of his rapier and let the wire
trail behind him flexible as a whip. "I've grounded nmy sword,” he said. "Now any deat h-spel
| aunched against ne, striking ny drawn sword first, will be discharged into the ground."

"Gving Mother Earth a tickle, eh? Watch out you don't trip over it." The warning seened
wel |l -advised -- the wire was fully a half-score yards |ong.

"And don't you step on it. 'Tis a device Sheel ba taught ne."

"You and your swanp-rat wi zard!" the big man nocked. "Wiy isn't he at your side now, nmaking
some spells for us?"

"Why isn't N ngauble at your side, doing the sane?" the snmall man counter-asked.

"He's too fat to travel." They were passing the bl ank-faced guardsnen. The at nosphere of
menace in the square beyond thickened |ike a storm Suddenly the big man grinned broadly at his
conrade. "Let's not hurt any of themtoo seriously,"” he said in a sonewhat |oud voice. "W don't
want our return to Lankhmar becl ouded."

As they stepped into the open space walled by hostile faces, the storm broke w thout del ay.
The wizard in the star-synboled robe howed like a wolf and lifting his arns high above his head,
threw themtoward the snall nman with such force that one expected his hands to cone off and fly
through the air. They didn't, but a bolt of bluish fire, waith-like in the sunlight, streamed
fromhis out-flung fingers. The small man had drawn his rapier and pointed it at the w zard. The
bl ue bolt crackled along the slimblade and then evidently did discharge itself into the ground,
for he only felt a stinging thrill in his hand.

Rat her uni magi natively the wi zard repeated his tactics, with the sane result, and then
lifted his hands for a third bolt-hurling. By this tinme the snmall man had got the rhythm of the
wi zard's actions and just as the hands came down, he flipped the long wire so that it curled
agai nst the chests and faces of the bullies around the orange-turbaned Bashabeck. The blue stuff,
what ever it was, went crackling into themfromthe wire and with a single screech each they fel
down writhing.

Meanwhi |l e the other sorcerer threw his wand at the big man, quickly following it with two
nore which he plucked fromthe air. The big man, his own out-size rapier drawn with surprising
speed, awaited the first wand's arrival. Somewhat to his surprise, it had in flight the appearance
of a silver-feathered hawk stooping with silver talons forward-pointing to strike. As he continued
to watch it closely, its appearance changed to that of a silver long knife with this addition:
that it had a silvery wing to either side.

Undaunted by this prodigy and playing the point of his great rapier as lightly as a fencing
foil, the big man deftly deflected the first flying dagger so that it transfixed the shoul der of
one of the bullies flanking the keeper of the Silver Eel. He treated the second and third flying
dagger in the sane fashion, so that two other of his foes were skewered painfully though
unfatal ly.

They screeched too and col | apsed, nore fromterror of such supernatural weapons than the
actual severity of their wounds. Before they hit the cobbles, the big man had snatched a knife
fromhis belt and hurled it |eft-handed at his sorcerous foe. Wether the graybeard was struck or
barely managed to dodge, he at any rate dropped out of sight

Meanwhi |l e the other wi zard, with continuing |ack of inmagination or perhaps nere
stubbornness, directed a fourth bolt at the small man, who this tinme whipped upward the wire
grounding his sword so that it snapped at the very wi ndow from which the blue bolt came. Whether
it actually struck the wizard or only the wi ndow franme, there was a great crackling there and a
bleating cry and that w zard dropped out of sight also.

It is to the credit of the assenbled bullies and bravos that they hesitated hardly a
heartbeat at this display of reflected death-spells, but urged on by their enployers -- and the
pimps by their whores -- they rushed in, lustily tranpling the wounded and thrusting and sl ashing
and clubbing with their various weapons. O course, they had something of a fifty-to-two
advantage; still, it took a certain courage.

The snmall man and the big nan instantly placed thensel ves back to back and with |ightning-
|i ke strokes stood off the first onset, seeking to jab as many faces and arns as they could rather
t han nake the bl ows deep and nortal. The big nan now had in his left hand a short-handl ed axe,
with whose flat he rapped sonme skulls for variety, while the small man was supplenmenting his
fiendishly pricking rapier with a long knife whose dartings were as swift as those of a cat's paw.

At first the greater nunmber of the assaulters was a positive hindrance to them-- they got
into each other's way -- while the greatest danger to the two fighting back-to-back was that they
m ght be overwhel ned by the nere mass of their wounded foes, pushed forward enthusiastically by
conrades behind. Then the battling got straightened out sonmewhat, and for a while it | ooked as if
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the small and big man woul d have to use nore deadly strokes -- and perhaps neverthel ess be cut
down. The clash of tenpered iron, the stanp of boots, the fighting-snarls fromtw sted |Iips, and
the excited screeches of the girls added up to a great din, which nade the gate guard | ook about
nervously.

But then the |lordly Bashabeck, who had at | ast deigned to take a hand, had an ear taken off
and his collarbone on that side severed by a gentle swipe of the big man's axe, while the girls --
their sense of romance touched -- began to cheer on the outnunmbered two, at which their pinps and
bullies | ost heart.

The attackers wavered on the verge of panic. There was a sudden blast of six trunpets from
the widest street leading into the square. The great skirling sound was enough to shatter nerves
al ready frayed. The attackers and their enployers scattered in all other directions, the pinps
dragging their fickle whores, while those who had been stricken by the blue lightning and the
wi nged daggers went crawling after them

In a short time the square was enpty, save for the two victors, the line of trunpeters in
the street nmouth, the line of guards outside the gateway now facing away fromthe square as if
not hing at all had happened -- and a hundred and nore pairs of eyes as tiny and red-glinting bl ack
as wild cherries, which peered intently frombetween the grills of street drains and from vari ous
small holes in the walls and even fromthe rooftops. But who counts or even notices rats? --
especially in a city as old and vernin-infested as Lankhmar.

The big man and the small nman gazed about fiercely a bit |onger. Then, regaining their
breat hs, they | aughed uproariously, sheathed their weapons, and faced the trunpeters with a
guarded yet relaxed curiosity.

The trunpeters wheeled to either side. A line of pikenen behind them executed the sane
movenment, and there strode forward a venerabl e, clean-shaven, stern-visaged man in a black toga
narrowy bordered with silver

He raised his hand in a dignified salute. He said gravely, "I am chanberlain of dipkerio
Ki st onerces, Overlord of Lankhmar, and here is ny wand of authority." He produced a small silver
wand tipped with a five-pointed bronze enblemin the formof a starfish.

The two nen nodded slightly, as though to say, "W accept your statenent for what it's
worth. "

The chanberlain faced the big man. He drew a scroll fromhis toga, unrolled it, scanned it
briefly, then | ooked up. "Are you Fafhrd the northern barbarian and braw er?"

The big man considered that for a bit, then said, "And if | anP"

The chanberlain turned toward the snmall man. He once nore consulted his parchnment. "And are

you -- your pardon, but it's witten here -- that nongrel and |ong-suspected burglar, cut-purse,
swi ndl er and assassin, the Gay Muser?"
The small man fluffed his gray cape and said, "If it's any business of yours -- well, he

and | might be connected in some way."

As if those vaguest answers settled everything, the chanberlain rolled up his parchnent
with a snap and tucked it inside his toga. "Then ny naster w shes to see you. There is a service
whi ch you can render him to your own considerable profit."

The Gray Muser inquired, "If the all-powerful dipkerio Kistonerces has need of us, why
did he allow us to be assaulted and for all he night know slain by that conpany of hooligans who
but now fled this place.”

The chanberl ain answered, "If you were the sort of nen who would all ow yourselves to be
mur dered by such a nob, then you would not be the right nmen to handl e the assignnment, or fulfil
the conm ssion, which ny nmaster has in mnd. But tinme presses. Follow ne."

Faf hrd and the Gray Mouser | ooked at each other and after a nonent they sinultaneously
shrugged, then nodded. Swaggering just a little, they fell in beside the chanberlain, the pikenen
and trunpeters fell in behind them and the cortege noved off the way it had come, |eaving the
square quite enpty.

Except, of course, for the rats.

*Chapt er Two*

Wth the notherly-generous west wind filling their brown triangular sails, the slimwar
galley and the five broad-beaned grain ships, two nights out of Lankhmar, coursed north in |line
ahead across the Inner Sea of the ancient world of Nehwon.

It was |late afternoon of one of those nmild blue days when sea and sky are the sane hue,
providing irrefutable evidence for the hypothesis currently favored by Lankhmar phil osophers: that
Nehwon is a giant bubble rising through the waters of eternity with continents, islands, and the
great jewels that at night are the stars all orderly afloat on the bubble's inner surface.
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On the afterdeck of the last grain ship, which was also the largest, the Gray Muser spat a
plum skin to | eeward and boasted | uxuriously, "Fat times in Lankhmar! Not one day returned to the
City of the Black Toga after nonths away adventuring and we get this cushy job fromthe Overlord
hinself -- and with an advance on pay too."

"I have an old distrust of cushy jobs," Fafhrd replied, yawning and pulling his fur-trimred
jerkin open wider so that the mild wind nmight trickle more fully through the tangled hair-field of
his chest. "And we were rushed out of Lankhmar so quickly that we had not even tinme to pay our
respects to the ladies. Nevertheless | nmust confess that we m ght have done worse. A full purse is
the best ballast for any man-ship, especially one bearing |letters of marque against |adies."

Ship's Master Slinoor |ooked back with hooded appraising eyes at the small lithe gray-clad
man and his tall, nore gaudily accoutered barbarian conrade. The nmaster of _Squid_was a sleek
bl ack-robed man of niddle years. He stood beside the two stocky bl ack-tuni cked bare-|egged sailors
who hel d steady the great high-arching tiller that guided _Squid_.

"How nmuch do you two rogues really know of your cushy job?" Slinoor asked softly. "O
rather, how much did the arch-noble dipkerio choose to tell you of the purpose and dark
ant ecedents of this voyagi ng?" Two days of fortunate sailing seened at |ast to have put the cl osed-
nmout hed ship's master in a nobod to exchange confidences, or at |east trade queries and lies.

From a bag of netted cord that hung by the taffrail, the Muser speared a night-purple plum
with the dirk he called Cat's Caw. Then he answered lightly, "This fleet bears a gift of grain
fromOverlord Aipkerio to Mwvarl of the Eight Cties in gratitude for Mvarl's sweeping the
M ngol pirates fromthe Inner Sea and mayhap diverting the steppe-dwelling Mngols fromassaulting
Lankhmar across the Sinking Land. Movarl needs grain for his hunter-farnmers turned cityman-
soldiers and especially to supply his arny relieving his border city of Klelg Nar, which the
M ngol s besiege. Fafhrd and | are, you night say, a snall but nighty rear-guard for the grain and
for certain nore delicate items of Gipkerio's gift."

"You nmean those?" Slinoor bent a thunmb toward the |arboard rail

_Those_ were twelve large white rats distributed among four silver-barred cages. Wth their
silky coats, pale-rimmed blue eyes and especially their short, arched upper lips and two huge
upper incisors, they |ooked like a clique of haughty, bored, inbred aristocrats, and it was in a
bored aristocratic fashion that they were staring at a scrawny bl ack kitten which was perched with
dug-in claws on the starboard rail, as if to get as far away fromthe rats as possible, and
staring back at them nost worriedly.

Faf hrd reached out and ran a finger down the black kitten's back. The kitten arched its
spine, losing itself for a nonent in sensuous delight, but then edged away and resunmed its worried
rat-peering -- an activity shared by the two bl ack-tuni cked hel nsnen, who seenmed both resentfu
and fearful of the silver-caged afterdeck passengers.

The Mouser sucked plumjuice fromhis fingers and flicked out his tongue-tip to neatly

capture a drop that threatened to run down his chin. Then, "No, | mean not chiefly those high-bred
gift-rats,"” he replied to Slinoor and kneeling lightly and unexpectedly and touching two fingers
significantly to the scrubbed oak deck, he said, "I nmean chiefly _she_ who is bel ow, who ousts you

fromyour master's cabin, and who now insists that the gift-rats require sunlit and fresh air --
which strikes ne as a strange way of cosseting burrow and shadow dwelling vernin."

Slinoor's cropped eyebrows rose. He cane close and whi spered, "You think the Denviselle
H svet may not be nerely the conductress of the rat-gift, but also herself part of Aipkerio's
gift to Morvarl? Wiy, she's the daughter of the greatest grain-merchant in Lankhmar, who's grown
rich selling tawny corn to Qi pkerio."

The Mouser smled cryptically but said nothing.

Slinoor frowned, then whispered ever |lower, "True, |'ve heard the story that Hi svet has
al ready been her father Hsvin's gift to dipkerio to buy his patronage."

Faf hrd, who'd been trying to stroke the kitten again with no nore success than to chase it
up the aftermast, turned around at that. "Wy, Hisvet's but a child," he said al nbst reprovingly.
"A nost primand proper mss. | know not of dipkerio, he seens decadent” -- the word was not an
insult in Lankhmar -- "but surely Movarl, a Northerner albeit a forest man, |ikes only strong-
beaned, ripe, conplete wonen."

“Your own tastes, no doubt?" the Mouser renarked, gazing at Fafhrd with hal f-cl osed eyes.
"No traffic with child-Ilike wonmen?"

Faf hrd blinked as if the Myuser had dug fingers in his side. Then he shrugged and said
loudly, "What's so special about these rats? Do they do tricks?"

"Aye," Slinoor said distastefully. "They play at being nmen. They' ve been trained by Hisvet
to dance to nusic, to drink fromcups, hold tiny spears and swords, even fence. |'ve not seen it --
nor would care to."
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The picture struck the Muser's fancy. He envisioned hinself snall as a rat, dueling with
rats who wore lace at their throats and wists, slipping through the mazy tunnels of their
underground cities, becom ng a great connoi sseur of cheese and snoked neats, perchance wooi ng a
slimrat-queen and being surprised by her rat-king husband and having to dagger-fight himin the
dark. Then he noted one of the white rats looking at himintently through the silver bars with a

cold i nhuman bl ue eye and suddenly his idea didn't seemanusing at all. He shivered in the
sunl i ght.

Slinoor was saying, "It is not good for aninmals to try to be nmen." _Squid_'s skipper gazed
sonberly at the silent white aristos. "Have you ever heard tell of the | egend of -- " he began
hesitated, then broke off, shaking his head as if deciding he had been about to say too nuch.

"Asail!" The call winged dowmn thinly fromthe crow s nest. "A black sail to w ndward!"

"What manner of ship?" Slinoor shouted up

"l know not, master. | see only sail top."

"Keep her under view, boy," Slinoor conmanded.

"Under viewit is, master.”

Sl i noor paced to the starboard rail and back

"Movarl's sails are green," Fafhrd said thoughtfully.

Sl i noor nodded. "Lankhmar's are white. The pirates' were red, nostly. Lankhmar's sails once
were bl ack, but now that color's only for funeral barges and they never venture out of sight of
land. At least |'ve never known..."

The Mouser broke in with, "You spoke of dark antecedents of this voyagi ng. Wy dark?"

Slinoor drew them back against the taffrail, away fromthe stocky hel nsnen. Fafhrd ducked a
little, passing under the arching tiller. They | ooked all three into the twi sting wake, their
heads bent together.

Slinoor said, "You ve been out of Lankhmar. Did you know this is not the first gift-fleet
of grain to Mvarl ?"

The Mouser nodded. "We'd been told there was another. Sonehow lost. In a storm | think
dipkerio gl ossed over it."

"There were two," Slinoor said tersely. "Both lost. Wthout a living trace. There was no
storm"”

"What then?" Fafhrd asked, |ooking around as the rats chittered a little. "Pirates?"

“"Movar!l had al ready whi pped the pirates east. Each of the two fleets was gall ey-guarded
like ours. And each sailed off into fair weather with a good west wind." Slinoor snmiled thinly.
"Doubtless dipkerio did not tell you of these matters for fear you mght beg off. W sailors and
t he Lankhnari nes obey for duty and the honor of the City, but of late Gipkerio's had trouble
hiring the sort of special agents he likes to use for second bowstrings. He has brains of a sort,
our overlord has, though he enploys themnnostly to dream of visiting other world bubbles in a
great diving-bell or sealed netallic diving-ship, while he sits with trained girls watching
trained rats and buys off Lankhnmar's enemes with gold and repays Lankhmar's ever-nore-greedy
friends with grain, not soldiers.” Slinoor grunted. "Mwvarl grows nost inpatient, you know. He
threatens, if the grain conmes not, to recall his pirate-patrol, |league with the |and-M ngols and
set themat Lankhmar."

"Northerners, even though not snowdwelling, |eague with M ngols?" Fafhrd objected.

"I npossi bl e! "
Slinoor | ooked at him "I1'll say just this, ice-eating Northerner. If | did not believe
such a | eague both possible and likely -- and Lankhmar thereby in dire danger -- | would never

have sailed with this fleet, honor and duty or no. Sane's true of Lukeen, who conmands the gall ey.
Nor do | think Gipkerio would otherwi se be sending to Mwvarl at Kvarch Nar his nobl est performng
rats and dainty Hisvet."

Fafhrd growed a little. "You say both fleets were lost without a trace?" he asked
i ncredul ously.

Sl i noor shook his head. "The first was. O the second, sone weckage was sighted by an
Ilthmar trader Lankhmar-bound. The deck of only one grain ship. It had been ripped off its hull
splinteringly -- how or by what, the Ilthmart dared not guess. Tied to a fractured stretch of
railing was the ship's master, only hours dead. His face had been ni bbled, his body gnawed."

"Fi sh?" the Muser asked.

" Seabi rds?" Fafhrd inquired.

"Dragons?" a third voi ce suggested, high, breathless, and as nerry as a schoolgirl's. The
three nen turned around, Slinoor with guilty sw ftness.

The Denvoiselle Hisvet stood as tall as the Muser, but judging by her face, wists, and
ankl es was considerably slenderer. Her face was delicate and taper-chinned with small mouth and
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pouty upper lip that lifted just enough to show a doubl e dash of pearly tooth. Her conpl exi on was
creany pal e except for two spots of color high on her cheeks. Her straight fine hair, which grew

| ow on her forehead, was pure white touched with silver and all drawn back through a silver ring
behi nd her neck, whence it hung unbraided like a unicorn's tail. Her eyes had chi na whites but
darkly pink irises around the |arge black pupils. Her body was envel oped and hi dden by a | oose
robe of violet silk except when the wind briefly nolded a flat curve of her girlish anatony. There
was a violet hood, half thrown back. The sleeves were puffed but snug at the wists. She was bare-
foot, her skin showi ng as creany there as on her face, except for a tinge of pink about the toes.

She | ooked themall three one after another quickly in the eye. "You were whispering of the
fleets that failed," she said accusingly. "Fie, Master Slinoor. W nust all have courage."

"Aye," Fafhrd agreed, finding that a cue to his liking. "Even dragons need not daunt a
brave man. |'ve often watched the sea nonsters, crested, horned, and sone two-headed, playing in
the waves of outer ocean as they broke around the rocks sailors call the Caws. They were not to
be feared, if a nman renmenbered always to fix themw th a comandi ng eye. They sported lustily
toget her, the man dragons pursui ng the woman dragons and going -- " Here Fafhrd took a trenendous
breath and then roared out so loudly and wailingly that the two hel msnmen junped -- " Hoongk
Hoongk! "

"Fie, Swordsman Fafhrd," Hi svet said primy, a blush mantling her cheeks and forehead. "You
are nost indelicate. The sex of dragons -- "

But Slinoor had whirled on Fafhrd, gripping his wist and now crying, "Quiet, you nonster-
fool! Know you not we sail tonight by noonlight past the Dragon Rocks? You'll call them down on
us!"

"There are no dragons in the Inner Sea," Fafhrd | aughingly assured him

"There's sonething that tears ships," Slinoor asserted stubbornly.

The Mouser took advantage of this brief interchange to nove in on Hisvet, rapidly bow ng
thrice as he approached.

"W have missed the great pleasure of your conpany on deck, Denpiselle," he said suavely.

"Alas, sir, the sun mslikes ne," she answered prettily. "Now his rays are nell owed as he
prepared to subnerge. Then too," she added with an equally pretty shudder, "these rough sailors --
" She broke off as she saw that Fafhrd and the master of _Squid_ had stopped their argunment and
returned to her. "Ch, | neant not you, dear Master Slinoor," she assured him reaching out and
al rost touching his black robe.

"Whul d the Denviselle fancy a sun-warned, w nd-cool ed bl ack plum of Sarheenmar?" the Mouser
suggested, delicately sketching in the air with Cat's Cd aw.

"I know not," Hisvet said, eyeing the dirk's needle-like point. "I nust be thinking of
getting the White Shadows bel ow before the evening's chill is upon us."

"True," Fafhrd agreed with a flattering |augh, realizing she nust nmean the white rats. "But
"twas nost wise of you, Little Mstress, to let themspend the day on deck, where they surely
cannot hanker so much to sport with the Bl ack Shadows -- | nean, of course, their black free
comoner brothers, and slimdelightful sisters, to be sure, hiding here and there in the hold."

"There are no rats on ny ship, sportive or otherwi se," Slinoor asserted instantly, his
voi ce loud and angry. "Think you | run a rat-brothel? Your pardon, Denpiselle," he added quickly
to Hisvet. "I nean, there are no comon rats aboard _Squid_."

"Then yours is surely the first grain ship so blessed,” Fafhrd told himwth indul gent
r easonabl eness.

The sun's vermlion disk touched the sea to the west and flattened |i ke a tangerine. Hisvet
| eaned back against the taffrail under the arching tiller. Fafhrd was to her right, the Muser to
her left with the pluns hanging just beyond him near the silver cages. Slinoor had noved
haughtily forward to speak to the hel nsmen, or pretend to.

“I'I'l take that plumnow, Dirksman Muser," Hi svet said softly.

As the Mouser turned away i n happy obedience and with many a graceful gesture, delicately
pal pating the net bag to find the nost tender fruit, H svet stretched her right arm out sideways
and wi thout |ooking once at Fafhrd slowy ran her spread-fingered hand through the hair on his
chest, paused when she reached the other side to grasp a fistful and tweak it sharply, then
trailed her fingers rightly back across the hair she had ruffled.

Her hand cane back to her just as the Muser turned around. She kissed the palm
lingeringly, then reached it across her body to take the black fruit fromthe point of the
Mouser's dirk. She sucked delicately at the prick Cat's C aw had made and shivered.

"Fie, sir," she pouted. "You told nme 'twould be sun-warnmed and 'tis not. Already all things
grow chilly with evening." She | ooked around her thoughtfully. "Wy, Swordsman Fafhrd is al
goosefl esh," she announced, then bl ushed and tapped her lips reprovingly. "C ose your jerkin, sir
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"Twill save you fromcatarrh and perchance fromfurther enmbarrassment a girl who is unused to any
sight of man-flesh save in slaves."

"Here is a tastier plum" the Muser called frombeside the bag. Hisvet smled at him and
lightly tossed hi mback-handed the plum she'd sanpl ed. He dropped that overboard and tossed her
the second plum She caught it deftly, lightly squeezed it, touched it to her |ips, shook her head
sadly though still smling, and tossed back the plum The Muser, smling gently too, caught it,
dropped it overboard and tossed her a third. They played that way for sone tine. A shark follow ng
in the wake of the _Squid_ got a stomachache.

The bl ack kitten cane single-footing back along the starboard rail with a sharp eye to
| arboard. Fafhrd seized it instantly as any good general does opportunity in the heat of battle.

"Have you seen the ship's catling, Little Mstress?" he called, crossing to Hisvet, the
kitten al most hidden in his big hands. "O perhaps we should call the _Squid_ the catling s ship,
for she adopted it, skipping by herself aboard just as we sailed. Here, Little Mstress. It feels
sun-toasted now, warnmer than any plum" and he reached the kitten out sitting on the pal mof his
ri ght hand.

But Fafhrd had been forgetting the kitten's point of view Its fur stood on end as it saw
itself being carried toward the rats and now, as Hi svet stretched out her hand toward it, show ng
her upper teeth in a tiny smle and saying, "Poor little waif," the kitten hissed fiercely and
raked out stiff-armed with spread cl aws.

Hi svet drew back her hand with a gasp. Before Fafhrd could drop the kitten or bat it aside,
it sprang to the top of his head and fromthere onto the highest point of the tiller.

The Mouser darted to Hi svet, crying neanwhile at Fafhrd, "Dolt! Lout! You knew the beast
was half wild!'" Then, to Hisvet, "Denvoiselle! Are you hurt?"

Faf hrd struck angrily at the kitten and one of the hel msnen came back to bat at it too,
per haps because he thought it inproper for kittens to walk on the tiller. The kitten nade a | ong
leap to the starboard rail, slipped over it, and dangled by two claws above the curving water

H svet was hol ding her hand away fromthe Muser and he was saying, "Better |let nme exam ne
it, Dempiselle. Even the slightest scratch froma filthy ship's cat can be dangerous,” and she was
saying, alnost playfully, "No, Dirksman, | tell you it's nothing."

Fafhrd strode to the starboard rail, fully intending to flick the kitten overboard, but
sonmehow when he cane to do it he found he had instead cupped the kitten's rear in his hand and
lifted it back on the rail. The kitten instantly sank its teeth deeply in the root of his thunb
and fled up the aftermast. Fafhrd with difficulty suppressed a great yow . Slinoor |aughed.

"Nevertheless, | will examine it," the Muser said nmasterfully and took Hisvet's hand by
force. She let himhold it for a nmonent, then snatched it back and drawi ng herself up said
frostily, "Dirksman, you forget yourself. Not even her own physician touches a Denpiselle of
Lankhmar, he touches only the body of her maid, on which the Denpiselle points out her pains and
synptoms. Leave ne, Dirksman."

The Mouser stood huffily back against the taffrail. Fafhrd sucked the root of his thunb.

Hi svet went and stood beside the Muser. Wthout |ooking at him she said softly, "You should have
asked me to call nmy maid. She's quite pretty."”

Only a fingernail clipping of red sun was |eft on the horizon. Slinoor addressed the crow s
nest: "What of the black sail, boy?"

"She hol ds her distance, master," the cry canme back. "She courses on abreast of us."

The sun went under with a faint green flash. H svet bent her head sideways and ki ssed the
Mouser on the neck, just under the ear. Her tongue tickled.

“"Now | |ose her, master," the crow s nest called. "There's mst to the northwest. And to
the northeast ... a small black cloud ... like a black ship specked with light ... that noves
through the air. And now that fades too. All gone, naster."

H svet straightened her head. Slinoor came toward themnuttering, "The crow s nest sees too
much." Hisvet shivered and said, "The Wiite Shadows will take a chill. They're delicate,

Dirksman." The Mouser breathed, "You are Ecstasy's Wite Shadow, Denpiselle,” then strolled toward
the silver cages, saying loudly for Slinoor's benefit, "M ght we not be privileged to have a show
of them Denviselle, tonorrow here on the afterdeck? ' Twoul d be wondrous instructive to watch you
control them" He caressed the air over the cages and said, lying mghtily, "My, they're fine
handsonme fellows." Actually he was peering apprehensively for any of the little spears and swords
Slinoor had nentioned. The twelve rats | ooked up at himincuriously. One even seened to yawn.

Slinoor said curtly, "I would advise against it, Denviselle. The sailors have a mad fear
and hatred of all rats. 'Twere best not to arouse it."
"But these are aristos," the Muser objected, while Hisvet only repeated, "They'll take a

chill."
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Faf hrd, hearing this, took his hand out of his nouth and came hurrying to Hisvet, saying,
"Little Mstress, may | carry thembelow? I'Il be gentle as a Kleshite nurse." He lifted between
thunmb and third finger a cage with two rats in it. Hi svet rewarded himwith a snmle, saying, "I
wi sh you woul d, gallant Swordsman. The comon sailors handle themtoo roughly. But two cages are
all you may safely carry. You'll need proper help." She gazed at the Muser and Slinoor

So Slinoor and the Muser, the latter nuch to his distaste and apprehension, nust each
gingerly take up a silver cage, and Fafhrd two, and follow H svet to her cabin below the
aft erdeck. The Muser could not forbear whispering privily to Fafhrd, "CGaf! To nake rat-groons of
us! May you get rat-bites to nmatch your cat-hbite!"™ At the cabin door Hi svet's dark nmaid Frix
recei ved the cages, Hisvet thanked her three gallants nost briefly and distantly and Frix cl osed
the door against them There was the nuffled thud of a bar dropping across it and the jangle of a
chai n | ocki ng down the bar.

Dar kness grew on the waters. A yellow lantern was |lit and hoisted to the crow s nest. The
bl ack war galley _Shark , its brown sail tenporarily furled, cane rowing back to fuss at _Cam,
next ahead of Squid_ in line, for being slowin getting up its nmasthead |light, then dropped back
by Squid_while Lukeen and Slinoor exchanged shouts about a black sail and mi st and ship-shaped
smal | bl ack clouds and the Dragon Rocks. Finally the galley went bustling ahead again with its
Lankhmarines in browned-iron chain mail to take up its sailing station at the head of the col um.
The first stars twi nkled, proof that the sun had not deserted through the waters of eternity to
sonme ot her world bubble, but was swi mm ng as he should back to the east under the ocean of the
sky, errant rays fromhimlighting the floating star-jewels in his passage.

After noonrise that night Fafhrd and the Mouser each found private occasion to go rapping
at Hisvet's door, but neither profited greatly thereby. At Fafhrd's knock Hi svet herself opened
the small grille set in the larger door, said swiftly, "Fie, for shame, Swordsman! Can't you see
' mundressing?' and closed it instantly. Wile when the Muser asked softly for a nonent with
"Ecstasy's Wiite Shadow," the merry face of the dark maid Frix appeared at the grille, saying, "My
m stress bid ne kiss ny hand good night to you.” Wiich she did and closed the grille.

Faf hrd, who had been spying, greeted the crestfallen Muser with a sardonic, "Ecstasy's
Whi t e Shadow "

"Little Mstress!" the Muser retorted scathingly.

"Bl ack Pl um of Sarheenmar!"

"Kl eshite Nurse!"

Nei ther hero slept restfully that night and two-thirds through it the _Squid_'s gong began
to sound at intervals, with the other ships' gongs replying or calling faintly. Wen at dawn's
first blink the two came on deck, _Squid_was creeping through fog that hid the sail top. The two
hel msnen were peering about junpily, as if they expected to see ghosts. The sails were barely
filled. Slinoor, his eyes dark-circled by fatigue and big with anxiety, explained tersely that the
fog had not only slowed but disordered the grain fleet.

"That's _Tunny_ next ahead of us. | can tell by her gong note. And beyond _Tunny, Carp_.
Where's Cam? Wiat's _Shark_ about? And still not certainly past the Dragon Rocks! Not that |
want to see 'em”

"Do not some captains call themthe Rat Rocks?" Fafhrd interposed. "Froma rat-col ony
started there froma weck?"

"Aye," Slinoor allowed and then grinning sourly at the Muser, observed, "Not the best day
for a rat-show on the afterdeck, is it? Wich is sonme good fromthis fog. | can't abide the
lolling white brutes. Though but a dozen in nunber they rem nd nme too much of the Thirteen. Have
you ever heard tell of the |egend of the Thirteen?"

"I have," Fafhrd said sonberly. "A wi se worman of the Cold Waste once told nme that for each
animal kind -- wolves, bats, whales, it holds for all and each -- there are always thirteen
i ndi vi dual s havi ng al nost manli ke (or deronlike!) wi sdomand skill. Can you but find and master
this inner circle, the Wse Wnan said, then through themyou can control all animls of that
kind."

Sl i noor | ooked narrowWy at Fafhrd and said, "She was not an altogether stupid wonan."

The Mouser wondered if for nen also there was an inner circle of Thirteen

The bl ack kitten cane ghosting along the deck out of the fog forward. It made toward Fafhrd
with an eager new, then hesitated, studying hi m dubiously.

"Take for exanple, cats,” Fafhrd said with a grin. "Somewhere in Nehwon today, nayhap
scattered but nore |likely banded together, are thirteen cats of superfeline sagacity, sonehow
sensing and controlling the destiny of all catkind."

"What's this one sensing now?" Slinoor demanded softly.
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The black kitten was staring to larboard, sniffing. Suddenly its scrawny body stiffened,
the hair rising along its back and its skinpy tail a-bush.

" _Hoongk! "

Slinoor turned to Fafhrd with a curse, only to see the Northerner staring about shut-
nmout hed and startled. Clearly _he_ had not bell owed.

*Chapt er Three*

Qut of the fog to | arboard cane a green serpent's head big as a horse's, with white dagger
teeth fencing red nouth horrendously agape. Wth dreadful swiftness it lunged | ow past Fafhrd on
its endl ess yellow neck, its lower jaw |l oudly scraping the deck, and the white daggers clashed on
the black kitten.

O rather, on where the kitten had just been. For the latter seenmed not so nmuch to |leap as
to lift itself, by its tail perhaps, onto the starboard rail and thence vanished into the fog at
the top of the afternmast in at nost three nore bounds.

The hel menen raced each other forward. Slinoor and the Muser threw thensel ves agai nst the
starboard taffrail, the unmanned tiller sw nging slowy above them affording some sense of
protection agai nst the nonster, which now lifted its nightnmare head and swayed it this way and
that, each tinme avoiding Fafhrd by inches. Apparently it was searching for the black kitten or
more like it.

Faf hrd stood frozen, at first by sheer shock, then by the thought that whatever part of him
moved first would get snapped off.

Nevert hel ess he was about to junp for it -- besides all else the nonster's nere stench was
horrible -- when a second green dragon's head, four tines as big as the first with teeth |like
scimtars, canme |oonming out of the fog. Sitting comandingly atop this second head was a nan
dressed in orange and purple, like a herald of the Eastern Lands, with red boots, cape and hel net,
the last with a blue window in it, seem ngly of opaque gl ass.

There is a point of grotesquerie beyond which horror cannot go, but slips into delirium
Faf hrd had reached that point. He began to feel as if he were in an opium dream Everything was
unquestionably real, yet it had lost its power to horrify himacutely.

He noticed as the nerest of quaint details that the two greenish yell ow necks forked froma
conmon trunk

Besi des, the gaudily garbed man or denon riding the | arger head seenmed very sure of
hi nsel f, which mght or mght not be a good thing. Just now he was bel aboring the smaller head,
seeningly in rebuke, with a blunt-pointed, blunt-hooked pi ke he carried, and roaring out, either
under or through his blue-red helmet, a gibberish that m ght be rendered as:

" Gotterdanmer Ungeheuer!" ~ (" Goddam nonster!" German is a | anguage conpl etely unknown
in Nehwon_.)

The small er head cringed away, whinpering |like seventeen puppi es. The nan-denon whi pped out
a smal |l book of pages and after consulting it twice (apparently he could see out through his blue
wi ndow) called down in broken outlandishly accented Lankhmarese, "Wat world is this, friend?"

Faf hrd had never before in his life heard that question asked, even by an awakeni ng brandy
guzzler. Nevertheless in his opiumdream nood he answered easily enough, "The world of Nehwon, oh
sorcerer!”

" CGott sei dank! _"(~ _"Thank God!")_ the man-denon gi bbered.

Faf hrd asked, "What world do _you_ hail fron®"

The question seened to confound the man-denon. Hurriedly consulting his book, he replied,
"Do you know about other worlds? Don't you believe the stars are only huge jewel s?"

Faf hrd responded, "Any fool can see that the lights in the sky are jewels, but we are not
si npl etons, we know of other worlds. The Lankhmarts think they're bubbles in infinite waters. _|_
believe we live in the jewel-ceilinged skull of a dead god. But doubtless there are other such
skul I s, the universe of universes being a great frosty battlefield."

The tiller, swinging as _Squid_ wallowed with sail a-flap, bunped the | esser head, which
twi sted around and snapped at it, then shook splinters fromits teeth.

"Tell the sorcerer to keep it off!" Slinoor shouted, cringing.

After nore hurried page-flipping the man-denon called down, "Don't worry, the nonster seens

to eat only rats. | captured it by a small rocky island where nany rats live. It m stook your
smal | black ship's cat for a rat."
Still in his nood of opiumlucidity, Fafhrd called up, "Ch sorcerer, do you plan to conjure

the nonster to your own skull-world, or world-bubble?"
Thi s question seened doubly to confound and excite the nman-denon. He appeared to think
Faf hrd nust be a mind reader. Wth nuch frantic book-consulting, he explained that he cane froma
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world called sinply Tonorrow and that he was visiting many worlds to collect nonsters for sone
sort of museum or zoo, which he called in his gibberish Hagenbecks Zeitgarten.( Literally, in
German, " _Hagenbecks_ Tinme garden,” apparently derived from Tiergarten_, which means aninal -
garden, or zoo. _

On this particular expedition he had been seeking a nonster that would be a reasonabl e
facsimle of a wholly nythical six-headed sea-nonster that devoured nmen off the decks of ships and
was called Scylla by an ancient fantasy witer named Homer.

"There never was a Lankhmar poet naned Homer," mnuttered Slinoor

"Doubtl ess he was a mnor scribe of Quarmall or the Eastern Lands,"” the Muser told Slinoor
reassuringly. Then, grown less fearful of the two heads and sonewhat jeal ous of Fafhrd hol ding the
center of the stage, the Muser |eapt atop the taffrail and cried, "Ch, sorcerer, with what spells
will you conjure your Little Scylla back to, or perhaps | should say ahead to your Tonorrow
bubbl e? | nyself know sonewhat of witchcraft. Desist, vermin!" This last remark was directed with
a gesture of lordly contenpt toward the | esser head, which canme questing curiously toward the
Mouser. Slinoor gripped the Muser's ankle.

The nman-denon reacted to the Muser's question by slapping hinmself on the side of his red
hel met, as though he'd forgotten sonething nost inportant. He hurriedly began to explain that he
travel ed between worlds in a ship (or space-tinme engine, whatever that nmight nean) that tended to
float just above the water -- "a black ship with little Iights and nasts" -- and that the ship had
floated away fromhimin another fog a day ago while he'd been absorbed in tamng the newy
captured sea-nonster. Since then the nan-denon, nounted on his now docil e nonster, had been
fruitlessly searching for his |ost vehicle.

The description awakened a nenory in Slinoor, who nmanaged to nerve hinself to explain
audi bly that |ast sunset Squid 's crow s nest had sighted just such a ship floating or flying to
t he nort heast.

The man-denmon was voluble in his thanks and after questioning Slinoor closely announced
(rather to everyone's relief) that he was now ready to turn his search eastward w th new hope.

"Probably I will never have the opportunity to repay your courtesies,” he said in parting.
"But as you drift through the waters of eternity at least carry with you ny nane: Karl Treuherz of
_Hagenbecks . "

H svet, who had been listening fromthe mniddeck, chose that noment to clinb the short
| adder that led up to the afterdeck. She was wearing an ernine snock and hood against the chilly
f og.

As her silvery hair and pale lovely features rose above the | evel of the afterdeck the
smal | er dragon's head, which had been w thdrawi ng decorously, darted at her with the speed of a
serpent striking. H svet dropped. Wodwork rended | oudly.

Backing out into the fog atop the larger and rather benign-eyed head, Karl Treuherz
gi bbered as never before and bel abored the | esser head nercilessly as it withdrew

Then the two-headed nonster with its orange-and-purple mahout could be dimy seen noving
around _Squid_'s stern eastward into thicker fog, the man-denon gi bbering gentlier what m ght have

been an excuse and farewell: "Es tut mr sehr |eid! Aber danke schoen, danke schoen!" (”~ It was:
"I amso very sorry! But thank you, thank you so nicely!")
Wth a last gentle "Hoongk!" the man-denon dragon-dragon assenbl age faded into the fog.

Faf hrd and the Mouser raced a tie to Hisvet's side, vaulting down over the splintered rail
only to have her scornfully reject their solicitude as she lifted herself fromthe oaken m ddeck
delicately rubbing her hip and linping for a step or two.

"Cone not near ne, Spoonnen," she said bitterly. "Shane it is when a Denvoiselle nust save
herself fromtoothy perdition only by falling helter-skelter on that part of her which | would
al rost shanme to show you on Frix. You are no gentle knights, else dragons' heads had littered the
after-deck. Fie, fiel"

Meanwhi | e patches of clear sky and water began to show to the west and the wind to freshen
fromthe sanme quarter. Slinoor dashed forward, bawing for his bosun to chase the nonster-scared
sailors up fromthe forecastle before Squid_ did herself an injury. Al though there was yet little
real danger of that, the Mouser stood by the tiller, Fafhrd | ooked to the nmainsheet. Then Sli noor
hurrying back aft followed by a few pale sailors, sprang to the taffrail with a cry.

The fogbank was slowy rolling eastward. Clear water stretched to the western horizon. Two
bowshots north of _Squid_, four other ships were energing in a disordered cluster fromthe white
wall: the war galley _Shark_and the grain ships _Tunny, Carp_ and _G ouper_. The galley, noving
rapi dly under oars, was headed toward _Squid_.

But Slinoor was staring south. There, a scant bowshot away, were two ships, the one
standi ng clear of the fog-bank, the other half hid init.
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The one in the clear was _Clam_, about to sink by the head, its gunwal es awash. Its
mai nsai |, sonmehow carried away, trailed browly in the water. The enpty deck was weirdly arched
upwar d.

The fog-shrouded ship appeared to be a black cutter with a bl ack sail

Bet ween the two ships, from_Cam toward the cutter, noved a nmultitude of tiny, dark-
headed ri ppl es.

Fafhrd joined Slinoor. Wthout |ooking away, the latter said sinply, "Rats!" Fafhrd's
eyebrows rose

The Mouser joi ned them sayi ng,
forces up the deck."

Sl i noor nodded and pointed toward the cutter. It was possible dimy to see tiny dark forns -
- rats surely! -- clinbing over its side fromout of the water. "There's what gnawed holes in
_Cam," Slinoor said.

Then Slinoor pointed between the ships, near the cutter. Anmong the last of the ripple-arny
was a white-headed one. A second later a snmall white formcould be seen swiftly nounting the
cutter's side. Slinoor said, "There's what commanded the hol e-gnawers. "

Wth a dull splintering runble the arched deck of _Clam_ burst upward, spew ng brown.

"The grain!" Slinoor cried hollowy.

"Now you know what tears ships," the Muser said.

The black cutter grew ghostlier, nmoving west now into the retreating fog.

The galley _Shark_ went boiling past _Squid_'s stern, its oars noving like the legs of a
| eapi ng centi pede. Lukeen shouted up, "Here's foul trickery! Cam was lured off in the night!"”

The black cutter, winning its race with the eastward-rolling fog, vanished in whiteness.

The split-decked _Clam_ nosed under with hardly a ripple and angl ed down into the black and
salty depths, dragged by its | eaden keel

Wth war trunpet skirling, _Shark_ drove into the white wall after the cutter.

_Cam's masthead, cutting a little furrowin the swell, went under. Al that was to be
seen now on the waters south of _Squid_was a great spreading stain of tawny grain

Slinoor turned grimfaced to his mate. "Enter the Denviselle Hisvet's cabin, by force if
need be," he commanded. "Count her white rats!"

Faf hrd and the Mouser | ooked at each ot her

* * k* %

_Clam's holed. The water swells the grain, which nmightily

Three hours later the same four persons were assenbled in Hisvet's cabin with the
Denoi sel l e, Frix and Lukeen

The cabin, |lowceilinged enough so that Fafhrd, Lukeen and the nate nust nobve bent and
tended to sit hunch-shoul dered, was spacious for a grain ship, yet crowded by this conpany
together with the caged rats and Hisvet's perfuned, silver-bound baggage piled on Slinoor's dark
furniture and | ocked sea chests.

Three horn windows to the stern and louver slits to starboard and larboard let in a nuted
I'ight.

Sl i noor and Lukeen sat agai nst the horn wi ndows, behind a narrow table. Fafhrd occupied a
cl eared sea chest, the Muser an upended cask. Between them were racked the four rat-cages, whose
white-furred occupants seened as quietly intent on the proceedi ngs as any of the nen. The Mouser
anused hinsel f by imagining what it would be like if the white rats were trying the nen instead of
the other way round. A row of blue-eyed white rats woul d make nost fornidable judges, already
robed in ermne. He pictured themstaring down nercilessly fromvery high seats at a tiny cringing
Lukeen and Slinoor, round whom scuttled nouse pages and nouse cl erks and behi nd whom st ood r at
pi kemen in half arnor holding fantastically barbed and curvy-bl aded weapons.

The mate stood stooping by the open grille of the closed door, in part to see that no other
sai |l ors eavesdropped.

The Denvoi sell e Hisvet sat cross-legged on the swung-down sea-bed, her erm ne snock
decorously tucked under her knees, managing to | ook nost distant and courtly even in this
attitude. Now and again her right hand played with the dark wavy hair of Frix, who crouched on the
deck at her knees.

Ti nbers creaked as _Squid_ bow ed north. Now and then the bare feet of the hel msnen coul d
be heard faintly slithering on the afterdeck overhead. Around the small trapdoor-|ike hatches
| eadi ng bel ow and through the very crevices of the planking cane the astringent, toastlike, all-
pervasi ve odor of the grain.

Lukeen spoke. He was a | ean, sl ant-shouldered, cordily nuscled man al nbst as big as Fafhrd.
Hi s short coat of browned-iron mail over his sinple black tunic was of the finest |links. A golden
band confined his dark hair and bound to his forehead the browned-iron five-pointed curvy-edged
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starfish enbl em of Lankhmar.
"How do | know _Clam_ was |ured away? Two hours before dawn | tw ce thought | heard
_Shark_'s own gong-note in the distance, although | stood then beside _Shark 's nuffled gong.

Three of ny crew heard it too. 'Twas nost eerie. Gentlenen, | know the gong-notes of Lankhmar war
gal l eys and nerchantnen better than | know ny children's voices. This that we heard was so |ike
_Shark_'s | never dreaned it might be that of another ship -- | deemed it sonme omi nous ghost-echo

or trick of our minds and | thought no nore about it as a matter for action. If | had only had the
faintest suspicion...."

Lukeen scowl ed bitterly, shaking his head, and continued, "Now | know the black cutter nust
carry a gong shaped to duplicate Shark 's note precisely. They used it, likely with soneone
m m cking ny voice, to draw _Cam out of line in the fog and get her far enough off so that the
rat-horde, officered by the white one, could work its will on her without the crew s screans being
heard. They nust have gnawed twenty holes in her bottomfor _Clam to take on water so fast and
the grain to swell so. Ch, they're far shrewder and nore persevering than nmen, the little spade-
toot hed fiends!"

"M dsea madness!" Fafhrd snorted in interruption. "Rats make nmen screanf? And do away with
then? Rats seize a ship and sink it? Rats officered and accepting discipline? Wiy this is the
strangest superstition!"

"You're a fine one to talk of superstition and the inpossible, Fafhrd," Slinoor shot at
him "when only this norning you talked with a masked and gi bberi ng demon who rode a two-headed
dragon. "

Lukeen lifted his eyebrows at Slinoor. This was the first he'd heard of the Hagenbeck
epi sode.

Fafhrd said, "That was travel between worlds. Another matter altogether. No superstition in
it."

Sl i noor responded skeptically, "I suppose there was no superstition in it either when you
told me what you'd heard fromthe Wse Wrman about the Thirteen?"

Faf hrd | aughed. "Wy, | never believed one word the Wse Wrman ever told nme. She was a
witchy old fool. I recounted her nonsense nerely as a curiosity."

Slinoor eyed Fafhrd with slit-eyed incredulity, then said to Lukeen, "Continue."

"There's little nore to tell,"” the latter said. "I saw the rat-battalions sw nmng from
_Cam_ to the black cutter. | saw, as you did, their white officer." This with a glare at Fafhrd.
"Thereafter | fruitlessly hunted the black cutter two hours in the fog until cranp took my rowers.
If I'd found her, 1'd ve not boarded her but thrown fire into her! Aye, and stood off the rats

with burning oil on the waters if they tried again to change ships! Aye, and | aughed as the furred
nmurderers fried!"
"Just so,"
shoul d we do now?"
"Sink the white archfiends in their cages," Lukeen answered instantly, "before they order
the rape of nore ships, or our sailors go nmad with fear."
This brought an instant icy retort fromHisvet. "You'll have to sink me first, silver-
wei ght ed, oh Commander!"
Lukeen's gaze noved past her to a scatter of big-eared silver unguent jars and severa
| ooped heavy silver chains on a shelf by the bed. "That too is not inpossible, Denviselle," he
said, snmiling hardly.
"There's not one shred of proof against her!" Fafhrd exploded. "Little Mstress, the nan is

Slinoor said with finality. "And what, in your judgnent, Conmmander Lukeen

mad.

"No proof?" Lukeen roared. "There were twelve white rats yesterday. Now there are el even."
He waved a hand at the stacked cages and their blue-eyed haughty occupants. "You've all counted
them Who el se but this devilish Denpiselle sent the white officer to direct the sharp-toothed
gnawers and killers that destroyed _C am ? Wat nore proof do you want ?"

"Yes, indeed!" the Muser interjected in a high vibrant voice that conmanded attention
"There is proof aplenty... if_ there were twelve rats in the four cages yesterday." Then he added
casual ly but very clearly, "It is ny recollection that there were el even."

Slinoor stared at the Mouser as though he couldn't believe his ears. "You lie!" he said.
"What's nmore, you lie senselessly. Wiy, you and Fafhrd and | all spoke of there being twelve white
ratst!”

The Mouser shook his head. "Fafhrd and | said no word about the exact nunber of rats. _You_
said there were a dozen," he inforned Slinoor. "Not twelve, but ... a dozen. | assuned you were
usi ng the expression as a round nunber, an approximation." The Muser snapped his fingers. "Now |
renenber that when you said a dozen | becane idly curious and counted the rats. And got el even
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But it seemed to ne too trifling a matter to dispute.”

"No, there were twelve rats yesterday," Slinoor asserted solemly and with great
conviction. "You' re mstaken, Gray Muser."

“I'"ll believe nmy friend Slinoor before a dozen of you," Lukeen put in.

"True, friends should stick together," the Muser said with an approving smle. "Yesterday
I counted dipkerio's gift-rats and got eleven. Ship's Master Slinoor, any nan nmay be nistaken in
his recollections fromtine to time. Let's analyze this. Twelve white rats divided by four silver
cages equals three to a cage. Now let me see ... | have it! There was a tinme yesterday when
between us, we surely counted the rats -- when we carried themdown to this cabin. How nany were
in the cage you carried, Slinoor?"

"Three," the latter said instantly.

"And three in nmine," the Muser said.

"And three in each of the other two," Lukeen put in inpatiently. "W waste tine!"

"We certainly do," Slinoor agreed strongly, nodding.

"Wait!" said the Muuser, lifting a point-fingered hand. "There was a nonent when all of us
nmust have noticed how many rats there were in one of the cages Fafhrd carried -- when he first
lifted it up, speaking the while to Hisvet. Visualize it. He lifted it like this." The Muser
touched his thunb to his third finger. "How many rats were in that cage, Slinoor?"

Slinoor frowned deeply. "Two," he said, adding instantly, "and four in the other."

"You said three in each just now, " the Muser rem nded him

"I did not!" Slinoor denied. "Lukeen said that, not I."

"Yes, but you nodded, agreeing with him" the Muser said, his raised eyebrows the very
enbl em of i nnocent truth-seeking.

"I agreed with himonly that we wasted tinme," Slinoor said. "And we do." Just the same a
little of the frown lingered between his eyes and his voice had lost its edge of utter certainty.

"I see," the Mouuser said doubtfully. By stages he had begun to play the part of an attorney
elucidating a case in court, striding about and frowni ng nost professionally. Now he shot a sudden
question: "Fafhrd, how nmany rats did you carry?"

"Five," boldly answered the Northerner, whose nathematics were not of the sharpest, but
who'd had plenty time to count surreptitiously on his fingers and to think about what the Mouser
was up to. "Two in one cage, three in the other."

"A feeble fal sehood!" Lukeen scoffed. "The base barbarian would swear to anything to win a
smle fromthe Denoiselle, who has himfawning."

"That's a foul lie!" Fafhrd roared, springing up and fetching his head such a great holl ow
thunp on a deck beam that he cl apped both hands to it and crouched in dizzy agony.

"Sit down, Fafhrd, before | ask you to apol ogize to the deck!" the Muser conmanded with
heartl ess harshness. "This is solem civilized court, no barbarous braw ing session! Let's see --
three and three and five make ... el even. Denpoiselle H svet!" He pointed an accusing finger
strai ght between her red-irised eyes and denmanded nost sternly, "How many white rats did you bring
aboard _Squid_? The truth now and nothing but the truth!"”

"El even," she answered denurely. "La, but |'mjoyed soneone at |ast had the wit to ask ne."

"That | know s not true!" Slinoor said abruptly, his brow once nore clear. "Wy didn't |
think of it before? -- 'twould have saved us all this bother of questions and counting. | have in
this very cabin Gipkerio' s letter of conmission to me. In it he speaks verbatimof entrusting to
me the Denvi selle Hisvet, daughter of Hisvin, and twelve witty white rats. Wait, |I'Il get it out
and prove it to your faces!™

"No need, Ship's Master," Hisvet interposed. "I sawthe letter wit and can testify to the
perfect truth of your quotations. But nobst sadly, between the sending of the letter and ny
boardi ng of _Squid_, poor Tchy was gobbled up by A@ippy's giant boarhound Bi nbat." She touched a
slimfinger to the corner of her eye and sniffed. "Poor Tchy, he was the nost w nsome of the
twel ve. 'Twas why | kept to ny cabin the first two days." Each tinme she spoke the nane Tchy, the
el even caged rats chittered nmournfully.

"I's it dippy you call our overlord?" Slinoor ejacul ated, genuinely shocked. "Ch shanel ess

one!"
"Aye, watch your |anguage, Denviselle," the Muser warned severely, nmaintaining to the hilt
his new role of austere inquisitor. "Any familiar relationship between you and our overlord the
arch-nobl e Qi pkerio Kistonerces does not come within the province of this court.”
"She lies like a shrewd subtle witch!" Lukeen asserted angrily. "Thunbscrew or rack, or
perchance just a pale armtw sted high behind her back woul d get the truth fromher fast enough!"
Hi svet turned and | ooked at himproudly. "I accept your chall enge, Conmander," she said

evenly, laying her right hand on her maid' s dark head. "Frix, reach out your naked hand, or
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what ever other part of you the brave gentleman wi shes to torture." The dark maid strai ghtened her
back. Her face was inpassive, lips firmy pressed together, though her eyes searched around
wildly. Hsvet continued to Slinoor and Lukeen, "If you know any Lankhmar |aw at all, you know
that a virgin of the rank of Denbiselle is tortured only in the person of her naid, who proves by
her steadfastness under extrene pain the innocence of her mstress."

"What did | tell you about her?" Lukeen denmanded of themall. "Subtle is too gross a term
for her spiderwebby sleights!"™ He glared at Hisvet and said scornfully, his nmouth a-tw st,
"Virgin!"

H svet smiled with cold Iong-suffering. Fafhrd flushed and al though still holding his
battered head, barely refrained fromleaping up again. Lukeen | ooked at himw th anmusenent, secure
in his know edge that he could bait Fafhrd at will and that the barbarian |acked the civilized w't
to insult himdeeply in return.

Faf hrd stared thoughtfully at Lukeen from under his cappi ng hands. Then he said, "Yes,
you' re brave enough in arnor, with your threats against girls and your hot imaginings of torture,
but if you were without arnmor and had to prove your manhood with just one brave girl alone, you'd
fall like a worm "

Lukeen shot up enraged and got hinself such a clout froma deck beamthat he squeaked
shudderingly and swayed. Neverthel ess he gripped blindly for his sword at his side. Slinoor
grasped that wist and pulled himdown into his seat.

"CGovern yoursel f, Commander," Slinoor inplored sternly, seeming to grow in resolution as
the rest quarreled and qui bbled. "Fafhrd, no nore dagger words. Gray Muser, this is not your
court but mne and we are not nmet to split the hairs of high |aw but to neet a present peril. Here
and now this grain fleet is in grave danger. Qur very lives are risked. Mich nore than that,
Lankhmar's in danger if Movarl gets not his gift-grain at this third sending. Last night _Cam
was foully nmurdered. Tonight it may be _Gouper_ or _Squid, Shark_ even, or no less than all our
ships. The first two fleets went warned and wel | guarded, yet suffered only total perdition.”

He paused to let that sink in. Then, "Muser, you' ve roused sone snall doubts in nmy mind by
your el even-twel ving. But small doubts are nothing where home |ives and hone cities are in peril.
For the safety of the fleet and of Lankhmar we'll sink the white rats forthwith and keep cl ose
wat ch on the Denviselle Hisvet to the very docks of Kvarch Nar."

"Right!" the Muser cried approvingly, getting in ahead of Hi svet. But then he instantly
added, with the air of sudden brilliant inspiration, " _O _...better yet ... appoint Fafhrd and
mysel f to keep unending watch not only on Hisvet but also on the eleven white rats. That way we
don't spoil dipkerio' s gift and risk offending Mwvarl."

"I"d trust no one's nmere watching of the rats. They're too tricksy," Slinoor informed him
"The Denpiselle | intend to put on _Shark_, where she'll be nore closely guarded. The grain is
what Mvarl wants, not the rats. He doesn't know about them so can't be angered at not getting
them"

"But he does know about them" Hisvet interjected. "G ipkerio and Mvarl exchange weekly
letters by al batross-post. La, but Nehwon grows snaller each year, Ship's Master -- ships are
snails conpared to the great winging mail-birds. dipkerio wote of the rats to Mwvarl, who
expressed great delight at the prospective gift and intense anticipation of watching the Wite
Shadows perform Along with nyself," she added, demurely bendi ng her head.

"Also," the Muwuser put in rapidly, "I nust firmy oppose -- nost regretfully, Slinoor --
the transfer of Hisvet to another ship. Fafhrd's and ny commission from dipkerio, which I can
produce at any tine, states in clearest words that we are to attend the Denpiselle at all tines
outside her private quarters. He nakes us wholly responsible for her safety -- and also for that
of the White Shadows, which creatures our overlord states, again in clearest witing, that he
prizes beyond their weight in jewels."

"You can attend her in _Shark_," Slinoor told the Muser curtly.

“I"1l not have the barbarian on ny ship!" Lukeen rasped, still squinting fromthe pain of
his clout.

“I'd scorn to board such a tricked-out rowboat or oar-worm" Fafhrd shot back at him
voi ci ng the common barbarian contenpt for gall eys.

" Also ," the Mouser cut in again, loudly, with an adnonitory gesture at Fafhrd, "it is ny
duty as a friend to warn you, Slinoor, that in your reckless threats against the Wite Shadows and
the Denviselle herself, you risk incurring the heavi est displeasure not only of our overlord but
al so of the nost powerful grain-nmerchant in Lankhmar.™"

Sl i noor answered nost sinply, "I think only of the City and the grain fleet. You know
that," but Lukeen, fumi ng, spat out a "Hah!" and said scornfully, "The Gray Fool has not grasped
that it is Hisvet's very father H svin who is behind the rat-sinkings, since he thereby grows rich
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with the extra nation' s-ransonms of grain he sells dipkerio!"

"Quiet, Lukeen!" Slinoor comranded apprehensively. "This dubi ous guesswork of yours has no
pl ace here.”

"Quesswor k? M ne?" Lukeen exploded. "It was _your_ suggestion, Slinoor -- Yes, and that
Hisvin plots dipkerio's overthrow -- Aye, and even that he's in |league with the Mngols! Let's
speak truth for once!"

"Then speak it for yourself alone, Conmander," Slinoor said nbst sober-sharply. "I fear the
bl ow s disordered your brain. Gray Muser, you're a nman of sense," he appeal ed. "Can you not
understand ny one overriding concern? We're alone with nmass nmurder on the high seas. W nust take
measures against it. Ch, will none of you show sone sinple wt?"

"La, and | will, Ship's Master, since you ask it," Hi svet said brightly, rising to her
knees on the sea-bed as she turned toward Slinoor. Sunlight striking through a | ouver shinmered on
her silver hair and gleaned fromthe silver ring confining it. "I'"mbut a girl, unused to probl ens

of war and rapine, yet | have an all-explaining sinple thought that | have waited in vain to hear
voi ced by one of you gentlenen, wise in the ways of violence.
"Last night a ship was slain. You hang the crine on rats -- snmall beasties which would
| eave a sinking ship in any case, which often have a few whites anong them and which only by the
wi | dest stretch of inmagination are picturable as killing an entire crew and vani shing their
bodies. To fill the great gaps in this weird theory you nmake me a sinister rat-queen, who can work
bl ack miracles, and now even, it seens, create mnmy poor doting daddy an all-powerful rat-enperor
"Yet this norning you met a ship's nurderer if there ever was one and | et himgo honking
of f unchal |l enged. La, but the man-denon even confessed he'd been seeking a multi-headed nonster
that would snatch living nen froma ship's deck and devour them Surely he |ied when he said his

this-world foundling ate small fry only, for it struck at ne to devour ne -- and might earlier
have snapped up any of you, except it was sated!

"For what is nore likely than that the two-head | ong-neck dragon ate all _Clam's sailors
of f her deck, snaking themout of the forecastle and hold, if they fled there, |ike sweetneats
froma conmpartnented confit-box, and then scratched holes in _Clam's planking? O perhaps nore
likely still, that Cam tore out her bottomon the Dragon Rocks in the fog and at the sane tine

met the sea-dragon? These are sober possibilities, gentlenen, apparent even to a soft girl and
asking no nind-stretch at all."

This startling speech brought forth an excited nedley of reactions. Sinmultaneously the
Mouser appl auded, "A gem of princess-wit, Denoiselle; oh you' d nake a rare strategist." Fafhrd
said stoutly, "Most lucid, Little Mstress, yet Karl Treuherz seened to nme an honest denon." Frix
told themproudly, "My nmistress outthinks you all." The nate at the door goggled at Hisvet and
made the sign of the starfish. Lukeen snarled, "She conveniently forgets the black cutter,”" while
Slinoor cried themall down with, "Rat-queen you say jestingly? Rat-queen you are!"

As the others grew silent at that dire accusation, Slinoor gazing grimy fearful at Hisvet,
continued rapidly, "The Denviselle has recalled to ne by her speech the worst point against her
Karl Treuherz said his dragon, living by the Rat Rocks, ate only rats. It nade no nove to gobble
us several nmen, though it had every chance, yet when Hi svet appeared it struck at her at once. It
knew her true race."

Slinoor's voice went shudderingly low. "Thirteen rats with the nminds of nen rule the whole
rat race. That's ancient w sdom from Lankhmar's wi sest seers. Eleven are these silver-furred
silent sharpies, hearing our every word. The twelfth celebrates in the black cutter his conquest
of Clam. The thirteenth" -- and he pointed finger -- "is the silver-haired, red-eyed Denvpiselle
hersel f1"

Lukeen slithered to his feet at that, crying, "Ch npost shrewdly reasoned, Slinoor! And why
does she wear such nodest shrouding garb except to hide further evidence of the dread kinship? Let
me but strip off that cloaking ermine snock and |I'lIl show you a white-furred body and ten snal
bl ack dugs instead of proper maiden breasts!”

As he cane snaking around the table toward Hi svet, Fafhrd sprang up, also cautiously, and
pi nned Lukeen's arns to his sides in a bear-hug, calling, "Nay, and you touch her, you die!"

Meantime Frix cried, "The dragon was sated with Cam's crew, as ny nistress told you. It
want ed no nore coarse-fibered nmen, but eagerly seized at ny dainty-fleshed darling for a dessert
nmout hful !'"

Lukeen wenched around until his black eyes glared into Fafhrd's green ones inches away.

"Ch nost foul barbarian!" he grated. "I forego rank and dignity and challenge you this instant to
a bout of quarterstaves on middeck. |I'Il prove Hisvet's taint on you by trial of battle. That is,
if you dare face civilized conbat, you great stinking ape!" And he spat full in Fafhrd's taunting
face.
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Fafhrd's only reaction was to snile a great smle through the spittle running gumily down
his cheek, while maintaining his grip of Lukeen and wary | ookout for a bite at his own nose.

Thereafter, chall enge having been given and accepted, there was naught for even the head-
shaki ng, heaven-glancing Slinoor to do but hurry preparation for the conbat or duel, so that it
m ght be fought before sunset and | eave sone daylight for taking sober neasures for the fleet's
safety in the approachi ng dark of night.

As Slinoor, the Muser and nmate canme around them Fafhrd rel eased Lukeen, who scornfully
averting his gaze instantly went on deck to sumon a squad of his marines from _Shark_ to second
himand see fair play. Slinoor conferred with his mate and other officers. The Muser, after a
word with Fafhrd, slipped forward and could be seen gossiping industriously with _Squid _s bosun
and the conmon nenbers of her crew down to cook and cabin boy. Qccasionally sonething night have
passed rapidly fromthe Muser's hand to that of the sailor with whom he spoke.

*Chapt er Four*

Despite Slinoor's urging, the sun was droppi ng down the western sky before _Squid 's

gongsnman beat the rapid brassy tattoo that signalized the i mm nence of conbat. The sky was cl ear

to the west and overhead, but the sinister fog-bank still rested a Lankhmar | eague (twenty
bowshots) to the east, paralleling the northward course of the fleet and | ooking al nost as solid
and dazzling as a glacier wall in the sun's crosswi se rays. Mst nysteriously neither hot sun nor

west wi nd dissipated it.

Bl ack-suited, brown-mailed and brown-hel meted marines facing aft made a wall across _Squid_
to either side of the mainnmast. They held their spears horizontal and crosswi se at arm s-length
down, making an additional |ow fence. Black-tunicked sailors peered between their shoul ders and
boots, or sat with their own brown | egs a-dangle on the |larboard side of the foredeck, where the
great sail did not cut off their view A few perched in the rigging

The damaged rail had been stripped away fromthe break in the afterdeck and there around
the bare aftermast sat the three judges: Slinoor, the Muser, and Lukeen's sergeant. Around them
nostly to |l arboard of the two hel nenen, were grouped _Squid_'s officers and certain officers of
the other ship on whose presence the Muser had stubbornly insisted, though it had neant tinme-
consum ng ferrying by ship's boat.

H svet and Frix were in the cabin with the door shut. The Denviselle had wanted to watch
the duel through the open door or even fromthe afterdeck, but Lukeen had protested that this
woul d nake it easier for her to work an evil spell on him and the judges had rul ed for Lukeen
However the grille was open and now and again the sun's rays twi nkled on a peering eye or silvered
fingernail.

Bet ween t he dark spear-wall of marines and the afterdeck stretched a great square of white
oaken deck, enpty save for the crane-fittings and like fixed gear and | evel except for the main
hat ch, which nade a central square of deck a hand's span above the rest. Each corner of the |arger
square was marked off by a bl ack-chal ked quarter circle. Either contestant stepping inside a
quarter circle after the duel began (or springing on the rail or grasping the rigging or falling
over the side) would at once forfeit the match.

In the forward | arboard quarter circle stood Lukeen in black shirt and hose, still wearing
hi s gol d-banded starfish enblem By himwas his second, his own hawkfaced lieutenant. Wth his
ri ght hand Lukeen gripped his quarter-staff, a heavy wand of close-grained oak as tall as hinself
and thick as Hisvet's wist. Raising it above his head he twirled it till it hunmed. He smiled
fiendishly.

In the after starboard quarter circle, next to the cabin door, were Fafhrd and his second,
the mate of _Carp_, a grossly fat man with a touch of the Mngol in his sallow features. The
Mouser coul d not be judge and second both, and he and Fafhrd had diced nore than once with
_Carp_'s mate in the old days at Lankhmar -- losing noney to him too, which at |east indicated
that he m ght be resourceful

Faf hrd took from himnow his own quarterstaff, gripping it cross-handed near one end. He
made a few sl ow practice passes with it through the air, then handed it back to Carp_'s nmate and
stripped off his jerkin.

Lukeen's nmarines sniggered to each other at the Northerner handling a quarterstaff as if it
were a two-handed broadsword, but when Fafhrd bared his hairy chest Squid_ 's sailors set up a
rousi ng cheer and when Lukeen comented loudly to his second, "Wat did | tell you? A great hairy-
pel ted ape, beyond question,” and spun his staff again, the sailors booed himlustily.

"Strange," Slinoor conmented in a |ow voice. "I had thought Lukeen to be popul ar anong the
sailors.”

Lukeen's sergeant | ooked around incredulously at that re-mark. The Muser only shrugged.
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Slinoor continued to him "If the sailors knew your conrade fought on the side of rats, they'd not
cheer him" The Mouser only smled.

The gong sounded agai n.

Sl i noor rose and spoke |loudly: "A bout at quarterstaves with no breathing spells! Commander
Lukeen seeks to prove on the overlord's nercenary Fafhrd certain all egations against a Denviselle
of Lankhmar. First man struck senseless or at nercy of his foe | oses. Prepare!"”

The ship's boys went skipping across the middeck, scattering handfuls of white sand.

Sitting, Slinoor remarked to the Mouser, "A pox of this footling duel! It delays our action
agai nst Hisvet and the rats. Lukeen was a fool to bridle at the barbarian. Still, when he's
drubbed him there'll be tinme enough."

The Mouser lifted an eyebrow. Slinoor said lightly, "Ch didn't you know? Lukeen will w n;
that's certain,"” while the sergeant, noddi ng soberly, confirnmed, "The Comrander's a master of
staves. "'Tis no ganme for barbarians."

The gong sounded a third time.

Lukeen sprang ninbly across the chalk and onto the hatch, crying, "Ho, hairy ape! Art ready
to doubl e-kiss the oak? First nmy staff, then the deck?"

Faf hrd canme shanbling out, gripping his wand nost awkwardly and respondi ng, "Your spit has
poi soned ny |eft eye, Lukeen, but | see sone civilized target with nmy right."

Lukeen dashed at himjoyously then, feinting at el bow and head, then rapidly striking with
the other end of his staff at Fafhrd's knee to tunble or |ane him

Faf hrd, abruptly switching to conventional stance and grip, parried the blow and swung a
lightning riposte at Lukeen's jaw.

Lukeen got his staff up in tinme so that the blow hit only his cheek glancingly, but he was
unsettled by it and thereafter Fafhrd was upon him driving himback in a hail of barely parried
bl ows while the sailors cheered.

Slinoor and the sergeant gaped w de-eyed, but the Muser only knotted his fingers,
muttering, "Not so fast, Fafhrd.”

Then, as Fafhrd prepared to end it all, he stunbled, stepping off the hatch, which changed
his swift blowto the head into a slow blow at the ankles. Lukeen |eaped up so that Fafhrd's staff
passed under his feet, and while he was still in the air rapped Fafhrd on the head.

The sailors groaned. The marines cheered once, grow ingly.

The unfooted bl ow was not of the heaviest, nonetheless it three-quarters stunned Fafhrd and
now it was his turn to be driven back under a pelting shower of sw pes. For several nonents there
was no sound but the rutch of soft-soled boots on sanded oak and the rapid dry musical _bong_ of
staff nmeeting staff.

When Fafhrd cane suddenly to his full senses he was falling away froma w cked swing. A
glinmpse of black by his heel told himthat his next inevitable backward step would carry him
i nside his own quarter circle.

Swi ft as thought he thrust far behind himwith his staff. Its end struck deck, then stopped
agai nst the cabin wall, and Faf hrd heaved hinmself forward with it, away fromthe chalk |ine,
ducking and lunging to the side to escape Lukeen's blows while his staff could not protect him

The sailors screaned with excitenent. The judges and officers on the afterdeck kneeled |ike
di ce-pl ayers, peering over the edge.

Fafhrd had to lift his left armto guard his head. He took a bl ow on the el bow and his |eft
armdropped linp to his side. Thereafter he had to handle his staff |ike a broad-sword indeed,
swinging it one-handed in whistling parries and strokes.

Lukeen hung back, playing nore cautiously now, knowi ng Fafhrd's one wist nust tire sooner
than his two. He'd aima few rapid blows at Fafhrd, then prance back

Barely parrying the third of these attacks, Fafhrd riposted recklessly, not with a proper
swi ngi ng bl ow, but sinmply gripping the end of his staff and |unging. The conbined | ength of Fafhrd
and his staff overtook Lukeen's retreat and the tip of Fafhrd's staff poked himlow in the chest,
just on the nerve spot.

Lukeen's jaw dropped, his nouth stayed open wi de, and he wavered. Fafhrd smartly rapped his
staff out of his fingers and as it clattered down, toppled Lukeen to the deck with a second al nost
casual prod.

The sailors cheered thensel ves hoarse. The marines growl ed surlily and one cried, "Foul!"
Lukeen's second knelt by him glaring at Fafhrd. _Carp_'s mate danced a ponderous jig up to Fafhrd
and wafted the wand out of his hands. On the afterdeck _Squid_'s officers were glum though those
of the other grain ships seenmed strangely jubilant. The Muser gripped Slinoor's el bow, urging,
"Cry Fafhrd victor," while the sergeant frowned prodigiously, hand to tenple, saying, "WllI,
there's nothing I know of in the _rules_..."
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At that nonment the cabin door opened and Hi svet stepped out, wearing a long scarlet,
scarl et - hooded sil k robe.

The Muser, sensing climax, sprang to starboard, where _Squid_'s gong hung, snatched the
striker fromthe gongsman and clanged it wldly.

_Squid_grew silent. Then there were pointings and questioning cries as H svet was seen.
She put a silver recorder to her |ips and began to dance dream|ly toward Fafhrd, softly whistling
with her recorder a high haunting tune of seven notes in a mnor key. From sonmewhere tiny tuned
bells acconpanied it tinklingly. Then H svet swung to one side, facing Fafhrd as she noved around
him and the questioning cries changed to ones of wonder and astoni shnent and the sailors cane
crowdi ng as far aft as they could and swi nging through the rigging, as the procession becane
visible that H svet headed.

It consisted of eleven white rats walking in single file on their hind | egs and wearing
little scarlet robes and caps. The first four carried in each forepaw clusters of tiny silver
bel s which they shook rhythmically. The next five bore on their shoul ders, hangi ng down between
thema little, a double length of |ooped gleamng silver chain -- they were very like five sailors
| uggi ng an anchor chain. The |last two each bore slantwise a slimsilver wand as tall as hinself as
he wal ked erect, tail curving high

The first four halted side by side in rank facing Fafhrd and tinkling their bells to
Hi svet's pi pi ng.

The next five marched on steadily to Fafhrd's right foot. There their |eader paused, | ooked
up at Fafhrd's face with uprai sed paw, and squeaked three tines. Then, gripping his end of the
chain in one paw, he used his other three to clinb Fafhrd's boot. Inmtated by his four fellows, he
then carefully clinbed Fafhrd's trousers and hairy chest.

Faf hrd stared down at the nounting chain and scarlet-robed rats wi thout nmoving a nuscle,
except to frown faintly as tiny paws unavoi dably tweaked clunps of his chest-hair.

The first rat mounted to Fafhrd's right shoul der and noved behind his back to his left
shoul der, the four other rats following in order and never letting slip the chain.

When all five rats were standing on Fafhrd's shoulders, they lifted one strand of the
silver chain and brought it forward over his head, nbst dextrously. Meanwhile he was | ooki ng
strai ght ahead at Hi svet, who had conpletely circled himand now stood piping behind the bell-
tinklers.

The five rats dropped the strand so that the chain hung in a gl eam ng oval down Fafhrd's
chest. At the same instant each rat lifted his scarlet cap high above his head as his foreleg
woul d reach.

Soneone cried, "Victor!"

The five rats swung down their caps and again lifted them high, and as if from one throat
all the sailors and nost of the nmarines and officers cried in a great shout: "_Victor! _

The five rats led two nore cheers for Fafhrd, the nen aboard _Squid_ obeying as if
hypnoti zed -- though whether by some magi c power or sinply by the wonder and appropriateness of
the rats' behavior, it was hard to tell.

Hi svet finished her piping with a nmerry flourish and the two rats with silver wands
scurried up onto the afterdeck and standing at the foot of the afternast where all mght see,
began to drub away at each other in npst authentic quarterstaff style, their wands flashing in the
sunlight and chinming sweetly when they clashed. The silence broke in rounds of exclamation and
| aughter. The five rats scanpered down Fafhrd and returned with the bell-tinklers to cluster
around the hem of Hisvet's skirt. Muser and several officers were | eaping down fromthe afterdeck
to wing Fafhrd's good hand or clap his back. The marines had nuch ado to hold back the sailors,
who were offering each other bets on which rat would be the winner in this new bout.

Fafhrd, fingering his chain, remarked to the Muser, "Strange that the sailors were with nme
fromthe start," and under cover of the hubbub the Mouser snilingly explained, "I gave them noney
to bet on you against the marines. Likewi se | dropped sone hints and made sone | oans for the sane
purpose to the officers of the other ships -- a fighter can't have too big a claque. Al so
started the story going round that the whiteys are anti-rat rats, trained externinators of their
own kind, sanple of dipkerio' s latest device for the safety of the grain fleets -- sailors eat up
such tosh."

"Did you first cry victor?" Fafhrd asked.

The Mouser grinned. "A judge take sides? In _civilized_combat? Ch, | was prepared to, but
"twasn't needful ."

At that nonent Fafhrd felt a small tug at his trousers and | ooki ng down saw that the bl ack
kitten had bravely approached through the forest of |egs and was now cli nbi ng hi m purposefully.
Touched at this further display of aninmal homage, Fafhrd runbled gently as the kitten reached his
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belt, "Decided to heal our quarrel, eh, small black one?" At that the kitten sprang up his chest,
sunk his little claws in Fafhrd's bare shoul der and, glaring like a black hangman, raked Fafhrd
bl oodily across the jaw, then sprang by way of a couple of startled heads to the mainsail and
rapidly clinbed its concave taut brown curve. Soneone threw a belaying pin at the small bl ack
blot, but it was negligently ained and the kitten safely reached the nast-top

"I forswear all cats!" Fafhrd cried angrily, dabbling at his chin. "Henceforth rats are ny
favored beasties."

"Most properly spoken, Swordsman!" Hisvet called gaily fromher own circle of admrers,
continuing, "I will be pleased by your conpany and the Dirksman's at dinner in my cabin an hour
past sunset. W'Il conformto the very letter of Slinoor's stricture that | be closely watched and
the Wiite Shadows too." She whistled a little call on her silver recorder and swept back into her
cabin with the nine rats close at her heels. The quarterstaving scarlet-robed pair on the
afterdeck broke off their drubbing with neither victorious and scanpered after her, the crowd
parting to make way for them admiringly.

Slinoor, hurrying forward, paused to watch. _Squid 's skipper was a man deeply benused.
Sonewhere in the last half hour the white rats had been transforned from eerie poi son-toothed
nmonsters threatening the fleet into popular, clever, harm ess ani nal - nount ebanks, whom Squid_'s
sailors appeared to regard as a band of white mascots. Slinoor seened to be seeking unsuccessfully
but unceasingly to deci pher how and why.

Lukeen, still looking very pale, followed the last of his disgruntled marines (their purses
lighter by many a silver smerduk, for they had been coaxed into offering odds) over the side into
_Shark_'s long dinghy, brushing off Slinoor when _Squid 's skipper would have conferred with him

Slinoor vented his chagrin by harshly commanding his sailors to | eave off their disorderly
mlling and frisking, but they obeyed himright cheerily, skipping to their proper stations with
t he happi est of sailor snmirks. Those passing the Muser w nked at himand surreptitiously touched
their forelocks. _Squid_ bowed smartly northward a half bowshot astern of _Tunny_ , as she'd been
doi ng t hroughout the duel, only now she began to cleave the blue water a little nore swiftly yet
as the west wind freshened and her after sail was broken out. In fact, the fleet began to sail so
swiftly now that _Shark 's dinghy couldn't nake the head of the line, although Lukeen could be
noted bul lying his marine-oarsnen into back-cracking efforts, and the dinghy had finally conme to
signal _Shark_herself to come back and pick her up -- which the war galley achieved only with
difficulty, rolling dangerously in the mounting seas and taking until sunset, oars hel ping sails,
to return to the head of the line.

" He 'Il not be eager to cone to _Squid_'s help tonight, or rmuch able to either,” Fafhrd
commented to the Mouser where they stood by the | arboard nmiddeck rail. There had been no open
break between them and Slinoor, but they were inclined to | eave hi mthe afterdeck, where he stood
beyond the hel msnen in bent-head converse with his three officers, who had all |ost noney on
Lukeen and had been sticking close to their skipper ever since.

"Not still expecting _that_ sort of peril tonight are you, Fafhrd?" the Muser asked with a
soft laugh. "We're far past the Rat Rocks."

Faf hrd shrugged and said frowningly, "Perhaps we've gone just a shade too far in endorsing
the rats.”

"Perhaps," the Muser agreed. "But then their charming mstress is worth a fib and fal se
stanmp or two, aye and nore than that, eh, Fafhrd?"

"She's a brave sweet lass,"” Fafhrd said carefully.

"Aye, and her maid too," the Muser said brightly. "I noted Frix peering at you adoringly
fromthe cabin entryway after your victory. A nost vol uptuous wench. Sone nmen night well prefer
the maid to the nmistress in this instance. Fafhrd?"

Wt hout |ooking around at the Muser, the Northerner shook his head.

The Mouser studied Fafhrd, wondering if it were politic to nake a certain proposal he had
in mnd. He was not quite certain of the full nature of Fafhrd's feelings toward Hi svet. He knew
the Northerner was a goatish man enough and had yesterday seenmed quite obsessed with the | ove-
maki ng they'd mssed in Lankhmar, yet he al so knew that his conrade had a variable ronmantic streak
that was sonetinmes thin as a thread yet sonetines grewinto a silken ribbon | eagues w de in which
arm es mght stunble and be |ost.

On the afterdeck Slinoor was now conferring nost earnestly with the cook, presunmably (the
Mouser deci ded) about Hi svet's (and his own and Faf hrd's) dinner. The thought of Slinoor having to
go to so nuch troubl e about the pleasures of three persons who today had thoroughly thwarted him
made t he Mouser grin and sonehow al so nerved himto take the uncertain step he'd been
contenpl ati ng.

"Fafhrd," he whispered, "I'Il dice you for Hisvet's favors."

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...GM5%20-%20The%20Swords%200f%20Lankhmar.txt (20 of 99) [12/28/2004 4:47:56 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Fritz%20L ei ber%20-%20FGM 5%20-%20The%20Swords%200f %20L ankhmar . txt

"Why, Hisvet's but a girl -- " Fafhrd began in accents of rebuke, then cut off abruptly and
cl osed his eyes in thought. \When he opened them they were regarding the Mouser with a large
smle.

"No," Fafhrd said softly, "for truly I think this Hisvet is so balky and fantastic a mss
it will take both our nobst heartfelt and cunning efforts to persuade her to aught. And, after
that, who knows? Dicing for such a girl's favors were |ike betting when a Lankhmar night-lily wll
open and whether to north or south."

The Mouser chuckl ed and | ovingly dug Fafhrd in the ribs, saying, "There's my shrewd true
conr ade! "

Faf hrd | ooked at the Mouser with sudden dark suspicions. "Now don't go trying to get ne
drunk tonight," he warned, "or sifting opiumin ny drink."

"Hah, you know ne better than that, Fafhrd," the Muser said with |aughing reproach

"I certainly do," Fafhrd agreed sardonically.

Again the sun went under with a green flash, indicating crystal clear all to the west,

t hough the strange fogbank, now an om nous dark wall, still paralleled their course a | eague or so
to the east.

The cook, crying, "My mutton!" went racing forward past themtoward the galley, whence a
deliciously spicy aroma was wafting.

"We've an hour to kill," the Muser said. "Conme on, Fafhrd. On our way to board _Squid_ |
bought a little jar of wine of Quarnmall at the Silver Eel. It's still sealed."

Fromjust overhead in the rat-lines, the black kitten hissed down at themin angry nenace
or perhaps war ni ng.

*Chapter Five*

Two hours |ater the Denviselle Hisvet offered to the Muwuser, "A golden rilk for your
t houghts, Dirksman."

She was on the swung-down sea-bed once nore, half reclining. The long table, now |l aden with
tenpting viands and tall silver w ne cups, had been placed agai nst the bed. Fafhrd sat across from
Hi svet, the enpty silver cages behind him while the Muser was at the stern end of the table.
Frix served themall fromthe door forward, where she took the trays fromthe cook's boys w thout
giving them so nuch as a peep inside. She had a snall brazier there for keeping hot such itenms as
required it and she tasted each dish and set it aside for a while before serving it. Thick dark-
pi nk candles in silver sconces shed a pale |ight.

The white rats crouched in rather disorderly fashion around a little table of their own set
on the floor near the wall between the sea-bed and the door, just aft of one of the trapdoors
openi ng down into the grain-redolent hold. They wore little black jackets open at the front and
little black belts around their mddl es. They seened nore to play with than eat the bits of food
Frix set before themon their three or four little silver plates and they did not lift their small
bowls to drink their wine-tinted water but rather |apped at themand that not very industriously.
One or two woul d al ways be scanpering up onto the bed to be with H svet, which nade them nost
difficult to count, even for Fafhrd, who had the best view Sonetines he got el even, sonetines
ten. At intervals one of themwould stand up on the pink coverlet by Hi svet's knees and chitter at
her in cadences so |like those of hunman speech that Fafhrd and the Mouser woul d have to chuckl e.

"Dreany Dirksman, two rilks for your thoughts!" Hisvet repeated, upping her offer. "And
nmost i modestly 1'lIl wager a third rilk they are of ne."

The Mouser smiled and lifted his eyebrows. He was feeling very |light-headed and a bit
uneasy, chiefly because contrary to his intentions he had been drinking nmuch nore than Fafhrd.
Frix had just served themthe main dish, a masterly yellow curry heavy with dark-tasting spices
and originally appearing with "Victor" pricked on it with black capers. Fafhrd was devouring it
manful Iy, though not voraciously, the Muser was going at it nore slowy, while H svet all evening
had merely toyed with her food.

"I'"l'l take your two rilks, Wite Princess," the Muwuser replied airily, "for 1'll need one
to pay the wager you've just won and the other to fee you for telling me what_ | was thinking of
you. "

“You'll not keep ny second rilk long, Dirksnman," Hisvet said nmerrily, "for as you thought

of me you were | ooking not at my face, but nobst inpudently somewhat |ower. You were thinking of
those somewhat nasty suspicions Lukeen voiced this day about ny secretest person. Confess it now,
you were!"

The Mouser could only hang his head a little and shrug hel plessly, for she had nost truly
di vined his thoughts. Hisvet |aughed and frowned at himin nock anger, saying, "OCh, you are nost
i ndel i cate mnded, Dirksnman. Yet at |east you can see that Frix, though indubitably mammalian, is
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not fronted like a she-rat."

Thi s statement was undeni ably true, for H svet's maid was all dark snmooth skin except where
bl ack silk scarves narrowmy circled her slimbody at breasts and hips. Silver net tightly confined
her black hair and there were nmany plain silver bracelets on each wist. Yet although garbed |ike
a slave, Frix did not seemone tonight, but rather a |ady-conpani on who expertly played at being
sl ave, serving themall with perfect yet |aughing, wholly unservile obedience.

Hi svet, by contrast, was wearing another of her |ong snocks, this of black silk edged with
bl ack lace, with a | ace-edged hood hal f thrown back. Her silvery white hair was dressed high on
her head in great snooth swelling sweeps. Regarding her across the table, Fafhrd said, "I am
certain that the Denpiselle would be no I ess than conpletely beautiful to us in whatever shape she
chose to present herself to the world -- wholly human or sonewhat ot herw se."

“Now t hat was nost gallantly spoken, Swordsnan," Hisvet said with a sonewhat breathless
laugh. "1 nust reward you for it. Come to nme, Frix." As the slimpmaid bent close to her, Hi svet
yet twi ned her white hands round the dark waist and inprinted a sweet slow kiss on Frix's lips.
Then she | ooked up, and gave a little tap on the shoulder to Frix, who noved sniling around the
tabl e and, half kneeling by Fafhrd, kissed himas she had been kissed. He received the token
graciously, w thout unmannerly excitenent, yet when Frix would have drawn back, prolonged the
kiss, explaining a bit thickly when he rel eased her: "Sonewhat extra to return to the sender
perchance." She grinned at himsaucily and went to her serving table by the door, saying, "I nust
first chop the rats their neat, naughty barbarian,” while Hi svet discoursed, "Don't seek too much,
Bol d Swordsman. That was in any case but a small proxy reward for a snmall gallant speech. A reward
with the mouth for words spoken with the nmouth. To reward you for drubbi ng Lukeen and vindicating
my honor were a nore serious matter altogether, not to be entered on lightly. I'Il think of it."

At this point the Mouser, who just had to be saying sonething but whose fuddl ed brain was
monentarily enpty of suitably venturesonme yet courteous wit, called out to Frix, "Wy chop you the
rats their mutton, dusky minx? 'Twould be rare sport to see themslice it for thenmselves." Frix
only winkled her nose at him but H svet expounded gravely, "Only Skwee carves with any great
skill. The others mght hurt thenmselves, particularly with the neat shifting about in the slippery
curry. Frix, reserve a single chunk for Skwee to display us his ability. Chop the rest fine.
Skwee! " she called, setting her voice high. "Skwee-skwee-skwee!"

A tall rat sprang onto the bed and stood dutifully before her with forelegs fol ded across
his chest. Hisvet instructed him then took froma silver box behind her a nost tiny carving set
of knife, steel and fork in joined treble scabbard and tied it carefully to his belt. Then Skwee
bowed I ow to her and sprang ninbly down to the rats' table.

The Mouser watched the little scene with clouded and heavy-|idded wonder, feeling that he
was falling under some sort of spell. At times thick shadows crossed the cabin; at times Skwee
grew tall as Hi svet or perhaps it was Hisvet tiny as Skwee. And then the Muser grew small as
Skwee, too, and ran under the bed and fell into a chute that darkly swiftly slid him not into a
dark hol d of sacked or |oose delicious grain, but into the dark, spacious, |owceilinged pleasance
of a subterranean rat-netropolis, lit by phosphorus, where robed and | ong-skirted rats whose hoods
hid their long faces noved about nysteriously, where rat-swrds clashed behind the next pillar and
rat-noney chinked, where |lewd fermale rats danced in their fur for a fee, where masked rat-spies
and rat-informers lurked, where everyone -- every-furry-one -- was cringingly conscious of the
omi sci ent overlordship of a supernally powerful Council of Thirteen, and where a rat-Muser
sought everywhere a slimrat-princess naned Hi svet-sur-Hi svin.

The Mouser woke fromhis dinnerdreamwith a jerk. Sonehow he'd surely drunk even nore cups
than he'd counted, he told hinself haltingly. Skwee, he saw, had returned to the rats' table and
was standing before the yellow chunk Frix had set on the silver platter at Skwee's end. Wth the
other rats watching him Skwee drew forth knife and steel with a flourish. The Muser roused
himself nore fully with another jerk and shake and was inspired to say, "Ah, were | but a rat,
White Princess, so that | night cone as close to you, serving you!"

The Denviselle H svet cried, "Atribute indeed!" and | aughed with delight showing -- it
appeared to the Mouser -- a slimpink tongue half splotched with blue and an inner nmouth simlarly
pi ed. Then she said rather soberly, "Have a care what you w sh, for sonme wi shes have been
granted," but at once continued gaily, "nevertheless, 'twas nost gallantly said, Dirksman. | nust

reward you. Frix, sit at ny right side here."

The Mouser coul d not see what passed between them for Hisvet's |oosely snocked formhid
Frix fromhim but the merry eyes of the maid peered steadily at himover H svet's shoul der
twinkling like the black silk. Hi svet seenmed to be whispering into Frix's ear while nuzzling it
pl ayfully.

Meanwhi | e there commenced the faintest of high _skirrings_ as Skwee rapidly clashed stee
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and kni fe together, sharpening the latter. The Muser could barely see the rat's head and
shoul ders and the tiny glinmrer of clashing netal over the larger table intervening. He felt the

urge to stand and nove cl oser to observe the prodigy -- and perchance glinpse sonething of the
interesting activities of Hisvet and Frix -- but he was held fast by a great |ethargy, whether of
Wi ne or sensuous anticipation or pure nmagic he could not tell.

He had one great worry -- that Fafhrd would out with a cleverer conplinment than his own,

one so nuch cleverer that it might even divert Frix's nmission to him But then he noted that
Faf hrd's chin had fallen to his chest, and there cane to his ears along with the silvery
_klirring_ the barbarian's gently runbling snores.

The Mouser's first reaction was pure wi cked relief. He renmenbered gloatingly past tines
he'd ganbol ed with generous, gay girls while his conrade snored sodden. Fafhrd nust after all have
been sneaking many extra swi gs or whol e drinks!

Frix jerked and giggled i moderately. Hisvet continued to whisper in her ear while Frix
gi ggl ed and cooed again fromtime to time, continuing to watch the Mouser inpishly.

Skwee scabbarded the steel with a tiny _clash_, drewthe fork with a flourish, plunged it
into the yell ow coated neat-chunk, big as a roast for him and began to carve npost dexterously.

Frix rose at last, received her tap fromHi svet, and headed around the table, snmiling the
whil e at the Muser.

Skwee up with a paper-thin tiny slice of nmutton on his fork and flapped it this way and
that for all to see, then brought it close to his nuzzle for a sniff and a taste.

The Mouser in his dreany slunp felt a sudden tw nge of apprehension. It had occurred to him
that Fafhrd sinply couldn't have sneaked _that_ nuch extra wi ne. Wiy, the Northerner hadn't been
out of his sight the past two hours. O course blows on the head sonetines had a del ayed effect.

Al the sane his first reaction was pure angry jeal ousy when Frix paused besi de Fafhrd and
| eaned over his shoul der and | ooked in his forward-tipped face.

Just then there canme a great squeak of outrage and alarm from Skwee and the white rat
sprang up onto the bed, still holding carving knife and fork with the nutton slice dangling from
it.

From under eyelids that persisted in drooping |ower and | ower, the Mouser watched Skwee
gesticulate with his tiny inplenents, as he chittered dramatically to Hi svet in nost man-1ike
cadences, and finally lift the petal of mutton to her lips with an accusing squeak

Then, conming faintly through the chittering, the Muser heard a host of stealthy footsteps
crossing the middeck, converging on the cabin. He tried to call Hisvet's attention to it, but
found his |ips and tongue nunb and unobedient to his wll.

Frix suddenly grasped the hair of Fafhrd's forehead and jerked his head up and back. The
Nort herner's jaw hung sl ackly, his eyes fell open, show ng only whites.

There was a gentle rapping at the door, exactly the sane as the cook's boys had nade
delivering the earlier courses.

A | ook passed between Hi svet and Frix. The latter dropped Fafhrd's head, darted to the
door, slanmmed the bar across it and | ocked the bar with the chain (the grille already being shut)
just as sonething (a man's shoulder, it sounded) thudded heavily against the thick panels.

That thuddi ng continued and a few heartbeats | ater becanme much nore sharply ponderous, as
if a spare mast-section were being swng |ike a battering ram agai nst the door, which yiel ded
visibly at each bl ow

The Mouser realized at |ast, nmuch against his will, that sonething was happening that he
ought to do sonething about. He made a great effort to shake off his |ethargy and spring up

He found he could not even twitch a finger. In fact it was all he could do to keep his eyes
fromclosing altogether and watch through lash-blurred slits as Hisvet, Frix and the rats spun
into a whirlwind of silent activity.

Frix jamed her serving table against the jolting door and began to pile other furniture
against it.

H svet dragged out from behind the sea-bed various dark | ong boxes and began to unl ock
them As fast as she threw them open the white rats hel ped thenselves to the snall blued-iron
weapons they contai ned: swords, spears, even nost w cked-1 ooking blued-iron crossbows with belted
cani sters of darts. They took nore weapons than they could effectively use thensel ves. Skwee
hurriedly put on a black-plumed helmet that fitted down over his furry cheeks. The nunber of rats
busy around the boxes was ten -- that nuch the Muser noted clearly.

A split appeared in the nmiddle of the open door. Nevertheless Frix sprang away fromthere
to the starboard trap-door leading to the hold and heaved it up. Hi svet threw herself on the floor
toward it and thrust her head down into the dark square hol e.

There was sonething terribly aninmal-like about the novenents of the two wonen. It may have
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been only the cranped quarters and the low ceiling, but it seemed to the Muser that they noved by
preference on all fours.

All the while Fafhrd's chest-sunk head kept lifting very slowly and then falling with a
jerk as he went on snoring.

Hi svet sprang up and waved on the ten white rats. Led by Skwee, they trooped down through
the hatch, their blued-iron weapons flashing and once or twi ce clashing, and were gone in a
twi nkling. Frix grabbed dark garnents out of a curtained niche. Hi svet caught her by the wist and
thrust the maid ahead of her down the trap and then descended herself. Before pulling the hatch
down above her, she took a | ast |ook around the cabin. As her red eyes gazed briefly at the
Mouser, it seened to himthat her forehead and cheeks were grown over with silky white hair, but
that may wel |l have been a conbination of eyel ash-blur and her own disordered hair strean ng and
streaki ng down across her face.

The cabin door split and a man's length of thick nast boomed through, overturning the
bol stering table and scattering the furniture set on and against it. After the mast-end cane
piling in three apprehensive sailors followed by Slinoor, holding a cutlass Iow, and Slinoor's
starsman (navigation officer) with a crossbow at the cock.

Sl i noor pressed ahead a little and surveyed the scene swiftly yet intently, then said, "Qur
poppy-dust curry has taken dipkerio's two |ust-besotted rogues, but Hi svet's hid with her nynphy
slave-girl. The rats are out of their cages. Search, sailors! Starsman, cover us!"

Gngerly at first, but soon in a rush, the sailors searched the cabin, tunbling the enpty
boxes and jerking the quilts and mattress off the sea-bed and swinging it up to see beneath,
heavi ng chests away fromwalls and flinging open the unl ocked ones, sweeping Hi svet's wardrobe in
great silken arnfuls out of the curtained niches in which it had been hangi ng.

The Mouser again nmade a mighty effort to speak or nove, with no nore success than to w den
his blurred eye-slits a little. A sailor louted into himand he hel plessly coll apsed si deways
against an armof his chair without quite falling out of it. Fafhrd got a shove behind and sl unped
face-down on the table in a dish of stewed pluns, his great arms out sweepi ng unconsci ously,
upsetting cups and scattering pl ates.

The starsnman kept crossbow trai ned on each new space uncovered. Slinoor watched with eagle
eye, flipping aside silken fripperies with his cutlass point and using it to overset the rats
tabl e, peering the while narrowy.

"There's where the vernmin feasted |like men," he observed di sgustedly. "The curry was set
before them Wbuld they had gorged thensel ves senseless on it."

"Likely they were the ones to note the drug even through the nasking spices of the curry,
and warn the wonen," the starsnman put in. "Rats are prodigiously wise to poisons."

As it becane apparent neither girls nor rats were in the cabin, Slinoor cried with angry
anxi ety, "They can't have escaped to the deck -- there's the sky-trap | ocked bel ow besi des our
guard above. The mate's party bars the after hold. Perchance the stern-lights -- "

But just then the Muser heard one of the horn wi ndows behi nd hi m bei ng opened and
_Squid_'s arns-master call fromthere, "Naught cane this way. Were are they, captain?”

"Ask soneone wittier than I," Slinoor tossed himsourly. "Certain, they're not here."

"Woul d that these two could speak," the starsman w shed, indicating the Muser and Fafhrd

"No," Slinoor said dourly. "They'd just lie. Cover the larboard trap to the hold. I'll have
it up and speak to the nmate."

Just then footsteps came hurrying across the middeck and _Squid_'s nate with bl ood-streaked
face entered by the broken door, half dragging and half supporting a sailor who seenmed to be
holding a thin stick to his own bl oody cheek

"Why have you left the hol d?" Slinoor demanded of the first. "You should be with your party
bel ow. "

"Rats anbushed us on our way to the after hold," the nmate gasped. "There were dozens of
bl acks led by a white, some arned |like nmen. The sword of a beam hanger al nobst cut ny eye across.
Two foamy-nout hed springers dashed out our lanmp. 'Twere pure folly to have gone on in the dark
There's scarce a man of ny party not bitten, slashed or jabbed. |I left them guarding the foreway
to the hold. They say their wounds are poi soned and talk of nailing down the hatch."

"Ch nonstrous cowardice!" Slinoor cried. "You' ve spoiled ny trap that woul d have scotched
themat the start. Now all's to do and difficult. GCh scarelings! Daunted by rats!"

"I tell you they were arned!" the mate protested and then, swi nging the sailor forward,
"Here's nmy proof with a spearlet in his cheek."

"Don't drag her out, captain, sir," the sailor begged as Slinoor noved to exam ne his face.
"'Tis poisoned too, | wot."

"Hold still, boy," Slinoor commanded. "And take your hands away -- |'ve got it firm The
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point's near the skin. I'lIl drive it out forward so the barbs don't catch. Pinion his arnms, mate.
Don't nove your face, boy, or you'll be hurt worse. If it's poisoned, it nust cone out the faster.
There! ™

The sail or squeaked. Fresh blood rilled down his cheek

"'Tis a nasty needl e indeed," Slinoor commended, inspecting the bloody point. "Doesn't | ook
poi soned. Mate, gently cut off the shaft aft of the wound, draw out the rest forward."

"Here's further proof, nost wicked," said the starsman, who'd been picking about in the
litter. He handed Slinoor a tiny crossbow.

Slinoor held it up before him In the pale candlelight it glearmed bluely, while the
ski pper's dark-circled eyes were |ike agates.

"Here's evil's soul," he cried. "Perchance 'twas well you were anbushed in the hold. ' Twill
teach each mariner to hate and fear all rats again, like a good grain-sailor should. And now by a
swift certain killing of all rats on _Squid_ wi pe out today's traitorous fool ery, when you cl apped
for rats and let rats | ead your cheers, seduced by a scarlet girl and bribed by that nost m snamed
Mouser . "

The Mouser, still paralyzed and perforce watching Slinoor aslant as Slinoor pointed at him
had to admt it was a well-turned reference to hinself.

"First off," Slinoor said, "drag those two rogues on deck. Truss themto mast or rail. ']
not have them waking to botch ny victory."

"Shall | up with a trap and loose a dart in the after hol d?" the starsman asked eagerly.
"You should know better,"” was all Slinoor answered.
"Shall | gong for the galley and run up a red | anmp?" the nmate suggested.

Slinoor was silent two heartbeats, then said, "No. This is Squid 's fight to w pe out
today's shane. Besides, Lukeen's a hothead botcher. Forget | said that, gentlenen, but it is so."

"Yet we'd be safer with the galley standing by," the mate ventured to continue. "Even now
the rats nay be gnawing holes in us."

"That's unlikely with the Rat-Queen below, " Slinoor retorted. "Speed' s what will save us
and not standby ships. Now hearken close. Guard well all ways to the hold. Keep traps and hatches
shut. Rouse off the watch. Armevery man. Gather on mddeck all we can spare fromsailing. Mve!"

The Mouser wi shed Slinoor hadn't said "Mwve!" quite so vehenently, for the two sailors
instantly grabbed his ankles and dragged hi m nost enthusiastically out of the littered cabin and
across the middeck, his head bunping a bit. True, he couldn't feel the bunps, only hear them

To the west the sky was a quarter gl obe of stars, to the east a nmass of fog bel ow and
thinner m st above, with the gi bbous nmoon shining through the latter |ike a pale m sshapen silver
ghost -1 anp. The wi nd had sl ackened. _Squid_ sailed snoothly.

One sailor held the Muser against the nmainmast, facing aft, while the other |ooped rope
around him As the sailors bound himwith his arnms flat to his sides, the Muser felt a tickle in
his throat and life returning to his tongue, but he decided not to try to speak just yet. Slinoor
in his present nmood mi ght order hi m gagged.

The Muser's next divertissenent was wat ching Faf hrd dragged out by four sailors and bound
| engt hwi se, facing inboard with head aft and higher than feet, to the larboard rail. It was quite
a com c performance, but the Northerner snored through it.

Sai |l ors began to gather then on middeck, some palely silent but nobst quipping in | ow
voi ces. Pikes and cutl asses gave them courage. Sone carried nets and | ong sharp-tined forks. Even
the cook cane with a great cleaver, which he hefted playfully at the Muser.

"Struck dumb with adm ration of nmy sleepy curry, eh?"

Meanwhi | e the Mouser found he could nove his fingers. No one had bothered to disarm him
but Cat's O aw was unfortunately fixed far too high on his left side for either hand to touch, |et
al one get out of its scabbard. He felt the hemof his tunic until he touched, through the cloth, a
rather small flat round object thinner along one edge than the other. Gipping it by the thick
edge through the cloth, he began to scrape with the thin edge at the fabric confining it.

The sailors crowded aft as Slinoor energed fromthe cabin with his officers and began to
i ssue | owvoiced orders. The Muser caught, "Slay Hi svet or her nmid on sight. They're not wonen
but were-rats or worse," and then the last of Slinoor's orders: "Poise your parties bel ow the
hatch or trap by which you enter. Wen you hear the bosun's whistle, nove!"

The effect of this "Mwe!" was rather spoiled by a tiny _twing_ and the arns-naster
clapping his hand to his eye and scream ng. There was a flurry of novenent anong the sailors.

Cutl asses struck at a pale formthat scurried along the deck. For an instant a rat with a crossbow
in his fore-paws was sil houetted on the starboard rail against the noon-pale nmst. Then the
starsman's crosshow twanged and the dart w nging with exceptional accuracy or |uck knocked the rat
off the rail into the sea
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"That was a whitey, lads!" Slinoor cried. "A good onen!" Thereafter there was sone
confusion, but it was quickly settled, especially when it was di scovered that the arns-naster had
not been stuck in the eye but only near it, and the beweaponed parties noved off, one into the
cabin, two forward past the mai nmast, |eaving on deck a skel eton crew of four.

The fabric the Mouser had been scraping parted and he nost carefully eased out of the
shredded heman iron tik (the Lankhmar coin of |east value) with half its edge honed to razor
shar pness and began to slice with it in tiny strokes at the nearest [oop of the |ine binding him
He | ooked hopefully toward Fafhrd, but the latter's head still hung at a sensel ess angl e.

A whistle sounded faintly, followed sone ten breaths later by a | ouder one from anot her
part of the hold, it seened. Then nmuffled shouts began to cone in flurries, there were two
screans, sonething thunped the deck frombelow, and a sailor swinging a rat squeaking in a net
dashed past the Mouser.

The Mouser's fingers told himhe was al nost through the first [oop. Leaving it joined by a
few t hreads, he began to slice at the next |oop, bending his wist acutely to do it.

An expl osi on shook the deck, stinging the Muuser's feet. He could not conjecture its nature
and sawed furiously with his sharpened coin. The skeleton crew cried out and one of the hel msnen
fled forward but the other stuck by the tiller. Sonehow t he gong cl anged once, though no one was
by it.

Then _Squid_'s sailors began to pour up out of the hold, half of them w thout weapons and
frantic with fear. They nilled about. The Muser could hear sailors dragging _Squid_'s boats,
whi ch were forward of the mainmast, to the ship's side. The Muser gathered that the sailors had
fared nost evilly below, assaulted by battalions of black rats, confused by fal se whistles,
sl ashed and j abbed fromdark corners, stung by darts, two struck in the eye and blinded. What had
conpleted their rout was that, coming to a hold of unsacked grain, they'd found the air above it
choked with grain dust fromthe recent churnings and scatterings of a horde of rats, and Frix had
throwmn in fire from beyond, exploding the stuff and knocking them off their feet though not
setting fire to the ship.

At the sanme tine as the panic-stricken sailors, there also came on deck another group
noted only by the Muser; a nost quiet and orderly file of black rats that went clinbing around
hi mup the mai nmast. The Mouser wei ghed crying an alarm although he woul dn't have wagered a tik
on his chances of survival with hysterical be-cutlassed sailors rat-slashing all around him

In any case his decision was made for himin the negative by Skwee, who clinbed on his left
shoul der just then. Holding on by a |lock of the Mouser's hair, Skwee |eaned out in front of him
staring into the Muuser's left eye with his own two wally blue ones under his black-pluned silver
hel net. Skwee touched pale paw to his buck-toothed lips, enjoining silence, then patted the little
sword at his side and jerked his rat-thunb across his rat-throat to indicate the penalty for
sil ence broken. Thereafter he retired into the shadows by the Muser's ear, presunably to watch
the routed sailors and wave on and conmand his own conpany -- and keep close to the Muser's
jugul ar vein. The Muser kept sawing with his coin.

The starsman cane aft followed by three sailors with two white | anterns api ece. Skwee
crowded back cl oser between the Muser and the mast, but touched the cold flat of his sword to the
Mouser's neck, just under the ear, as a rem nder. The Muser renenbered Hisvet's kiss. Wth a
frown at the Muser the starsman avoi ded the nai nmast and had the sailors hang their lanterns to
the afternast and the crane fittings and the forward range of the afterdeck, fussing about the
exact positions. He asserted in a high babble that light was the perfect mlitary defense and
counter-weapon, and talked wildly of light-entrenchnents and |ight palisades, and was just about
to set the sailors hunting nore | anps, when Slinoor |inped out of the cabin bl oody-foreheaded and
| ooked around.

"Courage, lads," Slinoor shouted hoarsely. "On deck we're still masters. Let down the boats
orderly, lads, we'll need "emto fetch the marines. Run up the red | amp! You there, gong the
alarm ™

Sorreone responded, "The gong's gone overboard. The ropes that hung it -- gnawed!"

At the sane tine thickening waves of fog cane out of the east, shrouding Squid_ in deadly
nmoonlit silver. A sailor npaned. It was a strange fog that seenmed to increase rather than dimnish
t he anobunt of |ight cast by the nobon and the starsman's lantern. Colors stood out, yet soon there
were only white walls beyond the _Squid_'s rails.

Slinoor ordered, "Get up the spare gong! Cook, let's have your biggest kettles, lids and
pots -- anything to beat an alarm"”

There were two splashing thunps as Squid 's boats hit the water

Soneone screaned agonizingly in the cabin

Then two things happened together. The nmminsail parted fromthe mast, falling to starboard
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like a cathedral ceiling in a gale, its lines and ties to the mast gnawed | oose or sawed by tiny
swords. It floated darkly on the water, dragging the boomw de. _Squid_ lurched to starboard.

At the sanme tine a horde of black rats spewed out of the cabin door and cane pouring over
the taffrail, the latter presumably by way of the stern lights. They rushed at the humans in
waves, springing with equal force and resolution whether they | anded on pi ke points or tooth-
clinging to noses and throats.

The sailors broke and made for the rafts, rats |landing on their backs and nipping at their
heels. The officers fled too. Slinoor was carried along, crying for a last stand. Skwee out with
his sword on the Muser's shoul der and bravely waved on his suicidal soldiery, chittering high
then | eaped down to followin their rear. Four white rats arned with crossbows knelt on the crane
fittings and began to crank, load and fire with great efficiency.

Spl ashi ngs began, first two and three, then what sounded like a half dozen together, m xed
with screanms. The Mouser tw sted his head around and fromthe corner of his eye saw the last two
of Squid_'s sailors Ieap over the side. Straining a little further around yet, he saw Slinoor
clutch to his chest two rats that worried him and follow the sailors. The four white-furred
arbal esters | eaped down fromthe crane fittings and raced toward a new firing position on the
prow. Hoarse human cries cane up fromthe water and faded off. Silence fell on Squid_Ilike the
fog, broken only by the inevitable chitterings -- and those few now.

Wen the Muser turned his head aft again, Hi svet was standing before him She was dressed
in close-fitting black |eather fromneck to el bows and knees, |ooking nost like a slimboy, and
she wore a black |leather helnmet fitting down over her tenples and cheeks |ike Skwee's silver one,
her white hair streamng down in a tail behind nmaking her plune. A slimdagger was scabbarded on
her |eft hip.

"Dear, dear Dirksman," she said softly, smling with her little nouth, "you at |east do not
desert ne," and she reached out and al nost brushed his cheek with her fingers. Then, "Bound!" she
said, seeming to see the rope for the first time and drawi ng back her hand "We must renedy that,
D rksman. "

"I would be nost grateful, Wite Princess,” the Muser said hunbly. Nevertheless, he did
not let go his sharpened coin, which although somewhat dull ed had now sliced al nost hal fway
through a third | oop.

"W nust renmedy that," Hisvet repeated a little absently, her gaze straying beyond the
Mouser. "But ny fingers are too soft and unskilled to deal with such m ghty knots as | see. Frix
will release you. Now I nust hear Skwee's report on the afterdeck. Skwee-skwee-skwee!"

As she turned and wal ked aft the Mouser saw that her hair all went through a silver-ringed
hole in the back top of her black hel met. Skwee cane running past the Muser and when he had
al nrost caught up with Hisvet he took position to her right and three rat-paces behind her
strutting with forepaw on sword-hilt and head held high, |ike a captain-general behind his
enpr ess.

As the Mouser resumed his weary sawing of the third | oop, he | ooked at Fafhrd bound to the
rail and saw that the black kitten was crouched fur-on-end on Fafhrd's neck and slowy raking his
cheek with the spread claws of a fore-paw while the Northerner still snored garglingly. Then the
kitten dipped its head and bit Fafhrd's ear. Fafhrd groaned piteously, but then cane another of
the gargling snores. The kitten resuned its cheek-raking. Two rats, one white, one bl ack, wal ked
by and the kitten wailed at themsoftly yet direly. The rats stopped and stared, then scurried
straight toward the afterdeck, presumably to report the unwhol esone condition to Skwee or Hisvet.

The Mouser decided to burst |oose without nore ado, but just then the four white
arbal esters cane back draggi ng a brass cage of frightened cheepi ng wens the Muser renenbered
seeing hanging by a sailor's bunk in the forecastle. They stopped by the crane fittings again and
started a wenshoot. They'd rel ease one of the tiny terrified nutterers, then as it whi sked off
bring it dowmn with a well-ainmed dart -- at distances up to five and six yards, never nissing. Once
or twice one of themwould glance at the Mouser narrowWy and touch the dart's point.

Frix stepped down the | adder fromthe afterdeck. She was now dressed |ike her nistress,
except she had no helnet, only the tight silver hairnet, though the silver rings were gone from
her wrists.

"Lady Frix!" the Mowuser called in a light voice, alnost gaily. It was hard to say how one
shoul d speak on a ship manned by rats, but a high voice seened indicated.

She canme toward himsniling, but, "Frix will do better," she said. "Lady is such a corset
title. "

"Frix then," the Mouser called. "on your way would you scare that black witch cat from our
poppy-sodden friend? He'll rake out nmy conrade's eye."

Frix | ooked sideways to see what the Muser neant, but still kept stepping toward him
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"I never interfere with another person's pleasures or pains, since it's hard to be certain
whi ch are which," she informed him conming close. "I only carry out my mistress' directives. Now
she bids ne tell you be patient and of good cheer. Your trials will soon be over. And this wtha
she sends you as a renenbrancer." Lifting her nouth, she kissed the Muser softly on each upper
eyel i d.

The Mouser said, "That's the kiss with which the unseen priestess of Djil seals the eyes of
t hose departing this world."

"I's it?" Frix asked softly.

"Aye, 'tis," the Muwuser said with a little shudder, continuing briskly, "So now undo ne
these knots, Frix, which is something your mstress has directed. And then perchance give ne a
livelier smack -- after |I've |ooked to Fafhrd."

“I only carry out the directives of ny mistress' own nouth,"” Frix said, shaking her head a
little sadly. "She said nothing to me about untying knots. But doubtless she will direct nme to
| oose you shortly."

"Doubtless,” the Muser agreed, a little glumy, forbearing to sawwith his coin at the
third loop while Frix watched him |If he could but sever at once three | oops, he told hinself, he
m ght be able to shake off the remaining ones in a not inpossibly |arge nunber of heartbeats.

As if on cue, H svet stepped lightly down fromthe afterdeck and hastened to them

"Dear mistress, do you bid ne undo the Dirksman his knots?" Frix asked at once, al nbst as
if she wanted to be told to.

"I will attend to matters here,"” Hisvet replied hurriedly. "Go you to the afterdeck, Frix,
and hearken and watch for ny father. He delays overlong this night." She also ordered the white
crosshowrats, who'd winged their last wen, to retire to the afterdeck

*Chapter Six*

After Frix and the rats had gone, Hi svet gazed at the Muser for the space of a score of
heartbeats, frowning just a little, studying himdeeply with her red-irised eyes.

Finally she said with a sigh, "I wish | could be certain.”

"Certain of what, Wiite Princessshi p?" the Muser asked.

“"Certain that you love nme truly," she answered softly yet downrightly, as if he surely
knew. "Many men -- aye and wonen too and denpbns and beasts -- have told nme they |oved ne truly,
but truly I think none of themloved me for myself (save Frix, whose happiness is in being a
shadow) but only because | was young or beautiful or a Denpiselle of Lankhmar or dreadfully clever
or had a rich father or was dowered with power, being blood-related to the rats, which is a
certain sign of power in nore worlds than Nehwon. Do you truly |ove ne for nyself, Gray Mouser?"

"I love you nost truly indeed, Shadow Princess," the Muser said with hardly an instant's
hesitation. "Truly | love you for yourself alone, Hisvet. | love you nore dearly than aught el se
in Nehwon -- aye, and in all other worlds too and heaven and hell besides."

Just then Fafhrd, cruelly clawed or bit by the kitten, let off a npbst piteous groan indeed
with a dreadful high note in it, and the Muwuser said inpulsively, "Dear Princess, first chase ne
that were-cat fromny large friend, for | fear it will be his blinding and death's bane, and then
we shal |l discourse of our great loves to the end of eternity.”

" That _is what | nean," H svet said softly and reproachfully. "If you loved nme truly for
mysel f, Gray Mouser, you would not care a feather if your closest friend or your wife or nother or
child were tortured and done to death before your eyes, so long as ny eyes were upon you and
touched you with my fingertips. Wth ny kisses on your lips and ny slim hands playing about you,
my whol e person accepting and wel comi ng you, you could watch your large friend there scratched to
bl i ndness and death by a cat -- or nayhap eaten alive by rats -- and be utterly content. | have
touched few things in this world, Gay Muser. | have touched no man, or nale denon or larger nale
beast, save by the proxy of Frix. Remenber that, G ay Mpuser."

"To be sure, Dear Light of nmy Life!" the Muser replied nost spiritedly, certain now of the
sort of self-adoring nmadness with which he had to deal, since he had a touch of the sane mani a and
so was well-acquainted with it. "Let the barbarian bleed to death by pinpricks! Let the cat have
his eyes! Let the rats banquet on himto his bones! Wat skills it while we trade sweet words and
caresses, discoursing to each other with our entire bodi es and our whol e soul s!"

Meanwhi | e, however, he had started to saw again nost fiercely with his nowdulled coin,
unm ndful of Hi svet's eyes upon him It joyed himto feel Cat's Caw |lying against his ribs.

"That's spoken |ike my own true Muser," Hisvet said with nost nelting tenderness, brushing

her fingers so close to his cheek that he could feel the tiny chill zephyr of their passage. Then
turning, she called, "Holla, Frix! Send to nme Skwee and the White Conpany. Each may bring with him
two bl ack conrades of his own choice. | have sonewhat of a reward for them sonmewhat of a specia
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treat. Skwee! Skwee-skwee-skwee!"

VWhat woul d have happened then, both instantly and ultimately, is inmpossible to say, for at
that nmoment Frix hailed, "Ahoy!" into the fog and called happily down, "A black sail, oh Bl essed
Denoiselle, it is your father!"

Qut of the pearly fog to starboard cane the shark's-fin triangle of the upper portion of a
bl ack sail, running alongside Squid_aft of the draggi ng brown nainsail. Two boat hooks, a smal
ship's length apart, cane up and cl anped down on the starboard middeck rail while the black sai
flapped. Frix came running lightly forward and secured to the rail nidway between the boat hooks
the top of a rope | adder next heaved up fromthe black cutter (for surely this nmust be that dire
craft, the Mouser thought).

Then up the | adder and over the rail cane ninbly an old nan of Lankhmar dressed all in
bl ack |l eather and on his left shoulder a white rat clinging with right forepaw to a cheek-flap of
his black | eather cap. He was followed swiftly by two lean bald Mngols with faces yel |l ow brown as
ol d | emons, each shoul der-bearing a large black rat that steadied itself by a yellow ear.

At that nonent, nost coincidentally, Fafhrd groaned again, nore |oudly, and opened his eyes
and cried out in the faraway noban of an opiumdreaner. "MIlions of black nonkeys! Take himoff, |
say! 'Tis a black fiend of hell torments ne! Take himoff!"

At that the black kitten raised up, stretched out its snmall evil face, and bit Fafhrd on
the nose. Disregarding this interruption, H svet threw up her hand at the newconers and cried
clearly, "G eetings, oh Co-conmander ny Father! Geetings, peerless rat-captain Gig! _Clam is
conquered by you, now _Squid_ by nme, and this very night, after small business of my own attended
to, shall see the perdition of all this final fleet. Then it's Mwvarl estranged, the M ngols
across the Sinking Land, dipkerio hurled down, and the rats ruling Lankhmar under mny overlordship
and yours!"

The Mouser, sawi ng ceaselessly at the third loop, glanced to note Skwee's muzzle at that
monent. The snmall white captain had cone down fromthe afterdeck at Hi svet's summning along with
ei ght white conrades, two bandaged, and now he shot Hisvet a silent | ook that seened to say there
m ght be doubts about the last itemof her boast, once the rats rul ed Lankhnar.

Hi svet's father Hi svin had a | ong-nosed, nuch-winkled face patched by a week of white, ol d-
man's beard, and he seened pernmanently stooped far over, yet he noved nost briskly for all that,
taking very rapid little shuffling steps.

Now he answered his daughter's braggi ng speech with a petulant sideways flirt of his black
glove close to his chest and a little inpatient "Tsk-tsk!"™ of disapproval, then went circling the
deck at his odd scuttling gait while the Mngols waited by the |adder-top. Hisvin circled by
Faf hrd and his black tornmentor ("Tsk-tsk!") and by the Muser (another "Tsk!") and stopping in

front of Hisvet said rapid and fumingly, still crouched over, jogging a bit fromfoot to foot,
"Here's confusion indeed tonight! You catsing and romanci ng wi th bound nen! | know, | know The
noon coming through too much! (1'lIl have ny astrologer's liver!) _Shark_ oaring like a mad

cuttlefish through the foggy white! A black balloon with little |lights scuddi ng above the waves!
And but now ere we found you, a vast sea nonster swi nmng about in circles with a gi bbering denon
on his head -- it cane sniffing at us as if we were dinner, but we evaded it!

"Daughter, you and your naid and your little people nust into the cutter at once with us,
pausing only to slay these two and | eave a suicide squad of gnawers to sink _Squid_!'"

"Yeth, think _Thquid_!" the Muser could have sworn he heard the rat on H svin's shoul der
lisp shrilly in Lankhmarese.

"Sink _Squid_?" Hi svet questioned. "The plan was to slip her to Ilthmar with a M ngo
skel eton crew and there sell her cargo."

"Pl ans change!" Hi svin snapped. "Daughter, if we're not off this ship in forty breaths,
_Shark_ will ramus by pure excess of blundering energy or the nonster with the cl own-clad nad
mahout will eat us up as we drift here helpless. Gve orders to Skwee! Then out with your knife
and cut me those two fools' throats! Quick, quick!"

"But, Daddy," Hisvet objected, "I had something quite different in mnd for them Not
death, at |east not altogether. Sonething far nore artistic, even loving -- "

"I give you thirty breaths each to torture ere you slay them" Hisvin conceded. "Thirty
breat hs and not one nore, nind you! | know your somnethings!"

"Dad, don't be crude! Among new friends! _Way_ nust you al ways give people a wong
i npression of me? I won't endure it |onger!"

"Chat-chat-chat! You pother and pose nore than your rat-nother."

"But | tell youl won't endure it. This time we're going to do things ny way for a change!"

"Hi st-hist!" her father commanded, stooping still |lower and cupping hand to | eft ear, while
his white rat Grig inmtated his gesture on the other side.
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Faintly through the fog came a gi bbering. " _Gotterdamter Nebel! Freunde, wo sind Sie?"

(" Goddam fog! Friends, where are you?" Evidently Karl Treuherz's Lankhmarese dictionary was
unavail able to himat the nmonent.) _

"'Tis the gibberer!"™ Hsvin cried under his breath. "The nonster will be upon us! Quick,
daughter, out with your knife and slay, or I'll have ny Mngols dispatch them"

Hi svet lifted her hand against that villainous possibility. Her proudly plunmed head
literally bent to the inevitable.

“I"l1l doit," she said. "Skwee, give ne your crossbow. Load with silver."

The white rat-captain folded his forelegs across his chest and chittered at her with a note
of demand.

"No, you can't have him" she said sharply. "You can't have either of them They're mne
now. "

Anot her curt chitter from Skwee.

"Very well, your people nmay have the small black one. Now quick with your crossbow, or I'l|
curse you! Renenber, only a snooth silver dart."

Hi svin had scuttled to his Mngols and now he went around in a little circle, alnost
spitting. Frix, smling, glided to himand touched his arm but he shook away from her with an
angry flirt.

Skwee was funmbling into his canister rat-frantically. H s eight conrades were fanning out
across the deck toward Fafhrd and the black kitten, which |eaped down now in front of Fafhrd,
snarling defiance.

Faf hrd himsel f was | ooki ng about, bl oody-faced but at |ast |ucid-eyed, drinking in the
desperate situation, poppy-langour bani shed by nose-bite.

Just then there came another gibber through the fog, "Cotterdammter Nirgendswelt!
_ (" Goddam Nowhere-World!")

Faf hrd' s bl oodshot eyes wi dened and brightened with a great inspiration. Bracing hinself
agai nst his bonds, he inflated his mghty chest.

" _Hoongk! " he bellowed. "_Hoongk! "

Qut of the fog cane eager answer, growi ng each tine |ouder: _"Hoongk! Hoongk! Hoongk!"

Seven of the eight white rats that had crossed the deck now returned carrying stretched
between themthe still-snarling black kitten, spread-eagled on its back, one to each paw and ear
while the seventh tried to master but was shaken fromside to side by the whipping tail. The

ei ghth cane hobbling behind on three | egs, shoul der paral yzed by a deep-stabbing cat-bite.

From cabin and forecastle and all corners of the deck, the black rats scurried in to watch
gloatingly their traditional eneny mastered and delivered to tornent, until the m ddeck was thick
with their bloaty dark forns.

Hi svin cracked a conmand at his M ngols. Each drew a wavy-edged knife. One headed for
Faf hrd, the other for the Muser. Black rats hid their feet.

Skwee dumped his tiny darts on the deck. Hi s paw cl osed on a palely gl eam ng one and he
slapped it in his crossbow, which he hurriedly handed up toward his mstress. She lifted it in her
right hand toward Fafhrd, but just then the M ngol noving toward the Mouser crossed in front of
her, his kreese point-first before him She shifted crossbow to | eft hand, whipped out her dagger
and darted ahead of the M ngol

Meanwhi | e the Mouser had snapped the three cut |oops with one surge. The others stil
confined himloosely at ankles and throat, but he reached across his body, drew Cat's O aw and
sl ashed out at the M ngol as H svet shoul dered the yell ow man asi de.

The dirk sliced her pale cheek fromjaw to nose.

The other M ngol, advancing his kreese toward Fafhrd's throat, abruptly dropped to the deck
and began to roll back across it, the black rats squeaking and snapping at himin surprise.

" Hoongk_!"

A great green dragon's head had | oonmed fromthe nmoon-nist over the larboard rail just at
the spot where Fafhrd was tied. Strings of slaver trailed on the Northerner fromthe dagger-

t oot hed j aws.

Li ke a ponderous jack-in-the-box, the red-mawed head di pped and drove forward, |ower jaw
raspi ng the oaken deck and sweeping up fromit a swath of black rats three rats wi de. The jaws
crunched together on their great squealing mouthful inches fromthe rolling Mngol's head. Then
the green head swayed aloft and a horrid swelling travel ed down the greenish-yell ow neck

But even as it poised there for a second strike, it shrank in size by conparison wth what
now appeared out of the mist after it -- a second green dragon's head fourfold | arger and
fantastically crested in red, orange and purple (for at first sight the rider seened to be part of
the nmonster). This head now drove forward as if it were that of the father of all dragons,
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sweeping up a black-rat swath twice as wide as had the first and topping off its nonster gobble
with the two white rats behind the rat-carried black kitten.

It ended its first strike so suddenly (perhaps to avoid eating the kitten) that its parti-
colored rider, who'd been waving his pike futilely, was hurled forward off its green head. The
rider sailed | ow past the mai nnast, knocking aside the Mngol striking at the Muser, and ski dded
across the deck into the starboard rail.

The white rats let go of the kitten, which raced for the nainmast.

Then the two green heads, fam shed by their two days of small fishy pickings since their
last real nmeal at the Rat Rocks, began nethodically to sweep _Squid_'s deck clean of rats,
avoi di ng humans for the nost part, though not very carefully. And the rats, huddled in their nobs,
did little to evade this dreadful nowi ng. Perhaps in their straining toward worl d-doni ni on they
had grown just hunman and civilized enough to experience imaginative, unhelpful, freezing panic and
to have acquired sonething of humanity's talent for inviting and enduring destruction. Perhaps
they | ooked on the dragons' heads as the twin red maws of war and hell, into which they nmust throw
thenselves willy-nilly. At all events they were swept up by dozens and scores. Al but three of
the white rats were anpong t hose engul f ed.

Meanwhi | e the | arger people aboard _Squid_faced up variously to the drastically altered
si tuation.

A d Hisvin shook his fist and spat in the larger dragon's face when after its first
gargantuan swallow it came questing toward him as if trying to deci de whether this bent black
thing were (ugh!) a very queer nman or (yum) a very large rat. But when the stinking apparition
kept com ng on, Hisvin rolled deftly over the rail as if into bed and swiftly clinbed down the
rope ladder, fairly chittering in consternation, while Gig clung for dear life to the back of the
bl ack | eather collar.

Hi svin's two M ngols picked thenmsel ves up, and followed him vowing to get back to their
cozy cold steppes as soon as M ngolly possible.

Faf hrd and Karl Treuherz watched the nelee fromopposite sides of the mi ddeck, the one
bound by ropes, the other by out-wearied astoni shnent.

Skwee and a white rat naned Siss ran over the heads of their packed apathetic black fell ows
and hopped on the starboard rail. There they | ooked back. Siss blinked in horror. But Skwee, his
bl ack- pl umed hel net pushed down over his left eye, nenaced with his little sword and chittered
defiance.

Frix ran to Hisvet and urged her to the starboard rail. As they neared the head of the rope
| adder, Skwee went down it to make way for his enpress, dragging Siss with him Just then Hisvet
turned |ike soneone in a dream The snaller dragon's head drove toward her viciously. Frix sprang
in the way, arms wide, smiling, alittle like a ballet dancer taking a curtain call. Perhaps it
was the suddenness or seeni ng aggressiveness of her nove that nade the dragon sheer off, fangs
clashing. The two girls clinbed the rail.

Hi svet turned again, Cat's Claw s cut a bold red line across her face, and sighted her
crossbow at the Mouser. There was the faintest silvery flash. Hisvet tossed the crossbowin the
bl ack sea and followed Frix down the | adder. The boat hooks |let go, the flapping black sail filled,
and the black cutter faded into the mist.

The Mouser felt a little sting in his left tenple, but he forgot it while whirling the | ast
| oops fromhis shoul ders and ankl es. Then he ran across the deck, disregarding the green heads
lazily searching for last rat norsels, and cut Fafhrd's bonds.

All the rest of that night the two adventurers conversed with Karl Treuherz, telling each
ot her fabul ous things about each other's worlds, while Scylla's sated daughter slowy circled
_Squid_, first one head sleeping and then the other. Tal king was sl ow and uncertai n work, even
with the aid of the little Lankhmarese- Gernman Ger man- Lankhmarese Dictionary for Space-Ti nme and
Inter-Cosmic Travelers, and neither party really believed a great deal of the other's tales, yet
pretended to for friendship's sake.

"Do all men dress as grandly as you do in Tonmorrow?" Fafhrd once asked, admiring the
German's purple and orange garb

"No, Hagenbeck just has his enployees do it, to spread his tine zoo's fane," Karl Treuherz
expl ai ned.

The last of the mist vanished just before dawn and they saw, silhouetted agai nst the sea
silvered by the sinking gibbous noon, the black ship of Karl Treuherz, hovering not a bowshot west
of Squid_, its little lights twinkling softly.

The Gernman shouted for joy, summoned his sl eepy nonster by thwacking his pi ke against the
rail, swung astride the |arger head, and swam off calling after him "_Auf Wedersehen_ !"

Faf hrd had | earned just enough G bberish during the night to know this nmeant, "Until we
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nmeet again."

VWen the nonster and the Gernman had swm below it, the space-tinme engi ne descended, sonehow
engul fing them Then a little later the black ship vani shed.

"It dove into the infinite waters toward Karl's Tonorrow bubbl e,
confidently. "By Ning and by Sheel, the Gernan's a naster nmmgician!"

Faf hrd blinked, frowned, and then sinply shrugged.

The black kitten rubbed his ankle. Fafhrd lifted it gently to eye |level, saying, "I wonder,
kitten, if you're one of the Cats' Thirteen or else their small agent, sent to wake me when waki ng
was needful ?" The kitten smled solemmly into Fafhrd's cruelly scratched and bitten face and
purred.

Clear gray dawn spread across the waters of the Inner Sea, showing themfirst Squid 's two
boats crowded with nen and Slinoor sitting dejected in the stern of the nearer but standing with
uplifted hand as he recognized the figures of the Mouser and Faf hrd; next Lukeen's war galley
_Shark_ and the three other grain ships _Tunny, Carp_ and _Gouper_; lastly, small on the northern
horizon the green sails of two dragon-ships of Mvarl.

The Mouser, running his |left hand back through his hair, felt a short, straight, rounded
ridge in his tenple under the skin. He knew it was Hisvet's snooth silver dart, there to stay.

the Gray Muser affirnmed

*Chapt er Seven*

Faf hrd awoke consumed by thirst and anorous yearning, and with a certainty that it was late
aft ernoon. He knew where he was and, in a general way, what had been happening, but his nmenory for
the past half day or so was at the nonment foggy. His situation was that of a man who stands on a
patch of ground with nountains sharp-etched all around, but the middle distance hidden by a white
sea of ground-m st.

He was in leafy Kvarch Nar, chief of the Ei ght so-called Cities -- truly, none of them
could conmpare with Lankhmar, the only city worth the name on the Inner Sea. And he was in his room
in the straggling, low, unwalled, yet shapely wooden pal ace of Myvarl. Four days ago the Mouser
had sailed for Lankhmar aboard _Squid_ with a cargo of |unber which the thrifty Slinoor had
shi pped, to report to Gipkerio the safe delivery of four-fifths of the grain, the eerie
treacheries of Hisvin and Hisvet, and the whole nmad adventure. Fafhrd, however, had chosen to
remain a while in Kvarch Nar, for to himit was a fun place, not just because he had found a fun-
| ovi ng, handsone girl there, one Hrenlet.

More particularly, Fafhrd was snug abed but feeling somewhat constricted -- clearly he had
not taken off his boots or any other of his clothing or even unbelted his short-ax, the bl ade of
which, fortunately covered by its thick | eather sheath, stuck into his side. Yet he was al so
filled with a sense of glorious achi evenent -- why, he wasn't yet sure, but it was a grand
feel i ng.

W thout opening his eyes or moving any part of himthe thickness of a Lankhmar penny a
century old, he oriented hinmself. To his left, within easy armreach on a stout night table would
be a large pewter flagon of |ight wine. Even now he could sense, he thought, its coolth. Good.

To his right, within even easier reach, Hrenlet. He could feel her radiant warnth and hear
her snoring -- very loudly, in fact.

O was it Hrenlet for certain? -- or at any rate _only_ Hrenlet? She had been very nerry
| ast night before he went to the gaming table, playfully threatening to introduce himintinmately
to a red-haired and hot-bl ooded femal e cousin of hers from Ool Hrusp, where they had great wealth
in cattle. Could it be that...? At any rate, good too, or even better

Wil e under his downy thick pillows -- Ah, there was the explanation for his ever-nounting
sense of glory! Late last night he had cleaned themall out of every golden Lankhmarian rilk,
every gol den Kvarch Nar gront, every golden coin fromthe Eastern Lands, Quarmnall, or el sewhere!
Yes, he renenbered it well now he had taken themall -- and at the sinple gane of sixes and
sevens, where the banker wins if he matches the nunber of coins the player holds in his fist;
those Eight-City fools didn't realize they tried to make their fists big when they held six gol den
coins and tightened them when they held seven. Yes, he had turned all their pockets and pouches
inside out -- and at the end he had crazily matched a quarter of his w nnings agai nst an oddly
engraved slimtin whistle supposed to have magical properties ... and won that too! And then
saluted themall and reeled off happily, well-ballasted by gold Iike a treasure galleon, to bed
and Hrenlet. Had he had Hrenlet? He wasn't sure

Fafhrd permtted hinself a dry-throated, raspy yawn. Was ever man so fortunate? At his |eft
hand, wine. At his right a beauteous girl, or nore likely two, since there was a sweet strong farm
snell coming to himunder the sheets; and what is juicier than a farner's (or cattlenman's) redhead
daughter? Wil e under his pillows -- he twi sted his head and neck | uxuriously; he couldn't quite
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feel the tight-bulging bag of golden coins -- the pillows were many and thick -- but he could
i magine it.

He tried to recall why he had nade that |ast hare-brained successful wager. The curly-
bearded braggart had clainmed he had the slimtin whistle of a wise wonan and that it summoned

thirteen hel pful beasts of some sort -- and this had recalled to Fafhrd the wi se wonan who had
told himin his youth that each sort of animal has its governing thirteen -- and so his
sentinmentality had been awakened -- and he had wanted to get the whistle as a present for the Gay
Mouser, who doted on the little props of magic -- yes, that was it!

Eyes still shut, Fafhrd plotted his course of action. He suddenly stretched out his left
arm bl ind and without any groping fastened it on the pewer flagon -- it was even be-dewed! -- and
drained half of it -- nectar! -- and set it back

Then with his right hand he stroked the girl -- Hrenlet, or her cousin? -- from shoulder to
haunch.

She was covered with short bristly fur and, at his anorous touch, she nooed!

Faf hrd wi de- popped his eyes and jackknifed up in the bed, so that sunlight, striking | ow
through the snmall ungl azed wi ndow, drenched himyellowy and made a nyri ad wonder of the hand-
pol i shed woods paneling the room their grains an infinitely varied arabesque. Beside him

pillowed as thickly as he was -- and possibly drugged -- was a large, |ong-eared, pink-nostriled
auburn calf. Suddenly he could feel her hooves through his boots, and drew the latter abruptly
back. Beyond her was no girl -- or even other calf -- at all

He dove his right hand under his pillows. H's fingers touched the famliar double-stitched
| eat her of his pouch, but instead of being ridgy and taut with gold pieces, it was, except for one
thin cylinder -- that tin-whistle -- flat as an unl eavened Sar heenmar pancake.

He flung back the bedclothes so that they bellied high and wild in the air, like a sai
torn loose in a squall. Thrusting the burgled purse under his belt, he vaulted out of bed,
snatched up his long-sword by its furry scabbard -- he intended it for spanking purposes -- and
dashed t hrough the heavy doubl e drapes out the door, pausing only to dunp down his throat the |ast
of the w ne.

Despite his fury at Hrenlet, he had to admt, as he hurriedly quaffed, that she had dealt
honestly with himup to a point: his bed-conrade was fenale, red-haired, indubitably fromthe farm
and -- for a calf -- beauteous, while her now al armed nooi ng had neverthel ess a throaty anorous
quality.

The common-room was anot her wonder of polished wood -- Movarl's ki ngdom was so young t hat
its forests were still its chief wealth. Mst of the wi ndows showed green | eaves cl ose beyond.
Fromwalls and ceiling jutted fantastic denons and wi nged warrior-nai dens all wood-carved. Here
and there against the wall |eaned beautifully polished bows and spears. A w de doorway led out to
a narrow courtyard where a bay stallion noved restlessly under an irregular green roof. The city
of Kvarch Nar had twenty tinmes as many mighty trees as hones.

About the comon-room | ounged a dozen nmen clad in green and brown, drinking w ne, playing
at board-ganes, and conversing. They were dark-bearded brawny fellows, a little shorter -- though
not much -- than Faf hrd.

Fafhrd instantly noted that they were the identical fell ows whom he had stripped of their
gol d-pi eces at last night's play. And this tenpted him-- hot with rage and fired by gul ped w ne --
into a near-fatal indiscretion

"Where is that thieving, misbegotten Hrenlet?" he roared, shaking his scabbarded sword
above his head. "She's stolen fromunder ny pillows all my wi nnings!"”

Instantly the twelve sprang to their feet, hands gripping sword hilts. The burliest took a
step toward Fafhrd, saying icily, "You dare suggest that a noble naiden of Kvarch Nar shared your
bed, barbarian?"

Fafhrd realized his mistake. His liaison with Henlet, though obvious to all, had never
bef ore been remarked on, because the wonmen of the Eight Cities are revered by their men and may do
what they wish, no matter how |icentious. But woe betide the outlander who puts this into words.

Yet Fafhrd's rage still drove hi mbeyond reason. "Noble?" he cried. "She's a liar and a
whore! Her arns are two white snakes, a-crawl 'neath the blankets -- for gold, not nan-flesh
Despite which, she's also a shepherd of lusts and pastures her flock between ny sheets!"

A dozen swords cane screeching out of their scabbards at that and there was a rush. Fafhrd
grew | ogi cal, alnmpst too late. There seened only one chance of survival left. He sprinted straight
for the big door, parrying with his still-scabbarded sword the hasty bl ows of Mvarl's henchnen,
raced across the courtyard, vaulted into the saddle of the bay, and kicked himinto a gall op.

He risked one backward | ook as the bay's iron-shod hooves began to strike sparks fromthe
flinty narrow forest road. He was rewarded by a vivid glinpse of his yellow haired Hrenlet |eaning
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bare-arnmed in her shift froman upper w ndow and | aughi ng heartily.

A hal f-dozen arrows whirred viciously around himand he devoted hinself to getting nore
speed fromthe bay. He was three | eagues along the winding road to Klelg Nar, which runs east
through the thick forest close to the coast of the Inner Sea, when he decided that the whole
busi ness had been a trick, worked by last night's losers in |eague with Hrenlet, to regain their
gold -- and perhaps one of themhis girl -- and that the arrows had been deliberately w nged to
m ss.

He drew up the bay and listened. He could hear no pursuit. That pretty well confirned it.

Yet there was no turning back now. Even Movarl could hardly protect himafter he had spoken
the words he had of an Eight-Cities |ady.

There were no ports between Kvarch Nar and Klelg Nar. He would have to ride at |east that
far around the Inner Sea, sonehow evading the Mngols besieging Klelg Nar, if he were to get back
to Lankhmar and his share of G@ipkerio's reward for bringing all the grain ships save _Clam_ safe
to port. It was nost irksome

Yet he still could not really hate Hrenlet. This horse was a stout one and there was a big
saddl ebag of food bal ancing a | arge canteen of wine. Besides, its reddish hue delightfully echoed
that of the calf, a rough joke, but a good one.

Al so, he couldn't deny that Hrenlet had been magnificent between the sheets -- a superior
sort of slimunfurred cow, and witty too.

He di pped in his pancake-flat pouch and examined the tin whistle, which aside from nenories
was now his sole spoil fromKvarch Nar. It had down one side of it a string of undeci pherable
characters and down the other the figure of a slimfeline beast couchant. He grinned w dely,
shaki ng his head. What a fool was a drunken ganbler! He nade to toss it away, then renenbered the
Mouser and returned it to his pouch

He touched the bay with his heels and cantered on toward Klelg Nar, whistling an eerie but
qui ckeni ng M ngol march.

Nehwon -- a vast bubble | eaping up forever through the waters of eternity. Like airy
chanpagne ... or, to certain noralists, like a globe of stinking gas fromthe slimest, nost worm
i nfested mar sh.

Lankhmar -- a continent firmseated on the solid watery inside of the bubble called Nehwon.
Wth nountains, hills, towns, plains, a crooked coastline, deserts, |akes, narshes too, and
grainfields -- especially grainfields, source of the continent's wealth, to either side of the

H al, greatest of rivers.

And on the continent's northern tip, on the east bank of the Hal, mistress of the
grainfields and their wealth, the Gty of Lankhmar, oldest in the world. Lankhmar, thick-walled
agai nst barbarians and beasts, thick-floored against creepers and craw ers and gnawers.

At the south of the City of Lankhmar, the Grain Gate, its twenty-foot thickness and thirty-
foot width often echoing with the creak of ox-drawn wagons bringing in Lankhmar's tawny, dry,
edible treasure. Also the G and Gate, larger still and nore glorious, and the snmaller End Gate.
Then the South Barracks with its black-clad soldiery, the Rich Men's Quarter, the Park of Pleasure
and the Plaza of Dark Delights. Next Wwore Street and the streets of other crafts. Beyond those,
crossing the city fromthe Marsh Gate to the docks, the Street of the Gods, with its nmany
fl anboyantly soaring fanes of the Gods _in_ Lankhrmar and its single squat black tenple of the Gods

_of _ Lankhmar -- nore like an ancient tonb except for its tall, square, eternally silent bell-
tower. Then the slums and the wi ndow ess homes of the nobles; the great grain-towers, like a
giant's forest of house-thick tree-trunks chopped off evenly. Finally, facing the Inner Sea to the
north and the Hal to the west, the North Barracks, and on a hill of solid, sea-scul ptured rock

the Ctadel and the Rai nbow Pal ace of Qi pkerio Kistonerces.

An adol escent serving nai d bal anci ng on her close-shaven head with aid of a silver coronet-
ring a large tray of sweet-neats and brinmming silver goblets, strode |ike a tightrope wal ker into
a green-tiled antechanber of the Blue Audi ence Chanber of that pal ace. She wore bl ack | eather
collars around her neck, wists, and slender waist. Light silver chains a little shorter than her
forearns tied her wist-collars to her waist-collar -- it was Aipkerio's whimthat no maid's
finger should touch his food or even its tray and that every naid' s bal ance be perfect. Aside from
her collars she was uncl othed, while aside fromher short-clipped eyel ashes, she was entirely
shaven -- another of the fantastic nonarch's dainty whins, that no hair should drop in his soup
She | ooked like a doll before it is dressed, its wig affixed, and its eyebrows painted on

The sea-hued tiles lining the chanber were hexagonal and big as the palmof a |arge hand.
Most were plain, but here and there were ones figured with sea creatures: a nollusk, a cod, an
oct opus, a sea horse.

The maid was al nost hal fway to the narrow, curtained archway |eading to the Bl ue Audience
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Chanber when her gaze becanme fixed on a tile in the floor a long stride fromthe archway ahead but
somewhat to the left. It was figured with a sea lion. It lifted the breadth of a thunb, like a
little trapdoor, and eyes with a jetty gleama finger-joint apart peered out at her

She shook fromtoes to head, but her tight-bitten lips uttered no sound. The goblets
chinked faintly, the tray began to slide, but she got her head under its center again with a swft
si dewi se ducki ng nmovenent, and then began to go with long fearful steps around the horrid tile as
far as she could to the right, so that the edge of the tray was hardly a finger's-breadth fromthe
wal | .

Just under the edge of the tray, as if that were a porch-roof, a plain green tile in the
wal | opened like a door and a rat's black face thrust out with spade-teeth bared.

The naid | eaped convul sively away, still in utter silence. The tray |left her head. She
tried to get under it. The floor-tile clattered open wi de and a | ong-bodi ed bl ack rat cane
undul ating out. The tray struck the dodging maid' s shoul der, she strained toward it futilely with
her short-chained hands, then it struck the floor with a nerve-shattering clangor and all the
spill ed gobl ets rang.

As the silver reverberations died, there was else only the rapid soft _thunp_ of her bare
feet running back the way she had cone. One goblet rolled a last turn. Then there was desert
stillness in the green antechanber.

Two hundred heartbeats later, it was broken by another nmuted thudding of bare feet, this
time those of a party returning the way the maid had run. There entered first, watchful-eyed, two
shaven- headed, white-snocked, browny cooks, each arned with a cleaver in one hand and a | ong
toasting-fork in the other. Second, two naked and shaven kitchen boys, bearing many wet and dry
rags and a broom of black feathers. After them the naid, her silver chains gathered in her hands,
so that they would not chink fromher trenbling. Behind her, a nonstrously fat woman in a dress of
thick bl ack wool that went to her redoubl ed chins and plunmp knuckl es and hid her surely nonstrous
feet and ankles. Her black hair was dressed in a great round beehive stuck through and through
with |l ong bl ack-headed pins, so that it was as if she bore a prickly planet on her head. This
appeared to be the case, for her puffed face was weighted with a world of sullenness and hate. Her
bl ack eyes peered stern and all-distrustful from between folds of fat, while a sparse bl ack
must ache, |ike the ghost of a black centipede, crossed her upper |lip. Around her vast belly she
wore a broad | eather belt fromwhich hung at intervals keys, thongs, chains, and whips. The
ki tchen boys believed she had deliberately grown nountain-fat to keep them from clinking together
and so warn them when she canme a-spying

Now t he fat kitchen-queen and pal ace m stress stared shrewdly around the antechanber, then
spread her hunpy palns, glaring at the maid. Not one green tile was displ aced.

In |i ke dunb-show, the nmaid nodded vehenently, pointing fromher waist at the tile figured
with a sea lion, then threaded trenblingly forward between the spilled stuff and touched it with
her toe.

One of the cooks quickly knelt and gently thunped it and the surrounding tiles with a
knuckl e. Each tinme the faint sound was equally solid. He tried to get the tines of his fork under
the sea lion tile fromevery side and failed.

The naid ran to the wall where the other glazed door had opened and searched the bare tiles
frantically, her slimhands tugging uselessly. The other cook thunped the tiles she indicated
wi t hout getting a holl ow sound.

The glare of the palace m stress changed from suspicion to certainty. She advanced on the
maid |ike a stormcloud, her eyes its lightning, and suddenly thrusting out her two hamli ke arns,
snapped a thong to a silver ring in the naid's collar. That snap was the | oudest sound yet.

The nmaid shook her head wildly three tines. Her trenbling increased, then suddenly stopped
altogether. As the palace nmistress | ed her back the way they had cone, she drooped her head and
shoul ders, and at the first vindictive dowward jerk dropped to her hands and knees and padded
rapi dly, dog-fashion.

Under the watchful eyes of one of the cooks, the kitchen boys began swiftly to clean up the
mess, wrapping each goblet in arag ere they laid it on the platter, lest it chink. Their gazes
kept darting fearfully about at the myriad tiles.

The Gray Muser, standing on _Squid 's gently-dipping prow, sighted the soaring Citadel of
Lankhmar through the dispersing fog. Beyond it to the east there soon cane into view the square-
topped minarets of the Overlord' s palace, each finished in stone of different hue, and to the
south the dun granaries |like vast snbkestacks. He hailed the first sea-wherry he sawto _Squid 's
side. Wth the black kitten spitting at himreproachfully, and against Slinoor's command but
before Slinoor could decide to have himforcibly restrained -- he slid down the | ong boat hook wth
whi ch the prow wherryman had caught hold of _Squid_'s rail. Landing lightly in the wherry, he gave
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an approving shoul der-pat to the astoni shed hook-hol der, then conmanded, pronmising a fat fee, that
he be rowed with all speed to the pal ace dock. The hook was shi pped, the Muser wove his way to
the slender craft's stern, the three wherrynmen out-oared and the craft raced east over the silty
water, brown with mud fromthe H al.

The Mouser called consolingly back to Slinoor, "Never fear, | will nake a marvel ous report
to dipkerio, praising you to the skies -- and even Lukeen to the height of a I ow raincloud!"

Then he faced forward, faintly smling and frowning at once in thought. He was sonmewhat
sorry he had had to desert Fafhrd, who had been i mersed in an apparently endl ess drinking and
di cing bout with Mwvarl's toughest henchmen when _Squid_ had sailed from Kvarch Nar -- the great
oafs died of wine and their |osses each dawn, but were reborn in the |late afternoon with thirst
restored and noney-pouches niracul ously refilled.

But he was even nore pleased that now he al one woul d bear Gipkerio Mvarl's thanks for the
four shiploads of grain and be able all by hinself to tell the wondrous tale of the dragon, the
rats, and their human masters -- or colleagues. By the tine Fafhrd got back from Kvarch Nar
broken-pursed and |ikely broken-pated too, the Muser woul d be occupying a fine apartnent in
G ipkerio's palace and be able subtly to irk his large conrade by offering himhospitalities and
favors.

He wondered idly where Hisvin and Hisvet and their small entourage were now. Perhaps in
Sar heenmar, or nmore likely Ilthmar, or already lurching by camel-train fromthat city to sone
retreat in the Eastern Lands, to be well away from dipkerio's and Mvarl's vengeance. Unw |l ed
his left hand rose to his tenple, gently fingering the tiny straight ridge there. Truly, at this
al ready dreany distance, he could not hate Hi svet or the brave proxy-creature Frix. Surely
Hi svet's vicious threats had been in part a kind of |love-play. He did not doubt that sone part of
her yearned for him Besides, he had marked her far worse than she had nmarked him Well, perhaps
he woul d nmeet her again some year in sonme far corner of the world.

These foolishly forgiving and forgetting thoughts of the Mouser were in part due, he knew
hinself, to his present taut yearning for any acceptable girl. Kvarch Nar under Movarl had proved
a strait-laced city, by the Muser's standards, and during his brief stay the one erring girl
encountered -- one Hrenlet -- had chosen to err with Fafhrd. Well, Hrenlet had been sonething of a
gi antess, albeit slender, and now he was in Lankhmar, where he knew a dozen-score spots to ease
hi s tautness.

The silty-brown water gave way abruptly to deep green. The sea-wherry passed beyond the
outflow of the H al and was darting along atop the Lankhmar Deep, which dove down sheer-walled and
bottom ess at the very foot of the wave-pitted great rock on which stood the citadel and the
pal ace. And now t he wherrynmen had to row out around a strange obstruction: a copper chute wi de as
a man is tall that, braced by great brazen beans, angled down froma porch of the palace alnost to
the surface of the sea. The Mouser wondered if the whimmy dipkerio had taken up aquatic sports
during his absence. Or perhaps this was a new way of disposing of unsatisfactory servants and
slaves -- sliding themsuitably weighted into the sea. Then he noted a spindl e-shaped vehicle (if
it was that) thrice as long as a man and nmade of sone dull gray netal poised at the top of the
chute. A puzzle.

The Mouser dearly |oved puzzles, if only to elaborate on themrather than solve them but
he had no tine for this one. The wherry had drawn up at the royal wharf, and he was haughtily
exhibiting to the clamoring eunuchs and guards his starfish-enblenmed courier's ring fromdipkerio
and his parchnment sealed with the cross-sworded seal of Mvarl.

The latter seened to inpress the palace-fry nost. He was swiftly bowed across the dock
mounted a dizzily tall, gaily-painted wooden stair, and found hinself in dipkerio's audience
chanber -- a glorious sea-fronting blue-tiled room each large triangular tile bearing a fishy
emblemin bas-relief.

The room was huge despite the blue curtains dividing it nowinto two halves. A pair of
naked and shaven pages bowed to the Mouser and parted the curtains for him Their sinuous silent
movenent s agai nst that bl ue background made himthink of nmermen. He stepped through the narrow
triangul ar opening -- to be greeted by a rather distant but inperious "Hush!"

Si nce the hissing command cane fromthe puckered Iips of Aipkerio hinself and since one of
t he beanpol e nonarch's hand-1ong skinny fingers now rose and crossed those |ips, the Muser
stopped dead. Wth a fainter hiss the blue curtains fell together behind him

It was a strange and nost startling scene that presented itself. The Muser's heart nissed
a beat -- nostly in self-outrage that his inagination had conpletely nmissed the weird possibility
that was now staged before him

Three broad archways | ed out onto a porch on which rested the pointy-ended gray vehicle he
had noted bal anced at the top of the chute. Now he could see a hinged manhole toward its out-
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jutting bow.

At the near end of the roomwas a l|arge, thick-bottomed, close-barred cage containing at
| east a score of black rats, which chittered and wove around each ot her ceasel essly and soneti nes
clattered the bars nenacingly.

At the far end of the sea-blue room near the circular stair leading up into the pal ace's
tallest minaret, Aipkerio had risen in excitenment fromhis gol den audi ence couch shaped |like a
seashell. The fantastic overlord stood a head hi gher than Fafhrd, but was thin as a starved
M ngol. H's black toga made himl ook like a funeral cypress. Perhaps to offset this dismal effect,
he wore a weath of small violet flowers around his blond head, the hair of which clustered in
gol den ringlets.

Cl ose beside him scarce half his height, hanging weightlessly on his armlike an elf and
dressed in a | oose robe of pale blonde silk, was Hisvet. The Muser's dagger-cut, stretching from
her left nostril to her jaw, was still a pink line and would have given her a sardoni c expression
except that now as her gaze swung to the Muser she smiled nost prettily.

St andi ng al nost mi dway between the audi ence couch and the caged rats was Hisvet's father
Hi svin. H's skinny frane was wapped in a black toga, but he still wore his tight black |eather
cap with its long cheek-flaps. Hi s gaze was fixed fiercely on the caged rats and he was weavi ng
his bony fingers at them hypnotically.

"CGnawers dark from deep bel ow. ..
was authoritatively strident.

At that instant a naked young serving nmai d appeared through a narrow archway near the
audi ence couch, bearing on her shaven head a great silver tray |laden with goblets and tenptingly
nmounded silver plates. Her wrists were chained to her waist, while a fine silver chain between her
narrow bl ack anklets prevented her fromtaking steps nore than twice as |ong as her narrow pink-
toed feet.

Wthout a "Hush!" this tine, Gipkerio raised a narrow long palmto her and once agai n put
a long, skinny finger to his lips. The slimmaid s novenents ceased inperceptibly and she stood
silent as a birch tree on a wi ndl ess day.

The Mouser was about to say, "Puissant Overlord, this is evilest enchantnent. You are
consorting with your dearest enenmies!" -- but at that instant Hi svet smiled at himagain and he
felt a frighteningly delicious tingling run down his cheek and gums fromthe silver dart in his
left tenple to his tongue, inhibiting speech

Hi svin reconmenced in his commandi ng Lankhmarese that bore the faintest trace of an Ilthmar
lisp and rem nded the Mouser of the lisping rat Gig:

"Ghawers dark from deep bel ow,

To ratty grave you now nust go!

Bl ear each eye and drag each tail!

Fur fall off and heartbeat fail!"

Al the black rats crowded to the farthest side of their cage fromHisvin, chittering and
squeaking as if in naddest terror. Mdst of themwere on their hind feet, clawing toward the bars
i ke a pani cky human crowd.

The old man, now swiftly weaving his fingers in a npst conplex, mysterious pattern
continued relentlessly:

"Bl ur your eyesight, stop your breath! --

By corrupting spell of Death!

Your brains are cheese, your life is fled!

Spi n once around and drop down dead!"

he began to incant in a voice that whistled with age yet

_And the black rats did just that -- spinning |ike amateur actors both to ease and
dramatize their falls, yet falling nost convincingly all the same with varying plops_ onto the
cage floor or each other and lying stiff and still with furry eyelids a-droop and hairless tails

sl ack and sharp-nailed feet thrust stiffly up

There was a curious sl ow paced sl appy clapping as dipkerio appl auded with his narrow hands
whi ch were long as human feet. Then the beanpol e nonarch hurried to the cage with strides so
| engthy that the lower two-thirds of his toga | ooked like the silhouette of a tent. Hisvet skipped
merrily at his side, while Hisvin came circling swiftly.

"Di dst see that wonder, Gray Muser?" dipkerio demanded in piping voice, waving his
courier closer. "There is a plague of rats in Lankhmar. You, who night from your name be expected
to protect us, have returned somewhat tardily. But -- bless the Bl ack-Boned Gods! -- ny
redoubt abl e servant Hisvin and his inconparable sorcerer-apprentice daughter Hisvet, having
conquered the rats which nenaced the grain fleet, hastened back in good tinme to take neasures
agai nst our |ocal rat-plague -- nagical neasures which will surely be successful, as has now been
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fully denonstrated."

At this point the fantastical overlord reached a long thin naked arm from under his toga
and chucked the Mouser under the chin, nuch to the latter's distaste, though he concealed it.
"Hisvin and Hi svet even tell ne," dipkerio remarked with a fluty chuckle, "that they suspected

_you_ for a while of being in |eague with the rats -- as who would not fromyour gray garb and
smal | crouchy figure? -- and kept you tied. But all's well that ends well and |I forgive you."
The Mouser began a nost polemical refutation and accusation -- but only in his nind, for he

heard hinsel f saying, "Here, Mlord, is an urgent nmissive fromthe King of the Eight Cities. By
the by, there was a dragon -- "

"Ch, that two-headed dragon!" dipkerio interrupted with another piping chuckle and a
rogui sh finger-wave. He thrust the parchnent into the breast of his toga wi thout even gl ancing at
the seal. "Movarl has informed ne by al batross post of the strange nass delusion in nmy fleet.

Hi svin and Hi svet, master psychol ogists both, confirmthis. Sailors are a woefully superstitious
lot, Gray Mouser, and 'tis evident their fancies are nore furiously contagious than | suspected --
for even you were infected! I would have expected it of your barbarian mate -- Favner? Fafrah? --
or even of Slinoor and Lukeen -- for what are captains but junped-up sailors? -- but you, who are
at least sleazily civilized ... However, | forgive you that too! Ch, what a nercy that wi se Hisvin
here thought to keep watch on the fleet in his cutter!"”

The Mouser realized he was nodding -- and that Hi svet and, in his winkle-lipped fashion
H svin were smling archly. He | ooked down at the piled stiff rats in their theatrical death-
throes. Issek take 'em but their droopy-lidded eyes even | ooked whitely gl azed!

"Their fur hasn't fallen off,"” he criticized nmldly.

"You are too literal," dipkerio told himwith a [augh. "You don't conprehend poetic
Iicense."

"Or the devices of hunmano-ani mal suggestion,” H svin added sol emmly.

The Mouser trod hard -- and, he thought, surreptitiously -- on a long tail that drooped
fromthe cage bottomto the tiled floor. There was no atom of response.

But Hisvin noted and lightly clicked a fingernail. The Muser fancied there was a slight
stirring deep in the rat-pile. Suddenly a nauseous stink sprang fromthe cage. Qi pkerio gul ped.
Hi svet delicately pinched her pale nostrils between thunb and ring-finger

"You had sonme question about the efficacy of nmy spell?" Hisvin asked the Muser nopst
civilly.

"Aren't the rats corrupting rather fast?" the Muwuser asked. It occurred to himthat there
m ght have been a tight-sealed sliding door in the floor of the cage and a dozen | ong-dead rats or
merely a well-rotted steak in the thick bottom beneath.

"Hisvin kills 'em doubly dead," dipkerio asserted somewhat feebly, pressing his |ong hand
to his narrow stonmach. "All processes of decay are accel erated!"

H svin waved hurriedly and pointed toward an open w ndow beyond the archways to the porch.
A brawny yellow M ngol in black |oincloth sprang fromwhere he squatted in a corner, heaved up the
cage, and ran with it to dunp it in the sea. The Mouser followed him El bowi ng the M ngol aside
with a shrewd dig at the short ribs and | eaning far out, supporting hinself with his other hand
reaching up and gripping the tiled wi ndow side, the Muser saw the cage tunbling down the sheer
wal | and sea-eaten rock, the stiff rats tunmbling about init, and fall with a white splash into
the blue waters.

At the sane instant he felt Hisvet, who had rapidly followed him press closely with her
sil ken side against his fromarnmpit to ankle bone.

The Mouser thought he made out small dark shapes | eaving the cage and sw nming strongly
underwat er toward the rock as the iron rat-prison sank down and down.

Hi svet breathed in his ear, "Tonight when the evening star goes to bed. The Plaza of Dark
Del i ght. The grove of closet trees.”

Turning swiftly back, Hisvin's delicate daughter conmanded the bl ack-collared, silver-
chained maid, "Light wine of Ilthmar for his Majesty! Then serve us others."

Qi pkerio gul ped down a goblet of sparkling colorless fernent and turned a shade | ess
green. The Mouser sel ected a goblet of darker, nore potent stuff and al so a bl ack-edged tender
beef cutlet fromthe great silver tray as the nmaid dropped gracefully to both knees whil e keeping
her sl ender upper body perfectly erect.

As she rose with an effortl ess-seenm ng undul ati on and noved mncingly toward Hisvin, the
short steps enforced by her silver ankles-chain, the Muser noted that although her front had been
i nnocent of both rainment and ornamentation, her naked back was crisscrossed di anond-wi se by a
desi gn of evenly-spaced pink Iines fromnape to heels.

Then he realized that these were not narrow strokes painted on, but the weals of a
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whi pl ashi ng. So stout Samanda was mmintaining her artistic disciplines! The unspoken tornent-
conspiracy between the lath-thin effem nate Qi pkerio and the bl adder-fat pal ace m stress was both
psychol ogically instructive and di sgusting. The Mouser wondered what the nmaid' s of fense had been
He al so pictured Samanda sputtering through her singing black woolen garb in a huge white-hot oven
-- or sliding with a | eaden wei ght on her knee-thick ankl es down the copper chute outside the

por ch.

G ipkerio was saying to Hsvin, "So it is only needful to lure out all the rats into the
streets and speak your spell at thenf"

"Most true, O sapient Majesty,” Hisvin assured him "though we nust delay a little, unti
the stars have sailed to their nbst potent stations in the ocean of the sky. Only then will ny
magi ¢ slay rats at a distance. |'lIl speak ny spell fromthe blue mnaret and slay themall."

"I hope those stars will set all canvas and nake best speed," dipkerio said, worry
monentarily clouding the childish delight in his long, |owbrowed face. "My peopl e have begun to
fret at me to do something to disperse the rats or fight '"emback into their holes. Wich wll
interfere with luring themforth, don't you think?"

"Don't trouble your mighty brain with that worry," Hi svin reassured him "The rats are not
easily scared. Take neasures against theminsofar as you're urged to. Meanwhile, tell your counci
you have an all-powerful weapon in reserve."

The Mouser suggested, "Wy not have a thousand pages nenorize Hi svin's deadly incantation
and shout it down the rat-holes? The rats, being underground, won't be able to tell that the stars
are in the wong place.”

G i pkerio objected, "Ah, but it is necessary that the tiny beasts also see Hi svin's finger-
weavi ng. You do not understand these refinenments, Muser. You have delivered Mowvarl's m ssive.
Leave us.

"But mark this," he added, fluttering his black toga, his yellowirised eyes |ike angry
gold coins in his narrow head. "I have forgiven you once your delays, Small Gray Man, and your
dr agon- del usi ons and your doubts of Hi svin's magical mght. But | shall not forgive a second tine.
Never nention such matters again."”

The Mouser bowed and nmade his way out. As he passed the statuesque nmaid with crisscrossed
back, he whi spered, "Your nanme?"

"Reet ha," she breathed

Hi svet came rustling past to dip up a silver forkful of caviar, Reetha automatically
droppi ng to her knees.

"Dark delights,” Hi svin's daughter nurrmured and rolled the tiny black fish eggs between her
bee-stung upper |ip and pink and bl ue tongue.

Wien the Mouser was gone, dipkerio bent down to Hisvin, until his figure somewhat
resenbl ed a black gibbet. "A word in your ear," he whispered. "The rats sonetinmes nake even ne ..
wel I, nervous."

"They are nost fearsone beasties,” Hi svin agreed sonberly, "who m ght daunt even the gods."

Faf hrd spurred south along the stony sea-road that led fromKl elg Nar to Sarheenmar and
whi ch was squeezed between steep, rocky nountains and the Inner Sea. The sea's dark swells peaked
up blackly as they neared shore and burst with unending crashes a few yards bel ow the road, which
was dank and slippery with their spray. Overhead pressed | ow dark clouds which seened | ess water
vapor than the snoke of vol canoes or burning cities.

The Northerner was | eaner -- he had sweated and burned away weight -- and his face was
grim his eyes red-shot and red-rimed fromdust, his hair dulled with it. He rode a tall
powerful, gaunt-ribbed gray nmare w th dangerous eyes, also red-shot -- a beast |ooking as cursed
as the | andscape they traversed.

He had traded the bay with the Mngols for this nount, and despite its ill tenper got the

best of the bargain, for the bay had been redly gasping out its life froma lance thrust at the
time of the trade. Approaching K elg Nar along the forest road, he had spied three spider-thin

M ngol s preparing to rape slender twin sisters. He had managed to thwart this cruel and

unaest hetic enterprise because he had given the Mngols no time to use their bows, only the |ance,
while their short narrow scimtars had been no match for Graywand. Wen the |last of the three had
gone down, sputtering curses and blood, Fafhrd had turned to the identically-clad girls, only to
di scover that he had rescued but one -- a Mngol had nean-heartedly cut the other's throat before
turning his scimtar on Fafhrd. Thereafter Fafhrd had mastered one of the tethered M ngol horses
despite its fiendish biting and kicking. The surviving girl had reveal ed anong her other
shriekings that her famly mght still be alive anong the defenders of Klelg Nar, so Fafhrd had
swung her up on his saddl ebow despite her frantic struggles and efforts to bite. Wen she quieted
somewhat, he had been stirred by her slimsprawy linbs so close and her |enur-large eyes and her
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repeat ed assertion, reinforced by horrendous maidenly curses and quai nt chil dhood sl ang, that all
men without exception were hairy beasts, this with a sneer at Fafhrd's luxuriously furred chest.
But al though tenpted to anorousness he had restrained hinself out of consideration for her coltish
youth -- she seened scarce twelve, though tall for her age -- and recent bereavenent. Yet when he
had returned her to her not very grateful and strangely suspicious fam |y, she had replied to his
courteous pronmise to return in a year or two with a winkling of her snub nose and a sardonic
flirt of her blue eyes and slimshoul ders, |eaving Faf hrd somewhat doubtful of his wi sdomin
sparing her his wooing and al so saving her in the first place. Yet he had gained a fresh nount and
a tough M ngol bowwith its quiver of darts.

Kl el g Nar was the scene of bitter house-to-house and tree-to-tree street fighting, while
M ngol campfires glowed in a semcircle to the east every night. To his disnay Fafhrd had | earned
that for weeks there had not been a ship in Klelg Nar's harbor, of which the Mngols held half the
perineter. They had not fired the city because wood was wealth to the |l ean dwellers of the
treel ess steppes -- in fact, their slaves dismantled and pl ucked apart houses as soon as won and
the precious planks and lovely carvings were instantly carted off east, or nore often dragged on
travoi ses.

So despite the runor that a branch of the M ngol horde had bent south, Fafhrd had set off
in that direction on his vicious-tenpered nount, sonewhat taned by the whip and norsels of
honeyconb. And now it seened fromthe snoke adrift above the sea-road that the M ngols night not
have spared Sarheenmar fromthe torch as they had Klelg Nar. It al so began to seemcertain that
the M ngols had taken Sarheenmar, fromthe evidence of the w | d-eyed, desperate, ragged, dust-
caked refugees who began to crowd the road in their flight north, forcing Fafhrd to toil now and
again up the hillside, to save themfromhis new nount's savage hooves. He questioned a few of the
refugees, but they were incoherent with terror, babbling as wildly as if he sought to waken them
fromnightmare. Fafhrd nodded to hinself -- he knew the M ngol penchant for torture.

But then a disordered troop of Mngol cavalry had cone galloping along in the sane
direction as the escaping Sarheenmarts. Their horses were lathered with sweat and their shiny
faces contorted by terror. They appeared not to see Fafhrd, |et alone consider attacking him
while it seened not fromnalice but panic that they rode down such refugees as got in their way.

Faf hrd's face grew grimand frowning as he cantered on, still against the gibbering stream

wonderi ng what horror woul d daunt M ngol and Sarheenmart ali ke.
* *x * %

Bl ack rats kept showi ng thensel ves in Lankhmar by day -- not stealing or biting, squealing
or scurrying, but only showi ng thensel ves. They peered from drai ns and new gnawed hol es, they sat
in window slits, they crouched indoors as calmy and confident-eyed as cats -- and as often

proportionately, in mlady's boudoir as in the tenenent-cells of the poor

Whenever they were noted, there was a gasping and then shrieking, a rush of footsteps, and
a hurling of black pots, begenmed bracel ets, knives, rocks, chessnmen, or whatever else night be
handy. But often it was a time before the rats were noted, so serene and at honme they seened.

Some trotted sedately anmidst the ankles and swayi ng bl ack togas of the crowds on the tiled
or cobbled streets, like pet dwarf dogs, causing sharp hunan eddi es when they were recogni zed.
Five sat |ike black, bright-eyed bottles on a top shelf in the store of the wealthiest grocer in
Lankhmar, until they were spied for what they were and hysterically pelted with clunpy spice-
roots, weighty Hrusp nuts, and even jars of caviar, whereupon they made their leisurely exit
through a splinter-edged rat doorway which had not been in the back of the shelf the day before.
Anmong the bl ack marble scul ptures lining the walls of the Tenple of the Beasts, another dozen
posed two-|egged like carvings until the climax of the ritual, when they took up a fife-Ilike
squeaki ng and began a slow, sure-foot weaving through the niches. Beside the blind beggar Naph
three curled on the curb, nistaken for his soot-dirty rucksack, until a thief tried to steal it.
Anot her reposed on the jewel ed cushion of the pet black narnoset of El akeria, niece of the
overlord and a nost |ush devourer of lovers, until she absently reached out a plunp hand to stroke
the beastie and her nail-gilded fingers encountered not velvet fur, but short and bristly.

During floods and outbreaks of the dread Bl ack Sickness, rats had in renenbered tines
i nvaded the streets and dwel lings of Lankhmar, but then they had raced and dodged or staggered in
curves, never noved with their present inmpudent deliberation

Their behavior nade old fol ks and storytellers and thin-bearded squinting scholars
fearfully recall the fables that there had once been a hunped city of rats |arge as nmen where
i nperial Lankhmar had now stood for three-score centuries; that rats had once had a | anguage and
government of their own and a single enpire stretching to the borders of the unknown world,
coexistent with man's cities but nore unified; and that beneath the stoutly nortared stones of
Lankhmar, far below their customary burrowi ngs and any del vings of man, there was a | ow ceilinged
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rodent netropolis with streets and homes and glowlights all its own and granaries stuffed with
stol en grain.

Now it seenmed as if the rats owned not only that | egendary sub-netropolitan rodent
Lankhmar, but Lankhmar above ground as well, they stood and sat and noved so arrogantly.

The sailors from _Squid_, prepared to awe their sea-tavern cronies and get many free drinks
with their tales of the horrid rat-attack on their ship, found Lankhmar interested only in its own
rat plague. They were filled with chagrin and fear. Some of themreturned for refuge to _Squid_,
where the starsman's |ight-defenses had been renewed and both Slinoor and the black kitten
worriedly paced the poop

*Chapter Eight*

G ipkerio Kistonerces ordered tapers lit while the sunset glow still flared in his lofty
sea-footed banquet hall. Yet the beanpol e nonarch seenmed very nmerry as with nany a giggle and
whi nnyi ng | augh he assured his grave, nervous councillors that he had a secret weapon to scotch
the rats at the peak of their insolent invasion and that Lankhmar would be rid of themwell before
the next full noon. He scoffed at his winkle-faced Captain General, O egnya M ngol shane, who
woul d have hi m sunmon troops fromthe outlying cities and towns to deal with the furry attackers.
He seenmed unmi ndful of the faint patterings that canme from behind the gorgeously figured draperies

whenever a lull in the conversation and clink of eating tools let it be heard, or of the
occasi onal small, hunchbacked, four-footed shadow cast by the tapers' light. As the |ong banquet
went its bibul ous course, he seemed to grow nore nerry and carefree yet -- _fey , sone whispered

in their partners' ears. But twice his right hand shook as he lifted his tall-stemmed w ne gl ass,
whil e beneath the table his ropy left fingers quivered continuously, and he had doubled his |ong
ski nny | egs and hooked the heels of his gilded boots over a silver rung of his chair to keep his
feet off the floor.

Qut doors the rising nmoon, gibbous and wani ng, showed snall, |ow, hunped shapes noving al ong
each roof-ridge of the city, except those on the Street of the Gods, both the many tenples of the
Gods _in_ Lankhmar and the grimy cornices of the tenple of the Gods _of _ Lankhmar and its tall,
square bell-tower which never issued chines.

The Gray Muser scuffed nmoodily up and down the pal e sandy path that curved around the
grove of perfuny closet trees. Each tree was |like a huge, upended, hem spherical basket, its
bottom and sides formed by the thin, resilient, closely-spaced branches which, weighted with dark
green |l eaves and pure white bl oonms, curved wi dely out and down, so that the interior was a single
bel | -shaped, |eaf-and-flower-walled room nost private. Fire-beetles and gl owwasps and ni ght - bees
supping at the closet flowers dinmy outlined each natural tent with their pale, w nking, golden
and viol et and pinkish |ights.

Fromwithin two or three of the softly iridescent bowers already canme the faint nurnurings
of lovers, or perhaps, the Muser thought with a vicious stab of the mnd, of thieves who had
chosen one of these innocent and traditionally hallowed privacies to plot the night's maraudi ngs.
Younger or on another night, the Muuser woul d have eavesdropped on the second class of privacy-
seekers, in order to loot their chosen victinms ahead of them But now he had other rats to roast.

Hi gh tenenments to the east hid the noon, so that beyond the twinkling twilight of the
closet trees, the rest of the Plaza of Dark Delights was al nost gropingly black, except where some
smal | di m sheen marked store or stand, or ghostly flames and charcoal gl ow showed hot food and
drink avail able, or where sonme courtesan rhythmcally swng her tiny scarlet lantern as she
saunt er ed.

Those last lights mightily irked the Mouser at the monent, though there had been tinmes when
they had drawn him as the cl oset bl oom does the night-bee and twi ce they had jogged redly through
his dreans as he had sailed hone in _Squid_. But several npbst enbarrassing visits this afternoon --

first to fashionable female friendlets, then to the city's nost titillating brothels -- had
denmonstrated to himthat his nanhood, which he had felt so ravenously a-leap in Kvarch Nar and
aboard Squid , was linply dead except -- he first surnmised, now rather desperately hoped -- where

H svet was concerned. Every tine he had enbraced a girl this disastrous hal f-day, the slim
triangul ar face of Hi svin's daughter had got ghostily in the way, naking the visage of his
conpani on of the monment dull and gross by conparison, while fromthe tiny silver dart in his
tenple a feeling of sick boredom and unjoyful satiety had radiated through all his flesh

Reflected fromhis flesh, this feeling filled his mind. He was dully aware that the rats,
despite the great |osses they had suffered aboard Squid , threatened Lankhmar. Rats were deterred
even | ess than nen by nunerical |osses and nade themup nore readily. And Lankhnmar was a city for
which he felt sonme snall affection, as of a man for a very large pet. Yet the rats nenacing it

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...GM5%20-%20The%20Swords%200f%20Lankhmar.txt (41 of 99) [12/28/2004 4:47:57 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Fritz%20L ei ber%20-%20FGM 5%20-%20The%20Swords%200f %20L ankhmar . txt

had, whether from Hi svet's training or sonme deeper source, an intelligence and organization that
was eerily frightening. Even now he could imagine troops of black rats footing it unseen across
the lawns and al ong the paths of the Plaza beyond the closet trees' glow, encircling himin a
great anbush, rank on bl ack rank

He was aware too that he had | ost whatever snall trust the fickle Aipkerio had ever had in
himand that H svin and Hi svet, after their seemngly total defeat, had turned the tables on him
and nust be opposed and defeated once again, just as dipkerio' s favor mnmust be re-won.

But Hisvet, far frombeing an eneny to be beaten, was the girl to whomhe was in thrall
the only being who could restore himto his rightful, calculating, selfish self. He touched with
his fingertips the little ridge the silver dart made in his tenple. It would be the work of a
monent to squeeze it out point-first through its thin covering of skin. But he had a dread of what
woul d happen then: he might not |ose only his bored satiety, but the juice of all feeling, or even
life itself. Besides, he didn't want to give up his silver link with Hisvet.

A tiny treading on the gravel of the path, a very faint rutching that was neverthel ess nore
than that of one pair of footsteps, nade himlook up. Two slimnuns in the black robes of the Gods
_of _ Lankhmar and in the customary narrow, jutting hoods which |eft faces totally shadowed were
approaching him long-sleeved armin arm

He had known courtesans in the Plaza of Dark Delights to adopt al nost any garb to inflane
the senses of their custoners, new or old, and capture or recapture their interest: the torn snock
of a beggar girl, the hose and short jerkin and cl ose-cropped hair of a page, the beads and
bangl es of a slave-girl of the Eastern Lands, the fine chain mail and visored helnmet and slim
sword of a fighting prince fromthose sane areas of Nehwon, the rustling greenery of a wood nynph,
the green or purplish weeds of a sea nynph, the primdress of a schoolgirl, the enbroidered garb
of a priestess of any of the Gods _in_ Lankhmar -- the folk of the Gty of the Black Toga are
rarely or never disturbed by blasphem es comitted agai nst such gods, since there are thousands of
them and easily repl aced.

But there was one dress that no courtesan would dare counterfeit: the sinple, straight-
falling black robes and hood of a nun of the Gods _of _ Lankhmar.

And yet. ..

A dozen yards short of him the two slimblack figures turned off the path toward the
nearest closet tree. One parted its rustling, pendant branches, black sl eeve hanging fromher arm
like a bat's wing. The other slipped inside. The first swiftly followed her, but not before her
hood had slipped back a little, showing for an instant by a wasp's violet pulse the sniling face
of Frix.

The Mouser's heart |eaped. So did he.

As the Mouser arrived inside the bower am d an expl osion of dislodged white bloons, as if
the tree herself were throwing flowers to welconme him the two slimblack figures faced around
toward hi m and dropped back their hoods. The sane as he had | ast seen it aboard _Squid_, Frix's
dark hair was confined by a silver net. The smile still curved her |ips, though her gaze was
di stant and grave. But Hisvet's hair was itself a silver-blonde wonder, her |ips pouted
enticingly, as if blowing hima kiss, while her gaze danced all over his person with naughty
merrinent.

She noved toward hima step

Wth a happy roaring shout only he could hear, blood rushed through the Muser's arteries
toward his center, reviving his |linp manhood in a nere nonment, as a magically summoned genie
of f handedl y builds a tower.

The Mouser imtated his blood, rushing blindly to Hi svet and clapping his arns around her.

But with a concerted novenent |like a half-circling in a swift dance, the two girls had
changed pl aces, so that it was Frix he found hinmself enbracing, and with cheek pressed to cheek
for at the last noment she had swayed her head asi de.

The Mouser woul d have di sengaged hinmself then, murnuring courteous and i ndeed al nost
sincere excuses, for through her robe Frix's body felt slimy enticing and nost interestingly
enbossed, except that at that instant Hi svet |eaned her head over Frix's shoul der and, tipping her
el fin face sideways, planted her half-parted |ips on the Muser's nouth, which instantly began to
imtate that of the industrious bee sipping nectar

It seened to himthat he was in the Seventh Heaven, which is reserved for only the nost
yout hf ul and beaut eous of the gods.

When at | ast Hisvet renoved her |ips fromhis, keeping her face so close that the fresh
scar Cat's O aw had made was a bl ue-edged pink ribbon from magnificent nostril to vel vet-rounded
slender jaw, it was instantly to nmurnmur to him "Rejoice, delicious Dirksnman, for you have ki ssed
with your own the actual |ips of a Denpiselle of Lankhmar, which is a famliarity al nbst beyond
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i magi ni ng, and you have kissed _ny_ lips, an intimcy which passeth all understanding. And now,

D rksman, enbrace Frix closely whilst | preoccupy your eyes and sol ace your face, which is truly
the nobl est area of the skin, the very soul's vizard. It is deneaning work for me, to be sure, as
i f a goddess should scrub and anoint with oil a common soldier's dirty boot, yet knowthat | do it
right gladly."

Meanwhile Frix's slimfingers were unbuckling his ratskin belt. Wth the faintest slither
and tiniest double thunk , it slipped with Scalpel and Cat's Claw to the springy cl ose-cropped
turf bleached al nost white by the closet tree's perpetual shade.

"Renenber, your eyes on _ne_ only," Hisvet whispered with the faintest yet firmest note of
reproach. "I remain unjeal ous of Frix only so |long as you disregard her utterly."

Though the light was still velvet soft, it seemed brighter inside the closet tree's bower
than wi thout. Perhaps the gi bbous nobon had risen. Perhaps the glinmrer of the nectar-supping fire-
beetl es and gl ow-wasps and ni ght-bees was concentrated here. A few of themcircled lazily inside
the bower, winking on and off like flirtatious gem noons.

The Mouser clapped his arns nore tightly around Frix's slimwaist, nmeanwhile murnmuring to
Hi svet, "Oh, White Princess ... Ch, icy directress of desire ... Ch, frosty goddess of the erotic
. Ch, satanic virgin..." as she all the while planted tiny kisses on his eyelids and cheeks and
free ear, and raked themwi th the long silvery |ashes of her blinking eyes, so that the plant of
| ove was tenderly cultivated and grew and grew. The Myuser sought to return these favors, but she
stopped his nouth with hers. As his tongue caressed her teeth, he noted that her two center front
i nci sors were somewhat overlarge, but in his infatuated state this difference seened only one nore
poi nt of beauty. Wy even if H svet turned out to have sone of the appurtenances of a dragon or a

giant white spider -- or arat, for that matter -- he would | ove and cosset them each and all.
Even if there Iifted over her head frombehind the joint-masted white npist sting of a scorpion
he woul d honor it with a loving kiss -- well, he mghtn't go quite so far as that, he deci ded
abruptly ... still and on the other hand, he alnost might, for at that instant Hi svet's eyel ashes

tickled the ridge of skin over the silver dart in his tenple.

This was ecstasy indeed, he assured hinself. It seemed to himthat he was now in the N nth
and topnost Heaven, where a few sel ect heroes |uxuriate and dream and submt thensel ves to al npbst
unendur abl e pl easures, at whiles glancing dowmn with [ azy anmusenent at all the gods toiling at
their sparrow wat ching and incense-sniffing and destiny-directing on the many tiers bel ow

The Mouser m ght never have known what happened next -- and it might have been a direly
di fferent happening too -- if it had not been that, never satisfied even with the npst suprene
ecstasy, he decided once nore to disobey Hisvet's explicit injunction and steal a glance at Frix.
Up to this nonent he had been obediently disregarding her with eye and ear, but now it occurred to
himthat it would twist the launching cords of the catapult of pleasure a notch tighter if he
observed both faces of his -- after a fashion -- two-headed |ight-of-Iove.

So when Hisvet once again nuzzled his outside ear with her slender pink and bl ue tongue and
whil e he encouraged her to keep at it with small tw stings of his head and noani ngs of delight, he
rolled his eyes in the other direction, gazing surreptitiously at the face of Frix.

His first thought was that she had her neck bent at an angle that could hardly be anything
but unconfortable, to keep her head quite out of the way of the Mowuser's and her mstress'. His
second t hought was that although her cheeks were passionately inflanmed and her perfuny breath was
panting through her yawn-slack |ips, her gaze was coolly sad, distantly nelancholy, and fixed on
sonet hi ng worl ds away, perhaps a chess game in which she and the Mouser and even Hisvet were |ess
than pawns, perhaps a scene from an uni magi nably renote chil dhood, perhaps --

O perhaps she was watching sonmething a little closer than that, sonething behind himand
not quite worlds away --

Al though it discourteously took his ear away from Hi svet's nmaddeni ng tongue, he rolled his
whol e head in the direction he had his eyeballs and gl anci ng over shoul der saw, blackly outlined
agai nst the pale pulsating wall of closet-bloons, the edge of a crouching silhouette with half-
outstretched arm and sonet hing gl eaning blue-gray at the end of that.

Instantly the Muser crouched hinself, rudely drawi ng back from Frix, and then half spun
around, flailing out backhanded with his I eft hand which had an instant earlier enbraced Hisvet's
mai d.

It was a blow barely in time and of necessity inperfectly ainmed. As the back of his left
fist crashed against the |l ean wist of the ocher hand holding the knife, he felt the sting of its
point in his forearm But then his right fist smashed into the Mngol's face, stirring it at |east
for a noment fromits taut-skinned inpassiveness.

As the snugly black-clad figure staggered backward under the inpact, it seened to divide in
two, like sonme creature of slime reproducing itself, as a second dagger-armed M ngol circled from
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behind the first and noved toward the Muser, who was snatching up his belt and its pendant
scabbards with a curse, drawing his dirk Cat's O aw, because the pommel of that weapon cane first
to his hand.

Frix, who still stood dream |y in her black draperies, was saying in a husky, faraway
voi ce, "Alaruns and excursions. Enter two M ngols," while behind her Hisvet was exclaim ng
petulantly, "Ch, my accursed, spoilsport father! He always ruins ny nost aesthetic creations in
the real ns of delight, whether fromsonme vile and nost unfatherly jeal ousy, or from-- "

By now the first M ngol had recovered and the two rushed warily toward the Mouser,
flickering their knives ahead of their slit-eyed yellow faces as they cane in. The Muser, Cat's
Claw poised a little ahead of his chest, drove them back with a sudden sw shing swing of his belt
held in his other hand. The wei ghted scabbard of his sword Scal pel took one of themin the ear, so
that he winced in pain. Now would be the time to leap forward and finish them-- with a single
dagger-thrust apiece if he were | ucky.

But the Mouser didn't. He had no way of know ng that these Mngols were the only two, or
whet her Hisvet and Frix mght not |eave off their playacting -- if it had been altogether that --
and | eap upon himw th knives of their own as he attacked his | ean bl ack assassins. Mreover, his
| eft armwas dripping blood and he could not yet tell how bad that wound was. Finally, it was
being borne in reluctantly on his proud mind that he was faced with dangers which mght be a nte
too nmuch for even his great cunning, that he was blundering about in a situation he did not wholly
under stand, that he had even now, drunken-sensed, risked his very life against an admittedly
unusual ecstasy, that he dared not depend |longer on fickle luck, and that -- especially in the
absence of brawny Fafhrd -- he badly needed wi se counsel

In two heartbeats he had turned his back on his assailants, darted past a somewhat startled-
| ooking Frix and Hi svet, and burst out through the branchy wall of the closet-bower anidst a
second and even | arger explosion of white bl oons.

Five heartbeats nore and as he scurried north across the Plaza of Dark Delights in the
Iight of the newrisen noon, he had buckled on his belt and withdrawn froma small pouch pendant
on it a bandage which he began deftly to wap tightly about his wound.

Five nore heartbeats and he was hastening through a narrow cobbled alleyway that led in the
direction of the Marsh Gate.

For he had decided that, nuch as he hated to adnit it to hinmself, the time had come when he
must venture across the treacherous, mal odorous Great Salt Marsh and seek the advice of his
sorcerous nentor, Sheel ba of the Eyel ess Face.

Faf hrd spurred his tall gray mare south through the burning streets of Sarheenmar, since no
road | ed around that city fronted by the Inner Sea and backed by desert nountains. Through those
latter dry, craggy hills the only trail led east to the | and-|1ocked desert-girt Sea of Mnsters,
by which stood the Ionely Gty of Chouls, avoided by all other nen

It was snoke-cl ouded night and the sole light was that of the flames gushing in streaners
and roaring sheets fromthe roofs, doors, and wi ndows of buildings once noted for their cool ness,
firing their thick walls of dried-clay bricks to red heat and a beauteous, rippling porcelain-Ilike
gl oss where they did not nelt and topple entirely.

Though the wide street was enpty, Fafhrd's bl oodshot eyes were watchful in his haggard,
snmoke- st ai ned, sweat-rivuleted face. He had | oosened his sword in its scabbard and his short-ax in
its wide sheath, strung his M ngol bow and held it ready in his left hand, and slung the quiver of
its arrows high behind his right shoulder. H's |ightened saddl ebag and hal f-full canteen thunped
against his nount's ribs, while his flat pouch, still enpty except for the ridiculous tin whistle,
fl apped about.

For a wonder the mare was not panicked by the fire all around. Fafhrd had heard that the
M ngol s, by stark-real tests, inured their horses to all manner of horrors alnost as sternly as
they did thensel ves, slaying without nercy those who still quailed on the seventh attenpt of a
beast or the second of a man.

Yet now Fafhrd's nount suddenly stopped dead, just short of a narrow side street, snorting
her |l athered nostrils and glaring her great eyes nore wild and bl codshot than Fafhrd's. Heel -thuds
on her ribs would not put her in again, so Fafhrd di smounted and began to drag her forward by
brute force down the center of the snoke-swirled, flanme-walled street.

Then there came rushing from around the burning corner ahead what | ooked at first glance to
be a gang of exceptionally tall and skinny red-litten skel etons, each wearing a skinpy harness and
brandi shing in either bony hand a short tapering doubl e-edged needl e-poi nted sword.

After an instant's shock, Fafhrd realized these nust be CGhouls, whose flesh and inner
organs, he had heard -- with nuch skepticism but now no | onger -- were transparent except where
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the skin becanme sallowy or rosily translucent on the genital organs and on the lips and smal
breasts of their wonen.

It was said also that they ate only flesh, human by preference, and that it was strange
i ndeed to watch the raw gobbets they gul ped course down and churn within the bars of their ribs,
gradual ly turning to nush and fading fromsight as their sightless blood assinilated and
transformed the food -- granting that a nmere normal man ni ght ever have opportunity to watch
Ghoul s feast wi thout becom ng a supply of gobbets hinself.

Fafhrd was filled with dread, but also indignation, that he, clearly a neutral in a Ghoul -
Sar heenmart - M ngol war, should be thus anbushed -- for now the | eading skeleton hurled his right-
hand sword and Fafhrd had to weave swiftly aside as it cane cartwheeling through the snoky air

Wi ppi ng his hand over shoul der, he set arrow to bow and dropped the forenpst Ghoul with a
shot that transfixed his ribs just to the left of his breastbone. Sonewhat to his surprise, he
di scovered that having a skeleton for foe and target made it easier to aimfor a vital part. Now
as the Ghoul s approached closer, uttering horrendous war-shrieks, he noted the flame-1ight
glinting here and there fromtheir gassy hides and realized that even counting their flesh as
solid, they were an exceptionally skinny, though rangy, folk

He brought down two nore of his charging foes, the last with a dart into a black eye
socket, then dropped his bow, whirled out short-ax and sword, and nmade a long lunge with the
latter as the four remaining CGhouls, their speed unchecked, were upon him

Graywand took a Ghoul under the chin, jolting himto a dying stop. It was weird to see the
skel eton coll apse without rattle of bone. The short-ax next |icked out, decapitating another
eneny, whose gl assy-fleshed skull went spinning off, but whose torso, louting forward, drenched
the Northerner's ax-hand with invisible, warm silky fluid.

These grisly events gave the third Ghoul time to run around his stricken conrades and get
in on Fafhrd a thrust which, fortunately com ng from above, glanced off his left ribs wthout
woundi ng hi m deeply.

The long smarting sword-slice, however, turned Fafhrd's indignation wholly to fury and he
snote that Ghoul so deeply in the skull that the short-ax stuck and was jerked from Faf hrd' s hand.
Hs fury becane an al nost blinding red rage, not |acking sexual undertones, so that when he noted
that the fourth and | ast Ghoul carried pale breasts on her white ribs Iike two roses pinned there,
he knocked the weapons from her hands with short di sarm ng sword-sw pes as she cane darting toward

him then as she faltered stretched her full-length on the road with a | eft-handed punch to her
j aw.

He stood panting, closely eyeing the scattered skeletons for sign of novenent -- there was
none -- and glaring all about for evidence of other parties of Ghouls. None also.

The horror-inured gray nare had hardly shifted an iron-shod hoof during the nelee. Now she
tossed her gaunt head, withed back her black Iips fromher huge teeth and whinnied snickeringly.

Sheat hi ng Graywand, Fafhrd knelt warily by the femal e skel eton and pressed two fingers into
the invisible flesh under the hinges of her jaw. He felt a slow pul se. Wthout cerenony he hoisted
her by the waist. She weighed a little nore than he anticipated, so that her slenderness surprised
himas did also the resilience and snooth texture of her invisible skin. Cold-headedly |eashing
his hot vengeful inpulses, he dunped her over his saddl ebow so that her |egs dangl ed on one side
and her trunk on the other. The nare gl ared back over shoul der and again |lip-withingly bared her
yell owi sh teeth, but did no nore than that.

Faf hrd bandaged hi s wound, rocked his hand-ax fromits bony trap and sheathed it, gathered
up his bow, mounted the mare and cantered on down the fire-fenced street through the weaths of
snoke and swirls of stinging sparks. He was constantly peering for nore anbushes, yet gl ancing
down once he found himnsel f disconcerted that there should appear to be a bare white pelvic girdle
on his saddl ebow, just a fantastically-finned | arge | oose bony knot to the eyes, even though
hitched on either side by nmisty sinews and other cloudy gristle to the balance of a skeleton
After a bit he slung his strung bow over her left shoulder and rested his left hand on the slim
warm invi si bl e buttocks, to reassure hinself there was a woman there.

The rats were looting by night in Lankhmar. Everywhere in the age-old city they were
pilfering, and not only food. They filched the greenish bent brass coins off a dead carter's eyes
and the platinumset nose, ear and lip jewels fromthe triply | ocked gemchest of dipkerio's
waith-thin aunt, gnawing in the thick oak a postern door neat as a fairy tale. The wealthi est
grocer lost all his husked Husp nuts, gray caviar from sea-sundered Qol Plerns, dried |arks
hearts, strength-inparting tiger nmeal, sugar-dusted ghostfingers, and anbrosia wafers, while | ess
costly dainties were untouched. Rare parchnents were taken fromthe G eat Library, including
original deeds to the sewerage and tunneling rights under the npst ancient parts of the city.
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Sweet neat s vani shed from besi de tables, toys fromprinces' nurseries, tidbits fromgold-inlaid
silver appetizer trays, and flinty grain from horses' feedbags. Bracel ets were unhooked fromthe
wrists of enmbracing |overs, the pouches and snugly-fl apped pockets of crossbow armed rat watchers
were picked, and fromunder the noses of cats and ferrets their food was stol en

Qm nous touch, the rats gnawed nothi ng except where it was needful to nake entries, they
left no dirty, clawed tracks or fluted toothmarks, and they befoul ed nothing, but left their dark
droppings in neat pyranids, as if taking an absent owner's care for a house they m ght decide to
occupy permanently.

The nopst cunning traps were set, subtle poisons laid out invitingly, rat-hol es stoppered
with | eaden plugs and brazen plates, candles |it in dark corners, unw nking watch kept in every
likely spot. All to no avail.

Shiversonely, the rats showed a human sagacity in many of their actions. O their few
doorways di scovered, sonme |ooked sawed rather than gnawed, the sawed-out part being replaced |like
alittle door. They swung by cords of their own to dainties hung fromceilings for safety, and a
fewterrified witnesses clained to have seen them hurling such cords over their hanging pl aces
Iike bollas, or even shooting themthere attached to the darts of tiny crossbows. They seened to
practice a division of |abor, sone acting as |ookouts, others as |eaders and guards, others as
skill ed breakers and nechanics, still others as nere burden-bearers docile to the squeak of
conmand.

Worst of all, the humans who heard their rare squeakings and chitterings clainmed they were
not mere ani mal noi ses, but the | anguage of Lankhmar, though spoken so swiftly and pitched so high
that it was generally inpossible to follow.

Lankhmar's fears grew. Prophecies were recalled that a dark conqueror conmanding a
countl ess horde of cruel followers who aped the nmanners of civilization but were brutes _and wore
dirty furs_, would sone day seize the city. This had been thought to refer to the Mngols, but it
could be construed as designating the rats.

* * * %

Even fat Samanda was inwardly terrorized by the depredation of the overlord s pantries and
food | ockers, and by a ceaseless invisible pattering. She had all the maids and pages routed from
their cots two hours before dawn and in the cavernous kitchen and before the roaring fireplace,
bi g enough to roast two beefs and heat two dozen ovens, she conducted a nmass interrogation and
whi pping to quiet her nerves and divert her thoughts fromthe real culprits. Looking like slim
copper statues in the orange |ight each shaven victimstood, bent, knelt or lay flat before
Samanda, as directed, and endured her or his artistically laid-on welting, afterwards kissing the
bl ack hem of Samanda's skirt or gently patting her face and neck with a lily-white towel, chilled
with ice water and wung out, for the ogress plied her whip until the sweat trickled dowmn fromthe
bl ack sphere of her hair and dripped in beads from her nustache. Slender Reetha was |ashed once
nore, but she had a revenge by slipping a fistful of finely ground white pepper into the icy basin
when she returned the towel to it; true, this resulted in a quadrupling of the next victins
puni shrrent, but when one achi eves revenge, the innocent perforce suffer

The spectacle was watched by a sel ect audi ence of white-snocked cooks and grinning barbers,
of whom not a few were needed to shave the palace's arny of servants. They guffawed and giggl ed
appreciatively. It was al so observed by Aipkerio frombehind curtains in a gallery. The beanpol e
overlord was entranced and his aristocratically |ong nerves as much soothed as Samanda's -- until
he noted in the kitchen's topnost gl oony shelves the hundreds of paired pinpoints of the eyes of
uni nvi ted onl ookers. He raced back to his well-guarded private chanbers with his black toga
flapping like a sail torn loose in a squall froma tall-nasted yacht. GCh, he thought, if only

Hi svin woul d work his naster spell! But the old grain-merchant and sorcerer had told himthat one
pl anet was not quite yet in the proper configuration to reinforce his magic. Events in Lankhmar
had begun to ook |like a race between some star and the rats. Well, if worse came to worst,

Gipkerio told hinmself, at once giggling and panting in his swirly flight, he had an infallible
way of escaping from Lankhmar and Nehwon too, and winning his way to some other world, where he
woul d doubtl ess quickly be proclai ned nonarch of all or at any rate an anple principality to begin
with -- he was a very reasonable overlord, Gipkerio felt -- and thereby have sone small sol ace
for the loss of Lankhmar.
*Chapt er N ne*

Sheel ba of the Eyel ess Face reached into the hut without turning his hooded head and
swiftly found a small object and held it forth.

"Here is your answer to Lankhmar's Rat Pl ague," he said in a voice deep, hollow, rapid and
grating as round stones thudding together in a noderate surf. "Solve that problem you solve all."
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Gazing fromnmore than a yard below, the G ay Muser saw sil houetted agai nst the paling sky
a small squat bottle pinched between the black fabric of the overlong sl eeve of Sheel ba, who chose
never to show his fingers, if they were that. Silvery dawnlight shivered through the bottle's
crystal stopper.

The Mouser was not inpressed. He was bone-weary and be-nired fromarnpit to boots, which
wer e now sunk ankl e-deep in sucking nuck and sinking deeper all the tine. His coarse gray silks
were be-slinmed and ripped, he feared, beyond the nost cunning tailor's repair. H's scratched skin,
where it was dry, was scaled with the Marsh's itching nmuddy salt. The bandaged wound in his left
arm ached and burned. And now his neck had begun to ache too, from having to peer craningly
upwar d.

Al'l around himstretched the disnal reaches of the Great Salt Marsh, acres of knife-edged
sea grass hiding treacherous creeks and deadly sink-holes and pinpled with | ow hunmocks crowded
with twi sted, dwarfed thorn trees and bl oated prickly cactuses. Wile its animal population ran a
noxi ous ganut from sea | eeches, giant worns, poison eels and water cobras to saw beaked, |ow
fl appi ng cadaver birds and far-1eaping, clawfooted salt-spiders.

Sheel ba's hut was a bl ack done about as big as the closet-tree bower in which the Muser
had | ast evening endured ecstasy and attenpted assassination. It stood above the Marsh on five
crooked poles or legs, four spaced evenly around its rim the fifth central. Each |eg was footed
with a round plate big as a cutlassman's shield, concave upward, and apparently envenoned, for
ringi ng each was a small collection of corpses of the Marsh's deadly fauna.

The hut had a single doorway, |ow and top-rounded as a burrow entrance. In it now Sheel ba
lay, chin on bent left elbow, if either of those were those, stretching out the squat bottle and
seemng to peer down at the Mouser, unm ndful of the illogicality of one called the Eyel ess
peering. Yet despite the sky-rimnow pinkening to the east, the Muser could see no hint of face
of any sort in the deep hood, only midnight dark. Wearily and for perhaps the thousandth tinme, the
Mouser wondered if Sheel ba were called the Eyel ess because he was blind in the ordinary way, or
had only | eathery skin between nostrils and pate, or was skull-headed, or perhaps had quivering
ant ennae where eyes shoul d be. The specul ati on gave himno shiver of fear, he was too angry and
fatigued -- and the squat bottle still didn't inpress him

Batting aside a springing salt-spider with the back of his gauntleted hand, the Mouser
called upward, "That's a mighty small jug to hold poison for all the rats of Lankhmar. Hola, you
in the black bag there, aren't you going to invite me up for a drink, a bite, and a dry-out? I'1|
curse you otherwise with spells I've unbeknownst stolen fromyou!"

"I"'mnot your nother, mstress, or nurse, but your wizard!" Sheelba retorted in his harsh
hol | ow sea-voi ce. "Cease your childish threats and stiffen your back, snall gray one!"

That |ast seenmed the ultimate and crushing infidelity to the Mouser with his stiff neck and
straining spine. He thought bitterly of the sinew punishing, skin-smarting night he'd just spent.
He' d I eft Lankhmar by the Marsh Gate, to the frightened anazenent of the guards, who had strongly
advi sed agai nst solo marsh sorties even by day. Then he'd followed the tw sty causeway by
moonlight to the lightning-blasted but still towering gray Seahawk Tree. There after |ong peering
he'd spotted Sheelba's hut by a pulsing blue glow coning fromits | ow doorway, and plunged boldly
toward it through the swordi sh sea grass. Then had cone ni ghtnmare. Deep creeks and thorny hunmocks
had appeared where he didn't expect them and he had speedily lost his usually infallible sense of
direction. The small blue gl ow had wi nked out and finally reappeared far to his right, then seened
to draw near and recede bafflingly time after time. He had realized he nust be walking in circles
around it and guessed that Sheel ba had cast a dizzying enchantnment on the area, perhaps to ensure
agai nst interruption while working sone particularly toilsone and heinous nmagic. Only after tw ce
al nost perishing in quicksands and being stal ked by a | ong-1egged marsh | eopard with blue-glinting
eyes which the Muser once nistook for the hut, because the beast seenmed to have a habit of
wi nki ng, had he at | ast reached his destination as the stars were di mming

Thereafter he had poured out, or rather up, to Sheelba all his recent vexations, suggesting
suitable solutions for each problem a |ove potion for Hisvet, friendship potions for Frix and
Hi svin, a patron potion for dipkerio, a Mngol-repellent ointnent, a black al batross to seek out
Fafhrd and tell himto hurry home, and perhaps sonething to use against the rats, too. Now he was
being of fered only the |ast.

He rotated his head withingly to unkink his neck, flicked a sea cobra away with Scal pel's
scabbard-tip, then gazed up sourly at the little bottle.

"How am | supposed to administer it?" he denanded. "A drop down each rat-hole? O do |
spoon it into selected rats and release then? | warn you that if it contains seeds of the Bl ack
Sickness, | will send all Lankhmar to extirpate you fromthe Marsh."

"None of those," Sheel ba grated contenptuously. "You find a spot where rats are
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foregat hered. Then you drink it yourself."

The Mouser's eyebrows lifted. After a bit he asked, "What will that do? Gve nme an evil eye
for rats, so ny glance strikes them dead? Make me clairvoyant, so | can spy out their chief nests
through solid earth and rock? O wondrously increase ny cunning and nental powers?" he added,
though truth to tell, he sonewhat doubted if the last were possible to any great degree.

"Sonmething like all those," Sheelba retorted carelessly, nodding his hood. "It will put you
on the right footing to cope with the situation. It will give you a power to deal with rats and
deal death to themtoo, which no conplete man has ever possessed on earth before. Here." He let go
the bottle. The Muser caught it. Sheel ba added instantly, "The effects of the potion |ast but
nine hours, to the exact pulse-beat, which | reckon at a tenth of a mllion to the day, so see
that all your work be finished in three-eighths that time. Do not fail to report to me at once

thereafter all the circunstances of your adventure. And now farewell. Do not follow nme."
Sheel ba withdrew inside his hut, which instantly bent its |legs and by ones and twos |ifted
its shield-like feet with sucking _plops_ and wal ked away -- sonewhat ponderously at first, but

then nore swiftly, footing it like a great black beetle or water bug, its platters fairly skidding
on the nashed-down sea grass

The Mouser gazed after it with fury and amazenent. Now he understood why the hut had been
so elusive, and what had not_gone wong with his sense of direction, and why the tall Seahawk
Tree was no | onger anywhere in sight. The wi zard had | ed hima |long chase |ast night, and
doubtl ess a nerry one from Sheel ba's vi ewpoi nt.

And when it occurred to the bone-tired, be-mred Muser that Sheelba could readily now have
transported himto the vicinity of the Marsh Gate in his traveling hut, he was m nded to peg at
the departing vehicular dwelling the lousy little bottle he'd got.

Instead he knotted a |l ength of bandage tightly around the small black container, top to
bottom to make sure the stopper didn't conme out, put the bottle in the midst of his pouch, and
carefully retightened and tied the pouch's thong. He prom sed hinself that if the potion did not
solve his problenms, he woul d nake Sheel ba feel that the whole city of Lankhmar had lifted up on
myriad stout |egs and come tranpling across the Great Salt Marsh to pash the wizard in his hut.
Then with a great effort he pulled his feet one after the other out of the nuck into which he'd
sunk al nost knee-deep, pried a couple of pulsing sea slugs off his left boot with Cat's O aw, used
the sane dagger to slay by slashing a giant wormtightening around his right ankle, drank the |ast
stinging sup of wine in his wine-flask, tossed that away, and set out toward the tiny towers of
Lankhmar, now dimy visible in the snoky west, directly under the sinking, fading gi bbous noon.

The rats were harming in Lankhmar, inflicting pain and wounds. Dogs cane howling to their
masters to have needle-like darts taken out of their faces. Cats crawed into hiding to wait it
out while rat-bites festered and healed. Ferrets were found squealing in rat-traps that bruised
fl esh and broke bones. El akeria's black marnoset al nost drowned in the oiled and perfuned water of
his mstress' deep, slippery-sided silver bathtub, into which the spidery-arnmed pet had sonehow
been driven, befouling the water in his fear

Rat - ni ps on the face brought sleepers scream ngly awake, sonetines to see a snall bl ack
formscuttling across the blanket and | eaping fromthe bed. Beautiful or nerely terrified wonen
took to wearing while they slept full nmasks of silver filigree or tough | eather. Mst househol ds,
hi ghest to hunbl est, slept by candlelight and in shifts, so that there were always watchers. A
shortage of candl es devel oped, while | anps and lanterns were priced al nost out of sight. Strollers
had their ankles bitten; nost streets showed only a few hurrying figures, while alleys were
deserted. Only the Street of the Gods, which stretched fromthe Marsh Gate to the granaries on the
Hal, was free of rats, in consequence of which it and its tenples were cranmed wi th worshipers
rich and poor, credulous and hitherto atheist, praying for relief fromthe Rat Plague to the ten
hundred and one Gods _in_ Lankhmar and even to the dire and al oof Gods _of _ Lankhmar, whose bell -
towered, ever-locked tenple stood at the granaries-end of the street, opposite the narrow house of
Hi svin the grain-nmerchant.

In frantic reprisal rat-holes were flooded, sonetines wth poisoned water. Fumes of burning
phosphorus and sul fur were punped down themw th bellows. By order of the Suprene Council and with
the oddly anbival ent approval of dipkerio, who kept chattering about his secret weapons,
prof essional rat-catchers were sumoned en nasse fromthe grainfields to the south and fromthose
to the west, across the river Hal. By command of O egnya M ngol shane, acting w thout consultation
with his overlord, reginments of black-clad soldiers were rushed at the double from Tovilyis,
Kartishla, even Land's End, and issued on the way weapons and itens of uniformwhich puzzled them
m ghtily and nade them sneer nore than ever at their quarternasters and at the effete and fantasy-
m nded Lankhrmar nilitary bureaucracy: |ong-handled three-tined forks, throwing balls pierced with

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...GM5%20-%20The%20Swords%200f%20Lankhmar.txt (48 of 99) [12/28/2004 4:47:57 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Fritz%20L ei ber%20-%20FGM 5%20-%20The%20Swords%200f %20L ankhmar . txt

many doubl e-ended slim spi kes, |ead-weighted throwi ng nets, sickles, heavy |eather gauntlets and
bag- masks of the sane materi al

Where _Squid_ was docked at the towering granaries near the end of the Street of the Cods,
wai ting fresh cargo, Slinoor paced the deck nervously and ordered snpboth copper disks nore than a
yard across set midway up each nooring cable, to baffle any rat creeping up them The black kitten
stayed nostly at the nast-top, worriedly a-peer at the city and descending only to scavenge neal s.
No wharf-cats cane sniffing aboard _Squid_ or were to be seen prow ing the docks.

In a green-tiled roomin the Rai nbow Pal ace of Qipkerio Kistomerces, and in the mdst of a
circle of fork-arned pages and guardsnen officers with bared dirks and small one-hand crossbows at
the cock, Hisvin sought to cope with the hysteria of Lankhmar's beanpol e nonarch, whom a hal f-
dozen slimnaked serving nai ds were sinultaneously brow stroking, finger-fondling, toe-Kkissing,
plying with wine and black opiumpills tiny as poppy seeds, and ot herw se hopefully soot hi ng.

Twi sting away fromhis delightful mnistrants, who noderated but did not cease their
attentions, dipkerio bleated petulantly, "Hi svin, H svin, you nust hurry things. My people nutter
at ne. My Council and Captain Ceneral take neasures over ny head. There are even sl avering nmad-dog
whi spers of supplanting ne on ny seashell throne, as by ny idiot cousin Radonm x Ki stomerces-Null.
Hi svin, you've got your rats in the streets by day and night now, all set to be blasted by your
i ncantati ons. Wen, oh when, is that planet of yours going to reach its proper spot on the starry
stage so you can recite and finger-weave your rat-deadly nagic? Wiat's delaying it, Hisvin?
command that planet to nove faster! Else | will send a naval expedition across the unknown Quter
Sea to sink it!"

The skinny, round-shoul dered grain-merchant sorrowfully sucked in his cheeks beneath the
flaps of his black |eather cap, raised his beady eyes ceilingward, and in general nade a nost
pi ous face.

"Alas, ny brave overlord," he said, "that star's course may not yet be predicted with
absolute certainty. It will soon arrive at its spot, never fear, but exactly how soon the npst
| earned astrol oger cannot foretell. Benign waves urge it forward, then a malign sky-swell drives
it back. It is in the eye of a celestial storm As an iceberg-huge jewel floating in the blue
wat ers of the heavens, it is subject to their currents and ragings. Recall also what |'ve told you
of your traitorous courier, the Gay Muser, who it now appears is in | eague with powerful wtch
doctors and fetish-nen working agai nst us."

Nervously plucking at his black toga and sl apping away with his long, flappy fingers the
pi nk hand of a maid who sought to rearrange the garnent, Gdipkerio spat out peevishly, "Now the
Mouser. Now the stars. What sort of inpotent sorcerer are you? Methinks the rats rule the stars as
well as the streets and corridors of Lankhmar."

Reet ha, who was the rebuffed maid, uttered a soundl ess phil osophic sigh and softly as a
mouse i nserted her slapped hand under her overlord' s toga and began nost gently to scratch his
stomach, nmeanwhil e occupying her mind with a vision of herself girdled in three |eather |oops with
Sanmanda' s keys, thongs, chains, and whips, while the bl ubbery pal ace nistress knelt naked and
quaki ng before her.

Hi svin intoned, "Against that pernicious thought, | present you with a nost powerful
pal i ndronme: Rats live on no evil star. Recite it with lips and nind when your warlike eagerness to
come to final grips with your furry foes makes you nel ancholy, oh npbst courageous conmmander-i n-
chief."

"You give ne words; | ask for action,” Qipkerio conplained.

"I will send ny daughter Hi svet to attend you. She has now disciplined into instructive
erotic capers a new dozen of silver-caged white rats."

"Rats, rats, rats! Do you seek to drive me mad?" G ipkerio squeaked angrily.

“I will at once order her to destroy her harm ess pets, good schol ars though they be,"

H svin answered snoothly, bowing very |low so that he coul d make a nasty face unseen. "Then, your
overl ordshi p wi shing, she shall cone to soothe your battle-stung brazen nerves with nystic rhythns
learned in the Eastern Lands. Wiile her maid Frix is skilled in subtle nassages known only to her
and to certain practitioners in Quarmall, Kokgnab, and Kl esh."

Gipkerio lifted his shoulders, pouted his lips, and uttered a little grunt m dway between
indifference and unwilling satisfaction

At that instant, a half-dozen of the officers and pages crouched together and directed
their gazes and weapons at a doorway in which had appeared a little | ow shadow.

At the same nonent, her nmind overly absorbed and excited by the imagi ned squeal s and groans
of Samanda forced to crawl about the kitchen floor by jerks of her gl obe-dressed black hair and by
jabs of the long pins taken fromit, Reetha inadvertently tweaked a tuft of body hair which her
gently scratching fingers had encountered.
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Her nonarch withed as if stabbed and uttered a thin, piercing shriek

A dwarf white cat had trotted nervously into the doorway, |ooking back over shoul der with
nervous pink eyes, and now when d i pkerio screaned, disappeared as if batted by an unseen broom

Qi pkerio gasped, then shook a pointing finger under Reetha's nose. It was all she could do
not to snap with her teeth at the soft, perfunmed object, which | ooked as |ong and | oat hsone to her
as the white caterpillar of a giant nmoon noth.

"Report yourself to Samanda!" he commanded. "Describe to her in full detail your offense.
Tell her to informme beforehand of your hour of punishment."”

Against his own rule, Hisvin pernitted hinmself a snmall, veiled expression of his contenpt
for his overlord's wits. In his solem professional voice he said, "For best effect, recite ny
pal i ndrone backwards, letter by letter."

The Mouser snored peacefully on a thick mattress in a small bedroom above the shop of
Nattick N nblefingers the tailor, who was furiously at work bel ow cl eani ng and mendi ng the
Mouser's clothing and accouternents. One full and one half-enpty wine-jug rested on the floor by
the mattress, while under the Mouser's pillow, clenched in his left fist for greater security, was
the small black bottle he'd got from Sheel ba.

It had been high noon when he had finally clinbed out of the Geat Salt Marsh and trudged
through the Marsh Gate, utterly spent. Nattick had provided himw th a bath, wine and a bed -- and
what sense of security the Mouser could get fromharboring with an old slum friend.

Now he slept the sleep of exhaustion, his mind just beginning to be tickled by dreamns of
the glory that would be his when, under the eyes of dipkerio, he would prove hinself Hi svin's
superior at blasting rats. H's dreans did not take account of the fact that Hi svin could hardly be
counted a blaster of rats, but rather their ally -- unless the wily grain-nmerchant had decided it
was tine to change sides.

* x * %

Faf hrd, stretched out in a grassy hilltop hollow lit by noonlight and canpfire, was
conversing with a long-Iinbed recunbent skel eton nanmed Kreeshkra, but whom he now nostly addressed
by the pet nane Bonny Bones. It was a noderately strange sight, yet one to touch the hearts of
i magi native |overs and enenies of racial discrimnation in all the many universes.

The sonewhat oddly matched pair regarded each other tenderly. Fafhrd's curly, rather
abundant body hair against his pale skin, where his |oosened jerkin revealed it, was charm ngly
counterpointed by the curving glints of canp-fire reflected here and there from Kreeshkra's skin
agai nst the background of her ivory bones. Like two scarlet mnnows joined head and tail, her
nmobile |ips played or lay quivering side by side, alternately revealing and hiding her pearly
front teeth. Her breasts nounted on her rib cage were |like the stem hal ves of pears, shading from
pal est pink to scarlet.

Faf hrd thoughtfully gazed back and forth between these col orful adornnents.

"Why?" he asked finally.

Her laughter rippled like glass chinmes. "Dear stupid Mud Man!" she said in her outlandishly
accented Lankhmarese. "G rls who are not Ghouls -- all your previous wonen, | suppose, nay they be
chopped to still-sentient raw bits in Hell! -- draw attention to their points of attraction by
concealing themwth rich fabric or precious netals. W, who are transparent-fleshed and scorn all
rai ment, must go about it another way, enploying cosnetics."

Faf hrd chuckled lazily in answer. He was now | ooki ng back and forth between his dear white-
ri bbed conpani on and the noon seen through the snooth, pale gray branches of the dead thorn tree
on the rimof the hollow, and finding a wondrous content in _that_ counterpoint. He thought how
strange it was, though really not so nuch, that his feelings toward Kreeshkra had changed so
swiftly. Last night, when she had revived fromher knockout a mile or so beyond burning
Sar heenmar, he had been ready to ravage and slay her, but she had conported herself with such
courage and | ater proven herself such a spirited and synpathetic conpani on, and possessed of a
ready wit, though somewhat dry, as befitted a skel eton, that when the pink rimof dawn had added
itself to and then drunk the city's flanes, it had seened the natural thing that she should ride
pillion behind himas he resuned his journey south. Indeed, he'd thought, such a conrade m ght
daunt without fight the brigands who swanned around |lthmar and t hought Ghouls a nyth. He had
of fered her bread, which she refused, and w ne, which she drank sparingly. Toward evening his
arrow had brought down a desert antel ope and they had feasted well, she devouring her portion raw.
It was true what they said about Choulish digestion. Fafhrd had at first been bothered because she
seened to hold no grudge on behalf of her slain fellows and he suspected that she m ght be
enpl oyi ng her extrene amability to put himoff guard and then slay him but he had | ater decided
that life or its loss was |ikely accounted no great matter by Ghouls, who | ooked so much I|ike
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skel etons to begin with.

The gray M ngol mare, tethered to the thorn tree on the hollow s rim threw up her head and
ni ckered.

A mle or nore overhead in the windy dark, a bat slipped fromthe back of a strongly
wi ngi ng black al batross and fluttered earthward |i ke an animate | arge bl ack |eaf.

Faf hrd reached out an armand ran his fingers through Kreeshkra's invisible shoul der-1ength
hai r. "Bonny Bones," he asked, "why do you call ne Mud Man?"

She answered tranquilly, "Al'l your kind seemnmud to us, whose flesh is as sparkling clear
as running water in a brook untroubled by man or rains. Bones are beautiful. They are nmade to be
seen." She reached out skel eton-seem ng soft-touching hand and played with the hair on his chest,
then went on seriously, staring toward the stars. "W Ghoul s have such an aesthetic distaste for
nmud-fl esh that we consider it a sacred duty to transformit to crystal-flesh by devouring it. Not
yours, at least not tonight, Mud Man," she added, sharply tweaking a copper ringlet.

He lightly captured her wist. "So your love for ne is nbpst unnatural, at |east by Ghoulish
standards,"” he said with a touch of argunentativeness.

"I'f you say so, master," she answered with a sardonic, nock-subni ssive note.

"I stand, or rather lie, corrected," Fafhrd murnured. "I'mthe | ucky one, whatever your
nmoti ves and whatever nanme we give them" Hi s voice becanme clearer again. "Tell ne, Bonny Bones,
how in the world did you ever cone to | earn Lankhnarese?"

"Stupid, _stupid_ Mud Man," she replied indulgently. "Wy, 'tis our native tongue" -- and
here her voice grew dreany -- "deriving fromthose ages a nmillenniumand nore ago when Lankhmar's
enpire stretched from Quarmall to the Trollstep Mountains and fromEarth's End to the Sea of
Monst ers, when Kvarch Nar was Hwarshnar and we | onely Ghoul s all ey-and-graveyard thieves only. W
had anot her | anguage, but Lankhmarese was easier."

He returned her hand to her side, to plant his own beyond her and stare down into her black
eye sockets. She whinpered faintly and ran her fingers lightly down his sides. Fighting inmpulse
for the moment, he said, "Tell ne, Bonny Bones, how do you manage to _see_ anythi ng when |ight
goes right through you? Do you see with the inside of the back of your skull ?"

"Questions, questions, questions,"” she conpl ai ned noaningly.

“I only want to becone |ess stupid," he explai ned hunbly.

"But | _like_ you to be stupid,"” she answered with a sigh. Then raising up on her el bow so
that she faced the still-blazing canpfire -- the thorn tree's dense wood burnt slowy and fiercely
-- she said, "Look closely into ny eyes. No, without getting between themand the fire. Can you
see a small rainbow in each? That's where light is refracted to the seeing part of ny brain, and a
very thin real image forned there."

Faf hrd agreed he could see twin rai nbows, then went on eagerly, "Don't stop |ooking at the
fire yet; | want to show you sonething." He nade a cylinder of one hand and held an end of the
cylinder to her nearest eye, then clapped his fingers, held tightly together, against the other
end. "There!" he said. "You can see the fire glow through the edges of ny fingers, can't you? So
I"mpart transparent. |'mpart crystal, at |least,"”

"I can, | can," she assured himw th singsong weariness. She | ooked away from his hands and
the fire at his face and hairy chest. "But | _like_you to be mud," she said. She put her hands on
his shoul ders. "Cone, darling, be dirtiest nmud."

He gazed down at the moonlit pearl-toothed skull and bl ackest eye sockets in each of which
a faint opal escent mbonbow showed, and he renmenbered how a wi sewoman of the North had once told
hi m and the Mouser that they were both in love with Death. Wl I, she'd been right, at |east about
hinsel f, Fafhrd had to confess now, as Kreeshkra's arns began to tug at him

At that instant there sounded a thin whistle, so high as to be al nost inaudible, yet
piercing the ear Iike a needle finer than a hair. Fafhrd jerked around, Kreeshkra swiftly lifted
her head, and they noted that they were being watched not only by the M ngol nare, but also with
upsi de-down eyes by a black bat which hung froma high gray twig of the thorn tree.

Filled with prenonition, Fafhrd pointed a forefinger at the dangling black flier, which
instantly fluttered down to the fleshly perch presented. Fafhrd drew off its leg a tiny black rol
of parchnment springy as thinnest tenpered iron, waved the flutterer back to its first perch, and
unrol ling the black parchment and holding it close to the firelight and his eyes close to it, read
the following missive wit in a white script:

_Mouser in direst danger. Al so Lankhmar. Consult N ngauble of the Seven Eyes. Speed of the
essence. Don't lose the tin whistle. _

The signature was a tiny unfeatured oval, which Fafhrd knew to be one of the sigils of
Sheel ba of the Eyel ess Face.

Wiite jaw resting on fol ded white knuckl es, Kreeshkra watched the Northerner from her
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i nscrutabl e bl ack eye pits as he buckled on his sword.

"You're leaving ne," she asserted in a flat voice.

"Yes, Bonny Bones, | nust ride south |ike the wind," Fafhrd admtted hurriedly. "A lifelong
conrade's in i mense peril."

"A man, of course," she divined with the sane tonel essness. "Even Ghoulish nmen save their
greatest love for their nmale swordmates."

"It's a different sort of love," Fafhrd started to argue as he untied the mare fromthe

thorn tree, feeling at the flat pouch hanging fromthe saddl ebow, to make sure it still held the
thin tin cylinder. Then, nore practically, "There's still half the antel ope to give you strength
for your trudge honme -- and it's uncooked too."

"So you assunme ny people are eaters of carrion, and that half a dead antel ope is a proper
nmeasure of what | nmean to you?"

"Well, I'd always heard that Ghouls ... and no, of course, I'"'mnot trying to _pay_
you. ... Look here, Bonny Bones -- | won't argue with you, you're nuch too good at it. Suffice it
that | must course like the lonely thunderbolt to Lankhmar, pausing only to consult ny naster
sorcerer. | couldn't take you -- or anyone! -- on that journey."

Kreeshkra | ooked around curiously. "Wo asked to go? The bat?"

Fafhrd bit his lip, then said, "Here, take ny hunting knife," and when she made no reply,
laid it by her hand. "Can you shoot an arrow?"

The skeleton girl observed to some invisible listener, "Next the Mud Man will be asking if
| can slice aliver. Ch well, | should doubtless have tired of himin another night and on pretext
of kissing his neck, bit through the great artery under his ear, and drunk his blood and devoured
his carrion nmud-flesh, leaving only his stupid brain, for fear of contam nating and naki ng
i mbecilic nmy own."

Abst ai ni ng from speech, Fafhrd laid the Mngol bow and its quiver of arrows beside the
hunting knife. Then he knelt for a farewell kiss, but at the last instant the Ghoul turned her
head so that his lips found only her cold cheek

As he stood up, he said, "Believe it or not, I'Il cone back and find you."

"You won't do either," she assured him "and | shan't be anywhere."

"Nevertheless | will hunt you down," he said. He had untethered the nare and stood beside
it. "For you have given ne the weirdest and nobst wondrous ecstasy of any woman in the world."

Looking out into the night, the Ghoulish girl said, "Congratul ati ons, Kreeshkra. Your gift
to humanity: freakish thrills. Make |like a thunderbolt, Mud Man. | dote on thrills too."

Faf hrd shut his |ips, gazed at her a nonment |onger. Then as he whirled about himhis cloak
the bat fluttered to it and hung there.

Kreeshkra nodded her head, "I said the bat." Fafhrd nounted the mare and cantered down the
hi Il side.

Kreeshkra sprang up, snatched the bow and arrow, ran to the rimof the grassy saucer and
drew a bead on Fafhrd's back, held it for three heartbeats, then turned abruptly and w nged the
arrow at the thorn tree. It lodged quivering in the center of the gray trunk

Faf hrd gl anced qui ckly around at the _snap, whir, tchunk! A skeleton armwas wavi ng him
good- bye and continued to do so until he reached the road at the foot of the slope, where he urged
the mare into a |long-striding | ope.

On the hilltop Kreeshkra stood in thought for two breaths. Then from her belt she detached
sonet hi ng invi sible, which she dropped in the center of the dying canpfire.

There was a sputtering and a shower of sparks, when a bright blue flanme shot straight up a
dozen yards and burnt for as nany heartbeats before it died. Kreeshkra's bones | ooked |ike bl ued
iron, her glinting glassy flesh |like scraps of tropic night-sky, but there was none to see this
beauty.

Faf hrd wat ched the needl elike flare over shoul der as he sped rockingly along and he frowned
into the w nd.

The rats were nmurdering in Lankhmar that night. Cats died by swiftly sped crossbow darts
that punctured slit-pupiled eye to lodge in brain. Poison set out for rats was cunningly secreted
i n gobbets of dogs' dinners. Elakeria's marnoset died crucified to the head of the sandal wood bed
of that plunp wanton, just opposite her ceiling-tall mrror of daily-polished silver. Babies were
bitten to death in their cradles. A few big folk were stung by deep-burrowi ng darts sneared with a
bl ack stuff and died in convul sions after hours of agony. Many drank to still their fears, but the
unwat ched dead-drunk bled to death fromneat cuts that tapped arteries. dipkerio' s aunt, who was
al so El akeria's nother, strangled in a noose hung over a dark steep stairs nade slippery by
spilled oil. A venturesone harlot was overrun in the Plaza of Dark Delights and eaten alive while
no one heeded her screans.
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So tricky were sonme of the traps the rats set and by circunstantial evidence so deft their
wi el di ng of their weapons, that many fol k began to insist that some of them especially the rare
and el usive al binos, had on their forelegs tiny clawed hands rather than paws, while there were
many reports of rats running on their hind | egs.

Ferrets were driven in droves down rat-holes. None returned. Eerily bag-headed, brown-
uni formed sol di ers rushed about in squads, searching in vain for targets for their new and much-
tout ed weapons. The deepest wells in the city were deliberately poisoned, on the assunption that
the city of rats went as deep and tapped those wells for its water supply. Burning brinstone was
reckl essly poured into rat-holes and soldiers had to be detached fromtheir primary duty to fight
the resultant fires

An exodus begun by day continued by night fromthe city, by yacht, barge, rowboat, and
raft, also south by cart, carriage, or afoot through the G ain Gate and even east through the
Marsh Gate, until bloodily checked by command of dipkerio, advised by Hisvin and by the city's
stiff-necked and anci ent Captain General, O egnya M ngol sbane. Lukeen's war galley was one of the
several which rounded up the fleeing civilian vessels and returned themto their docks -- that is,
all but the nost gol d-heavy, bribe-capable yachts. Shortly afterwards, runor spread fast as news
of a new sin, that there was a conspiracy to assassinate dipkerio and set on his throne his
wi del y-admi red and studi ous pauper cousin, Radom x Kistonerces-Null, who was known to keep
seventeen pet cats. A striking force of plain-clothes constables and Lankhmari nes was sent from
t he Rai nbow Pal ace through the torchlit dark to seize Radom x, but he was warned in tine and | ost
hinmsel f and his cats in the sluns, where he and they had nmany friends, both human and feline.

As the night of terror grew older at snail's pace, the streets enptied of civilian human
traffic and grew peculiarly silent and dark, since all cellars and nany ground floors had been
abandoned and | ocked, barred, and barricaded from above. Only the Street of the Gods was stil
crowded, where the rats still had made no assault and where confort of a sort was to be had
agai nst fears. El sewhere the only sounds were the quick, nervous tranp of squads of constables and
sol diers on night guard and patterings and chitterings that grew ever nore bold and numerous.

Reetha lay stretched before the great kitchen fire, trying to ignore Samanda sitting in her
huge pal ace mi stress' chair and inspecting her whips, rods, paddles, and other instrunents of
correction, sometinmes suddenly whisking one through the air. A very long thin chain confined
Reet ha by her neck collar to a large, recessed, iron ring-bolt in the kitchen's tiled floor near
the center of the room OGCccasionally Samanda woul d eye her thoughtfully, and whenever the bel
tolled the half hour, she'd order the girl to stand to attention and perhaps performsome trifling
chore, such as filling Sananda's w ne-tankard. Yet still she never struck the girl, nor so far as
Reet ha knew, had sent nessage to Qipkerio apprising himof the tine of his maid s correction

Reetha realized that she was being deliberately subjected to the tornent of punishnent
deferred and tried to lose her mind in sleep and fantasies. But sleep, the fewtines she achieved
it, brought nightmares and made nore shockful the half-hourly wakeni ngs, while fantasies of
lording it cruelly over Samanda rang too hollow in her present situation. She tried to romance,
but the material she had to work with was thin. Anbng other scraps, there was the snmallish, gray-
cl ad swordsman who had asked her her name the day she had been whi pped for being scared by rats
into dropping her tray. He at |east had been courteous and had seened to regard her as nore than
an ani mated serving tray, but surely he had |long since forgotten her

Wt hout warning, the thought flashed across her nmind that if she could | ure Sanmanda cl ose,
she might if she were swift enough be able to strangle her with the slack of her chain -- but this
thought only set her trenbling. In the end she was driven to a count of her blessings, such as
that at |east she had no hair to be pulled or set afire.

The Gray Mouser woke an hour past mdnight feeling fit and ready for action. H s bandaged
wound didn't bother him though his left forearmwas still somewhat stiff. But since he could not
favorably contact G ipkerio before daylight, and having no mnd to work Sheelba's anti-rat magic
except in the overlord' s admring presence, he decided to put hinmself to sleep again with the
remai ni ng W ne.

Qperating silently, so as not to disturb Nattick Ninblefingers, whom he heard snoring
tiredly on a pallet near him he rather rapidly finished off the half-jug and then began nore
meditatively to suck on the full one. Yet drowsiness, |et alone sleep, perversely refused to cone.
Instead the nore that he drank, the nore tinglingly alive he becane, until at last with a shrug
and a snile he took up Scal pel and Cat's Claw with never a clink and stole downstairs.

There a horn-shielded | anmp burning | ow showed his clothes and accouternments all orderly
lying on Nattick's clean worktable. H's boots and other |eather had been brushed and scrubbed and
then re-suppled with neat's-foot oil, and his gray silk tunic and cl oak washed, dried, and neatly
mended, each new seam and patch interl ocked and double-stitched. Wth a little wave of thanks at
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the ceiling, he rapidly dressed hinself, [ifted one of the two large oil-filned identical keys
fromtheir secret hook, unlocked the door, drew it open on its well-greased hinges, slipped into
the night and | ocked the door behind him

He stood in deep shadow. Moonlight inpartially silvered the age-worn walls opposite and
their stains and the tight-shuttered little windows and the | ow, shut doors above the footstep-
hol | owed stone threshol ds and the worn-down cobbl es and the bronze-edged drain-slits and the
scattered garbage and trash. The street was silent and enpty either way to where it curved out of
sight. So, he thought, nust look the city of Ghouls by night, except that there, there were
supposed to be skel etons slipping about on narrow ridgy ivory feet with somehow never a _clack_ or

click.

Moving like a great cat, he stepped out of the shadows. The swoll en but deforned noon
peered down at him al nost blindingly over Nattick's scalloped roof-ridge. Then he was hinself part
of the silvered world, padding at a swift, long-striding walk on his spongy-sol ed boots al ong
Cheap Street's center toward its curve-hidden intersections with the Street of the Thinkers and
the Street of the Gods. Wore Street paralleled Cheap Street to the left and Carter Street and
Wall Street to the right, all four followi ng the curving Marsh Wall beyond Wall Street.

At first the silence was unbroken. \Wen the Muuser noved |like a cat, he nmade no nore noi se.
Then he began to hear it -- a tiny pattering, alnost like a first flurry of small raindrops, or
the first breath of a stormthrough a snall-leafed tree. He paused and | ooked around. The
pattering stopped. Hi s eyes searched the shadows and di scerned not hi ng except two close-set glints
in the trash that m ght have been water-drops or rubies -- or sonething.

He set out again. At once the pattering was resunmed, only now there was nore of it, as if
the stormwere about to break. He quickened his stride a little, and then all of a sudden they
were upon him two ragged lines of small |ow silvered shapes rushing out of the shadows to his
right and from behind the trash-heaps and out of the drain-slits to his left and a few even
squeezi ng under the scoop-threshol ded doors.

He began to run skippingly and nmuch faster than his foes, Scal pel striking out like a
silver toad's tongue to pink one after another of themin a vital part, as if he were sone
fantastic trash collector and the rats aninate small rubbish. They continued to close on himfrom
ahead, but nost he outran and the rest he skewered. The wine he'd bi bbed giving himconplete
confidence, it becane al nost a dance -- a dance of death with the rats figuring as humanity and he
their grisly gray overlord, armed with rapier instead of scythe.

Shadows and silvered wall switched sides as the street curved. A |arger rat got past
Scal pel and sprang for his waist, but he deftly flicked it past himon Cat's Caw s point while
his sword thrust through two nore. Never in his life, he told hinself gleefully, had he been so
truly and literally the Gray Mouser, decimating a nouser's natural prey.

Then sonething whirred past his nose |ike an angry wasp, and everything changed. He
recalled in a vivid flash the suprenely strange night of decision aboard _Squid_, which had become
al rost a fantasy-menory to him and the crossbow rats and Skwee with sword at his jugular, and he
realized fully for the first tinme in Lankhmar that he was not dealing with ordinary or even
extraordinary rats, but with an alien and hostile culture of intelligent beings, small to be sure,
but perhaps nore clever and surely nore prolific and nurder-bent than even nen

Leavi ng of f skipping, he ran as fast as he could, slashing out repeatedly with Scal pel, but
thrusting his dirk in his belt and grabbing in his pouch for Sheelba's black bottle.

It wasn't there. Wth sinking heart and a sel f-curse, he remenbered that, wi ne-benused,
he'd left it under his pillow at Nattick's.

He shot past the black Street of the Thinkers with its taller buildings shutting out the
noon. More rats poured out. Hi s boot squi shed down on one and he al nost slipped. Two nore stee
wasps buzzed past his face and -- he'd never have believed it fromanother's lips -- a small bl ue-
flami ng arrow. He raced past the lightless long wall of the building housing the Thieves' Guild,
thi nki ng chiefly of naking nore speed and hardly at all of rat-slashing.

Then al nost at once, Cheap Street curving nore sharply, there were bright |ights ahead of
hi m and many people, and a few strides |ater he was anong them and the rats all gone.

He bought froma street vendor a snmall tankard of charcoal -heated ale to occupy the tine
while his dread and gaspi ng faded. Wien his dry throat had been warmy and bitterly wetted, he
gazed east two squares down the Street of the Gods to the Marsh Gate and then west nore glittering
bl ocks than he could clearly see.

It seened to himthat all Lankhmar was gathered here tonight by light of flaring torch and
| anp and horn-shielded candle -- and pole-lofted flare -- praying and strolling, noaning and
drinki ng, nmunching, and whispering fearful gossip. He wondered why the rats had spared this street
only. Wre they even nore afraid of men's gods than men were?
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At the Marsh Gate end of the Street of the Gods were only the hutments of the newest,
poorest, and nost slumsuited Gods _in_ Lankhmar. |ndeed nost of the congregations here were nere
cur bsi de gat herings about some scrawny hermt or | eather-skinned death-skinny priest cone fromthe
deserts of the Eastern Lands.

The Mouser turned the other way and began a slow and twi sty stroll through the hush-voiced
mob, here greeting an old acquai ntance, there purchasing a cup of wine or a noggin of spirits from
a street seller, for the Lankhmarts believe that religion and m nds hal f-fuddl ed, or at | east
dri nk-soot hed, go nicely together

Despite nonentary tenptation, he successfully got by the intersection with Wiore Street,
tapping the dart in his tenple to remind hinself that erotic experience would end in futility.

Al t hough Whore Street itself was dark, the girls young and old were out in force tonight, doing
their business in the shadowed porticos, workmanlike providing man's third nost potent bani shnent
of fears after prayers and w ne.

The farther he got fromthe Marsh Gate, the wealthier and nore richly served becane the

Gods _in_ Lankhmar whose establishments he passed -- churches and tenpl es now, sone even with
silver-chased pillars and priests with gol den chains and gol d-worked vestnents. Fromthe open
doors cane rich yellow |ight and heady incense and the drone of chanted curses and prayers -- all

against the rats, so far as the Muser could make them out.

Yet the rats were not altogether absent fromthe Street of the Gods, he began to note. Tiny
bl ack heads peered down fromthe roofs now and again, while nore than once he saw cl ose-set anber-
red eyes behind the grill of a drainin the curb

But by now he had taken aboard enough wine and spirits not to be troubled by such trifles,
despite his recent fright, and his nmenory wandered off to the strange season, years ago, when
Faf hrd had been the penniless, shaven acol yte of Bwadres, sole priest of |Issek of the Jug, and he
hi nsel f had been lieutenant to the racketeer Pulg, who preyed on all priests and prayerful folk

He returned to his conplete senses near the Hal end of the Street of the Gods, where the
tenples are all gol den-doored and their spires shoot sky-high and the priests' robes are rai nbow
expanses of jewels. Around himwas a throng of folk alnmost as richly clad, and now t hrough a break
in it he suddenly perceived, under green velvet hood and hi gh-piled, silver-woven black hair, the
merry-mnmel ancholy face of Frix with dark eyes upon him Sonething pale brown and small and
irregularly shaped dropped noi selessly fromher hand to the pavenent, here of ceram c bricks
nmortised with brass. Then she turned and was gone. He rushed after her, snatching up the snal
square of ball-crunpl ed parchnent she'd dropped, but two aristos and their courtesans and a
merchant in cloth of gold got shoulderingly in his way, and when he had broken free of them
resolutely curbing his wine-fired tenper to avoid a duel, and got out of the press, no hooded
green velvet robe was to be seen, or any woman in any gui se | ooking renotely |ike Frix.

He snoot hed the crunpl ed parchnent and read it by the light of a | ow sw nging, horn-paned
oil street |anp.

_Be of hero-like patience and courage. _
_Your dearest desire will be fulfilled _
_beyond your daringest expectations, _
_and all enchantrments lifted. _

_Hisvet _

He | ooked up and di scovered he was past the last |uxuriously gleam ng, soaring tenple of
the Gods _in_ Lankhmar and facing the lightless Iow square fane with its silent square bell-tower
of the Gods _of _ Lankhmar, those brown-boned, bl ack-togaed ancestor-deities, whomthe Lankhmarts
never gather to worship, yet fear and revere in their innpost sleeping mnds beyond the sum of all
the other gods and devils in Nehwon.

The excitenent engendered in himby Hisvet's note nonentarily extinguished by that sight,
the Mouser noved forward fromthe |last street lanmp until he stood in the lightless street facing
the lightless low tenple. There crowded into his liquored conpassless nmnd all he had ever heard
of the head Gods _of Lankhmar: They cared not for priests, or wealth, or even worshipers. They
were content with their dingy tenple _so long as they were not disturbed . And in a world where
practically all other gods, including all the Gods _in_ Lankhmar, seemed to desire naught but nore
wor shi pers, nore wealth, nore news of thenselves to be dissipated to the ends of the world, this
was nost unusual and even sinister. They emerged only when Lankhmar was in direct peril -- and
even then not always -- they rescued and then they chastised -- not Lankhmar's foes but her folk --
and after that they retired as swiftly as possible to their disnal fane and rotting beds.

There were no rat-shapes on the roof of _that_ tenple, or in the shadows crowding thick
around it.

Wth a shudder the Mouser turned his back on it, and there across the street, shoul dered by
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the great dimcylinders of the granaries and backgrounded by dipkerio's palace with its rai nbow
m narets pastel in the noonlight, was the narrow, dark-stoned house of Hi svin the grain-nerchant.
Only one window in the top floor showed Iight.

The wild desires roused in the Mouser by Hisvet's note flared up again and he was mightily
tenpted to clinb that wi ndow, however snooth and hol dl ess | ooked the unadorned sooty stone wal |
but common sense got the better of wild desire in himdespite the fire of wine. After all, Hisvet
had wit "patience" before "courage."

Wth a sigh and a shrug he turned back toward the brightly Iit section of the Street of the
Gods, gave nost of the coins in his pouch to a mncing, bejeweled slave-girl for a small crysta
flask of rare white brandy fromthe walled tray hung from her shoul ders just bel ow her naked
breasts, took one swig of the icily fiery stuff, and was by that sw g enbol dened to cut down pitch-
black Nun Street, intending to go a square beyond the Street of the Thinkers and by way of Crafts
Street, weave hone to Cheap Street and Nattick's.

Aboard _Squid_, curled up in the crow s nest, the black kitten withed and whinpered in his
sl eep as though racked by the nightnmares of a full-grown cat, or even a tiger

*Chapt er Ten*

Fafhrd stole a |lanb at dawn and broke into a cornfield north of Ilthmar to provide
breakfast for hinself and his nount. The thick chops, broiled or at |east well-scorched on a thick
green twig over a small fire, were delicious, but the mare as she chonped grimy eyed her new
master with what seemed to himaqualified approval, as if to say, "I'll eat this corn, though it is
soft, mlky, and effem nate truck conpared to the flinty Mngol grain on which they raised ne and
grew ny stern courage, which cones of grinding the teeth."

They finished their repast, but nade off hurriedly when outraged shepherds and farners cane
hooting at themthrough the tall green field. A stone slung by a shepherd who'd probably brained a
few dozen wolves in his day whizzed cl ose above Fafhrd's ducked head. He attenpted no reprisal
but gall oped out of range, then reined in to an anble to give hinself time to think before passing
through I'lthmar, around which no roads |l ed, and the squatty towers of which were already visible
ahead, glinting deceptively golden in the newninted rays of the fresh sun.

[Ithmar, fronting the Inner Sea somewhat north of the Sinking Land which led west to
Lankhmar, was an ill, treacherous, noney-m nded city. Though nearest Lankhmar, it stood at the
crossroads of the known world, roughly equidistant fromthe desert-guarded Eastern Lands, the
forested Land of the Eight Cities, and the steppes, where travel ed about the great tent-city of
the nerciless Mngols. And being so situated, it forever sought by guile or secret force to | evy
toll on all travelers. Its land-pirates and sea-brigands, who split their take with its unruly
governi ng barons, were widely feared, yet the great powers could never pernit one of thenselves to
domi nate such a strategic point, so Ilthmar maintained the independence of a niddleman, albeit a
nost thievish and untrustworthy one.

Central |ocation, where the gossip of all Nehwon crossed tracks along with the world's
travelers, was surely also the reason why Ni ngauble of the Seven Eyes had |ocated hinself in a
mazy, enchantnent-guarded cave at the foot of the little nountains south of IIthnar

Faf hrd saw no signs of M ngol raiding, which did not entirely please him An al arned
Ilthmar would be easier to slip through than an Ilthmar pretending to doze in the sun, but with
pi g-eyes ever a-watch for booty. He wi shed now he'd brought Kreeshkra with him as he'd earlier
pl anned. Her terrifying bones woul d have been a surer guarantee of safe transit than a passport
fromthe King of the East stanped in gold-sifted wax with his faned Behenoth Seal. Wiat a fool
either to dote or to flee, a man was about a woman new bedded! He wi shed al so that he had not
given her his bow, or rather that he'd had two bows.

However, he was three-quarters of the way through the trash-paved city with its bedbug inns
and smiling little taverns of resinous wine, nore often than not [aced with opiumfor the uneasy,
before troubl e pounced. A great gaudy caravan rousing itself for its honeward journey to the
Eastern Lands doubtless attracted attention fromhim The only decor of the nmean buil di ngs around
himwas the enblemof Ilthmar's rat-god, endl essly repeated.

The troubl e came two bl ocks beyond the caravan and consi sted of seven scarred and
pockmar ked rogues, all clad in black boots, tight black trousers and jerkins and bl ack cloaks with
hoods thrown back to show close-fitting black skullcaps. One nonent the street seened clear, the
next all seven were around him nenacing with their w ckedly sawtoothed swords and ot her weapons,
and demandi ng he di snount .

One made to seize the mare's bridle near the bit. That was definitely a m stake. She reared
and put an iron-shod hoof past his guard and into his skull as neatly as a duelist. Fafhrd drew
Graywand and at the end of the draw ng stroke slashed through the throat of the nearest black
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bri gand. Coming down on her forehooves the nare | ashed out a hind one and ruined the guts of an
unchi valrous fellow preparing to launch a short javelin at Fafhrd' s back. Then horse and rider
were galloping away at a pace that at the southern outskirts of the city took thempast Ilthmar's
baroni al guard before those slightly nore respectable, iron-clad brigands could get set to stop

t hem

A hal f | eague beyond, Fafhrd | ooked back. There was no sign as yet of pursuit, but he was
hardly reassured. He knew his Ilthmar brigands. They were stickers. Fired now by revenge-lust as
wel|l as | oot-hunger, the four remining black rogues woul d doubtl ess soon be on his trail. And
this time they'd have arrows or at |least nore javelins, and use themat a respectful distance. He
began to scan the slopes ahead for the tricky, alnbst unmarked path | eading to N ngauble's
under ground dwel | i ng.

G ipkerio Kistonmerces found the nmeeting of the Council of Energency al nost nore than he
could bear. It was nothing nore than the Inner Council plus the War Council, which overlapped in
menber shi p, these two bei ng augnented by a few additional notables, including H svin, who had said
not hing, so far, though his small black-irised eyes were watchful. But all the others, waving
their toga-wi nged arns for enphasis, did nothing but talk, talk, talk about the rats, rats, rats!

The beanpol e overlord, who did not |ook tall when seated, since all his height was in his
| egs, had | ong since dropped his hands below the tabletop to hide the jittery way they were
weavi ng like a nest of nervous white snakes, but perhaps because of this he had now devel oped a
violent facial tic which jolted his weath of daffodils down over his eyes every thirteenth breath
he drew -- he had been counting and found the nunber deci dedly om nous.

Besides this, he had |lunched only hurriedly and neagerly and -- worse -- not watched a page
or mai d bei ng whi pped or even sl apped since before breakfast, so that his | ong nerves, finer drawn
than those of other men by reason of his superior aristocracy and great length of linb, were in a
most wretched state. It was all of yesterday, he recalled, that he had sent that one nincing nmaid

to Samanda for punishment and still had got no word from his overbearing pal ace m stress.
dipkerio knew well enough the torment of punishment deferred, but in this case it seenmed to have
turned into a tornent of pleasure deferred -- for hinself. The beastly fat wonman shoul d have nore

i magi nation! Wy, oh why, he asked hinmself, was it only that watching a whipping could soothe hin®
He was a man greatly abused by destiny.

Now some bl ack-togaed idiot was listing out nine argunments for feeing the entire priesthood
of Ilthmar's rat-god to cone to Lankhmar and make propitiating prayers. Gipkerio had grown so
nervously inpatient that he was exasperated even by the ful sone conmplinments to hinself with which
each speaker lengthily prefaced his speech, and whenever a speaker paused nore than a nonment for
breath or effect, he had taken to quickly saying "Yes," or "No," at random hoping this would
speed things up, but it appeared to be working out the other way. O egnya M ngol sbane had still to
speak and he was the nobst boring, |engthiest, and self-infatuated tal ker of themall.

A page approached hi mand kneel ed, hol ding respectfully out a scrap of dirty parchment
twice folded and sealed with candl e grease. He snatched it, glancing at Samanda's unm st akably
| arge and thick-whorled thunbprint in the sooty grease, and tore it open and read the bl ack
scraw .

_She shall be lashed with white-hot wires _
_on the stroke of three. Do not be tardy, little _
_overlord, for | shall not wait for you. _

d i pkerio sprang up, his thoughts for the nonment concerned only with whether it was the

hal f-hour or three-quarter hour after two o' clock he had |ast heard strike.

Waving the refol ded note at his council -- or perhaps it was only that his hand was wildly
a-twitch -- he said in one breath, glaring defiantly as he did so, "lnmportant news of ny secret
weapon! | nust closet nme at once with its sender,” and without waiting for reactions, but with a

final tic so violent it jolted his daffodil weath forward to rest on his nose, Lankhmar's
overl ord dashed through a silver-chased purple-wood arch out of the Council Chanber.

Hisvin slid out of his chair with a curt, thin-Iipped bowto the council and went scuttling
after himas fast as if he had wheels under his toga rather than feet. He caught up with dipkerio
in the corridor, laid firmhand on the skinny el bow high as his bl ack-capped skull and after a
qui ck gl ance ahead and back for eavesdroppers, called up softly but stirringly, "Rejoice, oh
mghty mind that is Lankhmar's very brain, for the |agging planet has at last arrived at his
proper station, nmade rendezvous with his starry fleet, and tonight |I speak ny spell that shal
save your city fromthe rats!"

"What's that? Ch yes. Good, oh good," the other responded, seeking chiefly to break | oose
from Hi svin's grasp, though neanwhil e pushing back his yellow weath so it was once nore atop his
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bl ond-ringl eted narrow skull. "But now | nust rush ne to -- "

"She will stand and wait for her thrashing," Hisvin hissed with naked contenpt. "I said
that tonight at the stroke of twelve | speak mnmy spell that shall save Lankhmar fromthe rats, and
save your overlord's throne too, which you nust certainly |ose before dawn if we beat not the rats
toni ght."

"But that's just the point, she won't_ wait," dipkerio responded with agonizing
agitation. "It's _twelve_, you say? But that can't be. It's not yet three! -- surely?"

"Ch wisest and nost patient one, master of time and the waters of space,” H svin how ed
obsequi ously, a-tiptoe. Then he dug his nails into Gipkerio' s armand said slowy, marking each

word, "l said that tonight's the night. My denonic intelligencers assure nme the rats plan to hold
off this evening, to lull the city's wariness, then nake a grand assault at nidnight. To nake sure
they're all in the streets and stay there while | recite my noxious spell fromthis pal ace's

tallest minaret, you nust an hour beforehand order all soldiers to the South Barracks and your
constables too. Tell Captain General d egnya you wish himto deliver them a noral e-buil ding

address -- the old fool won't be able to resist that bait. Do ... you ... understand ... nme ... ny
over| ord?"
"Yes, yes, oh yes!" dipkerio babbled eagerly, grimacing at the pain of Hsvin's grip, yet
not angered but thinking only of getting |oose. "Eleven o'clock tonight ... all soldiers and
constables off streets ... oration by O egnya. And now, please, Hisvin, | must rush ne to -- "

-- to see a maid thrashed,” Hisvin finished for himflatly. Again the fingernails dug.
"Expect me infallibly at a quarter to mdnight in your Blue Audi ence Chanber, whence | shall clinb
the Blue Mnaret to speak ny spell. You yourself nust be there -- and with a corps of your pages
to carry a nessage of reassurance to your people. See that they are provided with wands of
authority. I will bring ny daughter and her maid to nollify you -- and al so a conpany of ny M ngo
sl aves to suppl ement your pages if need be. There'd best be wands for themtoo. Also -- "

"Yes, yes, dear Hisvin," Qipkerio cut in, his babbling growi ng desperate. "I'mvery
grateful ... Frix and Hisvet, they're good ones ... I'll renenber all ... quarter to nidnight
Bl ue Chanber ... pages ... wands ... wands for Mngols. And now | nust rush ne -- "

" Also ," Hi svin continued inplacably, his fingernails like a spiked trap. "_Beware of the
Gray Mouser! Set your guards on the watch for him And now ... be off to your flagellatory

pastines," he added brightly, loosing his horny nails fromdipkerio' s arm

Massagi ng the dents they'd nade, hardly yet realizing he was free, Qi pkerio babbled on
"Ah yes, the Muser -- bad, bad! But the rest ... good, good! Enornous thanks, Hi svin! And now
must rush me -- " And he turned away with a lunging, inprobably Iong step

" -- to see a maid -- Hi svin couldn't resist repeating

As if the words stung hi mbetween the shoul ders, dipkerio turned back at that and

interrupted with sonme spirit. "To attend to business of highest inportance! | have other secret
weapons than yours, old man -- and other sorcerors too!" And then he was swift-striding off again,
bl ack toga at extrenmest stretch

Cuppi ng bony hand to winkled lips, Hisvin cried after himsweetly, "I hope your business

withes prettily and screans nost soothingly, brave overlord!"

The Gray Mouser showed his courier's ring to the guards at the opal-tiled | and entry of the
pal ace. He half expected it not to work. Hisvin had had two days to poison silly dip's nind
agai nst him and indeed there were sidew se glances and a wait |ong enough for the Muser to feel
the full strength of his hangover and to swear he'd never drink so nuch, so mixed again. And to
marvel too at his stupidity and good luck in venturing |last night into the dark, rat-infested
streets and getting back silly-drunk to Nattick's through some of the darkest of them wi thout
staggering into a second rat-anbush. Ah well, at |east he'd found Sheel ba's black vial safe at
Nattick's, resisted the inmpulse to drink it while tipsy, and he'd got that heartening, titillating
note fromHi svet. As soon as his business was finished here, he nust hie hinself straight to
H svin's house and --

A guard returned from sonewhere and nodded sourly. He was passed inside.

Fromthe sneer-lipped third butler, who was an old gossip friend of the Muser, he |earned
that Lankhmar's overlord was with his Energency Council, which now included Hi svin. He resisted
t he grandi ose i npul se to show off his Sheel ban rat-nmagi c before the notables of Lankhmar and in
the presence of his chief sorcerous rival, though he did confidently pat the black vial in his
pouch. After all, he needed a spot where rats were foregathered for the thing to work and he
needed G ipkerio alone best to work on him So he strolled into the di mmazy | ower corridors of
the palace to waste an hour and eavesdrop or chat as opportunity afforded.

As general ly happened when he killed tine, the Muuser soon found hinself headed for the
ki tchen. Though he dearly detested Samanda, he made a point of slyly courting her, because he knew
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her power in the palace and |iked her stuffed rmushroonms and null ed w ne.

The plain-tiled yet spotless corridors he now traversed were enpty. It was the slack half
hour when di nner has been washed up and supper nostly not begun, and every weary servitor who can
flops on a cot or the floor. Al so, the nenace of the rats doubtless di scouraged wanderings of
servant and naster alike. Once he thought he heard a faint boot-tranmp behind him but it faded
when he | ooked back, and no one appeared. By the tinme he had begun to snell foods and fire and
pots and soap and di shwater and floorwater, the silence had becane al nbost eerie. Then sonewhere a
bell harshly knelled three times and from ahead, "Get out!" was suddenly roared in Sanmanda's harsh
voi ce. The Mouser shrank back despite hinself. A leather curtain bellied a score of paces ahead of
himand three kitchen boys and a maid cane hurrying silently into the corridor, their bare feet
maki ng no sound on the tiles. In the light filtering down fromthe tiny, high w ndows they | ooked
i ke waxen manni kins as they fled swiftly past him Though they avoided him they seened not to
see him O perhaps that was only sone whip-ingrained "eyes front!" discipline.

As silently as they -- who couldn't even make the noise of a hair dropping, since this
nmorni ng's barbering had | eft themnone -- the Mwuser hurried forward and put his eye to the slit
in the | eather curtains.

The four other doorways to the kitchen, even the one in the gallery, also had their
curtains drawn. The great hot room had only two occupants. Fat Samanda, perspiring in her black
wool dress and under the prickly plum puddi ng of her piled black hair, was heating in the whitely
bl azing fireplace the seven wire | ashes of a |long-handl ed whip. She drewit forth alittle. The
strands glowed dull red. She thrust it back. Her sparse, sweat-beaded bl ack nustache | engthened
and shed its salt rainin a snmle as her tiny, fat-pillowed eyes fed on Reetha, who stood with
arns strai ght down her sides and chin high, alnmbst in the rooms center, half faced away fromthe
bl aze. The serving nmaid wore only her black |eather collar. The dianond-stripe patterns of her
| ast whippings still showed faintly down her back

"Stand straighter, my pet," Samanda cooed like a cow "O would it be easier if your wists
were roped to a beam and your ankles to the ring-bolt in the cellar door?"

Now the dry stink of dirty floorwater was strongest in the Muuser's nostrils. G ancing down
and to one side through his slit, he noted a | arge wooden pail filled alnost to the brimwith a
mop' s huge soggy head, |apped around by gray, soap-foany water.

Samanda i nspected the seven wires again. They glowed bright red. "Now," she said. "Brace
yoursel f, my poppet."

Sli ppi ng through the curtain and snatching up the mop by its thick, splintery handle, the
Mouser raced at Sanmanda, hol ding the nop's huge, dripping Medusa-head between their faces in hopes
that she would not be able to identify her assailant. As the fiery wires hissed faintly through
the air, he took her square in the face with a big smack and a gray splash, so that she was driven
back a yard before she tripped on a long grilling-fork and fell backwards on her hinder fat-
cushi ons.

Leaving the nmop lying on her face with its handle neatly down her front, the Muser whirled
around, noting as he did a watery yellow eye in the nearest curtain slit and also the last red
wi nking out of the wires lying m dway between the fireplace and Reetha, still stiffly erect and
with eyes squeezed shut and nuscl es taut agai nst the red-hot bl ow

He grabbed her armat its pit, she screamed with amazenent and pent tension, but he ignored
this and hurried her toward the doorway by which he had entered, then stopped short at the tranp
of many boots just beyond it. He rushed the girl in turn toward the two other | eather-curtained
doorways that hadn't an eye in their slits. Mre boots tranping. He sped back to the rooms
center, still firmy gripping Reetha.

Sanmanda, still on her back, had pushed the nop away with her pudgy fingers and was
frantically w ping her eyes and squealing from soap-snart and rage.

The watery yell ow eye was joined by its partner as dipkerio strode in, daffodil weath
awy, black toga a-flap, and to either side of hima guardsman presenting toward the Muser the
gl eam ng brown-steel blade of a pike, while close behind cane nore guardsnen. Still others, pikes
ready, filled the other three doorways and even appeared in the gallery.

Waving long white fingers at the Muuser, dipkerio hissed, "Oh nost false Gray Muser
H svin has hinted you work against nme and now | catch you at it!"

The Mouser squatted suddenly on his hams and heaved nuscl e-crackingly with both hands on a
big recessed iron ring-bolt. A thick square trapdoor nmade of heavy wood topped with tile came up
on its hinges. "Down!" he commanded Reet ha, who obeyed with comendably cool - headed al acrity. The
Mouser followed hunched at her heels, and let drop the trapdoor. It slamed down just intine to
catch the bl ades of two pikes thrust at him and presunably | ever themwith a jerk fromtheir
wi el ders' hands. Admi rabl e wedges those tapering browned-iron blades woul d nake to keep the
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trapdoor shut, the Mouser told hinself.

Now he was in absol ute darkness, but an earlier glance had shown himthe shape and | ength
of the stone stairs and an enpty fl agstoned area bel ow abutting a niter-stained wall. Once again
graspi ng Reetha's upper arm he guided her down the stairs and across the gritty floor to within a
coupl e of yards of the unseen wall. Then he let go the girl and felt in his pouch for flint,
steel, his tinderbox, and a short thick-w cked candle.

From above cane a nmuffled crack. Doubtl ess a pi ke-pole breaking as soneone sought to rock
out the trapped bl ade. Then someone commanded a nuffled, "Heave!" The Muser grinned in the dark
t hi nki ng how t hat woul d wedge the browned-iron wedges tighter

Tiny sparks showered, a ghostly flanme rose froma corner of the tinderbox, a tiny round
flane |ike a golden pillbug with a sapphire center appeared at the tip of the candle's w ck and
began to swell. The Muser snapped shut the tinderbox and held up the candl e beside his head. Its
flame suddenly flared big and bright. The next instant Reetha's arns were clanped around his neck
and she was gasping in dry-nmouthed terror against his ear.

Surroundi ng them on three sides and backi ng them agai nst the ancient stone wall with its
pal e crystalline splotches, were a dozen ranks of silent rats fornmed in a semcircle about a spear-
| ength away -- hundreds, nay thousands of blackest long-tails, and nore pouring out to join them
froma score of rat-holes in the base of the walls in the long cellar, which was piled here and
there with barrels, casks, and grain-sacks.

The Mouser suddenly grinned, thrust tinderbox, steel, and flint back in his pouch and felt
there for sonething el se.

Meanwhi |l e he noted a tall, narrow rat-hole just by them newy gnawed -- or perhaps
chi sel ed and pi ckaxed, to judge fromthe fragnents of nortar and tiny shards of stone scattered in
front of it. No rats cane fromit, but he kept a wary eye on it.

The Mouser found Sheel ba's squat black bottle, pried the bandage off it, and withdrewits
crystal stopper.

The dull-brained louts in the kitchen overhead were poundi ng on the trapdoor now -- another
usel ess assaul t!
The rats still poured fromthe holes and in such nunbers that they threatened to becone a

hunpy bl ack carpet covering the whole floor of the cellar except for the tiny area where Reetha
clung to the Mouser.

His grin widened. He set the bottle to his lips, took an experinental sip, thoughtfully
rolled it on his tongue, then upended the vial and let its faintly bitter contents gurgle into his
mout h and down his throat.

Reet ha, unlinking her arns, said a little reproachfully, "I could use some wi ne too."

The Mouser raised his eyebrows happily at her and expl ai ned, "Not w ne. Mgic!" Had not her
own eyebrows been shaven, they would have risen in puzzlenent. He gave her a w nk, tossed the
bottle aside, and confidently awaited the energence of his anti-rat powers, whatever they m ght
be.

From above cane the groan of netal and the sl ow cracking of tough wood. Now they were going
about it the right way, with pry-bars. Likely the trap would open just intine for Aipkerio to
wi t ness the Mouser vanquishing the rat arny. Everything was tinmng itself perfectly.

The bl ack sea of hitherto silent rats began to toss and wave and fromit cane an angry
chittering and a clashing of tiny teeth. Better and better! -- this warlike show would put sone
rife into their defeat.

He idly noted that he was standing in the center of a |large, gray-bordered splotch of
pi nki sh slime he nust have overl ooked before in his haste and excitenent. He had never seen a
cellar-nold quite like it

H s eyeballs seemed to himto swell and burn a little and suddenly he felt in hinmself the
powers of a god. He | ooked up at Reetha to warn her not to be frightened at anything that m ght

happen -- say his flesh glowing with a golden light or two bright scarlet beans flashing fromhis
eyes to shrivel rats or heat themto popping.
Then he was asking hinself, " Up_ at Reetha?"

The pinki sh splotch had becone a |large puddl e |apping slinmly over the soles of his boots.

There was a splintering. Light spilled down fromthe kitchen on the crowded rats.

The Mouser gawked at them horror-struck. They were as big as cats! No, black wolves! No,
furry black nmen on all fours! He clutched at Reetha ... and found hinmself vainly seeking to
encircle with his arms a snooth white calf thick as a tenple pillar. He gazed up at Reetha's
amazed and fear-struck giant face two stories above. There echoed evilly in his ears Sheel ba's
carel essly spoken, fiendishly anmbiguous: "...put you on the right footing to cope with the
situation..." OCh yes indeed!
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The slinme-puddle and its gray border had grown wider still and he was in it up to his
ankl es.

He clung to Reetha's leg a nonent |onger with the faint and ungraci ous hope that since his
weapons and his clothing, which touched him had shrunk with him she mght shrink too at his
touch. He would at |east have a conpanion. Perhaps to his credit, it did not occur to himto yell
"Pick me up!"

The only thing that happened was that an al nost inaudi bly deep voice thundered down at him
fromReetha's nouth, big as a red-edged shield, "Wat are you doing? |'mscared. Start the magic!"

The Mouser junped away fromthe fleshly pillar, splashing the nasty pink stuff and al npbst
slipping init, and whipped out his sword Scalpel. It was just a shade bigger than a needle for
mendi ng sails. While the candle, which he still held in his |eft hand, was the proper size to
light a small roomin a doll's house

There was | oud, confused, nultiple padding and clawclicking, chittering war cries blasted
his ears, and he saw the huge black rats stanpeding himfromthree sides, kicking up the gray
border in puffs as if it were a powder and then splashing the pink slime and sending ripples
across it.

Reet ha, terror-struck, watched her inexplicably dinnished rescuer spin around, |eap over a
shard of rock, land in a pink splash, and brandishing his tiny sword before him shielding his
doll's candle with his cloak, and ducking his head, rush into the rat-hole behind her and so
vani sh. Racing rats brushed her ankles and snapped at each other, to be first down the hole after
the Mouser. Elsewhere the rat horde was swiftly di sappeari ng down the other holes. But one rat
stayed | ong enough to nip her foot.

Her nerve snapped. Her first footsteps spattering pink slime and gray dust, she shrieked
and ran, rats dodgi ng fromunder her feet, and dashed up the steps, clawed her way past severa
wi de- eyed guardsnen into the kitchen, and sank sobbing and panting on the tiles. Samanda snapped a
chain on her collar

Faf hrd, his arns joined in a circle above and before his head to avoid skull-bunp from
rocky outcrops and al so the unexpected brushi ngs on face of cobwebs and waithlike fingers and
filnmy wings, at last saw a jaggedly circular green gl ow ahead. Soon he energed fromthe bl ack
tunnel into a |arge and many entranced cavern sonewhat lit at the center of its rocky floor by a
green gl ow whi ch was being replenished with thin blood-red | ogs by two skinny, raggedy-tunicked,
shar p- eyed boys, who | ooked like typical street urchins of Lankhmar or Ilthmar, or any other
decadent city. One had a puckered scar under his left eye. On the other side of the fire fromthem
sat on | ow wi de stone an obscenely fat figure so well cloaked and hooded that not a speck of his
face or hand were visible. He was sorting out a large pile of parchnent scraps and potsherds,
pi nching hold of themthrough the dark fabric of his overlong, dangling sleeves, and scanning them
cl ose-sightedly, alnpbst putting theminside his hood.

"Wl come, ny Gentle Son," he called to Fafhrd in a voice |like a quavering sweet flute.
"\What happy chance brings you here?"

" _You_ know " Fafhrd said harshly, striding forward until he was glaring across the | eaping
green flanes at the black oval defined by the forward edge of the hood. "How am| to save the
Mouser? What's wi th Lankhmar? And why, in the nane of all the gods of death and destruction, is
the tin whistle so inportant?"

"You speak in riddles, Gentle Son," the fluty voice responded soothingly, as its owner went
on sorting his scraps. "Wat tin whistle? Wat peril's the Muuser in now? -- reckless youth! And
what _is_ with Lankhmar?"

Fafhrd l et | oose a flood of curses, which rattled inmpotently anmong the stalactites
overhead. Then he jerked free fromhis pouch the tiny black oblong of Sheelba's nmessage and hel d
it forward between finger and thunmb that shook with rage. "Look, Know nothing One: | dunped a
lovely girl to answer this and now -- "

But the hooded figure had whistled warblingly and at that signal the black bat, which
Faf hrd had forgot, launched itself fromhis shoulder, snatched with sharp teeth the black note
fromhis finger-grip, and fluttered past the green flanmes to | and on the paunchy one's sl eeve-
hi dden hand, or tentacle, or whatever it was. The whatever-it-was conveyed to hood-nouth the bat,
who obligingly fluttered inside and vani shed in the coally dark there.

There followed a squeaky, unintelligible, hood-nmuffled dialogue while Fafhrd sat his fists
on his hips and funed. The two skinny boys gave himsly grins and whi spered together inpudently,
their bright eyes never leaving him At last the fluty voice called, "Nowit's crystal clear to

me, Ch Patient Son. Sheel ba of the Eyel ess Face and | have been on the outs -- a bit of a wizardly
bi cker -- and now he seeks to nend fences with this. Well, well, well, first advances by Sheel ba
Ho- ho- ho! "
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"Very funny," Fafhrd growl ed. "Haste's the marrow of our confab. The Sinking Land canme up
shedding its waters, as | entered your caves. My swift but jaded nount crops your stingy grass

outside. | nust leave within the half hour if | amto cross the Sinking Land before it
resubnerges. _Wiat do | do about the Mouser, Lankhnmar, and the tin whistle? "

"But, Centle Son, | know nothing about those things,"” the other replied artlessly. "'Tis
only Sheelba's notives are air -- clear to me. Ch, ho, to think that he -- Wiit, wait now, Fafhrd!
Don't rattle the stalactites again. |1've ensorceled them against falling, but there are no spells
in the universe which a big fellow can't sonetinmes break through. 1'll advise you, never fear. But
I nmust first clairvoy. Scatter on the golden dust, boys -- thriftily now, don't waste it, 'tis

worth ten tines its weight in dianmond unpowdered.”

The two urchins each dipped into a bag beside themand threwinto the feet of the green
flames a glittering golden swirl. Instantly the flames darkened, though |eaping high as ever and
sendi ng off no soot. Watching themin the now al nost night-dark cavern, Fafhrd thought he could
make out the transitory, ever-distorting shadows of tw sty towers, ugly trees, tall hunchbacked
men, | ow shoul dered beasts, beautiful wax wormen nelting, and the |ike, but nothing was clear or
even hinted at a story.

Then fromthe obese warl ock's hood cane toward the darkened fire two greeni sh ovals, each
with a vertical black streak like the jewel cat's eye. A half yard out of the hood they paused and
hel d steady. They were speedily joined by two nore which both diverged and went farther. Then cane
a single one arching up over the fire until one would have thought it was in great danger of
sizzling. Lastly, two which floated in opposite directions al nost inmpossibly far around the fire
and then hooked in to observe it from points near Fafhrd.

The voice fluted sagely: "It is always best to look at a problemfromall sides."

Faf hrd drew his shoul ders together and repressed a shudder. It never failed to be
di sconcerting to watch Ni ngauble send forth his Seven Eyes on their apparently indefinitely
ext ensi bl e eyestal ks. Especially on occasi ons when he'd been coy as a virgin in a bathrobe about
keepi ng t hem hi dden

So nuch tinme passed that Fafhrd began to snap his fingers with inpatience, softly at first,
then nore crackingly. He'd given up |looking at the flames. They never held anything but the
tantalizing, churning shadows.

At |ast the green eyes floated back into the hood, Ilike a nystic fleet returning to port.
The flames turned bright green again, and Ni ngauble said, "Gentle Son, | now understand your
problemand its answer. In part. | have seen much, yet cannot explain all. The G ay Muser, now.
He's exactly twenty-five feet below the deepest cellar in the palace of dipkerio Kistonmerces. But
he's not buried there, or even dead -- though about twenty-four parts in twenty-five of him _are_
dead, in the cellar | nmentioned. But he _is_ alive."

"But _how ?" Fafhrd al nost gawked, spreading his spread-fingered hands.

"I haven't the faintest idea. He's surrounded by enenies but near himare two friends -- of
a sort. Now about Lankhmar, that's clearer. She's been invaded, her walls breached everywhere and
desperate fighting going on in the streets, by a fierce host which outnunbers Lankhmar's

i nhabitants by ... ny goodness ... fifty to one -- and equi pped with all nodern weapons.
"Yet you can save the city, you can turn the tide of battle -- this part canme through very
clearly -- if you only hasten to the tenple of the Gods _of _ Lankhmar and clinb its bell-tower and

ring the chines there, which have been silent for uncounted centuries. Presumably to rouse those
gods. But that's only ny guess.”
"I don't like the idea of having anything to do with that dusty crew, " Faf hrd conpl ai ned.

"Fromwhat |'ve heard of them they're nore |ike wal king numr es than true gods -- and even nore
dry-spirited and unl oving, being sifted through |ike sand with poisonous senile whinms."
Ni ngaubl e shrugged his cl oaked, bul bous shoul ders. "I thought you were a brave man,

addi cted to deeds of derring-do."

Faf hrd cursed sardonically, then demanded, "But even if | should go clang those rusty
bells, how can Lankhmar hold out until then with her walls breached and the odds fifty to one
agai nst her?"

“I'"d like to know that nyself," N ngaubl e assured him

“And how do | get to the tenple when the streets are cramed with warfare?"

Ni ngaubl e shrugged once again. "You're a hero. You should know "

"Well then, the tin whistle?" Fafhrd grated.

"You know, | didn't get a thing on the tin whistle. Sorry about that. Do you have it with
you? Mght | look at it?"

Grunbling, Fafhrd extracted it fromhis flat pouch, and brought it around the fire.

"Have you ever blown it?" Ningauble asked.
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"No," Fafhrd said with surprise, lifting it to his lips.

"Don't!" Ningaubl e squeaked. "Not on any account! Never blow a strange whistle. It might
sumon t hings far worse even than savage nastiffs or the police. Here, give it to nme."

He pinched it away from Fafhrd with a double fold of aninated sleeve and held it close to
his hood, revolving it clockw se and countercl ockwi se, finally serpentinely gliding out four of
his eyes and subjecting it to their massed scrutiny at thunbnail distance.

At last he withdrew his eyes, sighed, and said, "Well ... I'"mnot sure. But there are
thirteen characters in the inscription -- | couldn't decipher "em nmind you, but there _are_
thirteen. Now if you take that fact in conjunction with the slimcouchant feline figure on the
other side ... Well, | think you blow this whistle to summon the War Cats. Mnd you, that's only a

deduction, and one of several steps, each uncertain.”
"Who are the War Cats?" Fafhrd asked.

Ni ngaubl e withed his fat shoul ders and neck under their garnents. "I've never been quite
certain. But putting together various runors and | egends -- oh yes, and some cave draw ngs north
of the Cold Waste and south of Quarmall -- | have arrived at the tentative conclusion that they
are a mlitary aristocracy of all the feline tribes, a bloodthirsty Inner Crcle of thirteen
menbers -- in short, a dozen and one ailuric berserkers. | would assune -- provisionally only,

m nd you -- that they woul d appear when summoned, as perhaps by this whistle, and instantly

assault whatever creature or creatures, beast or man, that seened to threaten the feline tribes.
So | would advise you not to blow it except in the presence of enenies of cats nore worthy of
attack than yourself, for | suppose you have slain a fewtigers and | eopards in your day. Here,
take it."

Faf hrd snatched and pouched it, demanding, "But by God's ice-rimmed skull, when _am | to
blow it? How can the Muser be two parts in fifty alive when buried ei ght yards deep? Wat vast,
fifty-to-one host can have assaulted Lankhmar w t hout nmonths of runors and reports of their
approach? What fleets could carry -- "

"No nore questions!™ Ningauble interposed shrilly. "Your half hour is up. If you are to
beat the Sinking Land and be in tinme to save the city, you nust gallop at once for Lankhmar. Now
no nore words."

Faf hrd raved for a while |onger, but N ngauble naintained a stubborn silence, so Fafhrd
gave hima | ast thundering curse, which brought down a small stalactite that narrowy nissed
bashing his brains out, and departed, ignoring the urchins' nmaddening grins.

Qut si de the caves, he mounted the M ngol mare and cantered, foll owed by hoof-raised dust-
cl oud, down the sun-yellowed, dryly rustling slope toward the mle-w de westward-| eadi ng isthmnus
of dark brown rock, salt-filmed and here and there sea-puddl ed, that was the Sinking Land.

Sout hward gl eanmed the placid blue waters of the Sea of the East, northward the restless gray
waters of the Inner Sea and the glinting squat towers of Ilthmar. Al so northward he noted four
smal | dust-clouds Iike his own coming down the Ilthmar road, which he had earlier travel ed
hi nsel f. Al nost surely and just as he'd guessed, the four black brigands were after himat |ast,
hot to revenge their three slain or at |east woefully damaged fell owrogues. He narrowed his eyes
and nudged the gray mare to a lively | ope.

*Chapt er El even*

The Mouser was hurrying agai nst a marked noist cool draft through a vast, |owceilinged
concourse close-pillared like a nmne with upended bricks and sections of pike-haft and broom
handle, and Ilit by caged fire-beetles and gl owworns and an occasional sputtering torch held by a
rat-page in jacket and short trews lighting the way for some nmasked person or persons of quality.
A few jewel -decked or nonstrously fat rat-folk, |ikew se nasked, traveled in litters carried by
two or four squat, muscular, nearly naked rats. A linping, aged rat carrying two socks which
twitched a little fromthe inside was renmoving dim weary fire-beetles fromtheir cages and
replacing themwith fresh bright ones. The Muser hastened along on tiptoe with knees permanently
bent, body hunched forward, and chin out-thrust. It nmade his legs in particular ache abom nably,
but it gave him he hoped, the general silhouette and gait of a rat wal king two-1egged. His entire
head was covered by a cylindrical mask cut fromthe bottom of his cloak, provided with eye-holes
only, and which, stiffened by a wire which had previously stiffened the scabbard of Scal pel
thrust down several inches below his chin to give the inpression that it covered a rat's |ong
snout .

He worried what woul d happen if sonmeone canme cl ose enough and were sufficiently observant
to note that his nmask and cloak too of course were nmade of tiny ratskins closely stitched
together. He hoped that rats were plagued by proportionately tinier rats, though he hadn't noted
any tiny rat-holes so far; after all, there was that proverb about little bugs having littler
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bugs, and so on; at any rate he could claimin a pinch that he cane froma distant rat-city where
such was the case. To keep the curious and watchful at a distance he hovered his gauntleted hands
a-twitch above the pommels of Scalpel and Cat's Caw, and chittered angrily or muttered such odd
oaths as "All rat-catchers fry!" or "By candle-fat and bacon-rind!" in Lankhnarese, for now that
he had ears snall and qui ck enough to hear, he knew that the | anguage was spoken underground, and
especially well by the aristos of these |ower |evels. And what nore natural than that rats, who
were parasites on man's farns and ships and cities, should copy his |Ianguage along with newy
other itens of his habits and culture? He had already noted other solitary arnmed rats -- bravos or
berserkers, presunmably -- who behaved in the irritable and dangerous nanner he now put on

Hi s escape fromthe cellar-rats had been achieved by his own cool -headedness and hi s
pursuers' bl undering eagerness, which had nade them fight to be first, so that the tunnel had been
briefly bl ocked behind him H s candl e had been nost hel pful in his descent of the first sharply
down- angl i ng, rough-hewn, then rough-di gged passages, where he had made his way by sliding and
| eapi ng, checking hinmself on a rocky outcropping or by digging heel into dirt only when his speed
becane so great as to threaten a disastrous fall. The first rough-pillared concourse had al so been
pitch-dark, alnost. There he had quickly thrown his cloak over his face to the eyes, for his
candl e had shown hi m nunerous rats, nost of them going naked on all fours, but a few of them
hunchedl y erect and wearing rough dark clothing, if only a pair of trews or a jacket or slouch hat
or snmock, or a belt for a short-bladed hanger. Some of these had carried pickax or shovel or pry-
bar over shoul der. And there had been one rat fully clothed in black, armed with sword and dagger

and wearing a silver-edged full-face vizard -- at |east the Muuser had assuned it was a rat.
He had taken the first passage |eading down -- there had been regular steps now, hewn in
rock or cut in gravel -- and had paused at a turn in the stairs by a curious though stenchfu

al cove. It contained the first he had seen of the fire-beetle |anps and al so a hal f-dozen snal
conmpartnents, each closed by a door that |left space bel ow and above. After a nonment's hesitation
he had darted into one which showed no bl ack hind paws or boots bel ow and securely hooking the
door behind him had instantly and rapidly begun to fabricate his ratskin mask. H s instinctive
assunption about the function of the conpartnments was confirnmed by a | arge two-handl ed basket hal f
full of rat droppings and a bucket of stinking urine. After his |ong-chinned vizard had been nade
and donned, he had shaken out his candle, pouched it, and then relieved hinself, at |ast
permitting hinmself to wonder in anazenment that all his clothes and bel ongi ngs had been reduced in
size proportionately with his body. Ah, he told hinmself, that would account for the w de gray
border of the pink puddl e which had appeared around his boots in the cellar above. Wen he'd been
sorcerously shrunken, the excess notes or atomies of his flesh, blood, and bones had been shed
downward to nmake the pink pool, while those of his gray clothing and tenpered iron weapons had
sifted away to nake up the pool's gray border, which had been powdery rather than sliny, of
course, because netal or fabric contains little or no liquid conpared to flesh. It had occurred to
himthat there nmust be twenty tines as much of the Muser by weight in that poor abused pink pool
overhead as there was in his present rat-small form and for a nonent he had felt a sentinenta
sadness.

Fi ni shing his business, he had prepared to continue his downward course when there had cone
the descending clatter of paw and boot-steps, quickly followed by a banging on the door of his
conpart nent.

Wt hout hesitation he had unhooked the door and opened it with a jerk. Facing himclose
there had been the bl ack-clad, black-and-silver-masked rat he had seen on the | evel above, and
behind himthree bare-faced rats with drawn daggers that | ooked and probably were sharper than
gross human fingers could ever hone.

After the first glance, the Muser had | ooked | ower than his pursuers' faces, for fear the
col or and shape and especially the placing of his eyes night give him away.

The vi zarded one had said swiftly and clearly in excellent Lankhmarese, "Have you seen or
heard anyone come down the stairs? -- in particular an arned human magically reduced to decent and
nor mal size?"

Again without hesitation the Mwuser had chittered nbost angrily, and roughly shoul dering his
questioner and the others aside, had spat out, "Idiots! Opiumchewers! N bblers of henmp! Qut of ny
way! "

On the stairs he had paused to | ook back briefly, snarl loudly and contenptuously, "No, of
course not!" and then gone down the stairs with dignity, though taking themtwo at a tine.

The next level had shown no rats in sight and been redol ent of grain. He had noted bins of
wheat, barley, mllet, konbo, and wild rice fromthe River Tilth. A good place to hide -- perhaps.
But what coul d he gain by hiding?

The next level -- the third dowmn -- had been full of mlitary clatter and rank with rat-
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stink. He had noted rat pikenen drilling in bronze cuirasses and hel nets and anot her squad being
instructed in the crossbow, while still others crowded around a table where routes on a great map
were being pointed out. He had lingered even a shorter time there.

M dway down each stairs had been a conpartnmented nook like the first he'd used. He had
docketed away in his mnd his information.

Refreshingly clean, noist air had poured out of the fourth level,it had been nore brightly
lit, and nmost of the rats strolling in it had been richly dressed and masked. He had turned into
it at once, wal king against the noist breeze, since that m ght well come fromthe outer world and
mark a route of escape, and he had continued with angry chitters and curses to play his
i mpul sively assuned role of crotchety, half-nmad rat-bravo or rogue-rat.

In fact, he found hinself trying so hard to be a convincing rat that wi thout volition his
eyes now followed with leering interest a small mincing she-rat in pink silk and pearls -- mask as
well as dress -- who led on a | eash what he took at first to be a baby rat and then realized was a
dwar fish, well-groomed, fear-eyed nouse, and also an inperiously tall ratess in dark green silk
sewn over with ruby chips and holding in one hand a whip and in the other the short |eashes of two
fierce-eyed, quick-breathing shrews that |ooked as big as mastiffs and were doubtless even nore
bl oodt hirsty.

Still looking lustfully at this striking proud creature as she passed himw th green, be-
rubi ed mask tilted high, he ran into a slowgaited, portly rat robed and masked i n erni ne, which
| ooked extrenely coarse-haired now, and wearing about his neck a |l ong gold chain and about his
al der-mani ¢ wai st a gol d-studded belt, from which hung a heavy bag that chinked dulcetly at the
Mouser's jolting inpact.

Snappi ng a "Your pardon, nerchant!" at the wheezingly chittering fellow, the Mouser strode
on without backward gl ance. He grinned conceitedly under his nmask. These rats were easy to befool
-- and perhaps reduction in size had sharpened finer his own sharp wits.

He was tenpted for an instant to turn back and lure off and rob the fat fell ow, but
realized at once that in the human world the chinking gol dpi eces woul d be smaller than sequins.

This thought set his mnd on a problem which had been obscurely terrifying himever since
he had plunged into the rat-world. Sheelba had said the effects of the potion would |last for nine
hours. Then presunably the Mouser would resume his normal size as swiftly as he had lost it. To
have that happen in a burrow or even in the foot-and-a-half-high, pillar-studded concourse woul d
be disastrous -- it made himwi nce to think of it.

Now, the Mouser had no intention of staying anything like nine hours in the rat-world. On
the other hand, he didn't exactly want to escape at once. Dodging around in Lankhmar like a ninbly

animate gray doll for half a night didn't appeal to him-- it would be shame-naki ng even if, or
perhaps especially if while doll-size he had to report his inportant intelligences about the rat-
world to dipkerio and O egnya M ngol shane -- with Hi svet watching perhaps. Besides, his nind was

already afire with schenes to assassinate the rats' king, if they had one, or foil their obvious
proj ect of conquest in some even nore spectacul ar fashion on their home ground. He felt a
peculiarly great self-confidence and had not realized yet that it was because he was fully as tal
as the taller rats around, as tall as Fafhrd, relatively, and no | onger the snmallish man he had
been all his life.

However, there was always the possibility that by sone unforeseeable ill fortune he mnight
be unmasked, captured, and inprisoned in a tiny cell. A panicking thought.

But even nore unnerving was the basic problemof time. Did it nove faster for the rats, or
slower. He had the inpression that |ife and all its processes noved at a quicker tenpo down here

But was that true? Did he now clearly hear the rat-Lankhmarese, which had previously sounded |ike
squeaks, because his ears were quicker, or nerely snaller, or because nbst of a rat's voice was
pitched too high for human ears to hear, or even because rats spoke Lankhmarese only in their
burrows? He surreptitiously felt his pulse. It seemed the sane as always. But mightn't it be
greatly speeded up and his senses and mi nd speeded up equally, so that he noted no difference?
Sheel ba had sai d sonething about a day being a tenth of a mllion pul sebeats. Was that rat or
human- pul se? Were rat-hours so short that nine of them m ght pass in a hundred or so human

m nutes? Al nost he was tenpted to rush up the first stairs he saw. No, wait ... if the tinming was
by pulse and his pul se seened normal, then wouldn't he have one normal Muser-sleep to work in
town here? It was truly nost confusing. "Qut upon it all, by cat-gut sausages and roasted dog's

eyes!" he heard hinself curse with sincerity.

Several things at any rate were clear. Before he dared idle or nap, let alone sleep, he
nmust di scover sone way of measuring down here the passage of tine in the above-ground world. Al so,
to get at the truth about rat-night and day, he nust swiftly | earn about rodent sleeping habits.
For sone reason his mnd junped back to the tall ratess with the brace of straining shrews. But
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that was ridiculous, he told hinself. There was sl eeping and sl eeping, and that one had very
little if anything to do with the other.

He cane out of his thought-trance to realize fully what his senses had for sone tine been
telling him that the strollers had beconme fewer, the breeze nore danp and cool and fresh, and sea-
odorous too, and the pillars ahead natural rock, while through the doorways chi sel ed between them
shone a yellow sh light, not bright yet twinkling and quite unlike that of the fire-beetles, glow
wasps, and tiny torches.

He passed a marbl e doorway and noted white marble steps going down fromit. Then he stepped
between two of the rocky pillars and halted on the rimof a wonder-pl ace.

It was a roughly circular natural rock cave many rats high and many nore | ong and w de, and
filled with faintly rippling seawater which transnitted a mld flood of yellow sh |ight that cane
through a great wi de hole, underwater by about the length of a rat's-pike, in the other end of the
glitter-ceilinged cavern. Al around this sea | ake, about two rat-pi kes above the water, went the
rat her narrow rock road, |ooking in part natural, in part chiseled and pi ckaxed, on whi ch he now
stood. At its distant end, in the shadows above the great underwater hole, he could dimy make out
the forns and gl eam ng weapons of a hal f-dozen or so notionless rats, evidently on guard duty.

As the Mouser watched, the yellow |ight becane yellower still, and he realized it nust be
the light of later afternoon, surely the afternoon of the day in which he had entered the rat-
worl d. Since sunset was at six o0'clock and he had entered the rat-world after three, he had spent
fewer than three of his nine hours. Mst inportant he had |inked the passage of time in the rat-

world with that in the big world -- and was somewhat startled at the relief he felt.
He recalled too the "dead" rats which had seened to swimaway fromthe cage dropped from
the pal ace window into the Inner Sea after H svin's denonstration of his death-spell. They m ght

very well have swum underwater into this very cavern, or another like it.

It also came to himthat he had di scovered the secret of the danp breeze. He knew the tide
was rising now, an hour or so short of full, and in rising it drove the cave-trapped air through
the concourse. At lowtide the great hole would be in part above water, allow ng the cavern air to
be refreshed fromoutside. A rather clever if intermttent ventilation system Perhaps sone of
these rats were a bit nore ingenious than he had given themcredit for

At that instant there came a light, inhuman touch on his right shoulder. Turning around, he
saw stepping back fromhimw th naked rapier held a little to one side the bl ack-nasked bl ack-cl ad
rat who had disturbed himin the privy.

"What's the meaning of this?" he chitteringly blustered. "By God's hairless tail, why am
catted and ferreted? -- you black dog!"

In far less ratli ke Lankhnmarese than the Mouser's, the other asked quietly, "What are you
doing in a restricted area? | nust ask you to unnmask, sir."

"Unmask? |1'lIl see the color of your liver first, nmouseling!" the Muser ranted wildly. It
woul d never do, he knew, to change character now.
"Must | call in ny underlings to unmask you by force?" the other inquired in the same soft,

deadly voice. "But it is not necessary. Your reluctance to unmask is final confirmation of ny
deduction that you are indeed the magically shrunken human cone as a spy into Lankhmar Bel ow. "

"That opi um specter agai n?" the Muser raved, dropping his hand to Scalpel's hilt. "Begone,
mad nouse di pped in ink, before | cut you to collops!"”

"Your threats and brags are alike useless, sir," the other answered with a | ow and hunorous
| augh. "You wonder how | becane certain of your identity? | suppose you think you were very
clever. Actually you gave yourself away nore than once. First, by relieving yourself in that jakes
where | first encountered you. Your dung was of a different shape, color, consistency, and odor
than that of nmy compatriots. You should have sought out a water-privy. Second, although you did
try to shadow your eyes, the eye-holes in your mask are too squintingly close together, as are all
human eyes. Third, your boots are clearly nade to fit human rather than rodent feet, though you
have the snmall sense to wal k on your toes to ape our legs and gait."

The Mouser noted that the other's black boots had far tinier soles than his own and were of
soft | eather both bel ow and above the big ankl e-bend.

The other continued, "And fromthe very first | knew you nmust be an utter stranger, else
you woul d never have dared shoul der aside and insult the many tines proven greatest duelist and
fastest sword in all Lankhmar Bel ow. "

Wth bl ack-gloved |l eft paw the other whipped off his silver-trimed mask, revealing
upstandi ng oval ears and long furry black face and huge, protuberant, w de-spaced bl ack eyes.
Baring his great white incisors in a lordly smrk and bringing his mask across his chest in a
curt, sardonic bow, he finished, "Svivomlo, at your service."

At | east now the Muser understood the vast vanity -- great alnpst as his own! -- which had
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I ed his pursuer to | eave his underlings behind in the concourse while he canme on alone to nake the
arrest. Wi pping out sinultaneously Scal pel and Cat's C aw, purposely not pausing to unnmask, the
Mouser made his nost rapid advance, ending in a trenmendous |lunge at the neck. It seened to him
that he had never before in his |life noved as swiftly -- small size certainly had its points.

There was a flash and a clash and Scal pel was deflected -- by Svivonm | o's dagger drawn with
Iightning speed. And then Svivonilo's rapier was on the of fensive and the Muser barely avoi ding
it by rapid parries with both his weapons and by backing off perilously along the water's brink.
Now hi s involuntary thought was that his opponent had had a nuch longer tine than he of being
small and practicing the swiftness it allowed, while his mask interfered with his vision and if it
slipped a little would blind himaltogether. Yet Svivonlo's incessant attacks gave himno tine to
whip it off. Wth sudden desperation he |unged forward hinself, managing to get a bind with
Scal pel on the rapier that nonentarily took both weapons out of the fight, and an instant |ater
| ashed out with Cat's C aw at Svivonmi | o's dagger-stabbing wist, and by accurate eye and good
fortune cut its inner tendons.

Then as Svivonmi |l o hesitated and sprang back, the Muser di sengaged Scal pel and | aunched it
in another sinewstraining, long lunge, thrice dipping his point just under Svivom|lo's double and
then circle parries, and finally drove its point on in a slicing thrust that went through the
rat's neck and ended grating against the vertebra there.

Scarl et bl ood pouring over the black lace at Svivonmilo's throat and down his chest, and
with only one short, bubbling, suffocated gasp, for the Muwuser's thrust had severed w nd-pi pe as
well as arteries, the rightly boastful but foolishly reckless duelist pitched forward on his face
and lay withing.

The Mouser made the mistake of trying to sheathe his bl oodied sword, forgetting that
Scal pel ' s scabbard was no | onger wire-stiffened, which made the action difficult. He cursed the
scabbard, linp as Svivom |l o's now nervel ess tail

Four cuirassed and helneted rats with pi kes at the ready appeared at two of the rocky
doorways. Brandi shing his red-dripping sword and gl eami ng dirk, the Muser raced through an
unt enanted doorway and with a chittering screamto clear the way ahead of him sprinted across the
concourse to the marbl e doorway he'd noted earlier, and plunged down the white stairway.

The usual nook in the turn of the stairs held only three conpartnents, each with a silver-
fitted door of ivory. Into the central one there was going a white-booted rat wearing a vol uni nous
white cl oak and hood and bearing in his white-gloved right hand an ivory staff with a |large
sapphire set in its top.

Wt hout an instant's pause the Muuser ended his plunging descent with a dash into the nook
He hurl ed ahead of himthe white-cl oaked rat and sl ammed and hooked fast behind themthe ivory
door.

Recovering hinself, the Muuser's victimturned and with outraged dignity and brandi shed
staff demanded through his white nask set with dianonds, "Who dareth dithturb with rude
thcufflingth Counthillor Gig of the Inner Thircle of Thirteen? Mthcreant!"

While a part of the Mouuser's brain was realizing that this was the lisping white rat he had
seen aboard _Squid_ sitting on Hisvin's shoulder, his eyes were informng himthat this
conpartnent held not a box for droppings, but a raised silver toilet seat, up through which cane
t he sound and odor of rushing seawater. It nust be one of the water-privies Svivonlo had
nment i oned.

Dr oppi ng Scal pel, the Muser threw back Gig' s hood, dragged off his mask over his head,
tripped the sputtering councillor and forced his head down against the far side of the privy's
silver rim and then with Cat's Claw cut Gig's furry white throat alnost fromratty ear to ear
so that his blood gushed down into the rushing water bel ow. As soon as his victims withings
stilled, the Mouser drew off Gig s white cloak and hood, taking great care that no bl ood got on
t hem

At that noment he heard the booted footsteps of several persons com ng down the stairs.
Operating with denonic speed, the Muser placed Scal pel, the ivory staff, and the white mask and
hood and cl oak behind the seat of the privy, then hoisted the dead body so that it sat on the
same, and hinself stood crouching on the silver rim facing the hooked door and holding the linp
trunk erect. Then he silently prayed with great sincerity to Issek of the Jug, the first god he
could think of, the one whom Faf hrd had once served.

Wavy and hooked browned-iron pike-bl ades gl eaned above the doorways. The two to either side
wer e sl amred open. Then after a pause, during which he hoped soneone had peered under the central
door just enough to note the white boots, there cane a light rapping, and then a respectful voice
i nquiring, "Your pardon, Nobility, but have you recently seen anything of a person in gray wth
cl oak and mask of finest gray fur, and arned with rapi er and dagger?"
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The Mouser answered in a voice which he tried to nake cal mand dignifiedly benign, "I have
theen nothing, thir. About thirty breathth ago | heard thoneone clattering at thpeed down the
thtairth.”

"Qur hunbl est thanks, Nobility;" the questioner responded, and the booted footsteps
continued rapidly down toward the fifth | evel

The Mouser let off a long soft sigh and chopped short his prayer. Then he set swiftly to
work, for he knew he had a considerabl e task ahead of him sone of it nobst grisly. He w ped off
and scabbarded Scal pel and Cat's C aw. Then he examined his victims cloak, hood, and mask
di scovering alnost no blood on them and set them aside. He noted that the cloak could be fastened
down the front with ivory buttons. Then he dragged off Gig's tall boots of whitest suede and
tried themon his own | egs. Though their softness hel ped, they fitted abonmi nably, the sole

covering little nore than the area under his toes. Still, this would keep himrenminded to naintain
arat's gait at all tinmes. He also tried on Gig' s long white gloves, which fitted worse, if that
were possible. Still, he could wear them H's own boots and gauntlets he tucked securely over his
gray belt.

Next he undressed Gig and dropped his garnents one by one into the water, retaining only a
razor-sharp ivory-and-gold-fitted dagger, a nunber of small parchnent scrolls, Gig's undershirt,
and a doubl e-ended purse filled with gold coins struck with a rat's head on one side, circled by a
wreat h of wheat, and on the other a conplex maze (tunnel s?) and a nuneral followed by the initials
_S. F L. B_ "Since the Founding of Lankhmar Bel ow?" he hazarded brilliantly. He hung the purse
over his belt, fixed the dagger to it by a gold hook on its ivory sheath, and thrust the scrolls
unscanned into his own pouch

Then with a grunt of distaste he rolled up his sleeves and using the ivory-handl ed dagger
proceeded to di snenber the furry corpse into pieces snmall enough to force through the silver rim
so that they splashed into the water and were carried away.

This horrid task at |ast acconplished, he nade a careful search for blood splatters, w ped
themup with Gig's under-shirt, used it to polish the silver rim then dropped it after the other
stuff.

Still not giving hinself a pause, he pulled on again the white suede boots, donned the
whi te cl oak, which was of finest wool, and buttoned it all the way down the front, thrusting his
arnms through the slits in the cloak to either side.

Then he put on the mask, discovered that he had to use the dagger to extend narrowy the
eye-slits at their inner ends to be able to see at all with his own cl ose-set human eyes. After
that he tied on the hood, throwing it as far forward as practicable to hide the nask's mnutil ations
and his lack of be-furred rat ears. Finally he drew on the long, ill-fitting white gl oves.

It was well that he had worked as speedily as he had, allowi ng hinself no tinme for rest,
for now there came booted footsteps up the stairs and the nastily hooked pi ke-bl ades a-wave agai n,
whi | e bel ow the door of his conpartment there appeared typically crooked rat-boots of fine black
| eat her enbossed with gol den scroll-work.

There was a sharper knocking and a grating voice, polite yet perenptory, said, "Your
pardon, Councillor. This is Heest. As Lieutenant Warden of the Fifth Level, | nust ask you to
open the door. You have been closeted a long while in there, and | nust assure nyself that the spy
we seek is not holding a knife at your throat."

The Mouser coughed, took up the sapphire-headed ivory staff, drew w de the door and
maj estically strode forth with a slight hobble. Resuning with tired | egs the aching, tip-toe rat-
gait had given hima sudden torturing cranp in his left calf.

The pike-rats knelt. The fancy-booted rat whose bl ack clothes, mask, gauntlets and rapier-
scabbard were al so covered with fine-lined gol den arabesques, dropped back two steps.

Directing only a brief gaze at him the Muser said coolly, "You dare dithturb and hathten
Counthillor Gig at hith eliminathionth? Well, perhapth your reathonth are good enough. Perhapth."

Hreest swept off his wide-brimed hat pluned with the breast-feathers of black canaries. "I
amcertain they are, Nobility. There is loose in Lankhmar Bel ow a human spy, nmgically changed to
our size. He has already nurdered that skillful if unruly and conceited swordsman Svivonilo."

"Thorry newth indeed!" the Muser |isped. "Thearch out thith thpy at onthe! Thpare no
ecthpenthe in men or effort. | will informthe Counthil, Heetht, if you have not."

And while Hreest's voice followed himwith ratly apol ogi es, thanks, and reassurances, the
Mouser stepped regally down the white marble stairs, his linp hardly noticeable due to the
grateful support afforded by his ivory staff. The sapphire in its top twinkled Iike the blue star
Ashsha. He felt like a king.

Faf hrd rode west through the gathering twilight, the iron-shod hooves of the Mngol mare
striking sparks fromthe flinty substance of the Sinking Land. The sparks were becoming faintly
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visible, just as were a few of the largest stars. The road, nere hoof dints, was beconing hard to
di scern. To north and south, the Inner Sea and the Sea of the East were sullen gray expanses, the
former wave-fl ecked. And now finally, against the last dirty pink ribbon of sunset fringing the
west, he nade out the wavery black line of squat trees and towering cactuses that marked the

begi nning of the great Salt Marsh.

It was a wel cone sight, yet Fafhrd was frowning deeply -- two vertical furrows springing up
fromthe inside end of either eyebrow.

The left furrow, you mght say, was for what followed him Taking an unhurried | ook over
shoul der, he saw that the four riders whomhe had first glinpsed com ng down the Sarheenmar road
were now only a bowshot and a half behind him Their horses were black and they wore great bl ack
cl oaks and hoods. He knew now to a certainty they were his four black Ilthmar brigands. And
Ilthmar | and-pirates hungry only for loot, |let alone vengeance, had been known to pursue their
prey to the very Marsh Gate of Lankhnar.

The right furrow, which was deepest, was for an al nost inperceptible tilt, south lifting
above north, in the ragged black horizon ahead. That this was actually a slight tilting of the
Sinking Land in the opposite direction was proven when the Mngol mare took a lurch to the left.
Faf hrd harshly kicked his nount into a gallop. It would be a near thing whether he reached the
Marsh causeway before he was engul f ed.

Lankhmar phil osophers believe that the Sinking Land is a vast |ong shield, concave
under neat h, of hard-topped rock so porous below that it is exactly the same wei ght as water.

Vol canic gases fromthe roots of the Ilthmar Muntai ns and al so nephitic vapors fromthe

i ncredi bly deep-rooted and yeasty Great Salt Marsh gradually fill the concavity and lift the huge
shi el d above the surface of the seas. But then an instability devel ops, due to the greater density
of the shield s topping. The shield begins to rock. The supporting gases and vapors escape in
great alternate belches through the waters to north and south. Then the shield sinks sonewhat

bel ow t he waves and the whol e slow, rhythnic process begi ns again.

So it was that the tilting told Fafhrd that the Sinking Land was once nore about to
subnerge. And now the tilt had increased so nmuch that he had to pull alittle on the nmare's right
bridle to keep her to the road. Looking back over right shoul der, he saw that the four black
horsenen were al so coming on faster, in fact somewhat faster than he.

As his gaze returned to his goal of safety, the Marsh, he saw the near waters of the |nner
Sea shoot upward in a line of gray, foamgeysers -- the first escape of vapors -- while the waters
of the Sea of the East drew suddenly closer

Then very slowy the rock beneath himbegan to tilt in the opposite direction, until at
| ast he was pulling on the nare's left bridle to keep her to the road. He was very glad she was a
M ngol beast, trained to ignore any and all unnatural ness, even earthquake.

And now it was the still waters of the Sea of the East that expl oded upward in a |ong,
dirty, bubbling fence of escaping gas, while the waters of the Inner Sea cane foam ng al nost to
t he road.

Yet the Marsh was very close. He could make out individual thorn trees and cactuses and
thickets of giant sea-grass outlined against the now utterly bled west. And then he saw straight
ahead a gap that -- pray Issek! -- would be the causeway.

Sparks sped whitely fromunder the nare's iron shoes. The beast's breath rasped.

But now there was a new disquieting change in the | andscape, though a very slight one.

Al nost i nmperceptibly, the whole Great Salt Marsh was beginning to rise.

The Sinking Land was beginning its periodi c submnergence.

Fromeither side, fromnorth and south, gray walls were converging on him-- the foam
fronted raging waters of the Inner Sea and the Sea of the East rushing to sink the great stone
shield now its gaseous support was gone.

A bl ack barrier a yard high | ooned just ahead. Fafhrd |l eaned |low in the saddl e, nudging the
mare's flanks with his heels, and with a great long leap the mare lifted themthe needed yard and
found themfirmfooting again, and with never a pause gall oped on unchangi ngly, except that now
i nstead of clashing sharply against rock, the iron shoes struck nutedly on the tight-packed grave
of the causeway.

From behi nd them cane a nounting, runbling, snarling roar that suddenly rose to a crashing
climax. Fafhrd | ooked back and saw a great starburst of waters -- not gray now, but ghostly white
in the remaining light fromthe west -- where the waves of the Inner Sea had net the rollers of
the Sea of the East exactly at the road.

He was about to | ook forward again and slow his nount, when out of that pale, churny
expl osion there appeared a black horse and rider, then another, then a third. But no nore -- the
fourth had evidently been engulfed. The hair lifted on his back at the thought of the |eaps the
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three other beasts had nade with their black riders, and he cursed the Mngol nare to nake nore
speed, knowi ng that kind words went unheard by her.
*Chapter Twel ve*

Lankhmar readi ed herself for another night of terror as shadows | engthened toward infinity
and the sunlight turned deep orange. Her inhabitants were not reassured by the | essening nunber of
nmurderous rats in the streets; they snelled the electric calmbefore the stormand they barri caded
thensel ves in upper stories as they had the night gone by. Soldiers and constables, according to
their individual characters, grinned with relief or griped at bureaucracy's inanities when they
got the news that they were to repair to the Southern Barracks one hour before nmidnight to be
har angued by d egnya M ngol shane, who was reputed to nake the | ongest and nost tedious spittle-
sprayi ng speeches of any Captain General in Nehwon's history, and to stink with the sourness of
near-senility besides that.

Aboard _Squid_, Slinoor gave orders for lights to burn all night and an all-hands watch to
be kept. Wile the black kitten, forsaking the crow s nest, paced the rail nearest the docks, from
tinme to tinme uttering an anxi ous mew and eyeing the dark streets as if with mngled tenptati on and
dr ead.

For a while dipkerio soothed his nerves by observing the subtle torturing of Reetha,
designed chiefly to fray her nerves rather than her flesh, and by auditing her hours-I|ong
questioning by well-trained inquisitors, who sought to hammer from her the adni ssion that the Gay
Mouser was | eader of the rats -- as his shrinking to rat-size seened surely to prove -- and al so
force her to divulge a veritabl e hand-book of information on the Muser's nagi cal nethods and
sorcerous strategens. The girl truly entranced dipkerio: she reacted to threats, evil teasings,
and relatively minor pain in such a lively, unwearying way.

But after a while he nonethel ess grew bored and had a |ight supper served himin the
sunset's red gl ow on his sea-porch outside the Blue Audi ence Chanber and beside the head of the
great copper chute where bal anced the great |eaden spindle, which he reached out and touched from
time to tinme for reassurance. He hadn't lied to Hisvin, he told hinself smugly; he _did_ have at
| east one other secret weapon, albeit it wasn't a weapon of offense, but rather the ultinate
opposite. Pray, though, he wouldn't have to use it! Hi svin had pronised that at mi dnight he would

work his spell against the assaulting rats, and thus far Hisvin had never failed -- had he not
conquered the rats of the grain fleet? -- while his daughter and her maid had ways of soothing

G ipkerio that amazingly did not involve whippings. He had seen with his own eyes Hisvin slay rats
with his spell -- while on his own part he had arranged for all soldiers and police to be in the

South Barracks at mdnight listening to that tiresone O egnya M ngol shane. He had done his part,
he told hinself; H svin would do his; and at mdnight his troubles and vexations woul d be done.

But it was such a long tinme until midnight! Once nore boredom engul fed the bl ack-togaed,
pur pl e- pansy coroneted, beanpole nmonarch, and he began to think wistfully of whips and Reet ha.
Beyond all other nmen, he nused, an overlord, burdened by administration and cerenobnies, had no
time for even the nost honely hobbi es and i nnocent diversions.

Reet ha' s questioners, neanwhile, gave up for the day and |l eft her in Samanda's charge, who
fromtinme to time described gloatingly to the girl the various all-out thrashings and ot her
tornents the palace mstress would visit on her as soon as her nanby-panby inquisitors were
through with her. The nuch-abused maid sought to confort herself with the thought that her madcap
gray rescuer might sonehow regain his proper size and return to work again her escape. Surely, and
despite all the nasty insinuations she had endured, the G ay Mouser was rat-size against his wll.
She recalled the many fairy tales she had heard of lizard- and frog-princes restored to
handsoneness and proper height by a maiden's |loving kiss, and despite her niseries, her eye-
brow ess eyes grew dreany.

The Mouser squinted through Gig's notched mask at the glorious Council Chanber and the
ot her menmbers of the Suprene Thirteen. Already the scene had becone oppressively familiar to him
and he was dammably tired of |isping. Nevertheless, he gathered hinmself for a suprene effort,
which at |east was one that tickled his wits.

His com ng here had been sinplicity itself, and inevitability too. Upon reaching the Fifth
Level after parting with Hreest and his pike-rats, rat-pages had fallen in beside himat the foot
of the white marble stairs, and a rat-chanberlain had gone solenmly before him ringing an
engraved silver bell which probably once had tinkled fromthe ankle of a tenple dancer in the
Street of the Gods in the world above. Thus, footing it grandly hinself with the aid of his
sapphire-topped ivory staff, though still hobbling a little, he had been wordl essly conducted into
the Council Chanber and to the very chair which he now occupi ed.

The chanber was | ow but vast, pillared by golden and silver candl esticks doubtless pilfered
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from pal aces and churches overhead. Anong themwere a few of what | ooked |ike jewel ed scepters of
of fice and maces of command. In the background, toward the distant walls and half hid by the
pillars, were grouped rat-pikenmen, waiters, and other servants, litter-bearers with their
vehicles, and the like.

The chanber was lit by golden and silver cages of fire-beetles and ni ght-bees and gl ow
wasps | arge as eagles, and so many of themthat the pulsing of their |light was barely apparent.
The Mouser had decided that if it became necessary to create a diversion, he would | oose sone of
t he gl ow wasps.

Wthin a central circle of particularly costly pillars was set a great round table, about
whi ch sat evenly spaced the Thirteen, all nasked and clad in white hoods and robes, from which
whi t e- gl oved rat - hands ener ged.

Qpposite the Mouser and on a slightly higher chair sat Skwee, well renmenbered fromthe tine
he had crouched on the Muser's shoul der threatening to sever the artery under his ear. On Skwee's
right sat Siss, while on his left was a taciturn rat whomthe rest addressed as Lord Null. Al one
of the Thirteen, this lunpy Lord Null was clad in robe, hood, mask, and gl oves of black. There was
sonet hing hauntingly fam liar about him perhaps because the hue of his garb recalled to the
Mouser Svivonmilo and al so Hreest.

The remaining nine rats were clearly apprentice nenbers, pronoted to fill the gaps in the
Circle of Thirteen left by the white rats slain aboard _Squid_, for they never spoke and when
questions were voted, only bobbingly agreed with the majority opinion anong Skwee, Siss, Lord
Null, and Gig -- that is, the Muser -- or if that opinion were split two to two, abstained.

The entire tabl etop was hidden by a circular map of what appeared to be well-tanned and
buf fed human skin, the nost delicate and finely pored. The map itself was nothing but innunerable
dots: golden, silver, red and black, and thick as fly-specks in the stall of a slumfruit-
merchant. At first the Muser had been able to think of nothing but some eerie, dense starfield.
Then it had been revealed to him by the references the others made to it, that it was nothing
more or less than a map of all the rat-holes in Lankhmar

At first this know edge hadn't rmade the nap cone to |life for the Muwuser. But then gradually
he had begun to see in the apparently randomy clustered and twisty-trailed dots the outlines of
at least the principal buildings and streets of Lankhmar. O course, the whole plot of the city
was reversed, because viewed from bel ow i nstead of above.

The gol den dots, it had turned out, stood for rat-holes unknown to humans and used by rats;
the red, for holes known to humans yet still used by rats; the silver, for holes unknown to
humans, but not currently enployed by the dwell ers undeneath; while the bl ack dots designated the
hol es known to hunmans and avoi ded by the rodents of Lankhnar Bel ow.

During the entire council session, three slimfenale rat-pages silently went about,
changi ng the color of rat-holes and even dotting in new ones, according to information whispered
them by rat-pages, who ceasel essly cane and went on equally silent paws. For this purpose, the
three femal es used rat-tail brushes each made of a single, stiffined horsehair frayed at the tip,
whi ch they enpl oyed nost dexterously, and each had slung in a rack at the waist four ink-pots of
the appropriate col ors.

What the Mouser had | earned during the council session had been, sinmply yet horribly, the
all-over plan for the grand assault on Lankhmar Above, which was to take place a half-hour before
this very midnight: detailed information about the disposition of pike conpanies, crossbow
det achment s, dagger groups, poison-weapon brigades, incendiaries, |one assassins, child-killers,
panic-rats, stink-rats, genital-snappers and breast-biters and other berserkers, setters of man-
traps such as trip-cords and needl e-sharp caltrops and strangling nooses, artillery brigades which
woul d carry up pieceneal |arger weapons to be assenbl ed above ground, until his brain could no
| onger hold all the data.

He had also learned that the principal attacks were to be nmade on the South barracks and
especially on the Street of the Gods, hitherto spared.

Finally he learned that the aimof the rats was not to exterm nate humans or drive them
from Lankhmar, but to force an unconditional surrender from dipkerio and enslave the overlord's
subj ects by that agreenent and a continuing terror so that Lankhmar woul d go on as al ways about
its pleasures and business, buying and selling, birthing and dying, sending out of ships and

caravans, gathering of grain -- especially grain! -- but ruled by the rats.
Fortunately all this briefing had been done by Skwee and Siss. Nothing had been asked of
the Mouser -- that is, Gig -- or of Lord Null, except to supply opinions on knotty problens and

lead in the voting. This had also provided the Muser with tinme to devise ways and neans of
throwing a cat into the rats' plans
Finally the briefing was done and Skwee asked around the table for ideas to inprove the

file://IC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...GM5%20-%20The%20Swords%200f%20Lankhmar.txt (71 of 99) [12/28/2004 4:47:57 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Fritz%20L ei ber%20-%20FGM 5%20-%20The%20Swords%200f %20L ankhmar . txt

grand assault-not as if he expected to get any.

But at this point the Mouser rose up -- somewhat crippled, since Gig' s damably ill -
fitting rat-boots were still giving himthe cranp -- and taking up his ivory staff laid its tip
unerringly on a cluster of silver dots at the west end of the Street of Gods.

"Whay ith no aththault nade here?" he demanded. "I thuggetht that at the height of the

battle, a party of ratth clad in black togath iththue fromthe tenple of the Godth _of _ Lankhmar.
Thith will convinthe the humanth ath nothing elthe that their very godth -- the godth of their

thity -- have turned againtht them-- been tranthformed, in fact, to ratth!"
He swal | owed hard down his raw, wearied throat. Wiy the devil had Gig had to have a |isp?
Hi s suggestion appeared for a nonment to stupefy the other nenbers of the Council. Then Siss
sai d, wonderingly, admringly, enviously, and as if against his will, "I never thought of that."

Skwee said, "The tenple of the Gods _of Lankhnmar has | ong been avoi ded by man and rat
ali ke, as you well know, Gig. Nevertheless..."

Lord Null said peevishly, "I amagainst it. Wiy nmeddle with the unknown? The humans of
Lankhmar fear and avoid the tenple of their city's gods. So should we."

The Mouser glared at the bl ack-robed rat through his mask slits. "Are we nithe or ratth?"
he denanded. "Or are we even cowardly, thuperthtitiouth men? Were ith your ratly courage, Lord
Null? O thovereign, thkeptical, ratly reathon? My thratagemwi Il cow the humanth and prove
forever the thuperior bravery of ratth! Thkwee! Thith! Ith it not tho?"

The matter was put to a vote. Lord Null voted nay, Siss and the Muser and -- after a pause
-- Skwee voted aye, the other nine bobbed, and so Operation Bl ack Toga, as Skwee christened it,
was hastily added to the battle plans.

"W have over four hours in which to organize it," Skwee rem nded his nervous col |l eagues.

The Mouser grinned behind his mask. He had a feeling that the Gods _of _ Lankhmar, if ever
roused, would side with the city's human inhabitants. O would they? -- he wondered bel atedly.

In any case, his business and desire now was to get out of the Council Chanber as soon as
possi ble. A stratageminstantly suggested itself to him He waved to a page.

"Thummon a litter,” he commanded. "Thith deliberathion hath tired me. | feel faint and am
troubled by leg cramp. | will go for a thhort while to nmy hone and wife to retht ne."

Skwee | ooked around at him "Wfe?" the white rat asked incredul ously.

Instantly the Mouser answered, "Ith it any buthineth of yourth if it ith my whimto call ny
mthtreth ny wife?"

Skwee still eyed himfor a bit, then shrugged.

The litter arrived al nost imediately, borne by two very brawny, half-naked rats. The
Mouser rolled into it gratefully, laying his ivory staff beside him comanded "To ny hone!" and
waved a gentle good-bye to Skwee and Lord Null as he was carried joggingly off. He felt hinself at
the nmonent to be the nost brilliant mind in the whol e universe and thoroughly deserving of a rest,
even in a rat burrow. He remi nded hinself he had at |east four hours to go before Sheel ba's spel
wore of f and he becane once nore human size. He'd done his best for Lankhmar, now he nust think of
hinmsel f. He lazily wondered what the conforts of a rat hone would be |ike. He nust sanple them
bef ore escapi ng above ground. It really had been a dammably tiring council session after all that
had gone before.

Skwee tuned to Lord Null as the litter disappeared by stages beyond the pillars and said
t hrough his be-di anonded white nask, "So Gig has a mistress, the old msogynist! Perhaps it's she
who has qui ckened his mind to such new brilliancies as Operation Bl ack Toga."

"I still don't |ike that one, though you outvoted me and I nust go along,"” chittered the
other irritably from behind his black vizard. "There's too nmuch uncertainty tonight. The fina
battle about to be joined. A nagically transforned human spy reported in Lankhmar Bel ow. The
change in Gig's character. That rabid nmouse running w ddershins a-foamat the jaws, outside the
Counci | Chanber, and whi ch squeaked thrice when you slew him The uncustonmary buzzing of the night-
bees in Siss's chanbers. And now this new operation adopted on the spur of the noment -- "

Skwee cl apped Lord Null on the shoulder in friendly fashion. "You' re distraught tonight,
conrade, and see onens in every night-bug," he said. "Gig at all events had one npbst sound
notion. We all could do with a little rest and refreshnent. Especially you before your all-

i mportant m ssion. Cone."

And turning the table over to Siss, he and Lord Null went to a curtained al cove just off
the Council Chanber, Skwee ordering on the way that food and drink be brought them

VWhen the curtains were closed behind them Skwee seated hinself in one of the two chairs
beside the small table there and took off his mask. In the pulsing violet light of the three
silver-caged gl owwasps illumnating the alcove, his long, white-furred, blue-eyed snout | ooked
remar kably sinister
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"To think," he said, "that tonorrow nmy people will be nasters of Lankhmar Above. For
mllennia we rats have planned and built, tunneled and studied and striven, and now in | ess than
six hours -- it's worth a drink! Wich renmnds ne, conrade, isn't it tinme for your nedicina
draught" Lord Null hissed with consternation, prepared to lift his black nmask distractedly, dipped
his bl ack-gl oved right fore-nenber into his pouch, and cane up with a tiny white vial

"Stop!" Skwee conmmanded wi th sonme honor, capturing the black-gloved wist with a sudden
grab. "If you should drink _that one_ now -- "

"I _am_ nervous tonight, nervous to frustration," the other admitted, returning the white
vial to his pouch and comng up with a black one. Before draining its contents, he lifted his
bl ack mask entirely. The face behind was not a rat's, but the seaned and beady-eyed vi sage, rat-
smal |, of Hisvin the grain-nerchant.

The bl ack draught swal |l owed, he appeared to experience relief and easenent of tension. The
worry lines in his face were replaced by those of thought.

"Who is Gig' s mstress, Skwee?"' he specul ated suddenly. "No comon slut, |I'Il swear, or
vani ty-puffed courtesan.”

Skwee shrugged his hunchy shoul ders and said cynically, "The nore brilliant the enchanted
mal e, the stupider the enchanting fenale."

"No!" Hisvin said inpatiently. "I sense a brilliant and rapaci ous nind here that is not

Gig's. He was anbitious once, you know, sought your position, then his fires sank to coals
gl owi ng through wintery ash."
"That's true," Skwee agreed thoughtfully. "Who has bl own him alight again?" Hisvin

dermanded, now wi th anxi ous suspicion. " _Who_ is his mstress, Skwee?"
Faf hrd pulled up the M ngol mare before that iron-hearted beast should topple from
exhaustion -- and had trouble doing it, so resolute unto death was that grimcreature. Yet once

stopped, he felt her legs giving under her and he dropped quickly fromthe saddle | est she
col l apse fromhis weight. She was | athered with sweat, her head hung between her trenbling
forelegs, and her slatted ribs worked like a bell ows as she gasped whistlingly.

He rested his hand lightly on her shaking shoul ders. She never could have made Lankhmar, he
knew. They were | ess than hal fway across the Great Salt Marsh

Low noonlight, striking from behind, washed with a faint gold the gravel of the causeway
road and yellowy touched the tops of thorn tree and cactus, but could not yet slant down to the
Marsh's sea-grassed floor and bl ack bottons.

Save for the hum and crackl e of insects and the calls of night birds, the noonlight-brushed
area was silent -- yet would not be so for long, Fafhrd knew with a shudder.

Ever since the preternatural energence of the three black riders fromthe crash of waves
over the Sinking Land and their drunmi ng unshakable pursuit of himthrough the deepening night, he
had been less and | ess able to think of themas nmere vengeful IIthmar brigands, and nore and nore
concei ved them as a supernatural black trinity of death. For niles now, besides, something huge
and | ong-1 egged and | urching, though never distinctly seen, had been pur-suing himthrough the
Marsh, keeping pace with himat the distance of a spear cast. Sone giant famliar or obedi ent
djinn of the black horsenmen seenmed nost |ikely.

His fears had so worked on himthat Fafhrd had finally put the mare to her extrenest
gal | op, outdistancing the hoof-noise of the pursuit, though with no effect on the | urching shape
and with the inevitable present result. He drew Graywand and faced back toward the newrisen
gi bbous noon.

Then very faintly he began to hear it: the muted rhythm ¢ drumm ng of hooves on gravel
They were coni ng.

At the sane nonent, fromthe deep shadows where the giant famliar should be, he heard the
Gray Mouser call hoarsely, "This way, Fafhrd! Toward the blue light. Lead your nount. Make it
swift!”

Grinning even as the hairs lifted on his neck, Fafhrd | ooked south and saw a shaped bl ue
glow, like a round-topped, smallish, blue-lit windowin the blackness of the Marsh. He plunged
down the causeway's slanting south side toward it, pulling the mare after him and found underf oot
a lowridge of firmground rather than nud. He noved ahead eagerly through the dark, digging in
his heels and | eaning forward as he dragged his spent nount. The blue w ndow | ooked a little above
his head now. The drumm ng com ng up fromthe east was | ouder

"Shake a | eg, Lazybones!" he heard the Muser call in the sane rasping tones. The Gay One
must have caught a cold fromthe Marsh's danp or -- the Fates forfend! -- a fever fromits
nm asnas.

"Tether your nount to the thorn stunp,"” the Mouser continued gruffly. "There's food for her
there and a water pool. Then come up. Speed, speed!"
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Faf hrd obeyed wi thout word or waste motion, for the drumming had becone very | oud.

As he | eaped and caught hold of the blue window s bottom and drew hinself up to it, the
bl ue gl ow went out. He scranbled inside onto the reed-carpeted floor of whatever it was and
swiftly squirmed around so he was | ooki ng back the way he'd cone.

The M ngol mare was invisible in the dark bel ow. The causeway's top glowed faintly in the
noonl i ght .

Then round a cluster of thorn trees canme speeding the three black riders, the drunm ng of
the twel ve hooves thunderous now. Fafhrd thought he could make out a fiendi sh phosphorescent gl ow
around the nostrils and eyes of the tall black horses and he could faintly discern the black
cl oaks and hoods of the riders streaming in the wind of their speed. Wth never a pause they
passed the point where he'd left the causeway and vani shed behi nd another thorn grove to the west.
He I et out a long-held breath.

"Now get away fromthe door and brace yourself,"” a voice that wasn't the Muser's at al
grated over his shoulder. "l've got to be there to pilot this rig."

The hairs that had just lain dowmn on Fafhrd's neck erected thensel ves again. He had nore
than once heard the rock-harsh voice of Sheel ba of the Eyel ess Face, though never seen, |let al one
entered, his fabulous hut. He swiftly hitched hinself to one side, back against wall. Sonething
smoot h and round and cool touched the back of his neck. A wall-hung skull, it alnopst had to be.

A black figure cramed into the space he'd just vacated. Dimy silhouetted in the doorway,
its edge touched by noonlight, he saw a black cow .

"Where's the Muuser?" Fafhrd asked with a wheeze in his voice.

The hut gave a violent lurch. Fafhrd grabbed gropingly for and luckily found two wall
post s.

“In trouble. _Deep_-down trouble," Sheel ba answered curtly. "I did his voice to nake you
junp lively. As soon as you've fulfilled whatever geas Ni ngauble has l|aid upon you -- bells, isn't
it? -- you must go instantly to his aid."

The hut gave a second lurch and a third, then began to rock and pitch somewhat |ike a ship
but in a swift rhythmand nore joltingly, as if one were in a howdah on the slant back of a
drunken giant giraffe.

"Go instantly where?" Fafhrd demanded, somewhat hunbly.

"How should | know and why should | tell you if | did? | amnot your w zard. |'mjust
taki ng you to Lankhmar by secret ways as a favor to that paunchy, seven-eyed, billion-worded
dilettante in sorcery who thinks hinmself my colleague and has gulled you into taking himas
mentor,"” the harsh voice responded fromthe hood. Then, relenting some-what, though grow ng
gruffer, "Overlord' s palace, nost |ikely. Now shut up."

The rocking of the hut and also its speed increased. Wnd pushed in, flapping the edge of
Sheel ba' s hood. Flashes of noon-dappl ed marsh shot by.

"Who were those riders after ne?" Fafhrd asked, clinging to his wall posts. "Ilthmar
bri gands? Acol ytes of the grisly, scythe-armed |ord?"
No reply.

"What _is_ it all about?" Fafhrd persisted. "Grand assault by a near nunberless yet
nanel ess host on Lankhmar. Nanel ess bl ack riders. The Muser deep-buried and woefully shrunk, yet
alive. Atin whistle nmaybe sunmoni ng War Cats who are dangerous to the bl ower. None of it nakes
sense. "

The hut gave a particularly vicious lurch. Sheelba still said not a word. Fafhrd grew
seasi ck and devoted hinmself to hangi ng on

QA i pkerio, nerving hinself, poked his pansy-w eathed, gold-ringleted head on its |ong neck
through the kitchen door's leather curtains and blinking his weak yellowirised eyes at the fire's
glare, grinned an archly aniable, foolish grin.

Reet ha, chai ned once nore by the neck, sat cross-legged in front of the fire, head a-droop
Surrounded by four other mmids squatting on their heels, Samanda nodded in her great chair. Yet
now, though no noi se had been nmade, her snores broke off, she opened her pig-eyes toward
G ipkerio, and said famliarly, "Cone in, little overlord, don't stand there |Iike a bashfu
giraffe. Have the rats got you scared too? Be off to your cots, girls."

Three maids instantly rose. Samanda snhatched a long pin fromher sphere-dressed hair and
lightly jabbed awake the fourth, who had been asl eep on her heels.

Silently, except for a single swift-stifled squeal fromthe pricked one, the four maids
bobbed a bow at dipkerio, two at Samanda, and hurried out |ike so nmany wax mannequi ns. Reetha
| ooked around wearily. dipkerio wandered about, |ooking anywhere but at her, his chin a-twtch,
his long fingers jittery, tw ning and untw ni ng.

"The restless bug bite you, little overlord?" Samanda asked him "Shall | make you a hot
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poppy-posset? O would you like to see her whi pped?" she asked, jerking a thick thunmb toward
Reet ha. "The inquisitors ordered ne not to, but of course if you should comand ne -- "

"Ch, no, no, no, of course not," Qipkerio protested. "But speaking of whips, |'ve sone new
ones in nmy private collection I'd |like to show you, dear Samanda, including one reputedly from Far
Kiraay coated with rough-ground glass, if only you'd cone with ne. Al so a handsonely enbossed si x-
tined silver bull prod from-- "

"Ch, so it's conpany you want, like all the other scared ones," Samanda told him "Well
I'd be willing to oblige you, little overlord, but the 'quisitors told me I nust keep an eye al
night on this wicked girl, who's in league with the rats' |eader."”

d i pkerio hemmed and hawed, finally said, "Well, you could bring her along, | suppose, if

you really have to."

"So | could," Samanda agreed heartily, at l|last |evering her black-dressed bulk from her
chair. "W can test your new whi ps on her."

"Ch, no, no, _no_," dipkerio once nore protested. Then frowning and also withing his
narrow shoul ders, he added thoughtfully, "Though there are tines when to get the hang of a new
instrument of pain one sinply nust..."

"...sinply nust," Samanda agreed, unsnapping the silver chain from Reetha's collar and
shappi ng on a short |leash. "Lead the way, little overlord."

"Conme first to ny bedroom" he told her. "I'Il go ahead to get my guardsmen out of the
way." And he rmade off at his | ongest, toga-stretching stride.

"No need to, little overlord, they know all about your habits,"” Samanda called after him
then jerked Reetha to her feet. "Come, girl! -- you're being mghtily honored. Be glad |I'm not

G ipkerio, or you'd be rubbed with cheese and shoved down-cellar for the rats to nibble."

When they finally arrived through enpty silk-hung corridors at dipkerio's bed-chanber, he
was standing in mingled agitation and irritation before its open, jewel-studded, thick oaken door
his black toga a-rustle fromhis nervous jerking.

"There weren't any guardsmen for me to warn off," he conplaced. "It seens ny orders were
stupidly msinterpreted, extended farther than I'd intended, and ny guardsnen have all gone off
with the soldiers and constables to the South Barracks."

"What need you of guardsnen when you have ne_ to protect you, little overlord?" Samanda
answer ed boi sterously, slapping a truncheon hanging from her belt.

"That's true," he agreed, only a shade doubtfully, and twitched a | arge and conpl ex gol den
key froma fold of his toga. "Now let's lock the girl in here, Samanda, if you please, while we go
to inspect ny new acquisitions."”

"And decide which to use on her?" Samanda asked in her |oud coarse voice.

Qi pkerio shook his head as if in shocked disapproval, and |ooking at |ast at Reetha, said
in grave fatherly tones, "No, of course not, it is only that | inmagine the poor child would be
bored at our expertise."

Yet he couldn't quite keep a sudden eagerness fromhis tones, nor a furtive gleamfromhis
eyes.

Sanmanda unsnapped the | eash and pushed Reetha inside.

A i pkerio warned her in last-mnute apprehension, "Don't touch my night-draught now, "
pointing at a golden tray on a silver night table. Crystal flagons sat on the tray and also a | ong-
stenmed goblet filled with pale apricot-hued w ne.

" Don't touch one thing_, or I'lIl make you beg for death," Samanda anplified, suddenly al
unhunorously brutal. "Kneel at the foot of the bed on knees and heels with head bent -- servile
posture three -- and don't nove a nuscle until we return.”

As soon as the thick door was closed and its lock softly thudded shut and the gol den key
chinkingly withdrawn on the other side, Reetha wal ked straight to the night table, worked her
cheeks a bit, spat into the night-draught, and watched the bubbly scumslowy revolve. Ch if she
only had sonme hairs to drop in it, she yearned fiercely, but there seened to be no fur or wool in
the room and she had been shaved this very norning.

She unstoppered the nost tenpting of the crystal flagons and carried it about with her
SwWi gging daintily, as she exani ned the room paneled with rare woods fromthe Eight Cities, and
its ever rarer treasures, pausing |longest at a heavy gol den casket full of cut but unset jewels --
anet hysts, aquanarines, sapphires, jades, topazes, fire opals, rubies, ginpels, and ice eneralds --
which glittered and gl eaned |i ke the shards of a shattered rai nbow.

She al so noted a rack of wonen's clothes, cut for some-one very tall and thin, and --
surprising beside these evidences of effem nacy -- a rack of browned-iron weapons.

She gl anced over several shelves of blown-glass figurines | ong enough to decide that the
nmost delicate and costly-1ooking was, al nost needless to say, that of a slimgirl in boots and

file:/lIC|/12590%20Sci-Fi%20and%20Fantasy%?2...GM5%20-%20The%20Swords%200f%20Lankhmar.txt (75 of 99) [12/28/2004 4:47:57 PM]



file:///C|/2590%20Sci - Fi %20and%20Fantasy %20E-books/Fritz%20L ei ber%20-%20FGM 5%20-%20The%20Swords%200f %20L ankhmar . txt

scanty jacket wielding a long whip. She flicked it off its shelf, so that it shattered on the
pol i shed floor and the whip went to powder

What could they do to her that they weren't planning to do al ready? -- she asked herself
with a tight smle.

She clinbed into the bed, where she stretched and withed | uxuriously, enjoying to the ful
the feel of the fine linen sheets agai nst her barbered |inbs, body, and head, and now and again
trickling fromthe crystal flagon a few nectarous drops between her playfully haughty-shaped |ips.
She' d be dammed, she told herself, if she'd drink enough to get dead drunk before the |ast
possi bl e instant. Thereafter Samanda and G ipkerio mght find thenselves hard-put to tornment a
Iinp body and bl acked-out mind with any great pleasure to thensel ves.

*Chapter Thirteen*

The Mouser, reclining on his side in his litter, the tail of one of the fore-rats swaying a
respectful armis length fromhis head, noted that, without |eaving the Fifth Level, they had
arrived at a wide corridor stationed with pike-rats stiffly on guard and having thirteen heavily
curtai ned doorways. The first nine curtains were of white and silver, the next of black and gol d,
the last three of white and gol d.

Despite his weariness and grandi ose feeling of security, the Muser had been fairly
wat chful along the trip, suspecting though not very seriously that Skwee or Lord Null m ght have
himfollowed -- and then there was Hreest to be reckoned with, who might have di scovered sone cl ue
at the water-privy despite the highly artistic job the Muser felt he had done. Fromtinme to tine
there had been rats who m ght have been following his litter, but all these had eventually taken
other turns in the nmazy corridors. The last to engage his |azy suspicions had been two slimrats
clad in black silken cloaks, hoods, nmasks, and gl oves, but these w thout a glance toward hi m now
di sappeared armin-armthrough the bl ack-and-gol d curtains, whispering together in a gossipy way.

Hs litter stopped at the next doorway, the third fromthe end. So Skwee and Siss outranked
Gig, but he out-ranked Lord Null. This mght be useful to know, though it nmerely confirmed the
i npressi on he had got at the council

He sat, then stood up with the aid of his staff, rather exaggerating his leg cranp now, and
tossed the fore-rat a corn-weathed silver coin he had selected fromGig s purse. He assuned that
tips would be the custom of any speci es of being whatever, in particular rats. Then w thout a
backward | ook he hobbl ed through the heavy curtains, noting in passing that they were woven of
fine soft gold wire and braided fine white silk threads. There was a short, di m passageway
simlarly curtained at the other end. He pushed through the second set of curtains and found
hinself alone in a cozy-feeling but rather shabby square roomwi th curtai ned doorways in each of
the other three walls and Iit by a bronze-caged fire-beetle over each doorway. There were two
cl osed cupboards, a witing desk with stool, nmany scrolls in silver containers that |ooked
suspiciously like thinmbles fromthe human world, crossed swords and a battle-ax fixed to the dingy
walls, and a fireplace in which a single giant coal glowed redly through its coat of white ash.
Above the fireplace, or rather brazier-nook, energed fromthe wall a bronze-ringed hem sphere
about as big as the Mouser's own rat-size head. The heni sphere was yellow sh, with a | arge
greeni sh-brown circle on it, and centered in this circle a black one. with a qualmof horror, the
Mouser recognized it as a nunmified hunman eye.

In the center of the roomwas a pillowed couch with the high back support of one who does a
I ot of reading |ying down, and beside the couch a sizable Ilowtable with nothing on it but three
bells, one copper, one silver, and one gol d.

Putting his horror out of mind, for it is a singularly useless enption, the Muser took up
the silver bell and rang it vigorously, deciding to see what taking the m ddl e course would bring.

He had little nmore tine than to decide that the roomwas that of a crusty bachelor with
studi ous inclinations when there canme backing through the curtains in the rear wall a fat old rat
in spotless long white snock with a white cap on his head. This one turned and showed his silver
snout and bl eared eyes, and also the silver tray he was carrying, on which were steam ng plates
and a |large steanming silver jug.

The Mouser pointed curtly at the table. The cook, for so he seened to be, set the tray
there and then canme hesitantly toward the Muser, as if to help himoff with his robe. The Muser
waved hi m away and pointed sternly at the rear doorway. He'd be damed if he'd go to the trouble
of lisping in Gig s owm honme. Besides, servants m ght have a sharper ear than coll eagues for a
fal se voice. The cook bowed bunblingly and departed.

The Mouser settled hinself gratefully on the couch, deciding against renoving as yet his
gl oves or boots. Now that he was reclining, the latter bothered himhardly at all. However, he did
renove his mask and placed it close by -- it was good to get nore than a squinty view of things --
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and set to at Gig' s dinner.

The steanming jug turned out to contain mulled wine. It was nost soothing to his raw, dry
throat and wearied nerves, though excessively aromatic -- the single black clove bobbing in the
jug was large as a line and the cinnanon stick big as one of the parchnment scrolls. Then, using
Cat's Caw and the two-tined fork provided, he began cutting up and devouring the steam ng cutlets
of beef -- for his nose told himit was that and not, for instance, baby. From another steani ng
pl ate he sanpl ed one of the objects that |ooked Iike small sweet potatoes. It turned out to be a
single grain of boiled wheat. Likew se, one of the yellowi sh cubes about as big as dice proved a
grain of coarse sugar, while the black balls big as the end joint of his thunb were caviar. He
speared themone at a time with his fork and nunched, alternating this with nouthfuls of the beef.
It was very strange to eat good tender beef, the fibers of which were thick as his fingers.

Havi ng consuned the nmeaty portions of Gig's dinner and drunk all the nulled wine, the
Mouser resuned his nmask and settled back to plot his escape to Lankhmar Above. But the gol den bel
kept teasing his thoughts away frompractical matters, so he reached out and rang it. Yield to
curiosity without giving the mind tinme to get roiled, was one of his npttoes.

Hardly had the sweet _chinks_died away when the heavy curtains of one of the side doors
parted and there appeared a slimstraight rat -- or ratess, rather, he judged -- dressed in robe,
hood, mask, slippers and gloves all of fine Ienon yellow silKk.

This one, holding the curtains parted, |ooked toward himand said softly, "Lord Gig, your
m stress awaits you."

The Mouser's first reaction was one of gratified conceit. So Gig did have a m stress, and
hi s spur-of-the-nmoment answer to Skwee's "W fe?" question at the council had been a brilliant
stroke of intuition. Wether human-large or rat-small, he could outsnart anyone. He possessed
Mouser - m nd, unequal ed in the universe.

Then the Muser stood up and approached the slender, yellowclad figure. There was
sonet hing cursedly fanmiliar about her. He wondered if she were the ratess in green he'd seen
| eadi ng short-1eashed the brace of shrews. She had a pride and poi se about her

Usi ng the sane stratagem he had with the cook, he silently pointed fromher to the doorway
that she should precede him She acqui esced and he foll owed cl ose behind her down a dimtw sty
corridor.

And cursedly attractive too, he decided, eyeing her slender silhouette and sniffing her
musky perfume. Rather bel atedly, he reninded hinmself that she was a rat and so shoul d waken his
utternost repugnance. But was she necessarily a rat? He had been transforned in size, why not
others? And if this were nerely the maid, what would the nmistress be? Doubtless lard-fat or hag-

hairy, he told hinself cynically. Still his excitenment grew.
Sparing a nonent's thought to orient hinmself, he discovered that the side door they'd gone
out by led toward the bl ack-curtained apartments of Lord Null -- presumably -- rather than to

those of Siss and Skwee.

At last the yellowclad ratess parted gol d- heavy bl ack drapes, then light violet silken
ones. The Muser passed her and found hinmself staring about through the notched eye-hol es of
Gig's mask at a large bedroom beautifully and delicately furnished in many ways, yet the
wei rdest and perhaps the nost frightening he had ever seen

It was draped and carpeted and ceilinged and upholstered all in silver and violet, the
latter color the exact conplenent of the yellow of his conductress' gowning. It was lit indirectly
from bel ow by narrow deep tanks of sliny glowworns big as eels, set against the walls. Against
these tanks were several vanity tables, each backed by its large silver mrror, so that the Muser
saw nore than one reflection of his white-robed self and his slimcicerone, who had just let the
silken violet curtains waft together again. The tabletops were strewn with cosnetics and the tools
of beauty, variously colored elixirs and tiny cups -- all except one, near a second silver-draped
door, which held nothing but two score or so black and white vials.

But between the vanity tables there hung on silver chains, close to the walls and brightly
lit by the glowworm s up-jutting efful gence, |arge silver cages of scorpions, spiders, mantises,
and suchlike glittering vermn, all large as puppy dogs or baby kangaroos. |In one spaci ous cage
coiled a Quarmal | pocket-viper huge as a python. These clashed their fangs or hissed, according to
their kind, while one scorpion angrily clattered its sting across the gl eaning bars of its cage,
and the viper darted its trebly forked tongue between those of its own.

One short wall, however, was bare except for two pictures tall and wi de as doors, the one
depi cting agai nst a dusky background a girl and crocodile anorously intertwi ned, the other a man
and a | eopardess simlarly preoccupied.

Al nost central in the roomwas a |arge bed covered only by a tight-drawn white |inen sheet,
the woven threads | ooking coarse as burlap, yet inviting nonetheless, and with one fat white
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pillow

Lyi ng supi ne and at ease on this bed, her head propped against the pillowto survey the
Mouser through the eye-holes of her mask, was a figure somewhat slighter than that of his guide,
yet otherw se identical and identically clad, except that the silk of her garb was finer still and
viol et instead of yell ow

"Well net bel ow ground. Sweet greetings, Gay Muser," this one called softly in a fanmliar
silvery voice. Then, |ooking beyond him "Sweetest slave, make our guest confortable."

Sof t est footsteps approached. The Muser turned a little and saw that his conductress had
renoved her yellow mask, revealing the nerry yet nelanchol y-eyed dark face of Frix. Her black hair
this time hung in two long plaits, braided with fine copper wre.

Wthout nore ado than a smile, she began deftly to unbutton Gig's |ong white robe. The
Mouser lifted his arnms a little and I et hinmself be undressed as effortlessly as in a dream and
with even less attention paid the process, for he was nost eagerly scanning the violet-msked
figure on the bed. He knew to a certainty who it nust be, beyond all contributing evidence, for
the silver dart was throbbing in his tenple and the hunger which had haunted him for days returned
r edoubl ed.

The situation was strange al nost beyond conprehension. Al though guessing that Frix and the
ot her nust have used an elixir like Sheelba's, the Muser could have sworn they were all three
human size, except for the presence of the fanmiliar vermn, scuttlers and slitherers, so huge.

It was a great relief to have his cramping rat-boots deftly drawn off, as he lifted first
one leg, then the other. Yet although he submitted so docilely to Frix's ministrations, he kept
hold of his sword Scal pel and of the belt it hung fromand al so, on some cloudy inpulse, of Gig's
mask. He felt the snaller scabbard enpty on the belt and realized with a pang of apprehension that
he had left Cat's Claw behind in Gig's apartnment along with the latter's ivory staff.

But these worries vanished |ike the Iast snowflake in spring when the one on the bed asked

cajolingly, "WII you partake of refreshnent, dearest guest?" and when he said, "I wll npst
gladly," lifted a violet-gloved hand and ordered, "Dear Frix, fetch sweetneats and w ne."

While Frix busied herself at a far table, the Muser whispered, his heart a-thunp, "Ah,
nost del ectable Hisvet -- For | deemyou are she?"

"As to that, you nust judge for yourself," the tinkling voice responded coquettishly.

"Then | shall call you Hisvet," the Muser answered boldly, "recognizing you as nmy queen of
queens and princess of princesses. Know, delicious Denpiselle, that ever since our raptures 'neath
the closet tree were so rudely broken off by an interruption of Mngols, my mind, nay, nmy mania
has been fixed solely on you."

"That were sone snall conplinent -- " the other allowed, lolling back |uxuriously, "if I
could believe it."

"Believe it you nmust," the Muuser asserted nasterfully, stepping forward. "Know, noreover,
that it is nmy intention that on this occasi on our converse not be conducted over Frix's shoul der
dear conpanion that she is, but at the closest range. | amfixedly desirous of all refreshments,
onmtting none."

"You cannot think I amHisvet!" the other countered, starting up in what the Mouser hoped
was nock indignation "El se you woul d never dare such bl aspheny!"

"I dare far nore!" the Muser declared with a soft anmpbrous growl, stepping forward nore
swiftly. The vernmin hanging round about noved angrily, striking against their silver bars and
setting their cages a little a-swing, and clashing, clattering, and hissing nore. Neverthel ess the
Mouser, dropping his belt and sword by the edge of the bed and setting a knee thereon, would have
thrust hinself directly upon H svet, had not Frix conme bustling up at that nonent and set between
themon the coarse linen a great silver tray with slimdecanters of sweet wi ne and crystal cups
for its drinking and plates of sugary tidbits.

Not entirely to be bal ked, the Muser darted his hand across and snatched away the vizard
of violet silk fromthe visage it hid. Violet-gloved hands instantly snatched the mask back from
him but did not replace it, and there confronting himwas indeed the slimtriangular face of
Hi svet, cheeks flushed, red-irised eyes glaring, but pouty |lips grinning enough to show the
slightly overlarge pearly upper incisors, the whole being framed by silver-blonde hair interwoven
like that of Frix, but with even finer wire of silver, into two braids that reached to her waist.

"Nay, " she said laughingly, "I see you are nost wickedly presunptuous and that | nust
protect nyself." Reaching down on her side of the bed, she procured a | ong sl ender-bl aded gol d-
hilted dagger. Waving it playfully at the Muwuser, she said, "Now refresh yourself fromthe cups
and pl ates before you, but have a care of sanpling other sweetneats, dear guest."

The Mouser conplied, pouring for hinself and Hi svet. He noted froma corner of his eye that
Frix, nmoving silently in her silken robe, had rolled up Gig's white boots and gloves in his white
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hood and robe and set themon a stool near the floor-to-ceiling painting of the man and the

| eopardess and that she had nmade as neat a bundle of all the rest of the Muser's garb -- his own
garb, nostly -- and set themon a stool next the first. A nost efficient and foresighted naid, he
t hought, and nost devoted to her mistress -- in fact altogether too devoted: he wi shed at this

monent she woul d take herself off and | eave himprivate with H svet.

But she showed no sign of so doing, nor Hisvet of ordering her away, so w thout nore ado
t he Mouser began a mld |ove-play, catching at the violet-gloved fingers of Hsvet's left hand as
they dipped toward the sweetneats or plucking at the ribbons and edges of her violet robe, in the
| atter case remninding her of the discrepancy in their degree of undress and suggesting that it be
corrected by the subtraction of an itemor two fromher outfit. Hisvet in turn would deftly jab
with her dagger at his snatching hand, as if to pinit to tray or bed, and he would whip it back
barely in tinme. It was an anusing game, this dance of hand and needl e-sharp dagger -- or at |east
it seemed amusing to the Mouser, especially after he had drained a cup or two of fiery colorless
wine -- and so when Hi svet asked himhow he had cone into the rat-world, he nmerrily told her the
story of Sheelba's black potion and how he had first thought its effects a nost damably unfair
wi zardly joke, but now bl essed them as the greatest good ever done himin his life -- for he
twisted the tale somewhat to nmake it appear that his sole objective all along had been to win to
her side and bed.

He ended by asking, as he parted two fingers to let Hi svet's dagger strike between them
"How ever did you and dear Frix guess that | was inpersonating Gig?"

She replied, "Mst sinply, gracious ganesman. W went to fetch nmy father fromthe council

for there is still an inmportant journey he, Frix, and I nust make tonight. At a distance we heard
you speak and | divined your true voice despite your clever lispings. Thereafter we followed you."
"Ah, surely | may hope you |love nme as dearly, since you trouble to know me so well," the

Mouser warbl ed infatuatedly, slipping hand aside froma cunning slash. "But tell me, divine one,
how comes it that you and Frix and your father are able to live and hold great power in the rat-
wor | d?"

Wth her dagger she pointed sonewhat |languidly toward the vanity table holding the bl ack
and white vials, informng him "M famly has used the sanme potion as Sheel ba's for countless
centuries, and also the white potion, which restores us at once to human-si ze. During those sane
centuries we have interbred with the rats, resulting in divinely beautiful nonsters such as | am
but also in nonsters nost ugly, at |east by human standards. Those latter of ny famly stay al ways
bel ow ground, but the rest of us enjoy the advantages and delights of living in two worlds. The
inter-breeding has also resulted in many rats with human-1i ke hands and m nds. The spreadi ng of
civilization to the rats is largely our doing, and we shall rule as chiefs and chieftesses
paramount, or even goddesses and gods, when the rats rule nmen."

This talk of interbreeding and nonsters startled the Myuser sonewhat and gave himto think
despite his ever nmore firmy gyved ensorcel nent by Hi svet. He recalled Lukeen's ol d suggestion
made aboard _Squid_, that Hi svet conceal ed a she-rat's body under her mai den robes and he wondered
-- sonewhat fearfully yet nost curiously -- just what formHi svet's slimbody did take. For
i nstance, did she have a tail? But on the whole he was certain that whatever he discovered under
her violet robe would please himmightily, since now his infatuation with the grain-merchant's
daught er had grown al nost beyond all bounds.

However, he outwardly showed none of this wondering, but nerely asked, as if idly, "So your
father is also Lord Null, and you and he and Frix regularly travel back and forth between the big
and little worlds?"

"Show him dear Frix," Hi svet conmanded lazily, lifting slimfingers to mask a yawn, as
t hough the hand-and- dagger game had begun to bore her

Frix nmoved back against the wall until her head with its natural jet-black sheath and
copper-gleaning plaits, for she had thrown back her hood, was between the cages of the pocket-

vi per and the nost enraged scorpion. Her dark eyes were a sleepwal ker's, fixed on things
infinitely renote. The scorpion darted his noist white sting between the bars rat-inches from her
ear, the viper's trifid tongue vibrated angrily against her cheek, while his fangs struck the
silver rounds and dripped venomthat wetted oilily her yellow sil ken shoul der, but she seened to
take no note whatever of these matters. The fingers of her right hand, however, noved along a row
of nedal lions decorating the gl owwormtank behind her, and wi thout |ooking down, she pressed two
at once.

The painting of the girl and crocodile noved swiftly upward, revealing the foot of a dark
steep stairway.

"That | eads without branchings to ny father's and nmy house," Hisvet expl ai ned.

The painting descended. Frix pressed two other medallions and the compani on painting of nman
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and | eopardess rose, revealing a |like stairway.

"Whil e that one ascends directly by way of a golden rat-hole to the private apartnents of
whoever is Lankhmar's seemi ng overlord, now Gipkerio Kistomerces," Hi svet told the Muser as the
second painting slid dow into place. "So you see, beloved, our power goes everywhere." And she
lifted her dagger and touched it lightly to his throat. The Muser let it rest there a space
before taking its tip between fingers and thunb and noving it aside. Then he as gently caught hold
of the tip of one of Hisvet's braids, she offering no resistance, and began to unweave the fine
silver wires fromthe finer silver-blonde hairs.

Frix still stood like a statue between fang and sting, seenming to see things beyond
reality.

"I's Frix one of your breed? -- conbining in sone fashion the finest of human and ratly
qualities," the Mwuser asked quietly, keeping up with the task which, he told hinself, would

eventually and after an adnittedly weary anount of unbraiding, allow himto arrive at his heart's
desire.

H svet shook her head | anguorously, |aying aside her dagger. "Frix is ny dearest slave and
al nost sister, but not by blood. Indeed she is the dearest slave in all Nehwon, for she is a
princess and perchance by now a queen in her own world. Wiile a-travel between worlds, she was
shi p-w ecked here and beset by denons, fromwhommy father rescued her, at the price that she
serve me forever."

At this, Frix spoke at last, though wi thout noving el se but her |ips and tongue, not even
her eyes to look at them "O until, sweetest mistress, | three tinmes save your life at entire
peril of ny own. That has happened once now, aboard _Squid_, when the dragon woul d have gobbl ed
you. "

“You woul d never |eave nme, dear Frix," Hisvet said confidently.

"I love you dearly and serve you faithfully,"” Frix replied. "Yet all things conme to an end,
bl essed Denvoiselle."

"Then | shall have the Gray Muser to protect ne, and you unneeded," Hi svet countered
somewhat pettishly, lying on an el bow. "Leave us for the nonce, Frix, for | would speak privately
with him"

Wth nmerriest smle Frix came frombetween the deadly cages, nade a curtsy toward the bed,
resumed her yellow nmask and swiftly went off through the second unsecret doorway, curtained with

filny silver.

Still lifted on her el bow, Hisvet turned toward the Muser her slender form and her taper-
face alight with beauty. He reached toward her eagerly, but she captured his questing hands in her
cool fingers and fondling them asked, or rather stated, her eyes feeding on his, "You will |ove ne
forever, will you not, who dared the dark and fearsone tunnels of the rat-world to win nme?"

"That will | surely, O Enpress of Endless Delights," the Muser answered fervently,
maddened by desire and believing his words to the ends of the universe of his feelings -- al nost.

"Then | think it proper to relieve you of _this_," Hi svet said, putting the fingers of her
two hands to his tenple, "for it would be an of fense agai nst nyself and ny suprene beauty to
depend on a charm when | may now whol | y depend on _you ."

And with only the tiniest tweak of pain inflicted, she deftly squeezed with her fingernails
the silver dart fromunder the Muser's skin, as any worman ni ght squeeze out a bl ackhead or
whi t ehead fromthe visage of her |lover. She showed himthe dart gleanming on her palm He for his

part felt no change in his feelings whatever. He still adored her as divinity -- and the fact that
previously in his life he had never put any but nonmentary trust in any divinity whatever seemed of
no i nportance at all, at |least at this nonent.

Hi svet laid a cool hand on the Mouser's side, but her red eyes were no | onger |anguorously
nmsty; they were sparklingly bright. And when he woul d have touched her sinilarly she prevented
him saying in nost businesslike fashion, "No, no, not quite yet! First we nust plan, nmy sweet --
for you can serve nme in ways which even Frix will not. To begin, you must slay nme my father, who
thwarts nme and confines ny life unbearably, so that | nmay be inperatrix of all and you by nost
favored consort. There will be no end to our powers. Tonight, Lankhnmar! Tonorrow, all Nehwon! Then

t he conquest of other universes beyond the waters of space! The subjugation of the angels and
denmons, of heaven itself and hell! At first it may be well that you inpersonate nmy father, as you
have Grig -- and done nost cleverly, by nmy own w tnessing, pet. You are of men the nost like ne in
the world for deceptions, darling. Then -- "

She broke off at sonething she saw in the Muser's face. "You will of course obey ne in al
thi ngs?" she asked sharply, or rather asserted.

"Well..." the Mouser began

The silver drape billowed to the ceiling and Frix dashed in on silent-silken slippers, her
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yel | ow robe and hood |ying behind her

"Your masks! Your masks!" she cried. ""Ware! 'Ware!" And she whirled over themto their
necks an opaque violet coverlet, hiding Hisvet's violet-robed form the Muser's unclad body, and
the tray between them "Your father conmes with arned attendants, |ady!" And she knelt by the head
of the bed nearest Hi svet and bowed her yell ow nmasked head, assuming a servile posture.

Hardly were the white and violet nasks in place and the silver curtains settled to the
floor than the latter were jerked rudely aside. Hisvin and Skwee appeared, both unmasked, followed
by three pike-rats. Despite the presence of the huge vermin in their cages, the Muser found it
hard to banish the illusion that all the rats were actually five feet and nore tall

Hi svin's face grew dusky red as he surveyed the scene. "Ch, npbst nonstrous!"” he cried at
Hi svet. "Shaneless filth! Loose with nmy own col | eague!"

"Don't be dramatic, Daddy," Hisvet countered, while to the Muuser she whispered tersely,
"Slay himnow. "Il clear you with Skwee and the rest."

The Mouser, funbling under the coverlet over the side of the bed for Scal pel, while
presenting a steady white be-di anonded nmask at Hi svin, said blandly, "Cal myourthelf, counthillor
If your divine daughter chootheth nme above all other ratth and nen, ith it ny fault, Hthvin? O
herth either? Love knowh no ruleth."

“I'"I'l have your head for this, Gig," H svin screeched at him advancing toward the bed.

"Daddy, you've beconme a puritanical dodderer," H svet said sharply, alnmost primy, "to
indulge in antique tantrunms on this night of our great conquest. Your day is done. | nust take
your place on the Council. Tell himso, Skwee. Daddy darling, | think you' re just madly jeal ous of
Gig because you're not where he is.”

Hi svin screaned, "Odirt that was ny daughter!" and snatching with youthful speed a
stiletto fromhis waist, drove it at Hi svet's neck betw xt violet nmask and coverlet -- except that
Frix, lunging suddenly on her knees, swung her open |eft hand hard between, as one bats a ball.

The needl el i ke bl ade drove through her palmto the slimdagger's hilt and was wenched from
H svin's grasp.

Still on one knee, the bright blade transfixing her out-stretched |left pal mand dripping
red a little, Frix turned toward Hi svin and advanci ng her other hand graciously, she said in
clear, winning tones, "CGovern your rage for all our sakes, dear ny dear nmistress's father. These
matters can be conposed by quiet reason, surely. You nust not quarrel together on this night of
all nights."

Hi svin paled and retreated a step, daunted nost likely by Frix's preternatural conposure,
whi ch i ndeed was enough to send shivers up a man's or even a rat's spine.

The Mouser's funbling hand cl osed around Scalpel's hilt. He prepared to spring out and dash
back to Gig's apartnment, snatching up his bundl e of clothes on the way. At sonme point during the
| ast score or so heartbeats, his great undying |ove for Hi svet had quietly perished and was now
beginning to stink in his nostrils.

But at that instant the violet drapes were torn apart and there rushed fromthe Muser's
chosen escape route the rat Hreest in his gold-enbellished black garb and brandi shing rapi er and
dirk. He was foll owed by three gaurdsnen-rats in green uniforms, each with a |ike naked sword. The

Mouser recognized the dirk Hreest held -- it was his owmn Cat's O aw.
Frix noved sw ftly behind the head of the bed to the post she'd earlier taken between viper
and scorpion cage, the stiletto still transfixing her left hand Iike a great pin. The Muser heard

her murmur rapidly, "The plot thickens. Enter armed rats at all portals. A climx nears."

Hreest canme to a sudden halt and cried ringingly at Skwee and H svin, "The di snenbered
remai ns of Councillor Gig have been discovered | odged against the Fifth Level sewer's exit-grill!
The hunman spy is inpersonating himin Gig' s ow clothes!"

Not at the nonent, except for nask, the Muser thought, and naking one |last effort cried
out, "Nonthenthe! Thith ith midthumer madneth! | am Gig! It wath thome other white rat got tho
foully thlain!"

Hol ding up Cat's O aw and eyeing the Muser, Hreest continued, "I discovered this dagger of
human device in Gig's apartnent. The spy is clearly here.™
"Kill himin the bed," Skwee commanded harshly, but the Muser, anticipating a little the

inevitable, had rolled out fromunder his sheets and now took up guard position naked, the white
mask cast aside, Scal pel gleaning |ong and deadly in his right hand, while his left, in lieu of
his dirk, held his belt and Scal pel's |inp scabbard, both doubl ed.
Wth a weird laugh Hreest lunged at him rapier a-flicker, while Skwee drew sword and cane
| eapi ng across the foot of the bed, his boot crunching glass against tray beneath the coverlet.
Hreest got a bind on Scal pel, carrying both Iong swords out to the side, and stepping in
cl ose stabbed with Cat's C aw. The Muser struck his own dirk aside with his doubled belt and
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drove his left shoulder into Hreest's chest, slanm ng himback agai nst two of his green uniformed
sword-rats, who were thereby forced to give ground too.

At al nost the sane instant the Muser parried high to the side with Scal pel, deflecting
Skwee's rapier when its point was inches fromhis neck. Then swiftly changing fronts, he fenced a
monent with Skwee, beat the rat's bl ade aside, and lunged strongly. The white-clad rat was already
inretreat across the foot of the bed, fromthe head of which H svet, now unmasked, watched
critically, albeit a little sulkily, but the Muser's point neverthel ess reached Skwee's sword-
wist and pinked it hal fway through.

By this tinme the third green-clad rat, a giant relatively seven feet tall, who had to duck
t hrough the doorway, cane lunging fiercely, though a little slowy. Meanwhile Hreest was picking
hinself up fromthe floor, while Skwee dropped his dagger and switched his rapier to his unwounded
hand.

The Mouser parried the giant's lunge, a hair's-breadth fromhis naked chest, and riposted
The giant counter-parried in tine, but the Muser dropped Scalpel's tip under the other's bl ade
and continuing his riposte, skewered himthrough the heart.

The giant's jaw gaped, showing his great incisors. H's eyes filnmed. Even his fur seened to
dull. Hi s weapons dropped from his nervel ess hands and he stood dead on his feet a nonent before
starting to fall. In that noment the Muser, squatting a little on his right |eg, kicked out
forcefully with his left. H s heel took the giant in the breastbone, pushing his corpse off
Scal pel and sending it careeni ng back agai nst Hreest and his two greencl ad sword-rats.

One of the pike-rats leveled his weapon for a run at the Muser, but at that nonent Skwee
comanded | oudly, "No nore single attacks! Formwe a circle around hinl™

The others were swift to obey, but in that brief pause Frix dropped open the silver-barred
door that was one end of the scorpion's cage, and despite her dagger-transfixed hand lifted the
cage and heaved it sharply, sending its fearsome occupant flying to | and on the foot of the bed,
where it jigged about, big by comparison as a large cat, clashing its claws; rattling its
chelicerae, and nmenacing with its sting over its head. Mdst of the rats directed their weapons at
it. Snatching up her dagger, Hi svet crouched at the opposite corner fromit, preparing to defend
herself from her pet. H svin dodged in back of Skwee.

At the sane tine Frix dropped her good hand to the nedall ons on the gl owwormtank. The
Mouser didn't need the pronpting of her wild snile and over-bright eyes. Snatching up the gray
bundl e of his clothes, he dashed up the dark steel stairs three at a tinme. Sonething hissed past
his head and struck with a _zing_ the riser of a stone step above and clattered down. It was
Hi svet's |l ong dagger and it had struck point-first. The stairway grew dark and he began taking its
steps only two at a tinme, crouching |low as he could and peering w de-eyed ahead. Faintly he heard
Skwee's shrill conmand, "After him"

Frix with a grimace drew Hisvin's stiletto fromher palm lightly kissed the bl eeding
wound, and with a curtsey presented the weapon to its owner.

The bedroom was enpty save for those two and Hi svet, who was draw ng her violet robe around
her, and Skwee, who was knotting with spade teeth and good hand a bandage round his injured wist.

Pi erced by a dozen thrusts and oozing dark blood on the violet carpet, the scorpion stil
withed on its back, its walking legs and great claws a-trenble, its sting sliding a little back
and forth.

Hreest, the two green sword-rats, and the three pike-rats had gone in pursuit of the Muser
and the clatter of their boots up the steep stairs had di ed away.

Frowni ng darkly, Hisvin said to H svet, "I still should slay you."

"Ch Daddy dear, you don't understand at all what happened,"” Hi svet said trenulously. "The
Gray Mouser forced ne at sword's point. It was a rape. And at sword's point under the coverlet he
conmpel led nme to say those dreadful things to you. You saw | did nmy best to kill himat the end."

"Pah!" Hisvin spat, turning half aside.

" _She's_ the one should be slain," Skwee asserted, indicating Frix, "She worked the spy's

escape.
"Most true, oh mighty councillor,” Frix agreed. "Else he would have killed at |east half of
you, and your brains are greatly needed -- in fact, indispensable, are they not? -- to direct
tonight's grand assault on Lankhmar Above?" She held out her red-dripping palmto Hi svet and said
softly, "That's tw ce, dear nmistress."

"For that you shall be rewarded," Hisvet said, setting her lips primy. "And for hel ping

the spy escape -- and not preventing ny rape! -- you shall be whipped until you can no | onger
scream -- tonorrow. "
"Right joyfully, mlady -- tonorrow," Frix responded with a return of sonething of her

merry tones. "But tonight there is work nust be done. At Gipkerio' s palace in the Blue Audience
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Chanber. work for all three of us. And at once, | believe, nmilord," she added deferentially,
turning to Hisvin.

"That's true,” Hisvin said with a start. He scowl ed back and forth between his daughter and
her maid three tines, then with a shrug, said, "Cone."

"How can you trust thenP" Skwee denanded.

“I must," Hsvin said. "They're needful if | amproperly to control dipkerio. Meanwhile
your place is that of supreme command, at the council table. Siss will be needing you. Cone!" he
repeated to the two girls. Frix worked the nedallions. The second painting rose. They went al
three up the stairs.

Skwee paced the bed-chanber al one, head bowed in angry thought, autonatically overstepping
the corpse of the giant sword-rat and circling the still-withing scorpion. Wien he at | ast
stopped and lifted his gaze, it was to rest it on the vanity table bearing the black and white
bottles of the size-change magic. He approached that table with the gait of a sleepwal ker or one
who wal ks through water. For a space he played aimessly with the vials, rolling themthis way and
that. Then he said aloud to hinself, "Ch why is it that one can be w se and conmand a vast host
and strive unceasingly and reason with dianmond brilliance, and still be low as a silverfish, blind
as a cutworn®? The obvious is in front of our toothy nmuzzles and we never see it -- because we rats
have accepted our littleness, hypnotized ourselves with our dwarfishness, our incapacity, and our
inability to burst fromour cranmping drain-tunnels, to leap fromthe shallow but deadly jail-rut,
whose low walls lead us only to the stinking rubbish heap or narrow burial crypt."

He lifted his ice-blue eyes and glared coldly at his silver-furred imge in the silver
mrror. "For all your greatness, Skwee,"” he told hinself, "you have thought small all your rat's
life. Now for once, Skwee, think big!'" And with that fierce self-comuand, he picked up one of the
white vials and pouched it, hesitated, swept all the white vials into his pouch, hesitated again
then with a shrug and a sardonic grinmace swept the black vials after themand hurried fromthe
room

On its back on the violet carpet, the scorpion still vibrated its | egs feebly.

*Chapt er Fourteen*

Fafhrd swiftly clinbed, by the | ow noonlight, the high Marsh Wall of Lankhmar at the point
to which Sheel ba had delivered him a good bowshot south of the Marsh Gate. "At the gate you mi ght
run into your black pursuers,” Sheelba had told him Fafhrd had doubted it. True, the black riders
had been noving like a stormw nd, but Sheelba's hut had raced across the sea-grass like a | ow
scuddi ng pocket hurricane; surely he had arrived ahead of them Yet he had put up no argunent.

W zards were above all el se persuasive sal esnen, whether they flooded you off your feet with

words, |ike N ngauble, or manipulated you with meani ngful silences, |ike Sheel ba. For the swanp
wi zard had ot herwi se mai ntai ned his cranky quiet throughout the entire rocking, pitching, swft-
skidding trip, fromwhich Fafhrd' s stomach was still queasy.

He found plenty of good holds for hand and foot in the ancient wall. Clinbing it was truly
child s play to one who had scaled in his youth Cbelisk Polaris in the frosty Muntains of the

G ants. He was far nore concerned with what he m ght neet at the top of the wall, where he woul d
be briefly hel pl ess against a foe footed above him
But nore than all else -- and increasingly so -- he was puzzled by the darkness and sil ence

with which the city was wapped. Where was the battle-din; where were the flames? O if Lankhnmar
had al ready been subdued, which despite N ngauble's optimsmseened nost likely fromthe fifty-to-
one odds agai nst her, where were the screans of the tortured, the shrieks of the raped, and al
the gleeful clatter and shout of the victors?

He reached the wall's top and suddenly drew hinself up and vaulted through a wi de enbrasure
down onto the wi de parapet, ready to draw Graywand and his ax. But the parapet was enpty as far as
be could see in either direction.

Wal |l Street bel ow was dark, and enpty too as far as he could tell. Cash Street, stretching
west and fl ooded with pal e noonlight frombehind him was visibly bare of figures. Wile the
silence was even nore nmarked than when he'd been clinbing. It seened to fill the great, walled
city, like water brimmng a cup

Faf hrd felt spooked. Had the conquerors of Lankhnmar already departed? -- carrying off al

its treasure and i nhabitants in some uni magi nably huge fleet or caravan? Had they shut up
thensel ves and their gagged victims in the silent houses for sone rite of mass torture in
darkness? Was it a denon, not human arny which had beset the city and vanished its inhabitants?
Had the very earth gaped for victor and vanqui shed ali ke and then shut again? O was N ngauble's
whole tale wizardly flinflan? -- yet even that |east unlikely explanation still |eft unexpl ained
the city's ghostly desol ation
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O was there a fierce battle going on under his eyes at this very nonent, and he by some

spel |l of Ni ngauble or Sheel ba unable to see, hear, or even scent it? -- until, perchance, he had
fulfilled the geas of the bells which N ngauble had laid on him
He still did not Iike the idea of his bells-mssion. Hs inagination pictured the Gods _of _

Lankhmar resting in their brown mummy-w appings and their rotted black togas, their bright black
eyes peeping from between resin-inpregnated bandages and their deadly bl ack staves of office
besi de them waiting another call fromthe city that forgot yet feared them and which they in turn
hat ed yet guarded. Waking with naked hand a clutch of spiders in a hole in desert rocks seened

wi ser than waki ng such. Yet a geas was a geas and nust be fulfill ed.

He hurried down the nearest dark stone stairs three steps at a tinme and headed west on Cash
Street, which paralleled Crafts Street a block to the south. He half imagi ned he brushed unseen
figures. Crossing curvy Cheap Street, dark and untenanted as the others, he thought he heard a
murnuring and chanting fromthe north, so faint that it nust come fromat |east as far away as the
Street of Gods. But he held to his predeterm ned course, which was to follow Cash Street to Nun
Street, then three blocks north to the accursed bell-tower.

Whore Street, which was even nore tw sty than Cheap Street, |ooked tenantless too, but he
was hardly half a block beyond it when he heard the tramp of boots and the clink of arnor behind
him Ducking into the narrow shadows, he watched a doubl e squad of guardsnmen cross hurriedly
t hrough the noonlight, going south on Whore Street in the direction of the South Barracks. They
were crowded cl ose toget her, watched every way, and carried their weapons at the ready, despite
the apparent absence of foe. This seenmed to confirm Fafhrd's notion of an army of invisibles.
Feel i ng nore spooked than ever, he continued rapidly on his way.

And now he began to note, here and there, |ight |eaking out fromaround the edges of a
shuttered upper wi ndow. These di mdrawn obl ongs only increased his feeling of supernatural dread
Anyt hing, he told hinmself, would be better than this |ocked-in silence, now broken only by the
faint echoing tread of his own boots on the noonlit cobbles. And at the end of his trip: nunmn es!

Sonewhere, faintly, nmuffled, eleven o' clock knelled. Then of a sudden, crossing narrow,
bl ack-brimming Silver Street, he heard a nultitudinous pattering, like rain -- save that the stars
were bright overhead except for the noon's dinming of them and he felt no drops. He began to run

Aboard Squid , the kitten, as if he had received a call which he might not disregard
despite all dreads, made the long leap fromthe scuppers to the dock, clawed his way up onto the
latter and hurried off into the dark, his black hair on end and his eyes enerald bright with fear
and danger - r eadi ness.

dipkerio and Samanda sat in his Wi p Room remniscing and getting a tipsy glow on, to put
themin the right nmood for Reetha's thrashing. The fat palace mstress had swilled tankards of
dark wine of Tovilyis until her black wool dress was soaked with sweat and salty beads stood on
each hair of her ghostly black nustache. Wile her overlord sipped violet wine of Kiraay, which
she had fetched fromthe upper pantry when no butler or page answered the ring of the silver and
even the brazen sunmoni ng-bell. She'd said, "They're scared to stir since your guardsmen went off.
I"I'l welt them properly -- but only when you' ve had your special fun, little master."

Now, for the nonce neglecting all the rare and begemmed instrunents of pain around them and
bl essedly forgetting the rodent nenace to Lankhmar, their thoughts had returned to sinpler and
happi er days. Qipkerio, his pansy weath awy and sonmewhat wilted, was saying with a tittering
eagerness, "Do you recall when | brought you ny first kitten to throwin the kitchen fire?"

"Do | ?" Sananda retorted with affectionate scorn. "Wy, little master, | renmenber when you
brought me your first fly, to show ne how neatly you could pluck off his wings and | egs. You were
only a toddler, but already skinny-tall."

"Yes, but about that kitten," Qipkerio persisted, violet wine dribbling down his chin as
he took a hasty and trenbl e-handed swallow. "It was black with blue eyes newy unfil med. Radomi x
was trying to stop me -- he lived at the palace then -- but you sent himaway baw ing."

"I did indeed," Samanda concurred. "The cotton-hearted brat! And | renmenber how the kitten
screaned and frizzled, and how you cried afterwards because you hadn't himto throw in again. To

divert your mind and cheer you, | stripped and whi pped an apprentice nmaid as skinny-tall as
yourself and with | ong blonde braids. That was before you got your thing about hair," -- she w ped
her mustache -- "and had all the girls and boys shaved. | thought it was time you graduated to

manl i er pl easures, and sure enough you showed your excitenent in no uncertain fashion!" And with a
whoop of | aughter she reached across and thumbed himindelicately.

Excited by this tickling and his thoughts, Lankhmar's overlord stood up cypress-tall -and-
black in his toga, though no cypress ever twitched as he did, except perhaps in an earthquake or
under nost potent witchcraft. "Come," he cried. "Eleven's struck. W've barely tinme before | nust
haste me to the Blue Audi ence Chanber to nmeet with Hisvin and save the city."
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"Right," Samanda affirmed, |evering herself up with her brawny forearnms pulling at her
knees and then pushing the pinching arnchair off her large rear. "Wich whips was it you'd picked
now for the naughty and traitorous m nx?"

"None, none," Qdipkerio cried with inpatient glee. "In the end that well-oiled old black
dog-whi p hangi ng; fromyour belt always seens best. Hurry we, dear Sanmanda, hurry!"

Reet ha shot up in crispy-linened bed as she heard hinges creak. Shaking nightnmares from her
snmoot h- shaven head, she funbled frantically about for the bottle whose draining would bring her
protective oblivion.

She put it to her lips, but paused a nonent before upending it. The door still hadn't
opened and the creaking had been strangely tiny and shrill. d ancing over the edge of the bed, she
saw t hat another door not quite a foot high had opened outward at floor level In the seanl ess-
seem ng wood paneling. Through it there stepped swiftly and silently, ducking his head a trifle, a
wel |l -formed and leanly nuscular little man, carrying in one hand a gray bundle and in the other
what seermed to be a long toy sword as naked as hinsel f.

He cl osed the door behind him so that it once nore seened not to be there, and gazed about
pi ercingly.

"Gray Mouser!" Reetha yelled, springing frombed and throw ng herself down on her knees
besi de him "You' ve cone back to nme!"

He winced, lifting his burdened tiny hands to his ears.
"Reetha," he begged, "don't shout like that again. It blasts my brain." He spoke slowy and
as deep-pitched as he could, but to her his voice was shrill and rapid, though intelligible.

"I"'msorry," she whispered contritely, restraining the inpulse to pick himup and cuddl e
himto her bosom

"You'd better be," he told her brusquely. "Now find sonething heavy and put it against this
door. There's those conming after, whomyou wouldn't want to nmeet. Quick about it, girl!"

She didn't stir from her knees, but eagerly suggested, "Wy not work your nmagi c and make
yoursel f bi g agai n?"

"I haven't the stuff to work that magic,"” he told her exasperatedly. "I had a chance at a
vial of it and Iike any other sex-besotted fool didn't think to swipe it. Now junmp to it, Reetha!"

Suddenly realizing the strength of her bargaining position, she nerely | eaned closer to him
and smling archly though |ovingly, asked, "Wth what doll-tiny bitch have you been consorting
now? No, you needn't answer that, but before | stir nme to help you, you nmust give ne six hairs
fromyour darling head. | have good reason for ny request."”

The Mouser started to argue insanely with her, then thought better of it and snicked off
with Scal pel a small switch of his locks and laid then in her huge, crisscross furrowed, gleam ng
pal m where they were fine as baby hairs, though slightly |onger and darker than nost.

She stood up briskly, marched to the night table, and dropped themin Gipkerio' s night
draught. Then dusting off her hands above the goblet, she | ooked around. The npbst suitabl e object
she coul d see for the Muser's purpose was the gol den casket of unset jewels. She lugged it into
pl ace against the small door, taking the Mouser's word as to where the small door exactly was.

"That should hold themfor a bit," he said, greedily noting for future reference the
rai nbow gens bigger than his fists, "but 'twere best you also fetch -- "

Droppi ng to her knees, she asked sonewhat wi stfully, "Aren't you ever going to be big
agai n?"

"Don't boomthe floor! Yes, of course! In an hour or less, if I can trust ny tricksy,
treacherous wi zard. Now, Reetha, while | dress nme, please fetch -- "

A key chinked dulcetly and a bolt thudded softly in its channel. The Muser felt hinself
whirled through the air by and with Reetha onto the soft springy white bed, and a white
transl ucent sheet whirled over them

He heard the big door open

At that noment a hand on his head pressed himfirmy down into a squat and as he was about
to protest, Reetha whispered -- it was a grow like light surf -- "Don't nmake a bunp in the sheet.
What ever happens, hold still and hide for your dear life's sake."

A voice like battle trunpets blared then, nmaking the Muser glad of what shielding the
sheet gave his ears. "The nasty girl's crawed in ny bed! Oh, the disgust of it! |I feel faint.

W ne! Ah! _Aaarrrggghh_ -- " There came ear-shaki ng choki ngs, spew ngs, and spittings, and then
the battle trunpets again, somewhat nuffled, as if stuffed with flannel, though even nore enraged:
"The filthy and dermonic slut has put hairs in ny drink! Ch whip her, Samanda, until she's
everywhere welted |i ke a banboo screen! Lash her until she licks ny feet and ki sses each toe for
mercy!"

Then another voice, this one |ike a dozen huge kettle-druns, thundering through the sheet
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and pounding the Muwuser's tinied goldleaf-thin eardrunms. "That | will, little master. Nor heed
you, if you ask | desist. Cone out of there, girl, or nmust | whip you out?"

Reet ha scranbl ed toward the head of the bed, away fromthat voice. The Muser foll owed
crouching after her, though the mattress heaved |ike a white-decked ship in a storm the sheet
figuring as an al nost deck-low ceiling of fog. Then suddenly that fog was whirled away, as if by a
supernal wi nd, and there glared down the gigantic double red-and-black sun of Samanda's face,

i nflamed by |iquor and anger, and of her gl obe-dressed, pin-transfixed black hair. And the sun had
a black tail -- Samanda's raised whip.

The Mouser bounded toward her across the di sordered bed, brandi shing Scal pel and stil
| uggi ng under his other armthe gray bundle of his clothes.

The whi p, which had been ained at Reetha, changed direction and cane whistling toward him
He sprang straight up with all his strength and it passed just under his naked feet |ike a black
dragon's tail, the whistling abruptly lowering in pitch. By good luck keeping his footing as he
came down, he | eaped again toward Samanda, stabbed her with Scal pel in her black-wool -draped huge
kneecap, and sprang down to the parquet floor

Li ke a browned-iron thunderbolt, a great ax-head bit into the wood close by him jarring
himto his teeth. dipkerio had snatched a |ight battle-ax fromhis weapon-rack with surprising
speed and wielded it with unlikely accuracy.

The Mouser darted under the bed, raced across that -- to him-- |lowceilinged dark wi de
portico, energed on the other side and doubled swiftly back around the foot of the bed to slash at
the back of dipkerio's ankle.

But this hamstringing stroke failed when Gipkerio turned around. Samanda, |inping just a
little, cane to her overlord' s side. Ggantic ax and whip were again lifted at the Mouser

Wth a rather happy hysterical screamthat al nbst ruined the Muuser's eardruns for good,
Reet ha hurled her crystal w ne-flagon. It passed cl ose between Samanda's and Qi pkerio's heads,
hitting neither of them but staying their strokes at the Muser.

Al this while, unnoticed in the racket and turnoil, the golden jewel-box had been noving
away, jolt by tiny jolt, fromthe wall. Now the door behind it was open w de enough for a rat to
get through, and Hreest energed followed by his arnmed band -- three masked sword-rats in all, the

other two green-unifornmed, and three naked-faced pike-rats in browned-iron helnets and nail.

Uterly terrified by this eruption, Gipkerio raced fromthe room followed only |ess
slowy by Samanda, whose heavy treadi ngs shook the wooden floor |ike earthquake shocks.

Mad for battle and also greatly relieved to face foes his own size, the Muser went on
guard, using his clothes bundle as a sort of shield and crying out fearsonely, "Cone and be
killed, Hreest!"

But at that instant he felt hinself snatched up with stomach-w enching speed to Reetha's
breasts.

"Put me down! Put me down!" he yelled, still in a battle-rage, but futilely, for the
drunken girl carried himreelingly out the door and slamred it behind her -- once nore the
Mouser's eardruns were assaulted -- slammed it on a rat-pike.

Sanmanda and dipkerio were running toward a distant, wi de, blue curtain, but Reetha ran the
other way, toward the kitchen and the servants' quarters, and the Muser was perforce carried with
her -- his gray bundl e bouncing about, his pin-sword useless, and despite his shrill protests and
tears of wrath.

The rats everywhere | aunched their grand assault on Lankhmar Above a half hour before
m dni ght, striking chiefly by way of golden rat-holes. There were a few prenature sorties, as on
Silver Street, and el sewhere a few delays, as at rat-holes discovered and bl ocked by hunmans at the
| ast monent, but on the whole the attack was sinultaneous.

First to emerge from Lankhmar Bel ow were wild troops of four-foot goers, a fierce riderless
caval ry, savage rats fromthe stinking tunnels and warrens under the slums of Lankhmar, rodents
knowing few if any civilized anenities and speaking at npbst a pidgi n-Lankhmarese hel ped out with
chitters and squeals. Some fought only with tooth and claw like the veriest primtives. Anong them
went berserkers and speci al - m ssi on groups.

Then cane the assassins and the incendiaries with their torches, resins, and oils -- for
the weapon of fire, hitherto unused, was part of the grand plan, even though the rats' upper-I|eve
tunnel s were nmenaced thereby. It was cal cul ated that victory woul d be gained swiftly enough for
the humans to be enforced to put out the bl azes.

Finally cane the arned and arnored rats, all going biped except for those packing extra
m ssiles and parts of light-artillery pieces to be assenbl ed above ground.

Previ ous forays had been nade al nost entirely through rat-holes in cellars and ground
floors and by way of street-drains and the like. But tonight's grand assault was delivered
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whenever possible through rat-holes on upper floors and through rat-ways that emerged in attics,
surprising the humans in the supposedly safe chanbers in which they had shut thensel ves and
driving themin panic into the streets.

It was turn-about from previous nights and days, when the rats had risen in black waves and
streans. Now they dropped |ike a black indoor rain and | eaked in rat-big gushes fromwalls thought
sound, bringing turnoil and terror. Here and there, chiefly under eaves, flanes began to flicker.

The rats enmerged inside al nbst every tenple and cultish hovel Iining the Street of the
Gods, driving out the worshipers until that wi de avenue was nilling with humans too terrified to
dare the dark side streets or create nore than a few pockets of organi zed resistance

In the high-w ndowed assenbly hall of the South Barracks, O egnya M ngol sbane |oudly
sputter-quavered to a weary audi ence which followi ng customhad | eft their weapons outside -- the
sol di ers of Lankhmar had been known to use themon irritating or nerely boresonme speakers. As he
perorated, "You who have fought the black behenoth and | evi athan, you who have stood firm agai nst
M ngol and M rphian, you who have broken the spear-squares of King Krimaxius and routed his
fortressed el ephants, that _you_ should be daunted by dirty vermn -- " eight large rat-holes
opened high in the back wall and fromthese sinister orifices a masked battery of crossbow
artillery launched their whirring mssiles at the aged and i npassi oned general. Five struck hone,
one down his gullet, and gargling horridly he fell fromthe rostrum

Then the fire of the crossbows was turned on the startled yet |ethargic audi ence, sone of
whom had been appl auding O egnya's denise as if it had been a carnival turn. From other high rat-
hol es actual fire was tossed down in the forns of white phosphorus and flanmi ng, oil-soaked, resin-
hearted bundl es of rags, while fromvarious | ow gol den rat-hol es, noxious vapors brewed in the
sewers were bel |l ows-driven

Groups of soldiers and constabl es broke for the doors and found them barred fromthe
outside -- one of the nost striking achi evenents of the special -m ssions groups, nade possible by
Lankhmar havi ng things arranged so that she could massacre her own soldiers in times of nutiny.
Wth snuggl ed weapons and those of officers, a counter-fire was turned on the rat-holes, but they
were difficult targets and for the nost part the men of war mlled about as hel plessly as the
worshipers in the Street of the Gods, coughing and crying out nore troubled for the present by the
stinking vapors and the choking fumes of little flanmes here and there than by the larger fire-
danger.

Meanwhi l e the black kitten was flattening hinself on top of a cask in the granaries area
while a party of armed rats trooped by. The small beast shivered with fear, yet was drawn on
deeper and deeper into the city by a nysterious urging which he did not understand, yet could not
i gnore.

H svin's house had in its top floor a small room the door and wi ndow shutters of which
were all tightly barred fromthe inside so that a witness, if there could have been one, would
have wondered how this barring had been acconplished in such fashion as to | eave the roomenpty.

A single thick, blue-burning candle, which had somewhat fouled the air, reveal ed no
furniture whatsoever in the room It showed six wi de, shallow basins that were part of the tiled
floor. Three of these basins were filled with a thick pinkish Iiquid across which ever and anon a
sl ow qui vering ran. Each pink pool had a border of black dust with which it did not conmi ngle.

Al ong one wall were shelves of small vials, the white ones near the floor, the black ones higher.

A tiny door opened at floor level. Hi svin, Hisvet, and Frix filed silently out. Each took a
white vial and wal ked to a pink pool and then unhesitatingly down into it. The dark dust and
pi nki sh liquid sl owed but did not stop their steps. It noved out in sluggish ripples fromtheir
knees. Soon each stood thigh-deep at a pool's center. Then each drained his vial

For a long instant there was no change, only the ripples intersecting and dying by the
candl e's feeble gl eam

Then each figure began to grow while soon the pools were visibly dimnished. In a dozen
heartbeats they were enpty of fluid and dust alike, while in themH svin, Hisvet, and Frix stood
human- hi gh, dry-shod, and clad all in black

Hi svin unbarred a wi ndow opening on the Street of the Gods, threw wide the shutters, drew a
deep breath, stooped to peer out briefly and cautiously, then turned himcrouching to the girls.

"I't has begun" he said sonberly. "Haste we now to the Bl ue Audi ence Chanber. Tine presses.
I will alert our Mngols to assenble and follow us." He scuttled past themto the door. "Cone!"

Faf hrd drew hinmself up onto the roof of the tenple of the Gods _of _ Lankhmar and paused for
a backward and downward | ook before tackling the belfry, although so far this clinb had been
easi er even than that of the city's wall.

He wanted to know what all the screani ng was about.

Across the street were several dark houses, first anong them Hisvin's, while beyond them
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rose Gipkerio' s Rainbow Palace with its moonlit, pastel-hued nminarets, tallest of themthe blue
like a troupe of tall slender dancing girls behind a phal anx of bl ack-robed squat priests.

| medi ately bel ow hi mwas the tenple's unroofed yet dark front porch and the |ow, w de
steps leading up to it fromthe street. Fafhrd had not even tried the verdigrised, copper-bound,
wor m eat en doors below him He had had no mind to go stunbling around hunting for a stairs in the
i nner dark and dust, where his groping hands m ght touch numy-w apped, bl ack-togaed forns which
mght not lie still like other dead earth, but stir with crotchety limtless anger, like ancient
yet not quite senile kings who did not relish their sleep disturbed at midnight. On both counts,
an outside clinb had seenmed healthier and |ikew se the awakening of the Gods _of Lankhmar, if
they were to be wakened, better by a distant bell than by a touch on a skeletal shoul der w apped
in crunbling linen or on a bony foot.

When Faf hrd had begun his short clinb, the Street of the Gods had been enpty at this end,
though fromthe open doors of its gorgeous tenples -- the tenples of the Gods _in_ Lankhmar -- had
spilled yellow light and come the nournful sound of many litanies, mxed with the sharper accents
of inmpronptu prayers and beseechi ngs.

But now the street was churning with white-faced folk, while others were still rushing
scream ng fromtenpl e doorways. Fafhrd still couldn't see what they were running from and once
nore he thought of an arnmy of invisibles -- after all, he had only to imagine Ghouls with
i nvi si ble bones -- but then he noted that nost of the shriekers and churners were | ooki ng downward
toward their feet and the cobbles. He recollected the eerie pattering which had sent himrunning
away from Silver Street. He remenbered what N ngaubl e had asserted about the huge nunbers and
hi dden source of the arny besieging Lankhmar. And he recalled that _Cam_ had been sunk and
_Squid_ captured by rats working chiefly alone. A wld suspicion swiftly blooned in him

Meanwhi | e sone of the tenple refugees had thrown thenselves to their knees in front of the
di ngy fane on whi ch he stood, and were bunping their heads on the cobbles and | ower steps and
uttering frenzied petitions for aid. As usual, Lankhmar was appealing to her own grim private
gods only in a noment of direst need, when all else failed. Wile a bold few directly bel ow Faf hrd
had nmounted the dark porch and were beating on and draggi ng at the ancient portals.

There cane a | oud creaking and groaning and a sound of rending. For a nonent Fafhrd thought
that those bel ow him having broken in, were going to rush inside. But then he saw them hurrying
back down the steps in attitudes of dread and prostrating thenselves |ike the others.

The great doors had opened until there was a hand's breadth between them Then through that
narrow gap there issued fromthe tenple a torchlit procession of tiny figures which advanced and
ranged thensel ves al ong the forward edge of the porch.

They were two score or so of large rats wal king erect and wearing black togas. Four of them
carried lance-tall torches flam ng brightly white-blue at their tips. The others each carried
sonet hing that Fafhrd, staring down eagl e-eyed, could not quite discern -- a little black staff? --
There were three whites anong them the rest black

A hush fell on the Street of the Gods, as if at sone secret signal the humans tornenters
had ceased their persecutions.

The bl ack-togaed rats cried out shrilly in unison, so that even Fafhrd heard themclearly,
"W have slain your gods, O Lankhmarts! W are your gods now, O fol k of Lankhmar. Submit
yourselves to our worldly brothers and you will not be harned. Hark to their commands. Your gods
are dead, O Lankhmars! W are your gods!"

The humans who had abased thensel ves continued to do so and to bunp their heads. Qhers of
the crowd imtated them

Faf hrd t hought for a nmonent of seeking sonething to hurl down on that dreadful little black-
clad line which had cowed humanity. But the nasty notion cane to himthat if the Muser had been
reduced to a fraction of hinmself and able to live far under the deepest cellar, what could it mean
but that the Muser had been transformed into a rat by wi cked magic, Hisvin's nost likely? In
sl aying any rat, he m ght slay his conrade.

He decided to stick to Ningauble's instructions. He began to clinb the belfry with great
reaches and pulls of his |Iong arns and doublings and strai ghtenings of his still |onger |egs.

The black kitten, coming around a far corner of the same tenple, bugged his little eyes at
the horrid tabl eaux of black-togaed rats. He was tenpted to flee, yet noved never a nmuscle as a
sol di er who knows he has a duty to perform though has forgotten or not yet |earned the nature of
that duty.

*Chapter Fifteen*

G ipkerio sat fidgeting on the edge of his seashell-shaped couch of gold. His light battle-

ax lay forgot on the blue floor beside him Froma |ow table he took up a delicate silver wand of
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authority tipped with a bronze starfish -- it was one of several dozen lying there -- and sought
to play with it nervously. But he was too nervous for that. Wthin noments it shot out of his
hands and clattered nmusically on the blue floor-tiles a dozen feet away. He knotted his wand-1| ong
fingers together tightly, and rocked in agitation

The Bl ue Audi ence Chanmber was lit only by a few guttering, soot-runneled candl es. The
central curtains had been raised, but this doubling of the rooms length only added to its gl oom
The stairway going up into the blue nminaret was a spiral of shadows. Beyond the dark archways
| eading to the porch, the great gray spindle balancing atop the copper chute gl eamed nysteriously
in the noonlight. A narrow silver |adder led up to its manhol e, which stood open

The candl es cast on the blue-tiled inner wall several nonstrous shadows of a bul bous figure
seeming to bear two heads, the one atop the other. It was nade by Sananda, who stood wat ching
dipkerio with stolid intentness, as one watches a lunatic up to tricks.

Finally dipkerio, whose own gaze never ceased to twitch about at floor |evel, especially
at the foot of blue curtains masking arched bl ue doorways, began to nmunble, softly at first, then
| ouder and louder, "I can't stand it any nore. Arned rats | oose in the palace. Guardsnen gone.
Hairs in my throat. That horrid girl. That indecent hairy junping jack with the Muuser's face. No
butler or maid to answer my bell. Not even a page to trimthe candles. And H svin hasn't cone.

Hi svin's not conming! |I've no one. All's lost!. | can't stand it. I'mleaving! Wrld, adieu
Nehwon, good-bye! | seek a happier universe!"

And with that warning, he dashed toward the porch -- a streak of black toga fromwhich a
| one | ast pansy petal fluttered down.

Samanda, clunping after him heavily, caught himbefore he could clinb the silver |adder
| argely because he couldn't get his hands unknotted to grip the rungs. She gasped himround with a
huge arm and | ed hi m back toward the audi ence couch, meanwhil e straightening and unslipping his
fingers for himand saying, "Now, now, no boat trips tonight, little master. It's on dry land we
stay, your own dear palace. Only think: tomorrow, when this nonsense is past, we'll have such
| ovel y whi ppi ngs. Meanwhile to guard you, pet, you' ve ne, who amworth a reginment. Stick to
Sanmanda! "

As if taking her at her literal word, dipkerio, who had been confusedly pulling away,
suddenly threw his arms around her neck and al nbst managed to seat hinmself upon her great belly.

A blue curtain had billowed wide, but it was only Gipkerio's niece Elakeria in a gray silk
dress that threatened nonently to burst at the seans. The plunp and | ascivious girl had grown
fatter than ever the past few days fromstuffing herself with sweets to assuage her grief at her
nmot her' s broken neck and the crucifixion of her pet marnoset, and even nore to still her fears for
herself. But at the noment a weak anger seened to be doing the work of honey and sugar

“Uncl e!'" she cried. "You nust do something at once! The guardsmen are gone. Neither nmy maid

nor page answered ny bell, and when | went to fetch them | found that insolent Reetha -- wasn't
she to be whipped? -- inciting all the pages and maids to revolt against you, or do sonething
equal ly violent. And in the crook of her left armsat a living gray-clad doll waving a crue

little sword -- surely it was he who crucified Kwne-Kwe! -- urging further enormties. | stole away
unseen. "

"Revolt, eh?" Samanda scow ed, setting G ipkerio aside and unsnappi ng whip and truncheon
fromher belt. "Elakeria, ook out for Uncle here. You know, boat trips," she added in a hoarse
whi sper, tapping her tenple significantly. "Meanwhile I'lIl give those naked sluts and ninions a
counter-revolution they'Il not forget."

"Don't leave ne!" dipkerio inplored, throwing hinself at her neck and | ap again. "Now t hat
Hisvin's forgot ne, you're ny only protection.”

A clock struck the quarter hour. Blue drapes parted and H svin canme in with neasured steps
instead of his customary scuttling. "For good or ill, |I come upon nmy instant," he said. He wore
his black cap and toga and over the latter a belt from which hung ink-pot, quill-case, and a pouch
of scrolls. Hi svet and Frix came close after him in sober silken black robes and stol es. The bl ue
drapes cl osed behind them Al three black-framed faces were grave.

Hi svin paced toward Qi pkerio, who somewhat shamed into conposure by the orderly behavi or
of the newconers was standi ng beanpole tall on his own two gol d-sandal ed feet, had adjusted a
little the disordered folds of his toga, and straightened around his golden ringlets the string of
linmp vegetable matter which was all that was left of his pansy weath.

"Ch nost glorious overlord,"” Hi svin intoned solemly, "I bring you the worst news" --
dipkerio pal ed and began again to shake -- "and the best." dipkerio recovered somewhat. "The
worst first. The star whose com ng nade the heavens right has w nked out, like a candle puffed on

by a black denon, its fires extinguished by the black swells of the ocean of the sky. In short,
she's sunk without a trace and so | cannot speak my spell against the rats. Furthernore, it is ny
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sad duty to informyou that the rats have already, for all practical purposes, conquered Lankhmnar.
Al'l your soldiery is being decimated in the South Barracks. Al the tenples have been invaded and
the very Gods _of _ Lankhmar slain without warning in their dry, spicy beds. The rats only pause,
out of a certain courtesy which I will explain, before capturing your pal ace over your head."

"Then all's lost," dipkerio quavered chal k-pal e and turning his head added peevishly, "I
_told_ you so, Samanda! Naught renmains for me but the |last voyage. Wrld, adieu! Nehwon, farewell!
| seek a happier -- "

But this tine his lunge toward the porch was stopped at once by his plunp niece and stout
pal ace m stress, henmmng himclose on either side.

"Now hear the best,"” Hisvin continued in livelier accents. "At great personal peril | have
put nyself in touch with the rats. It transpires that they have an excellent civilization, finer
in many respects than man's -- in fact, they have been secretly guiding the interests and growth
of man for sonme time -- oh 'tis a cozy, sweet civilization these wise rodents enjoy and '"tw ||
delight your sense of fitness when you know it better! At all events the rats, now loving ne well -
- ah, what fine diplonacies |'ve worked for you, dear master! -- have entrusted me with their
surrender terns, which are unexpectedly generous!”

He snatched fromhis pouch one of the scrolls in it, and saying, "I'll sumarize," read:
"...hostilities to cease at once ... by Aipkerio's conmand transnitted by his agents bearing his
wands of authority ... Fires to be extinguished and danage to Lankhmar repaired by Lankhnarts
under direction of ... et cetera. Damage to ratly tunnels, arcades, pleasances, privies, and other
rooms to be repaired by humans. 'Suitably reduced in size' should go in there. Al soldiers
di sarned, bound, confined ... and so forth. Al cats, dogs, ferrets, and other vermn ... well,
naturally. Al ships and all Lankhmarts abroad ... that's clear enough. Ah, here's the spot!

Li sten now. Thereafter each Lankhmart to go about his customary business, free in all his actions
and possessions -- _free_, you hear that? -- subject only to the comands of his personal rat or
rats, who shall crouch upon his shoul der or otherw se di spose thenselves on or within his
clothing, as they shall see fit, and share his bed. But _your_ rats,"” he went on swiftly, pointing
to dipkerio, who had gone very pal e and whose body and |inbs had begun again their twtchings and
his features their tics, " _your_ rats shall, out of deference to your high position, not be rats
at all! -- but rather ny daughter Hisvet and, tenporarily, her maid Frix, who shall attend you day
and ni ght, watch and watch, granting your every wish on the trifling condition that you obey their
every command. \Wat could be fairer, ny dear master?"

But dipkerio had al ready gone once nore into his, "Wrld, adieu! Nehwon, farewell! | seek
a -- meanwhi |l e straining toward the porch and convul sing up and down in his efforts to be free
of Samanda's and El akeria's restraining arms. O a sudden, however, he stopped still, cried, "O
course I'll sign!'" and grabbed for the parchnment. Hisvin eagerly led himto his audi ence couch and
the table, meanwhile readying his witing equiprent.

But here a difficulty devel oped. Qi pkerio was shaking so that he could hardly hold pen
let alone wite. His first effort with the quill sent a comet's tail of inkdrops across the
clothing of those around himand H svin's leathery face. Al efforts to guide his hand, first by
gentl eness, then by main force, fail ed.

Hi svin snapped his fingers in desperate inpatience, then pointed a sudden finger at his
daughter. She produced a flute from her black silken robe and began to pipe a sweet yet drowsy
mel ody. Samanda and El akeria held Qipkerio face down on his couch, the one at his shoul ders, the
other at his ankles, while Frix, kneeling with one knee on the small of his back began with her
fingertips to stroke his spine fromskull to tail in time to Hisvet's nusic, favoring her |eft
hand with its bandaged pal m

Q@i pkerio continued to convul se upward at regular intervals, but gradually the viol ence of
t hese eart hquakes of the body decreased and Frix was able to transfer sone of her rhythnic
strokings to his flailing arns.

Hi svin, hard a-pace and snapping his fingers again, his shadows marching |ike those of
giant rats noving confusedly and size-changi ngly agai nst each other across the blue tiles,
demanded suddenly on noting the wands of authority, "Where are your pages you prom sed to have
her e?"

G ipkerio responded dully, "In their quarters. In revolt. You stole ny guards who would
have controll ed them Where are your M ngol s?"

Hi svin stopped dead in his pacing and frowned. H s gaze went questioningly toward the
unnmovi ng bl ue door-drapes through which he had entered.

Faf hrd, breathing a little heavily, drew hinmself up into one of the belfry's eight w ndows
and sat on its sill and scanned the bells.

There were eight in all and all large: five of bronze, three of browned-iron, coated with
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the sea-pale verdigris and earth-dark rust of eons. Any ropes had rotted away, centuries ago for
all he knew. Bel ow them was dark enptiness spanned by four narrow fl at-topped stone arches. He
tried one of themwith his foot. It held.

He set the snmallest bell, a bronze one, swi nging. There was no sound except for a disnma
creaki ng.
He first peered, then felt up inside the bell. The clapper was gone, its supporting |ink

rusted away.

Al the other bells' clappers were |ikewi se gone, presumably fallen to the bottom of the
t ower.

He prepared to use his ax to beat out the alarum but then he saw one of the fallen
cl appers lying on a stone arch

He lifted it with both hands, |ike a somewhat ponderous club, and novi ng about recklessly
on the arches, struck each bell in turn. Rust showered himfromthe iron ones.

Their massed cl angor sounded | ouder than nountai nside thunder when |ightning strikes froma
cloud close by. The bells were the | east nusical Fafhrd had ever heard. Sone nade swelling beats
together, which periodically tortured the ear. They nust have been shaped and cast by a nmaster of
di scord. The brazen bells shrieked, clanged, clashed, roared, twanged, jangled, and scream ngly
wrangl ed. The iron bells groaned rusty-throated, sobbed like |eviathan, throbbed as the heart of
uni versal death, and rolled like a black swell striking a smooth rock coast. They exactly suited
the Gods _of Lankhmar, from what Fafhrd had heard of the latter.

The netallic uproar began to fade somewhat and he realized that he was becom ng deaf ened.
Nevert hel ess he kept on until he had struck each bell three tines. Then he peered out the w ndow
by which he had entered.

His first inpression was that half the hunman crowd was | ooking straight at him. Then he
realized it rmust be the noise of the bells which had turned upward those noonlit faces.

There were many nore kneelers before the tenple now. O her Lankhmarts were pouring up the
Street of the Gods fromthe east, as if being driven

The erect, black-togaed rats still stood in the sane tiny |line below him auraed by grim
authority despite their size, and now they were flanked by two squads of arnored rats, each
bearing a small weapon which puzzled Fafhrd, straining his eyes, until he recalled the tiny
crossbows which had been used aboard _Squid_.

The reverberations of the bells had died away, or sunk too low for his deafened ears to
note, but then he began to hear, faintly at first, nurnuring and cries of hopel ess horror from
bel ow.

Gazing across the crowd again, he saw black rats clinbing unresisting up sonme of the
kneeling figures, while nmany, of the others already had something black squatting on their right
shoul ders.

There came fromdirectly bel ow a creaki ng and groani ng and rending. The anci ent doors of
the tenple of the Gods _of _ Lankhmar were thrust w de open

The white faces that had been gazi ng upward now stared at the porch

The bl ack-togaed rats and their soldiery faced around.

There strode four abreast fromthe w de-open doorway a conpany of fearfully thin brown
figures, black-togaed too. Each bore a black staff. The brown was of three sorts: aged |linen nmumy-
banding, brittle parchment-1like skin stretched tight over naught but skeleton, and naked ol d brown
bones t hensel ves.

The crossbowrats |oosed a volley. The skeletal brown striders canme on w thout pause. The
bl ack-togaed rats stood their ground, squeaking inperiously. Another useless volley fromthe tiny

crosshows. Then, like so many rapiers, black staffs thrust out. Each rat they touched shrivel ed
where he stood, nor nmoved again. Other rats came scurrying in fromthe crowd and were sinmlarly
slain. The brown conpany advanced at an even pace, |ike doom on the march.

There were screanms then and the human crowd before the tenple began to nmelt, racing down
side streets and even dashing back into the tenples fromwhich they had fled. Predictably, the
fol k of Lankhnmar were nore afraid of their own gods cone to their rescue than of their foes.

Hi nsel f somewhat aghast at what his ringing had roused, Fafhrd clinbed down the belfry,
telling hinmself that he nust dodge the eerie battle bel ow and seek out the Mouser in dipkerio's
vast pal ace.

At the corner of the tenple's foot, the black kitten becane aware of the climnber high
above, recognized himas the huge man he had scratched and | oved, and realized that the force
hol di ng hi m here had sonething to do with that man.

The Gray Muser |oped purposefully out of the palace kitchen and up a corridor |eading
toward the royal dwelling quarters. Though still tiny, he was at |ast dressed. Besi de him strode
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Reetha, armed with a |l ong and needl e- poi nted skewer for broiling cutlets in a row. C ose behind
them marched a di sorderly-ranked host of pages armed with cleavers and mallets, and maids wth
kni ves and toasting forks.

The Mouser had insisted that Reetha not carry himon this foray and the girl had let him
have his way. And truly it nade himfeel nore manly again to be going on his owmn two feet and from
time to tinme swi shing Scal pel nmenacingly through the air.

Still, he had to adnmit, he would feel a lot better were he his rightful size again, and
Faf hrd at his side. Sheelba had told himthe effects of the black potion would last for nine
hours. He had drunk it a few m nutes at nost past three. So he should regain his true size a
little after mdnight, if Sheel ba had not lied.

He gl anced up at Reetha, nore huge than any gi antess and bearing a gl eam ng steel weapon
tall as a catboat's mast, and felt further reassured.

"Onward!" he squeaked to his naked armny, though he tried to pitch his voice as |ow as
possi ble. "Onward to save Lankhmar and her overlord fromthe rats!”

Faf hrd dropped the last few feet to the tenple's roof and faced around. The situation bel ow
had altered considerably.

The human folk were gone -- that is, the living human fol k.
The skel etal brown striders had all energed through the door bel ow and were marchi ng west
down the Street of the Gods -- a procession of ugly ghosts, except these waiths were opaque and

their bony feet clicked harshly on the cobbles. The noonlit porch, steps, and fl agstones behind
them were blackly freckled with dead rats.

But the striders were noving nore slowy now and were surrounded by shadows bl acker than
the nmoon could throw -- a veritable sea of black rats |apping the striders and bei ng augnent ed
faster fromall sides than the deadly staves could strike them down.

Fromtwo areas ahead, to either side of the Street of the Gods, flam ng darts came arching
and struck in the fore-ranks of the striders. These missiles, unlike the crossbow darts, took
ef fect. Wierever they struck, old linen and resin-inpregnated skin began to flicker and flanme. The
striders cane to a halt, ceased slaying rats, and devoted thensel ves to plucking out the flam ng
darts sticking in themand beating out the flames on their persons.

Anot her wave of rats came racing down the Street of the Gods fromthe Marsh Gate end, and
behi nd them on three great horses three riders leaning low in their saddl es and sword-sl ashi ng at
the small beasts. The horses and the cl oaks and hoods of the riders were inky black. Fafhrd, who
t hought hinmsel f incapable of nmore shivers, felt another. It was as if Death itself, in three
persons, had entered the scene.

The rodent fire-artillery, slewed partly around, let off at the black riders a few flam ng
darts which nissed.

In return the black riders charged hoof-stanpi ng and sword-slashing into the two artillery
areas. Then they faced toward the brown, skeletal striders, several of whomstill snoldered and
flickered, and doffed their black hoods and mantl es.

Fafhrd's face broke into a grin that woul d have seened nost i nappropriate to one know ng he
feared an apparition of Death, but not knowi ng his experiences of the |ast few days.

Seated on the three black horses were three tall skeletons gleamng white in the noonlight,
and with a lover's certainty he recogni zed the first as being Kreeshkra's.

She might, of course, be seeking himout to slay himfor his faithlessness. Neverthel ess,
as al nost any other lover in |like circunstances -- though seldom true, near the mdst of a
nat ural - supernatural battle -- he grinned a rather egotistic grin.

He | ost not a nonent in beginning his descent.

Meanwhi | e Kreeshkra, for it was indeed she, was thinking as she gazed at the Gods _of _
Lankhmar, _Well, | suppose brown bones are better than none at all. Still, they seema poor fire
risk. Ho, here come nore rats! Wiat a filthy city! And where oh where is ny abom nable Mid Man?_

The black kitten newed anxiously at the tenple's foot where he awaited Fafhrd' s arrival.

d i pkerio, calmas a cushion now, conpletely soothed by Frix's nassage and Hi svet's pi ping,
was hal fway through signing his nane, formng the letters nore ornately and surely than he ever
had in his Iife, when the blue drapes in the |largest archway were torn down and there pressed into
the great chanber on silent naked feet the Mouser's and Reetha's forces.

G | pkerio gave a great twitch, upsetting the ink bottle on the parchnent of the surrender

terns, and sending his quill winging off like an arrow
H svin, H svit, and even Samanda backed away from himtoward the porch, daunted at |east
nmonentarily by the newconers -- and indeed there was sonething dire about that naked, shaven

yout hful arny be-weaponed with kitchen tools, their eyes wild, their |lips a-snarl or pressed
tightly together. Hi svin had been expecting his Mngols at last and so got a doubl e shock
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El akeria hurried after them crying, "They' ve cone to slay us all! It's the revolution!"

Frix held her ground, smling excitedly.

The Mouser raced across the blue-tiled floor, sprang up on Gipkerio' s couch and bal anced
hinself on its golden back. Reetha followed rapidly and stood beside him nenacing around with her
skewer .

Unm ndful that dipkerio was flinching away, pale yell ow eyes peering affrightedly froma
coarse fabric of criss-crossed fingers, the Muser squeaked loudly, "OCh nighty overlord, no

revol ution this! Instead, we have come to save you fromyour enenies! That one" -- he pointed at
Hisvin -- "is in league with the rats. Indeed, he is by blood nore rat than nman. Under his toga
you'll find a tail. | saw himin the tunnels bel ow, nenber of the Rat Council of Thirteen

pl otting your overthrow. It is he --

Meanwhi | e Samanda had been regai ni ng her courage. Now she charged her underlings like a
bl ack rhinoceros, her gl obe-shaped, pin-skewered coiffure nore than enough horn. Laying about with
her bl ack whip, she roared fearsonely, "Revolt, will you? On your knees, scullions and sluts! Say
your prayers!”

Taken by surprise and readily falling back into an ingrained habit, their fiery hopes
quenched by familiar abuse, the naked slimfigures inched away from her to either side.

Reet ha, however, grew pink with anger. Forgetting the Muser and all else but her rage,
envenoned by many injuries, she ran after Samanda, crying to her fellowslaves, "Up and at her
you cowards! We're fifty to one against her!" And with that she thrust out nmightily with her
skewer and jabbed Samanda from behi nd.

The pal ace m stress | eaped ponderously forward, her keys and chains swinging wildly from
her bl ack | eather belt. She |ashed the |ast nmaids out of her way and pounded off at a thunping run
toward the servants' quarters

Reet ha cried over shoulder, "After her, all! -- before she rouses the cooks and barbers to
her aid!" and was off in sprinting pursuit.
The mai ds and pages hardly hesitated at all. Reetha had refired their hot hatreds as

readi |y as Samanda had quenched them To play heroes and heroi nes rescui ng Lankhmar was noonshi ne.
To have vengeance on their old tornentor was blazing sunlight. They all raced after Reetha.

The Mouser, still balancing on the fluted gol den back of Qi pkerio's couch and nouthing his
dramatic oration, realized sonewhat belatedly that he had |ost his army and was still only dol
size. Hisvin and Hisvet, drawi ng |ong knives fromunder their black togas, rapidly circled between
hi m and t he doorway through which his forces had fled. Hi svin | ooked vicious and Hi svet
unpl easantly |i ke her father -- the Muwuser had never before noted the striking fam |y resenbl ance.
They began to close in.

To his left Elakeria snatched up a handful of the wands of office and raised them
threateningly. To the Muser, even those flinsy rods were huge as pikes.

To his right Gipkerio, still cringing away, reached down surreptitiously for his |ight
battle-ax. Evidently the Muser's |oyal squeaks had gone unheard, or not been believed.

The Mouser wondered which way to junp.

Behi nd him Frix murnured softly, though to the Muuser's ears still sonewhat boom ngly,
"Exit kitchen tyrant pursued by pages unclad and maids in a state of nature, |eaving our hero
beset by an ogre and two -- or is it three? -- ogresses."

*Chapt er Si xt een*
Faf hrd, although he cane down the tenple's wall fast, found the battle once nore
consi derably changed when he reached the bottom
The Gods _of _ Lankhmar, though not exactly in panicky rout, were w thdrawi ng toward the
open door of their tenple, thrusting their staves fromtine to tine at the horde of rats which

still beset them Wsps of snoke still trailed froma few of them-- ghostly noonlit pennons. They
were coughing, or nmore likely cursing and it sounded |ike coughs. Their brown skull-faces were
dire -- the expression of elders defeated and trying to cloak their inpotent, gibbering rage with
dignity.

Faf hrd nmoved rapidly out of their way.

Kreeshkra and her two nal e Ghouls were slashing and stabbing fromtheir saddl es at another
flood of rats in front of H svin's house, while their black horses crunched rats under their
hooves.

Faf hrd made toward them but at that noment there was a rush of rats at himand he had to
unsheat he Graywand. Using the great sword as a scythe, he cleared a space around himw th three
strokes, then started again toward the Chouls.

The doors of Hi svin's house burst open and there fled out down the short stairs a crowd of
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M ngol slaves. Their faces grinmaced with terror, but even nore striking was the fact that they
were thin al nbost beyond enaci ation. Their once-tight black liveries hung | oosely on them Their
hands were skeletal. Their faces were skulls covered with yell ow skin.

Three groups of skeletons: brown, ivory, and yellow -- It is a prodigy of prodigies_,
Faf hrd thought, _the begi nning of a dark spectrum of bones_.

Behind the M ngols and driving them not so nuch to kill themas to get them out of the
way, came a conpany of crouchy but stalwart masked nen, some wearing arnor, all brandi shing
weapons -- swords and crossbows. There was sonething horribly fanmiliar about their scuttling,

hobbl e-1 egged gait. Then cane sonme with pikes and hel nets, but wi thout masks. The faces, or
nmuzzl es rather, were those of rats. Al the newconers, masked or nakedly fur-faced, made for the
three Ghoulish riders.

Faf hrd sprang forward, G aywand singing about his head, unmi ndful of the new surge of
ordinary rats com ng against him-- and came to a skidding halt.

The man-sized and man-armed rats were still pouring fromH svin's house. Hero or no, he
couldn't kill _that_ many of them

At that instant he felt claws sink into his leg. He raised his crook-fingered big left hand
to sweep away from hi mwhatever now attacked him... and saw clinbing his thigh the black kitten
from _Squid._.

_That scatterbrain nustn't be in this dread battle_, he thought ... and opened his enpty
pouch to thrust in the kitten ... and saw gleanming dully at its bottomthe tin whistle ... and
realized that here was a netal strawto cling to.

He snatched it out and set it to his lips and blew it.

When one taps with idle finger a toy drum one does not expect a peal of thunder. Fafhrd
gasped and al nost swal |l owed the whistle. Then he made to hurl it away fromhim I|nstead he set it
to his Ilips once nore, put his hands to his ears, for sonme reason closed his eyes tight, and once
more blewit.

Once again the horrendous noi se went shuddering up toward the noon and down t he shadowed
streets of Lankhmar.

| magi ne the scream of a |eopard, the snarl of a tiger, and the roaring of a lion
commi ngl ed, and one will have sone faint suggestion of the sound the tin whistle produced.

Everywhere the little rats held still in their hordes. The skeletal Mngols paused in their
shaki ng, staggering flight. The big armed rats, nasked or helnmeted, halted in their attack upon
the Ghouls. Even the Ghouls and their horses held still. The fur on the black kitten fluffed out
as it still clung to Fafhrd's crouching thigh, and its green eyes became enornous.

Then the awesone sound had died away, a distant bell was tolling mdnight, and all the
battlers fell to action again.

But bl ack shapes were fornming in the noonlight around Fafhrd. Shapes that were at first no
nore than shadows with a sheen to them Then darker, I|ike translucent polished black horn. Then
solid and vel vet black, their pads resting on the nmoonlit flagstones. They had the slender, |ong-
| egged forms of cheetahs, but the mass of tigers or lions. They stood al nost as high at the
shoul der as horses. Their sonmewhat small and prick-eared heads swayed slowy, as did their |ong
tails. Their fangs were like needles of faintly green ice. Their eyes, which were |ike frozen

emeral ds, stared all twenty-six at Fafhrd -- for there were thirteen of the beasts.

Then Fafhrd realized that they were staring not at his head but at his waist.

The black kitten there gave a shrill, wailing cry that was at once a young cat's first
battle call and al so a greeting.

Wth a scream ng, snarling roar, like thirteen of the tin whistles blown at once, the \War

Cats bounded outward. Wth preternatural agility, the black kitten | eaped after a group of four of
t hem

The small rats fled toward walls and shutters and doors -- wherever holes might be. The
M ngol s threw t hensel ves down. The half-splintered doors of the tenple of the Gods _of _ Lankhmar
could be heard to screech shut rather rapidly.

The four War Cats to whomthe kitten had attached hinself raced toward the nman-size rats
comng fromHi svin's house. Two of the CGhouls had been struck fromtheir saddl es by pikes or
swords. The third -- it was Kreeshkra -- parried a blow froma rapier, then kicked her horse into
a gall op past Hisvin's house toward the Rai nbow Pal ace. The two riderless black horses foll owed
her .

Faf hrd prepared to follow her, but at that instant a black parrot swooped down in front of
him beating its wings, and a snmall skinny boy with a puckered scar under his left eye was tugging
at his wist.

Mouser - Mouser!" the parrot squawked. "Danger-danger! Bl ue-Bl ue Bl ue-Bl ue Audi ence Chanber!"
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"Sane nmessage, big man," the urchin rasped with a grin.

So Fafhrd, running around the battle of arnmed rats and War Cats -- a whirling nel ee of
silvery swords and flashing, claws, of cold green and hot red eyes -- set out after Kreeshkra
anyhow, since she had been going in the sane direction.

Long pi kes struck down a War Cat, but the kitten sprang like a shining black conet at the
face of the forenost of the giant rodent pike-w elders as the other three War Cats closed in
besi de him

The Gray Muser lightly dropped off the back of the golden couch the instant Hi svin and
Hi svet got within stabbing distance. Then, since they were both coning around the couch, he ran
under it and fromthence under the |low table. During his short passage through the open
Gipkerio's ax crashed on the tiles to one side of him while Elakeria's bundle of wands snashed
clatteringly down on the other. He paused under the center of the table, plotting his next action

G ipkerio darted prudently away, |eaving his ax where he had let go of it fromthe sting of
the blow. Plunp El akeria, however, slipped and fell with the force of her clumsy thwack and for
the nonent both her sprawled formand the ax were quite close to the Muser

Then -- well, one nonent the table was a roof a confortable rat's-span or so above the
Mouser's head. The next nonent he had, w thout noving, bunped his head on it and very shortly
aft erward sonehow overturned it to one side without touching it with his hands and despite the
fact that he had sat down rather hard on the floor

VWi | e El akeria was no | onger an obese wanton bul ging out a gray dress, but a slender nynph
totally unclad. And the head of G ipkerio's ax, which Scal pel's slimblade now touched, had shrunk
to a ragged sliver of netal, as if eaten away by invisible acid.

The Mouser realized that he had regained his original size, even as Sheel ba had foretold.
The thought flashed through his mnd that, since nothing can conme of nothing, the atomni es shed
from Scal pel in the cellar had now been made up fromthose in the ax-head, while to replace his
fl esh and cl ot hing he had stol en somewhat of that of Elakeria. She certainly had benefited from
the transaction, he deci ded.

But this was not the time for netaphysics or for noralizing, he told hinmself. He scranbl ed
to his feet and advanced on his shrunken-seem ng tornentors, nenacing w th Scal pel

"Drop your weapons!" he comuanded.

Neit her dipkerio, Elakeria, or Frix held any. Hisvet let go of her |ong dagger at once
probably recalling that the Muser knew she had some skill in hurling it. But H svin, foam ng now
with rage and frustration, held onto his. The Muser advanced Scal pel flickering toward his
scrawny throat.

"Call off your rats, Lord Null," he ordered, "or you die!"

"Shan't!" Hi svin spat at him stabbing futilely at Scal pel. Then, reason returning to hima
little, he added, "And even if | wished to, | couldn't!"

The Mouser, knowing fromhis session at the Council of Thirteen that this was the truth,
hesi t at ed.

El akeri a, seeing her nakedness, snatched a light coverlet fromthe gol den couch and huddl ed
it around her, then immediately drew it aside again to admre her slender new body.

Frix continued to snile excitedly but sonmehow conposedly, as if all this were a play and
she its audience.

G i pkerio, although seeking to firmhinself by tightly enbracing a spirally fluted pillar
bet ween candl elit chanber and noonlit porch, clearly had the grand, rather than nmerely the petty
twitches again. H's narrow face, between its periodic convulsions, was a study in consternation
and nervous exhausti on.

Hi svet called out, "Gray lover, kill the old fool nmy father! Slay Aip and the rest too,
unl ess you desire Frix as a concubine. Then rule all Lankhmar Above and Below with my wllingest
aid. You' ve won the gane, dear one. | confess nyself beaten. |I'll be your hunblest slave-girl, ny
only hope that some day I'll be your nobst favorite too."

And so ringingly sincere was her voice and so dulcet-sweet in naking its pronises, that
despite his experiences of her treacheries and cruelties and despite the cold nmurderousness of
some of her words, the Muser was truly tenpted. He | ooked toward her -- her expression was that
of a ganbler playing for the highest stakes -- and in that instant Hisvin |unged.

The Mouser beat the dagger aside and retreated a doubl e-step, cursing only hinmself for the
wavering of his attention. Hisvin continued to | unge desperately, only desisting when Scal pe
pricked his throat swollen with curses.

"Keep your prom se and show your courage,"” Hi svet cried to the Muuser. "Kill him"

Hi svin began to gabble his curses at her too.

The Mouser was never afterwards quite certain as to what he woul d have done next, for the
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nearest blue curtains were jerked away to either side and there stood Skwee and Hreest, both nan-
size, both unmasked and with rapiers drawn, both of lordly, cool, assured, and dire men -- the
white and the black of rat aristocracy.

Wthout a word Skwee advanced a pace and pointed his sword at the Muser. Hreest copied him
so swiftly it was inpossible to be sure it was a copy. The two green-uniforned sword-rats noved
out from behind them and went on guard to either side. Frombehind _them, the three pike-rats,
man-si ze like the rest, noved out still farther on the flank, two toward the far end of the room
one toward the gol den couch, beside which Hi svet now stood near Frix.

H s hand clutching his scrawny throat, Hi svin nastered his astoni shnment and pointing at his
daughter, croaked comuandingly, "Kill her too!"

The | one pike-rat obediently |eveled his weapon and ran with it. As the great wavy bl ade
passed cl ose by her, Frix cast herself at the weapon, hugging its pole. The blade m ssed Hi svet by

a finger's breadth and Frix fell. The pike-rat jerked back his weapon and raised it to skewer Frix
to the floor, but, "Stop!" Skwee cried. "Kill none -- as yet -- except the one in gray. Al now,
advance. "

The pi ke-rat obediently swi veled round, releveling his weapon at the Muser

Frix picked herself up and casually nurnmuring in Hisvet's ear, "That's three tines, dear
nmstress," turned to watch the rest of the drana.

The Mouser thought of diving off the porch, but instead broke for the far end of the room
It was perhaps a nistake. The two pike-rats were at the far door ahead of him while the sword-
rats at his heels gave himno tine to feint around the pike-blades, kill the pike-rats and get
around them He dodged behind a heavy table and turning abruptly, managed to wound lightly in the
thigh a green-uniforned rat who had run a bit ahead of the rest. But that rat dodged back and the
Mousl er found hinself faced by four rapiers and two pikes -- and just conceivably by death too, he
had to adnit to hinmself as he noted the sureness w th which Skwee was directing and controlling
the attack. So -- slash, junp, slash, thrust, parry, kick the table -- he nust attack Skwee --
thrust, parry, riposte, counter-riposte, retreat -- but Skwee had anticipated that, so -- slash,
junmp, thrust, junp, junmp again, bunmp the wall, thrust -- whatever he was going to do, he'd have to
do it very soon.

A rat's head, detached fromits rat, spun across the edge of his field of vision and he
heard a happy, faniliar shout.

Faf hrd had just entered the room beheaded from behind the third pike-rat, who had been
acting as a sort of reserve, and was rushing the others from behind.

At Skwee's swift signal the | esser sword-rats and the two renmining pike-rats turned. The
latter were slowin shifting their |ong weapons. Fafhrd beheaded the bl ade of one pi ke and then
its owner, parried the second pi ke and thrust honme through the throat of the rat wielding it, then
nmet the attack of the two | esser sword-rats, while Skwee and Hreest redoubled their assault on the
Mouser. Their snarl-twi sted bristles, snarl-bared incisors, long flat furry faces and huge eyes
bl ue and bl ack were al nost as daunting as their swift swords, while Fafhrd found equal nenace in
his pair.

At Fafhrd's entry, dipkerio had said very softly to hinself, "No, | cannot bear it
| onger," run out onto the porch and up the silver |adder, and sprung down through the nmanhol e of
t he spindl e-shaped gray vehicle. Hi s weight over-balanced it, so that it slowy nosed down in the
copper chute. He called out, sonmewhat nore |oudly, "Wrld, adieu! Nehwon, good-bye! | go to seek a
happi er universe. Ch, you'll regret me, Lankhmar! Weep, oh City!" Then the gray vehicle was
sliding down the chute, faster and faster. He dropped inside and jerked shut the hatch after him
Wth a small, sullen splash the vehicle vani shed beneath the dark, noon-fretted waters.

Only El akeria and Frix whose eyes and ears missed nothing, saw dipkerio or heard his
val edi ctory.

Wth a sudden concerted effort Skwee and Hreest ranmred the table, across which they'd been
fenci ng, against the Muser, to pin himto the wall. Barely in time, he sprang atop it, dodged
Skwee's thrust, parried Heest's, and on a lucky riposte sent Scalpel's tip into Heest's right
eye and brain, slipping his sword out just soon enough to parry Skwee's next thrust.

Skwee retreated a double step. By virtue of the al nost panoranmic vision of his w de-spaced
bl ue eyes, he noted that Fafhrd was finishing off the second of his two sword-rats, beating
through by brute force the parries of their lighter swords, and hinself suffering only a few
scratches and minor pricks in the process.

Skwee turned and ran. The Mouser |eaped fromthe table after him Way down the room
sonmething was falling in blue folds fromthe ceiling. Hisvet, nidway along the wall, had sl ashed
with her dagger the cords supporting the curtains that could divide the roomin twd. Skwee ran a-
crouch under them but the Muser alnost ran into them dodging swiftly back as Skwee's rapier
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thrust through the heavy fabric inches fromhis throat.

Monents | ater the Mouser and Fafhrd | ocated the central split in the drapes and suddenly
parted themwith the tips of their swords, closely a-watch for another rapier-thrust or even a
t hrown dagger.

Instead they saw Hisvin, H svet, and Skwee standing in front, of the audience couch in
attitudes of defiance, but grown snmall as children -- if that can be said of a rat. The Mouser
started toward them but before he was hal fway there, they becane small as rats and swiftly
tunbl ed down a tile-size trapdoor. Skwee, who went last, turned for one nore angry chitter at the
Mouser, one nore shake of toy-size rapier, before he pulled the tile shut over his head.

The Mouser cursed, then burst into |laughter. Fafhrd joined him but his eyes were warily on
Frix, still standing human-si ze behind the couch. Nor did he niss Elakeria on the couch, peering
with one affrighted eye fromunder the coverlet while also thrusting out, inadvertently or no, one
sl ender | eg.

Still laughing wildly, the Muser reeled over to Fafhrd, threw an armup around his
shoul ders, and punmel ed himplayfully in the chest, demanding, "Wy did you have to turn up, you
great lout? | was about to die heroically, or else slay in nass conbat the seven greatest sword-
rats in Lankhmar Bel owl You're a scene-stealer!”

Eyes still on Frix, Fafhrd roughed the Muser's chin affectionately with his fist, then
gave himan el bow dig sharp enough to take half his breath away and stop his | aughter. "Three of
them were only pi kemen, or pikerats, as | suppose you call them" he corrected, then conpl ai ned
gruffly, "I gallop two nights and a day -- hal fway around the Inner Sea to save your undersized
hi de. And do so! Only to be told I'man actor."

The Mouser gasped out, still with a snickering whoop, "You don't know how undersi zed!

Hal fway around the Inner Sea you say ... and nevertheless tinme your entrance perfectly! Wiy you're
the greatest actor of themall!" He dropped to his knees in front of the tile that had served as
trapdoor and said in tones conmposed equally of philosophy, hunor, and hysteria, "Wile |I nust |ose
-- forever, | suppose -- the greatest love of ny life." He rapped the tile -- it sounded very
solid -- and thrusting down his face called out softly, "Yoo-hoo! Hisvet!" Fafhrd jerked himto
his feet.

Frix raised a hand. The Muser | ooked at her, while Fafhrd had never taken his eyes off
her .

"Here, little man, catch!" Smiling, she called to the Mouser and tossed hima snmall bl ack
vial, which he caught and goggled at foolishly. "Use it if you are ever again so silly as to w sh
to seek out ny late mstress. | have no need of it. | have worked out ny bondage in this world.
have done the diabolic Denviselle her three services. | amfree!"

As she said that last word, her eyes lit up like |lanps. She threw back her bl ack hood and
took a breath so deep it seenmed alnost to lift her fromthe floor. Her eyes fixed on infinity. Her
dark hair lifted on her head. Lightning crackled in her hair, formed itself in a blue ninbus, and
streamed |ike a blue cloak down her body, over and through her black silk dress.

She turned and ran swiftly out onto the porch, Fafhrd and the Mouser after her. d ow ng
still nmore bluely and crying, "Free! Free! Free ! Back to Arilia! Back to the Wrld of Air!" she
dove of f the edge.

She did not seemto enter the waves, but skimred just along their crests like a small,
faint blue comet and then mounting toward the sky, higher and hi gher, becane a faint blue star and
vani shed.

"Where is Arilia?" the Muser asked.

"I thought this was the world of Air," Fafhrd nused.

*Chapt er Sevent een*

The rats all over Lankkmar, after suffering huge | osses, dove back everywhere into their
hol es and pulled tight shut the doors of such as had them This happened also in the roons of pink
pools in the third floor of H svin's house, where the War Cats had driven back the last of the
rats who had gained their hunman size by drinking the white vials there and at the expense of the
flesh of Hsvin's Mngols. Now they guzzled the black vials even nore eagerly, to escape back into
their tunnels.

The rats al so suffered total defeat in the South Barracks, where the War Cats ravaged after
cl awi ng and crashi ng open the doors with preternatural strength.

Their work done, the War Cats regathered at the place where Faf hrd had summoned t hem and
there faded away even as they had earlier materialized. They were still thirteen, although they
had | ost one of their conpany, for the black kitten faded away with them conporting hinself |ike
an apprentice nmenber of their conpany. It was ever afterwards believed by nost Lankhnarts, that
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the War Cats and the white skeletons as well had been sunmoned by the Gods _of _ Lankhmar, whose
reputation for horrid powers and dire activities was thereby bol stered, despite sone guilty
recollections of their tenporary defeat by the rats.

By twos and threes and si xes, the people of Lankhmar energed fromtheir places of hiding,
| earned that the Rat Pl ague was over, and wept, prayed, and rejoiced. Gentle Radom x Ki stonerces-
Null was plucked fromhis retreat in the sluns and with his seventeen cats carried in triunmph to
t he Rai nbow Pal ace.

G ipkerio, his leaden craft tightly collapsed around himby weight of water, until it had
becone a second | eaden skin nolded to his form-- truly a handsone coffin -- continued to sink in
t he Lankhnmar Deep, but whether to reach a solid bottom or only a bal ancing pl ace between worl d
bubbles in the waters of infinity, who may say?

The Gray Mouser recovered Cat's Caw from Hreest's belt, marveling somewhat that all the
rat-corpses were yet human size. Likely enough depth froze all magics.

Faf hrd noted with distaste the three pools of pink slime in front of the gold audi ence
couch and | ooked for sonething to throw over them Elakeria coyly clutched her coverlet around
her. He dragged froma corner a colorful rug that was a duke's ransom and nade that do.

There was the noise of hooves on tiles. In the high, wide archway from which the drapes had

been torn there appeared Kreeshkra, still on horseback arid | eading the other two Ghoulish nounts,
enpty saddl ed. Fafhrd swung the skeleton girl down and enbraced her heartily, somewhat to the
Mouser's and El akeria's shock, but soon said, "Dearest love, | think it best you put on again your

bl ack cl oak and hood. Your naked bones are to nme the acne of beauty, but here come others they nmay
di sturb.”

"Al ready ashaned of me, aren't you? Ch, you dirty-mnded puritanical Mud Fol k!" Kreeshkra
comrented with a sour |augh, yet conplied, while the rainbows in her eye sockets tw nkled.

The others Fafhrd had referred to consisted of the councillors, soldiers, and various
relatives of the late overlord, including the gentle Radom x Ki stonerces-Null and his seventeen
cats, each now carried and cosseted by some noble hoping to gain favor from Lankhmar's nost |ikely
next overlord.

Not all the new arrivals were so comonpl ace. One heral ded by nore hoof-cl oppings on tile,
was Fafhrd's M ngol nare, her tether bitten through. She stopped by Fafhrd and gl ared her

bl oodshot eyes at him as if to say, "I amnot so easily got rid of. Wiy did you cheat ne of a
battl e?"

Kreeshkra patted the beast's nose and observed to grim Fafhrd, "You are clearly a nan who
attracts deep loyalty in others. | trust you have the same quailty yourself."

"Never doubt ne, dearest," Fafhrd answered with fond sincerity.

Al so anong the newconers and returners was Reetha, |ooking suavely happy as a cat who has
licked cream or a panther sone even nore vital fluid, and naked as ever except for three broad
bl ack | eather |oops around her waist. She threw her arnms about the Muser "You're big again!" she
rejoiced. "And you beat themall!"

The Mouser accepted her enbrace, though he purposely put on a dissatisfied face and said
sourly, "You were a big help! -- you and your naked arny, deserting ne when | nost needed hel p.
suppose you finished off Samanda!"

"Indeed we did!'" Reetha smirked |ike a sated | eopardess. "Wat a sizzling she nade! Look
doll, her belt of office _does_ go three tines round ny waist. Ch yes! we cornered her in the
ki tchen and brought her down. Each of us took a pin fromher hair. Then -- "

"Spare ne the details, darling,” the Muuser cut her short. "This night for nine hours |'ve
been a rat, with all of arat's nasty feelings, and that's quite |ong enough. Conme with nme, pet;
there's sonething we nust attend to ere the crowd gets too thick."

Wien they returned after a short space, the Muuser was carrying a box wapped in his cloak
whil e Reetha wore a violet robe, around which was still triply |ooped, however, Samanda's belt.
And the crowd had thickened i ndeed. Radom x Ki stomerces-no-longer-Null had already been informally
vested with Lankhmar's overlordship and was sitting sonewhat bernused on the gol den seashel
audi ence couch along with his seventeen cats and also a smling El akeria, who had w apped her
coverlet like a sari around her syl phlike figure.

The Mouser drew Fafhrd aside. "That's quite a girl you've got,'
i nadequat el y, of Kreeshkra.

"Yes, isn't she," Fafhrd agreed bl andly.

"You shoul d have seen mine," the Muser boasted. "I don't nmean Reetha there, | nean ny
_weird_ one. She had -- "

"Don't | et Kreeshkra hear you use that word," Fafhrd warned sharply through sub voce_.

"Well, anyhow, whenever | want to see her again," the Muser continued conspiratorially, "I

he remar ked, rather
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have only to swallow the contents of this black vial and -- "

"I"1l take charge of that," Reetha announced crisply, snatching it out of his hand from
behind him She glanced at it, then expertly pitched it through a window into the I nner Sea.

The Mouser started a glare at her which turned into an infuriating snile.

Fl appi ng her bl ack robe to cool her, Kreeshkra cane up behind Fafhrd. "Introduce ne to your
friends, dear," she directed.

Meanwhi | e around the gol den couch was an ever-thickening press of courtiers, nobles,
councillors, and officers. New titles were being awarded by the dozen to all first-coners.

Sent ences of perpetual bani shnent and confiscation of property were being laid on H svin and al
others absent, guilty or guiltless. Reports were coming in of the successful fighting of all fires
inthe city and the conpl ete vani shnent of rats fromits streets. Plans were being laid for the
compl ete extirpation fromunder the city of the entire rat-netropolis of Lankhmar Bel ow -- subtle
and conpl ex plans which did not sound to the Muuser entirely practical. It was becoming clear that
under the saintly Radom x Kistomerces, Lankhmar would nore than ever be ruled by foolish fantasy
and shanel ess greed. At nonents like these it was easy to understand why the Gods _of _ Lankhmar
were so furiously exasperated by their city.

Various | ukewarmt hanks were extended to the Muser and Faf hrd, although nost of the
newconers seened not at all clear as to what part the two heroes had placed in conquering the
rats, despite Elakeria's repeated accounts of the final fighting and of Qi pkerio's sea-plunge.
Soon, clearly, seeds would be planted against the Muser and Fafhrd in Radom x's sai ntly-vague
m nd, and their bright heroic roles inperceptibly darkened to bl ackest villainy.

At the sanme tine it becane evident that the new court was disturbed by the restless
tranpi ng of the four om nous war-horses, three Ghoulish and one M ngol, and that the presence of
an ani mat ed skel eton was beconming nore and nore disquieting, for Kreeshkra continued to wear her
bl ack robe and hood like a | oose garnment. Fafhrd and the Muser | ooked at one another, and then at
Kreeshkra and Reetha, and they realized that there was ageement between them The Nort herner
mount ed the M ngol mare, and the Muser and Reetha the two | eftover Ghoulish horses, and they all
four made their way out of the Rai nbow Palace as quietly as is possible when hooves clop on tile.

Thereafter there swiftly grew in Lankhmar a new | egend of the Gray Muser and Faf hrd: how
as rat-small midget and bell-tower-tall giant they had saved Lankhmar fromthe rats, but at the
price of being personally sumoned and escorted to the Afterworld by Death hinself, for the black-
robed ivory skeleton, was remenbered as mal e, which would doubtless have irked Kreeshkra greatly.

However, as next morning the four rode under the fading stars toward the paling east al ong
the twi sty causeway across the Great Salt Marsh, they were all nmerry enough in their own fashions
They had commandeer ed three donkeys and | aden themw th the box of jewels the Muser had
abstracted from dipkerio's bed-chanber and with food and drink for a long journey, though exactly
where that journey would | ead they had not yet agreed. Fafhrd argued for a trip to his bel oved
Cold Waste, with a long stopover on the way at the Gty of Chouls. The Muser was equally
ent husi astic for the Eastern Lands, slyly pointing out to Reetha what an ideal place it would be
for sunbat hi ng uncl ad.

Yanki ng up her violet robe to nake herself nore confortabl e, Reetha nodded her agreenent.

"Clothes are so itchy," she said. "I can hardly bear them | like to ride bareback -- nmy back, not
the horse's. Wiile hair is even itchier -- | can feel nmine growing. You will have to shave ne
every day, dear," she added to the Myuser

He agreed to take on that chore, but added, "However, | can't concur with you altogether
sweet. Besides protecting from branbles and dust, clothes give one a certain dignity."

Reetha retorted tartly, "I think there's far nore dignity in the naked body."

"Pish, girl," Kreeshkra told her, "what can conpare with the dignity of naked bones?" But

glancing toward Fafhrd's red beard and red, curled chest, she added, "However, there is sonething
to be said for hair."
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