file:/I1F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/ Saberhagen,%20Fred%620-%20L 0st%20Swords%203%20-%20Stonecutter's%20Story.txt

A faint sound froma dark side passage made Kasimir turn his head. The warning had cone
just in tinme; he found hinmself confronted by a wild-faced man, who struck at Kasimr with a
desperate blow. Turning with a sinmultaneous thrusting notion of his torch, Kasimr did his
desperate best to parry. The assailant flinched away fromthe torch at the |ast nonent.

Kasimr swirled his cloak and continued with thrusts and feints of the torch. The man, who
had a long knife in his hand, fell back. The two nen stal ked each ot her

As soon as Kasimr called out for help, the other man lunged at himagain. Kasimr parried
with the torch as best he could, stood his ground and swung his club, hitting his assailant on the
shoul der. The long knife went clattering to the floor

A moment later, two Firozpur troopers had materialized in response to the physician's yell
destroying the local darkness with their torches and taking charge of the how ing prisoner
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CHAPTER 1

TWO hours before dawn the dreans of Kasinmr were disturbed by a soft noise at the tent wall
no nore than a sword's length fromhis head. The noise was the distinctive purring, gently
snarling sound nade by a sharp blade slitting the tough fabric.

Once this sound had been identified somewhere inside the unsleeping portion of Kasimr's
brain, the remmants of his dreama strange adventure involving the gods of the desert, and
enor nous di stances of space and tine-went flying off in tatters. Still, conplete wakeful ness did
not come at once. Wth his eyes open to the partial darkness inside the tent, he saw by the
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filtering noonlight a figure noving silently. This figure had conme in through the tent wall and
gone out again by the same route before he who observed it was fully awake. But Kasinir had no
doubt that he had seen it, a man's form | ooking as sl ender and dangerous as a scorpion, clad in
dark, tight-fitting clothes, face wapped for conceal ment. Nor had he any doubt, when this
apparition went gliding snoothly out through the wall of the tent again, that it was carrying a
| ong bundl e wapped in rough cloth, held tightly under its right arm

Kasimr sat up straight. He was alone in the tent now. No one else was sleeping in it
tonight. Though it was quite large, nmuch of the space inside was taken up by the nore val uable
portions of the caravan's cargo.

The intruder certainly hadn't been Prince al-Farabi, |eader of the caravan. Nor was
Kasimr able to identify that nysterious formas any of the Prince's followers who had been
traveling with himacross the desert. Then who-?

Al nost fully awake at |ast, Kasinmir |eaped to his feet. Just at that nonent an outcry of
al arm was sounded at no great distance outside the tent. He dashed for the door but it was tied
| oosely shut, as was usual at night, and undoing the knots del ayed him briefly.

Hardly had he got out into the open air before he collided with a figure running toward the
tent.

"Thi eves!" the other nman shouted, right in Kasimr's face. "Robbers! Awake! Arouse and
arm your sel ves! "

Judgi ng by the growing uproar, the other thirty or forty occupants of the canp were already
doing just that. Qher voices were shouting alarmfromthe perimeter. Men poured out of the half-
dozen sl eeping tents, and weapons flashed in the light of rising flames. Snoldering cook fires
and watch fires were being quickly rekindled. Lieutenant Kom , second-in-command to the Prince
during this journey, trotted past Kasimr, barking orders to his nen. And now, in the niddle of
all this half-controlled turnoil, strode the Prince hinself with his robes flying behind him Al -
Farabi was tall and dark and at the nonent a nmenacing figure with scinmitar in hand. He was
demandi ng to know where the alarm had started.

Kasimr confronted him "Prince, an intruder was in the cargo tent, where | was sl eeping!
He cane through the wall. 1-1 wasn't intime to stop him"

"What?" In a nonent Prince al-Farabi had sprung to the side of the tent where the cloth had
been slit. This was on the side opposite fromthe nornal entrance, whose flap was now hangi ng
open after Kasimr's exit. |In the fabric of the tent's rear wall, Kasimr saw now, were two
vertical slits, one right beside the other, only a couple of hand spans apart. O course, it nust
have been their cutting that had awakened him

The Prince stepped into the tent through the |argest of these rents, which was a full neter
| ong.

Peering in through the sane aperture, Kasimr saw, by the torchlight that glowed in through
the walls, the tall nan bending over the heap of baggage that occupied the center of the tent's
interior. For a few nonents the Prince tossed things about, obviously in search of sonething.
Then al - Farabi straightened up to his full height, giving a great wordl ess cry as of bereavenent.

Kasimr followed the Prince into the tent through its new entrance. "Sir, what's wong?"

"It is gone." The face al-Farabi turned to the younger nan was ghastly in the nuted gl ow of
firelight entering the tent fromoutside. The Prince appeared to be swaying on his feet. Al nost
shouting, he repeated: "It is gone!"

"I saw a man inside the tent with me when | woke up," Kasimr stanmrered, repeating the
little information he could give. "He went out carrying a |ong bundl e under one arm | started
to give the alarmbut by then he was al ready gone."

Groaning unintelligibly, the Prince stunbled past Kasimr and out of the tent through its
normal doorway. Again Kasimr followed.
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Shouts coming fromguards at the perineter of the canp now reassured everyone that the
animals were well and none of them had been stolen. But a nonment |ater a new al arm was sounded.
One of the guards, who had been posted nearest to the tent where Kasinmir slept, had just been
di scovered lying nmotionless in the sand.

"Bring himhere beside the fire!" Kasimr ordered sharply. "And one of you fetch ny kit
fromthe tent." It was the automatic reaction of a trained physician to a nedical energency. In a
monent three nen cane carrying the fallen one, and laid himdown on clean sand in the firelight.

The physician went to work. He found that the victimwas certainly alive, and a
prelinm nary exam nation disclosed no sign of serious injury. Kasinr hardly had a chance to begin
a nore detailed investigation when the man began to stir and grinace, noaning and rubbi ng the back
of his head.

"Sonmeone nmust have struck me down from behind," the young tribesman nurnmured weakly, trying
to sit up.

"Sit still." Kasimr's exploring fingers found no blood, or even any noticeable lunp. "A
right, | suppose you'll live. Doubtless the hood of your robe saved you from worse danage."

Aware that the Prince had approached again and was standing beside him Kasimr turned to
repeat this favorable report. But then the young physician let the words die on his lips. The
tall figure of al-Farabi, wld-eyed, stood gesturing with both arns in the burgeoning firelight.
"The Sword is gone!" the Prince shouted in a despairing voice. It was as if the full enornity of
his loss was still growing on him "The treasure has di sappeared!"

Wil e others gathered around, Kasimr stood up from beside the fallen guard and noved stil
closer to the desert chieftain. |In a voice that tried to be soothing he asked: "You nmentioned a
sword, sir. But how valuable was it? | had no idea that we were carrying any-"

"Of course you had no ideal O course!" The tall man cast back his hood and pulled his
hair. "The presence of Stonecutter was intended to be a secret.”

"The presence of-"

"OfF a Sword, the Sword of Siege itself! A priceless weapon! It was | oaned to ne by ny
trusting friend Prince Mark. And now it is gone. Argh! My all the gods and denpons of the
desert descend upon ne and snuff out ny worthless life!"

"The Sword of Siege," breathed Kasimir. "It is one of the Twelve, then." And suddenly the
extreme di smay of the Prince was understandabl e.

Practically everyone in the world knew of the Twel ve Swords, though conparatively few
peopl e had ever seen one of them They were | egendary weapons, for all that they were very real
They had been forged by the god Vul can hinself nore than thirty years ago, in the days before the
gods-or nost of them at |east-had di sappeared.

Kasimr wanted to ask how the Sword of Siege had conme to be traveling with them in this
rather ordinary little caravan-but that was not properly any of his business. Instead he asked:
"Is it possible to overtake the thief?"

"Already | have sent sonme of ny swiftest riders in pursuit,”" said al-Farabi, who was now
standing with his face buried in his hands, while his own people gathered round himin dunb awe.
"But to find and follow a trail at night ... we will of course do all that we can, but | fear
that the Swmord is gone. Ch, woe is ne!"

Wil e Kasinmir and others watched hi mhel pl essly, the desolation of the Prince becane nore
intense and at the sane tinme nore theatrical. He tore at his hair and his garnents, saying: "How
will | ever be able to face Prince Mark again? Wat can | tell hin? Even the worth of all ny
flocks and all ny |ands woul d scarcely afford hi madequate conpensation.”

"Prince Mark?" Kasimir could think of nothing nore intelligent to say at the noment; still,
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he felt that it was up to himto reply. Al of the Prince's own people who were watching | ooked
slightly enbarrassed, and he had the inpression that al-Farabi's outburst of grief was
increasingly directed toward him

The Prince had paused and was regai ning a nininmum of conposure. |In a milder voice he said:
"Know then, ny young friend, that ny great friend Prince Mark of Tasavalta, despite nmany
m sgi vings on his part, was generous enough to |loan nme secretly the Sword called Stonecutter
Why, you ask? 1 will tell you. 1In one far corner of nmy domain, hundreds of kiloneters from here,
there is a nest of robbers that has proven all but inpossible to eradicate, because of the nature
of the rocky fastness in which they hide. Wth the Sword of Siege in hand, to undernmine a crag or
two woul d be no great problembut now the Sword is gone fromout of my hands, and | amthe nost
m serabl e of nen!"

Kasimr felt noved to conpassion. Ever since they had first encountered each other, a
nmont h ago, al -Farabi had been a nost kindly and generous host, willing to provide an insignificant
stranger with free passage across the desert.

"I's there anything that | can do to help you, Prince?" the physician asked. Though he had
never visited Tasavalta, he knew it was a land far to the northeast, bordering on the Eastern Sea,
and he had heard that its rulers were respected everywhere.

"I fear that there is nothing anyone can do to help ne now | fear that | will never see
the Sword again." Al-Farabi turned away, seeningly inconsol able.

Gradual ly the excitement in the canp quieted. Wth a double guard now posted, the fires
were allowed to die down once nmore. An hour before dawn the riders who had been sent in pursuit
of the thieves came back, reporting in Kasimr's hearing that they had had no success. Wen
dayl i ght canme they would of course try again.

Kasimr, lying awake in his blankets in the cargo tent, hearing the extra guards-now that
it was too late-nilling around outside, thought that few nenbers of the caravan were |likely to get
any nore sleep during the last hour of the night. But at last, after vexing his drowsy nmind with
the apparently minor, pointless, and insoluble problemof why the tent wall had been slit twice-
one gash was only a mnor one, not really big enough for anyone to crawl through-he dozed off
hi nsel f.

Hi s renewed sleep was naturally of short duration, for at first Iight the canp began to
stir around himonce again. As soon as full dawn came, al-Farabi sent out a different pair of
trackers. Then he ordered canp broken, and, with the remainder of his men, his passenger Kasimr,
and the | aden baggage ani nmal s, pushed on along the caravan's intended route toward the Abohar
Casis and, a day or two beyond that, the city of Eylau

Choosing to ride side by side with the young physician, the Prince explained that his nmen
as well as their animals needed to rest and replenish their supply of water at the oasis before
undert aki ng what pronmised to be a lengthy pursuit into the wilderness. And al-Farabi hinself
appeared even nore fatalistically certain than before that the Sword was pernanently gone.

The conversation between the two nmen faded, and nost of the day was spent in grimand
silent journeying. The pace was steady and there were few pauses. In |late afternoon tall palnms
came into view ahead, surrounded by a sprawling burst of |esser greenery. They had arrived at
Abohar Qasi s.

Several other groups of travelers, Kasimr observed, were here ahead of them indeed he
t hought that there woul d probably be soneone resting here al nost continuously. He had al ready
learned it was an unwitten rule that peace obtained in the oases, and that the rule was usually
observed even when bitter enenies encountered one another. Water was shared, fighting reschedul ed
for sone other tine and pl ace.

On this occasion, there was certainly shade and water in plenty for all, and no question of
fighting. The Prince gave no sign that he observed any enenies of his Firozpur tribe anong the
peopl e who were already resting at the oasis- and as for Kasimir, he was not aware of having an
eneny anywhere in the world.
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As soon as the caravan had halted the Prince directed his people, working for once in
shade, as they busied thensel ves seeing to the animals, and laying out their canpsite for tonight.
Meanwhil e Kasinmir, wanting to enjoy a walk in the grateful shade hinself, left themtenporarily
and went exploring.

He nmoved al ong cool, well-worn footpaths bordered by grass and shrubs, between inviting
pool s. Eventually, having chosen the | argest and deepest pool of the oasis to quench his thirst,
he noticed as he approached it that on the far side of the pool, upon a little knoll of grass,
there stood a richly furnished tent. Though it was no bigger than a snall room such a pavilion
obvi ously bel onged to soneone of considerable social stature if not of great wealth.

Kasimr threw hinself down upon a little | edge of rock at the near edge of the pool to
drink. As he finished and arose, wiping his lips, there arrived near himat poolside a wonan from
sone tribe whose dress Kasimir was unable to identify. As she was filling her water jar, he
guestioned her as to whether any single traveler, or pair of them perhaps, had arrived at the
oasi s since |ast night.

She answered in a nelodious voice. "No, | amsure, sir, that your party is the first to
arrive today."

"How do you know?"
"My fanmily has been keeping watch on every side, for some kinfolk who are to nmeet us here."

"I see. By the way, whose tent is that across the pond? Have you any idea?"

"Certainly."” The wonan seemed surprised at Kasimr's ignorance. "That is the tent of the
Magi strate Wen Chang. He has been here for several days."

Kasi mir blinked at her. "The Wen Chang?"

The young wonan | aughed again. "There is only one Wen Chang that | know of. Only one that
anyone knows of. Fromwhat renmote | and have you cone that you do not know hi n?"

"I know of him certainly.” Now the conviction was growing in Kasinmr's mnd that it was,
or ought to be, sonewhat below the dignity of a physician to stand here debating with a girl who
had been sent to fetch water. He turned and started round the pool, ignoring a snothered giggle
behi nd him

The tent ahead of himwas silent as he approached it, the entrance flap of silken fabric
left half open. |If this pavilion were really occupied by the | egendary Wen Chang, then it
appeared that the gods m ght be favoring Prince al-Farabi and his friends with a nmatchl ess
opportunity.

The Magi strate Wen Chang was a renowned judge, whose fanme had spread far from his honel and,
which lay well to the south of the desert. |In the nore fanciful (as Kasinir supposed) stories,
Wen Chang was credited with the ability to see into the secret hearts of men and wonen. It was
said that he knew, as soon as he laid eyes on any group of people, which of them were innocent and
which were guilty. It was even alleged-Kasimr had heard this variation once-that the Magistrate
could tell, just by staring at the thief, where stolen treasure had been hidden. But Kasinir had
never heard that the famed Wen Chang was wont to travel as far as this fromhis usual base of
operations.

When Kasinmr was still a score of strides fromthe tent's doorway, the flap opened fully
and a tall, inposing nan energed fromthe diminterior. He was dressed for desert traveling in a
gray robe, alnost plain enough to be that of a pilgrim

If this was i ndeed Wn Chang, he was a younger-|ooki ng man than Kasinir had expected, with
bl ack hair and a proud narrow nustache still quite innocent of gray; but there was that in his
bearing that convinced Kasinir he was indeed confronting the faned Magistrate. Fromhis el evation
upon the little knoll the tall man squinted through narrowed eyes in Kasimr's direction; then he
i gnored the approaching youth and went unhurriedly to the edge of the pool, where he knelt down
and with a silver cup scooped up a drink.

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20...st%20Swords%203%20-%20Stonecutter's%20Story.txt (5 of 111) [2/4/03 9:51:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/ Saberhagen,%20Fred%620-%20L 0st%20Swords%203%20-%20Stonecutter's%20Story.txt

Meanwhi |l e Kasimr had cone to a stop about ten strides away, where he stood waiting in an
attitude of respect.

Presently the tall nman rinsed his cup, hurling water fromit in alittle silver spray, and
rose unhurriedly to his full height. H's eyes, turned again on Kasimr, were remarkably black
It seened to the young man that those eyes glittered whenever they were not squinted al nost shut.

Kasimr cleared his throat. "Have |I the honor of addressing the Magi strate Wen Chang?"

“I't is ny name. And that was formerly ny office." The voice was precise, and spoke the
common tongue with a slight accent of a kind Kasinir had sel dom heard before. "Wether you are
honored by the mere fact of talking to me is something you nust decide for yourself."

"Honored sir, | amhonored. And | really think that the kindly fates have sent you here.
O they have sent nme here to neet you. There is a matter in which your help is greatly needed."

"So?" The tall man eyed the youth intently for a nonent. Then he said: "I believe this
grassy bank provides a finer seat than any of the pillows in ny pavilion. And out here the view
is finer too. Let us make ourselves confortable and | will hear your story. Mnd you, | prom se

not hi ng nore than a hearing."

"OfF course, sir, of course." Kasimr |let the older man choose a spot to sit down first,
then cast hinself down on the grass nearby. "Let ne think-where to begin? O course, forgive ne,
my nane is Kasimr."

"And you are on your way to Eylau, to seek enploynent through the Wite Tenple there."

"Yes, |-" Kasimr forgot his hope of nmking a good inpression so far as to let his jaw drop
open. "How could you possibly know t hat ?"
The other made a gesture of dismissal. "M dear young man, | did not knowit, but the

probabilities were with me. The size and arrangenent of the pouches you wear at your belt-the
cloth container for drugs, the lizard-skin for itens thought to have sone potency in nmagic-these
identify you as a physician, or at |east as one who has sonme pretensions of skill in the healing
arts. Certain other details of your appearance indicate that you have already been nore than a
few days in the desert-therefore you are now traveling toward the city, which is only two days
march fromhere, and not away fromit. And once an itinerant physician has arrived in Eylau
where would he nost |ikely go, but to the Wite Tenple of Ardneh, a clearinghouse for jobs in his
pr of essi on?"

"Ah. Well, of course, sir, when you put it that way, your deduction seens only
reasonabl e.”

"“"Only,' did you say?" The Magistrate sighed. "But never mind. Wat is this nost
di st ur bi ng probl en?"

Listening to the hastily outlined story of the theft, Wn Chang all owed his epicanthic eyes
to close alnost as if in sleep. Only slight changes of expression, tensions playing about the
thin-lipped nouth, indicated to Kasimr that his auditor was still awake and indeed |istening
intently.

Kasimr in his relation of the events of the previous night had just reached the point
where he had begun his exami nation of the stunned guard when the Magistrate's eyes opened, fiXxing
thensel ves alertly at a point over Kasimr's left shoul der.

The young nman turned to | ook behind him Prince al-Farabi, wal king al one, his eyes |ooking
haunt ed and wary, was advanci ng toward them al ong the shaded path besi de the pool

Kasimr junped to his feet and hastened to performintroductions. The two eni nent nen
greeted each other with every indication of nmutual interest and respect.

Then Kasi mr announced: "I have taken it upon nyself, Prince, to appeal to the Magistrate
here for his help in recovering the m ssing Sword."
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Once nore al -Farabi denonstrated grief. "Alas! | fear the treasure has gone beyond even
the power of Wen Chang to bring it back-but of course | would wel conme any chance of help."

"Havi ng just undertaken a |long journey which came to naught," said Wen Chang, "and being in
no particular hurry to return to nmy former place of service-there have been political changes
there, which | find unwel come-1 have been waiting for two days at this oasis, in hopes of
receiving sone sign fromthe Fates to direct ne. It appears to nme that your problemnay well be
the sign | have been looking for. | have long been an admirer of Prince Mark of Tasavalta, though
| have never net him for that reason alone | would like to see that his property is recovered.

Al so, fromwhat | have heard of this problemso far, there are certain aspects of it that are
intrinsically interesting."

"Thank you, sir!" Kasimr cried.

"Alnost,"” said al-Farabi, "you allow ne to begin to hope again!"™ He wi ped his forehead with
the edge of his robe.

A few nminutes later, the three nen were seated nore formally if no nore confortably inside
the larger pavilion of the Prince, which by now had been erected in cool shade at the other side
of the oasis fromthe pavilion of Wn Chang.

Here inside the Prince's tent, with a small cup of spiced wine in hand, Wen Chang began to
ask questions, probing into one detail after another of the di sappearance of the Sword.

“I'n what sort of container was the Sword carried? And why was it stored in that particular
tent when the caravan stopped?”

“I't was wrapped in blue silk, and that in turn in coarse gray woolen cloth, that it m ght
seem an ordinary bundle and attract no special attention. And when we stopped for the night the
Sword was always placed, in a pile with certain other pieces of baggage, in the sane tent as ny
val ued passenger here, who has been passing through ny domai n under ny protection. | had no
reason to believe that tent | ess safe than any other. Rather the contrary, as it was near the
center of our snall encanpnent.”

"Not hi ng el se was stolen last night? Fromthat tent or any other?"
" Not hi ng. "

"And was the pile of baggage in the tent disturbed?"

"It was very little disarranged, or perhaps not at all; until | began to search through it
in hopes that the Sword might still be there. Alas!"
Wen Chang sat back in his nest of pillows. "Then it would appear that the thief, or

t hi eves, knew just what they wanted, and where to lay hands upon it."
"So it would appear, yes." And al -Farabi once nore raised his hands to hide his face.

Kasimr tried to reassure him "They m ght have been-1 suppose it is likely that they were-
hel ped by powerful magic. Perhaps even the magic of one of the other Twel ve Swords. Wayfi nder
say, or Coinspinner. | have never seen those Swords but either of them as | understand the
tales, may be an infallible guide to | ocating sone desired object."

"Then would that we had them both in hand today!" the Prince cried out.

Wen Chang was noddi ng thoughtfully. "That the thieves had either of those Swords is a
possibility, | suppose. O sone |lesser magic m ght well have been strong enough to let the
robbers find what they wanted. Was any w zard traveling with you?"

“"None, Magistrate." Ai-Farabi shook his head. "I ama sinple man of the desert, who lives
more by the sword than the spell. Wth such trivial magical powers as | nyself possess, | have of
course already tried to get Stonecutter back. But as | say, | amno wi zard. | suppose you wll

be able to bring to bear nuch stronger spells and incantations?”
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"Probably not."
The Prince blinked at him "Sir?"
"I prefer to rely upon a stronger tool even than nagic."

"And what might that be, Magistrate?"

"Intelligence, ny friend. |Intelligence." The Magistrate drank spiced wi ne, and sighed,
pl easurably. He noved a trifle on his pillows, Iike a man settling hinself to play a round of
sone congenial game. "Now tell nme. \Who, before your caravan set out, knew that you were carrying

St onecutter with you?"

"Among ny own people, only nyself and Lieutenant Kom, the comrander of the escort-and
woul d trust Kom as | trust nyself. Qur fathers were blood brothers, and | have known himall his
life."

"I certainly had no inkling of the Sword's presence with the caravan," Kasimr put in.

Wen Chang nodded slightly at him prolonged the | ook appraisingly for a nonent, then
returned his narrow eyed gaze to the Prince. "And who, not anong your people, would have known
that you were carrying Stonecutter with you?"

Al -Farabi took tine to give the question serious thought. "Well-the only people | can
think of would be the Tasavaltans who delivered the Sword to nme at the other edge of my domain.
They were three, including Prince Mark hinsel f, and one of his chief wi zards, and the strong nman
called Ben of Purkinje. It was plain to see that the Prince trusted his conpani ons as thoroughly
as | trust Komi. And why would a nman connive to steal his own Sword?"

The Magi strate was frowning. "There m ght be several answers to that question. |If there
is a good answer in this case, it is not imediately obvious. No doubt other people in Tasavalta
m ght have known that the Sword was being | oaned to you?"

“No doubt . "

"Then, for the nonment at least, this line of inquiry seems unproductive. Let us try
anot her . "

Al -Farabi, sitting with his head bowed again, said through his hands: "As soon as we have
repl eni shed our supplies and rested, we will return to the desert and try again to track the thief-
or thieves. But | fear that the Sword of Siege is lost."

Wen Chang nodded. "And | fear that you may well be right. Still, the situation is not
utterly hopel ess, even if your pursuit through the desert should fail."

"It is not?"

"No. Not utterly. Consider-what will a thief do with such a treasure when it falls into
hi s hands?"

"He'll nost likely want to sell it, | suppose," Kasinmr put in.

The narrowed eyes of the Magistrate turned on himagain. "Alnost certainly he will. And
where woul d anyone go to sell an item of such val ue?"

Kasi mr shrugged. "Wy-he'll go to the nmetropolis, of course, to Eylau. There's no city
of conparable size for a thousand kilonmeters in any direction.”

"I't would be nore accurate to say for several thousand kiloneters. Yes, | shall be
surprised if our robber has not turned his steps toward Eyl au al ready."

Al - Farabi was frowning. "But such traces of a trail as we were able to find by noonlight
led out into the desert in the opposite direction fromthe city."
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"That, | think, is hardly conclusive."
"l suppose not."

"Certainly not." Wen Chang drank spiced wine. He nodded. "If | amto continue ny
i nvestigation | shall do so in Eylau."

"By all nmeans-by all neans." The Prince appeared to be doing his best to |look politely
hopeful. "WII you require noney for expenses?-but yes, of course you will. And naturally | wll
provide it, in advance. And in addition a great reward, a thousand gold coins or the equivalent,
if you are successful."

Wen Chang rai sed an eyebrow at the extravagant size of the reward. Then he bowed slightly

in his seated position. "Both provisions will certainly be welcone. The expenses because | shal
be proceeding as a private investigator, with no official status in this land, and the purchase of
i nformati on-not to nention a bribe or two-may be essential. | presune that, although you will of

course organize a pursuit, a part of your caravan will be going on into the city?"

"Yes. The renmining goods that ny caravan is carrying must be delivered there, as well as
our passenger. Meanwhile I, with some of ny swifter riders, will endeavor to follow the thieves
and overtake themthere is nothing else | can do."

"Of course not-how nmany nen are you going to send into the city, then?"

Al - Farabi took thought. "Perhaps a dozen. That should be an adequate guard for ny
passenger and ny cargo for the remainder of the journey."

"Good. When those dozen nen have seen your reraining freight-and your passenger, of course-
safely to their destination-by the way, | suppose there are no nore Swords still with you? O any
conpar abl e treasures?"

"No, nothing at all like that."

"I see. Then, when your dozen men who are going on to the city have seen to the safe
di sposal of your remining goods, will you place those men at ny disposal? Since | will be unable
to call upon official forces in Eylau, it nay be necessary at sone stage to use a substitute.”

"Of course-l shall place a dozen nen, with Lieutenant Konmi at their head, at your comand."
The Prince paused delicately. "You realize | cannot be sure of the attitude of the Hetman, who
rules the city, toward such a private army. | do not know him"

“"Nor do I. But a dozen nen are hardly an unusually | arge bodyguard for a rich nerchant,
and many such nust pass in and out of Eylau. And even if my true nission should becone known to
the Hetman, well, thief takers are welcome in nost cities.”

"Then of course you may have the guard. And for your expenses, all the proceeds for the
mer chandi se when it is delivered-may all the gods help you to recover and retain the Sword!"

CHAPTER 2

SHORTLY after dawn on the follow ng norning, Kasinmr stood under tall palns beside the
Magi strate, watching while al-Farabi and about two-thirds of his nmen finished packing up their
tents, mounted their rested aninals, and rode back out into the desert in the direction fromwhich
they had cone yesterday.

Wen Chang's pavilion had al ready been struck, and his tenporary servant dismssed. It only
remai ned for himand Kasinmr to nount their own riding-beasts and start out in the direction of
Eyl au, which was still two days' travel distant. Travelers going in that direction followed an

obvi ous and well-travel ed road that could hardly | ead to anywhere but the great city. Lieutenant
Kom, calling orders now and then to his conparatively small detachnment of Firozpur troopers, rode
a few meters behind Kasinmir and Wen Chang. Eleven soldiers, |ooking fierce and capable, foll owed
their officer today, with the pack aninmals bearing the caravan's cargo bringing up the rear

Anong the cargo were a few latticework crates contai ning wi nged nessengers, small birdlike
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creatures used as couriers. Al-Farabi had ordered his officer to let himknow i mediately of any
and all devel opnents affecting the search for his lost Sword in the great city.

Wen Chang opened the norning's conversation with his younger conpanion in a pleasant way,
specul ating on the nature of the city they were approaching, a netropolis neither of themhad ever
seen before. Soon Kasimr had been put thoroughly at ease. He found hinself telling the ol der
man nmore of his background, ending with the recent chain of nore or | ess commonpl ace events which
found himnow on his way to the Wite Tenple in Eylau, where the tenple's usually efficient
pl acenent service would nore than likely be able to help himfind a good place in which to
practi ce nedicine.

Their conversation gradually faded, but the ensuing silence possessed a confortable and
compani onabl e quality. Presently, when no words had been exchanged for some tine, Wn Chang
brought out a fol ded paper from somewhere in his traveler's robe; he unfolded this paper into a
map, and squinted at it between gl ances at the ascending sun and the enpty |land around them

"l suppose you are an experienced traveler, Magistrate."

"Not as experienced as | should like to be. To enter a strange land is to be presented
with a vast and intricate puzzle."

By now they had been about two hours on their way. Wn Chang, nmap still in hand, nuttered
sonet hi ng and suddenly turned his mount aside fromthe well-traveled way. Mking a detour to his
right, he went riding for the top of a sizable hill that rose no nore than a hundred neters from
t he road.

Kasimr turned his nount too, and followed, conpletely in the dark as to the purpose of
this detour. d ancing back, he saw Lieutenant Koni, his expression stoic and incurious, bringing
his men and the pack ani mal s al ong.

At the top of the barren hill the |eader halted, and then the whole group followed. From
this vantage point there was nothing to be seen but nore desert in every direction

Still Wen Chang sat his nount for what seened to Kasimir a long tinme, his eyes narrowed to
slits against the wi nd, and shaded under the fol ded gray hood of his desert robe. He was intently
scanni ng the enpty | andscape on all sides.

Twi ce, as the silence | engthened, Kasimr alnost broke into it with a curious question, but
he forbore. He was for the third time just on the point of yielding to curiosity when Wen Chang
spoke at | ast.

"The place where the Sword was stolen, according to the infornmation given nme by yourself

and Prince al-Farabi, is a long way fromthe city. Too far, probably, for anyone to trave
wi t hout stopping to renew his supply of water. And even if our thief's destination was not Eyl au,
he woul d still nost likely need to obtain water sonmewhere in this region." The Mgistrate paused.

"But he did not conme to Abohar Casis for water while | was encanped there. The people there
di scussed each new arrival, whether by day or night. Therefore . "

"Yes sir?"
"Therefore he sought out another source of water, somewhere in this region."

"May | see the map, sir?" Gipping the paper tightly in the wind when the Magi strate handed
it over, Kasimr pored over it for a few nonents. Then he announced: "According to this there are
no other oases or springs in the area we are considering.”

"Exactly. Therefore ..."
"Yes?"

There was no i mredi ate answer from Wen Chang, who was still staring into the blue heat-
shimer that ruled the far horizon, but now had fixed the direction of his eyes. Follow ng the
aimof the Magistrate's gaze, Kasimr was at |ast able to nake out what | ooked |ike traces of
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white snmoke, or nore likely dust, hanging in the distant air. He thought that if that dust
i ndi cated the presence of a body of people or aninals, their nmovenment nust be very slow. The
cloud, as far as he could tell, was remaining in the same pl ace.

Wen Chang turned in his saddle. "Lieutenant Koni, have we reserves of water enough to
safely take a side trip? An excursion as far as yon dust cloud?"

Komi, working his mount a little closer to them squinted into the distance under the shade
of a sun burnt hand. "Looks like that little cloud might be half a day's travel fromhere. But
i f Your Excellency wi shes us to make such an excursion, water is no problem Qur supplies are
anple.” H's tone was neutral, giving away no nore than his expression did; it was inpossible to
tell what he thought of the advisability of taking such a side trip.

"Then we will do it." And Wen Chang i medi ately urged his nount down the side of the hil
away fromthe road.

M dday gave way to afternoon as they traveled. Kasinmr sipped sparingly at his canteen
and chewed on sone dried neat and fruit. There was a stop to freshen the animals' nouths with
water. |In the hours since they had left the direct road to Eylau the country had changed, becone
nmore nerciless, with snmooth desert giving way to | ow crags and boul ders and broken outcroppi ngs of
bl ack rock. Here and there the | andscape opened before the aninmals' hooves in a sudden crevice,
conpel ling a detour. But gradually the wi sps of white dust in the sky grew cl oser

Kom 's estimate of half a day for this side journey had been only a little too large. But
eventual ly the source of the dust was near enough for themto identify it: a gang of |aborers,
several score of them who toiled |ike well-disciplined ants in the hot sun, under the direction
of whi p-cracki ng overseers.

Before the investigators reached the work site, they cane upon the recent product of the
workers' labor. It was a road that did not show on the nap, obviously newy made. It was a real
road, suitable even for wheel ed vehicles, as opposed to a nere trail through the | andscape, and
plainly its maki ng had not been an easy or a pleasant task. As Wn Chang and his party began to
follow the road, noving now at increased speed, Kasimir noted where mnor crevices in the earth
had been filled in, and a steep-sided arroyo bridged with rude stonework, |eaving a passage under
the bridge for rushing fl oodwaters when they came as occasionally they nust.

The road' s wi ndi ng course anong protrudi ng rocks | ed Wen Chang and his foll owers inexorably
toward the crew who still labored to extend it. But before the road drew very near the place
where its creators were now toiling, it had to turn and run patiently along the side of a ridge.
The ridge was a mass of sharp rock twi ce the height of a man, offering no soft spots to cut
t hrough, and no gentle slopes to offer a start for ranp-building. Then w thout warning the road
turned again, alnost at right angles, cutting straight and | evel through the obstacle.

Just as the Magistrate was approachi ng the snoot h-sided cut driven through the rock, he
st opped suddenly and held up a hand, halting his small caval cade behind him By now the workers
on the far side of the ridge were so close that their netal tools, probably steel and magically
har dened bronze, could be heard clinking against rock. A dozen or nore of the | aborers were
chanting in surprisingly hearty voices as they worked.

So far there was no sign that anyone anong the road-building crew had becone aware of the
approach of Wen Chang and his party.

A nmonment after Wen Chang reined in his riding-beast he had di snounted, and was cl osely
i nspecting the sides of the cut. Whatever he saw made himnod with satisfaction

In an instant Kasimr had di smounted too, and was standing nystified beside the older nan
But the young physician's puzzlenment was only nonmentary.

"These are strange marks in the ridge," he breathed, with sonmething Iike awe. "Long and
snooth and easy, |like those a knife or an ordinary sword might nake in cheese or butter. | take
these marks to nean that the Sword called Stonecutter has been used on this rock." And he gave Wen
Chang a gl ance of open admiration.
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"Exactly so." Wen Chang | ooked around, and it seened to Kasinmr for a nmonent that the
Magi strate was al nbst purring with satisfaction. "Lieutenant," Wn Chang ordered, "send a few of
your men secretly around to the other side of this work canp. |f anyone should attenpt to sneak

out that way when we enter, detain them whether they are carrying a Sword or not, and bring them
to nme."

The lieutenant had nmade no comment on the discovery of the Sword's marks in the cut rock
t hough Kasimr thought he could hardly have failed to be inpressed. Now Kom saluted and turned
back to his small columm to deliver sone | ow voiced orders.

Presently Wen Chang renounted, and, with Kasimr beside him and Lieutenant Komi, now
attended by only seven troopers, supporting himin the rear, rode boldly forth, through the
di vided ridge, along the just-conpleted |ast hundred nmeters of the road in the direction of the
| aborers' canp. |In a nonent the first of the scores of workers had beconme aware of their
approach, and the sounds of |abor faltered. But alnbst at once the whips of several overseers
cracked, and the chink of netal on stone picked up again.

>From t he square of shade produced by a square of faded cloth supported on rude poles, a
foreman was now coining forward to receive his visitors. He was a corpul ent man of nodest hei ght
and m ddl e age, wearing over his tunic a broad |leather belt with an insignia of the Hetnan's
colors, gray and blue. He |ooked worried, not unreasonably, at the sight of all these arned nmen
in the garb of desert warriors, who outnunbered his snall staff of overseers. Still, he nanaged
to put a bold tone into his salutation

"Greetings, gentlenen! CQur road, as you see, is not yet conplete. But if you are willing
to wait a few days, ny brave nen here and I will do our best to finish it for you."

Wen Chang squinted into the shinmering reach of enptiness extending to the horizon ahead of
the road-builders, and allowed hinmself a smle. "M good man, if you continue to | abor to such
good effect as you did when cutting your way through this ridge behind nme-why then | have no doubt
that a few nore days shoul d see you at your destination, whatever it may be. Wat is it, by the
way ?"

The smile had congeal ed unhappily upon the foreman's beefy face. "I amgiven only a
general direction, sir, in which we are to extend the road. Beyond that-" He shrugged.

"Of course, of course. It does not matter. M nane is Wen Chang, and ny conpani on here is
Doctor Kasimr, a physician; and this is Lieutenant Komi, who with his soldiers serves Prince al-
Farabi of the Firozpur. And your nane is-?"

"I am honored indeed to neet all Your Excellencies! | am Lednik, foreman of this gang of
the Hetman's road-buil ders, and hol ding the rank of supervisor both of the Hetnman's prisons and
hi s roads."” Having bowed deeply, Lednik | ooked up suddenly and sl apped both pal ns upon his | eather
belt. "Ho, there! Keep those fellows working! No one has told any of you to stop for a
vacation!"

These | ast admonitions were directed at one of the supervisors, and a nonent later a |oud
whi p crack detonated in the air above sone workers' backs; the sounds of work, that had once nore
sl ackened, hurriedly picked up. Kasimr, |ooking at the | aborers, thought they | ooked a mi serable
| ot, as who would not, wearing chains and doi ng heavy | abor under the |ash?-but still they were
better off than some prisoners he had seen, at |east well-enough fed and watered. Apparently the
Het man of Eylau and his supervisors were nore interested in getting their roads built than they
were in nmere sadistic punishnent.

He realized that Lednik the foreman was | ooking at himnow Wth a different kind of
smile, and a small salute, the man asked: "Did | understand correctly, sir, that you are a
physi ci an? A surgeon too, perhaps?”

"I have a conpetence in both fields. Wy?"

"Sir, a couple of ny workers are injured. |If it would not be too nuch trouble for you to
| ook at them? | appeal to you in charity."
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“I't would not be too nuch trouble." Kasimr, grateful for a break in the day's ride, got
down from his riding-beast and began to unstrap the medical kit that rode behind his saddle.

"They will be thankful, sir, and so will I. Here, any nman who cannot work is usel ess, and
we can spare no food or water for those who remain useless for very long."

"I see. Well, show nme where these injured workers are. | will do what | can for them"

Wor ki ng under anot her sinple shade-cloth that served here as the hospital, Kasimr put a
splint and a padded bandage on one nman's broken finger. After admi nistering a painkiller he
swiftly anputated that of another which | ooked beyond healing. According to their stories, sinmple
cl unmsi ness had wounded both. Wth bandaged hands and pain-killing salve, both nen ought to be
able to return soon to sonme kind of productive work, and indeed they both got to their feet at
once, ready to nake the effort.

>From sone nuttered remarks anong other prisoners who were getting a drink nearby, Kasimr
understood that any injuries perceived as seriously and permanently disabling were treated on the
spot with execution. There would be no nmalingering tolerated in this gang, and no benefit to be
derived fromself-inflicted wounds. Here, a crippling wound was a ticket to the next world, not
back to a shaded prison cell in Eylau

Meanwhi | e Wen Chang had accepted the hospitality of the foreman's own square of shade.
Seated there in the foreman's own rude chair, sipping at a cup of cool water, he had al so engaged
the man in casual - soundi ng conversation

"Unfortunately," Kasimr heard the Magistrate say when he was able to join himagain, "we
cannot wait for the conpletion of this road, however efficiently you may be able to acconplish
it."

"Then what can | do for Your Excellency?" Lednik seened to be doing an inmtation of a
certain kind of shopkeeper, all anxiety to please.

"You can," said the Magistrate in a soft voice, "tell ne all about the man who brought the
magi ¢ Sword here to your canp a few days ago."

“Sir?"

"I assure you, Lednik, that trying to ook like a fish and pretending i gnorance will not
gain you anything." Wen Chang pointed with a firmgesture. "Those marks on the walls of the cut
through the ridge back there testify far too loudly to the presence of a certain magic Sword in
which | have an intense interest. | rather inagine that before the Sword showed up you were
stym ed for sonme days by that ridge-a piece of rock too long to get around, too steep to readily
go over. And rmuch too hard to dig straight through, in any reasonabl e amount of time-if you had
been digging with ordinary tools, that is. So the arrival of the man with the magical Sword was
very opportune, was it not? Tell ne what agreenent you reached with him and where he has gone
now. Come, Lednik, | bear you no ill-will, and if you tell me the truth you need not fear ne."

Ledni k was now sweating nore intensely in the shade than he had been a few m nutes ago out
in the sun. "Magic Sword? |s that what you said just now, Excellency? Aas, | amonly a poor
man, and have never heard of such-"

"You wi |l be a much happier poor nman in the end, Foreman Lednik, if you do not try to treat

me as an idiot. It is true that in this territory | have no official standing as an investigator.
But | can go fromthis spot directly to the Hetrman hinself, and inform himof the suddenly
i mproved technol ogy of road-building in this portion of his domain. He will, | amsure, be

interested to hear of it. And to hear the reasons why you, his trusted foreman Ledni k, negl ected
to informhimof the presence in his domain of one of the Twel ve Swords that-"

"I want no trouble, sir!" Lednik was beginning to turn pale under his tan and sweat and
road dust.

"Then tell me, fromthe beginning, the truth about this visitor you had." Wen Chang turned
his head to glance at Lieutenant Kom . The officer, Kasimr noticed, was noving closer to the
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others, to stand inside the square of shade, from which vantage point he was better able to foll ow
the progress of the interrogation

And now Ledni k's story cane out. Yes, a man, a conplete stranger to Ledni k, had indeed
appeared at the work site only yesterday. And this man had worn at his side a black-hilted Sword
of marvel ous wor kmanshi p.

"Was there a device upon the hilt?" Wn Chang interrupted.
"A device?"
"A special marking."

"A device. Yes sir, there was such a thing. It was a little shape in white, the inmage of
a wedge splitting a block. | did observe that nuch."”

"Excell ent. Continue."

Ledni k continued in a halting voice with frequent hesitations, describing how the stranger
had been willing to denonstrate the power that he clained for the weapon, cutting away the rocky
ridge as if he were digging in soft clay, or wood.

"No, not even like wood, sir. Like butter is nore like it. Like nelting butter, yes. And
that thing, that tool, that nust have conme sonehow fromthe gods, why it nade a dull, heavy
hamering noise all the tinme that it was working, even though it was just slicing along snoothly.
My workers had to scranble to nove the chunks of rock away as fast as he could cut themout. He
denonstrated the power of his Sword beyond all argunent, and then he took it away w th hi magain.

I did nothing to interfere with him No, you may bet that | did not. Wwo aml to try to
interfere with a wi zard of such power?"

"H s nane?"

Ledni k | ooked blank for a few seconds. "Wy, he gave none. And | wasn't going to ask
him"

"What did he | ook |ike?"

Ledni k appeared genuinely at a loss. "H s clothing was undi stingui shed. Such as everyone
wears in the desert. He was thirty years of age, perhaps. Al npost as dark as you are, sir.
M ddl e height, spare of frame. | did not pay that nmuch attention to his looks. | feared his

power too nuch."

“"No doubt. Well, be assured that ny own powers are fornidable too, Foreman Ledni k. And
they tell me that you have not yet revealed the whole truth. Wat was the nature of the bargain
that you struck with this stranger?"

Eventual ly the full story, or what sounded to Kasimr like the full story, did come out.
As paynent for the stranger's help, Lednik had agreed to release to hima certain one of his
pri soners.

Wen Chang squi nted suspiciously when he heard this answer. "And what were you going to say
to your superiors when they asked you about the nissing nan?"

"I't's unlikely that anyone woul d ever notice, sir, that one of themwas mssing. They are
all mnor crimnals here, and no one cares. |If soneone should notice, it would be easy enough for
me to say that the man died, and no one would question it. A good many do die in this work."

"And if soneone should question it? And ask to see his grave?"

"Bl ess you, sir, we keep no record of the burials out here. No markers are put up. They
go into the sand when they die, and the sand keeps them How could we ever be expected to find
one of them agai n?"

"I see." The Magistrate rum nated upon that answer, which had sounded reasonabl e enough to
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Kasimir. Then Wen Chang resumed the questioning. "And what was the name of the prisoner that you
rel eased, in return for getting your ridge cut through?"

The foreman gestured helplessly. "Sir, |I do not know his name. They have only nunbers
when they conme to nme."

"I see. Well, had this nan been with you long? Wat did he |ook Iike? Wwo were his
wor kmat es?"

"H s nunber was nine-ni ne-six-seven-seven ... | do renenber that because | |looked it up
wondering if it was an especially lucky nunber, which would be worth renenbering next tine
visited the House of Chance. But | don't see howthat will be of any use to you. He had been

here for several nonths, | think. Yes, he was young and strong, and mi ght have endured a | ong
time yet, so for that reason | was sorry to see himgo. And as for workmates, he had no specia
ones. None of the men do, | see to that. It helps imeasurably, | assure you, sir, in cutting

down on escape plots and ot her nonsense of that kind."
"Young and strong, you say. What else can you renenber of his appearance?"

“"I"'mtrying, sir, but there really isn't much I can tell you. Hundreds of prisoners cone

and go. | believe-yes, he tended to be fair instead of dark. Beyond that there isn't anything
can say. Oh, he and the man who rescued himwere well acquainted with each other. They were rea
friends, | could see that fromtheir greeting when they net."

"But, during the course of this joyous denpnstration, neither of themever called the other
one by name?"

"That's right, sir, they were very careful."
"And presunably they left together yesterday, the stranger and his rescued friend?"

"Yes sir, exactly. They didn't want to hang around. Cutting through the ridge with that
Sword took that strange wi zard no nore than an hour, while nmy workers scranbled to carry away the
chunks of rock as fast as he could carve themfree. He had brought a spare riding-beast with him
and he and his friend took three filled water-bottles fromour supply. They headed out into the
desert, sir, that way." Lednik gestured in the direction away fromEylau. "Have nercy upon ne,
Your Excellency, for I amonly a poor nan!"

CHAPTER 3

IN response to Wen Chang's continued questioning, Foreman Ledni k assured the travel ers that
the city of Eylau lay at |less than two days' distance, back along the wi nding | ength of the
conpl eted portion of his road. To travel on to Eylau that way would be a shorter and easier
journey than to go back to their original caravan route and approach the netropolis by that mneans.

Kasimr inquired: "And is there any water to be found on the way?"

"Not directly on the way, sir. The roadside wells are not yet dug. O course you nmay
happen to encounter one of our water-supply caravans outward bound, in fact it's quite likely, for
one comes out al most every day. They will be happy to fill your canteens for you. Oherwise to
get water it will be necessary to nmake a short detour to the stone quarry, where there is a
natural supply. You will see the branching road about halfway to the city."

Presently Wen Chang and Kasimr were remounted and trotting back along the new road, with
Li eutenant Komi and his full conplement of men riding escort behind them as before.

When they had been riding for a few m nutes, Kasimr asked, "How did you know, sir, that
the thief had come this way with the Sword?"

Wen Chang roused hinself from deep thought and gl anced around him "I only knew there nust
be water in this place, if nen or animals could stay here raising dust so steadily into the sky.
And | knew of course that the thief would alnost certainly be seeking water. Wen | saw t he narks
left by Stonecutter in the rock, it was a pleasantly unexpected bit of confirmation-and also a
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sign that the thief had other things than water on his nmind when he sought out the road-building
crew "

"How s that?"

"Here in the desert, he who has water shares it freely. The thief would not have needed to
make such a denonstration, endure such a delay, sinply to refill his canteens."

"I see. You think, then, that Lednik told us the truth, after you frightened hin®"

"I think so, yes." The Magi strate sighed. "But | suspect he had only a small portion of
the real story to tell."

"What do you nean?"

"Whoever stole the Sword of Siege nust have had a greater plan in mind than sinply freeing
a man fromthat road gang, though the fact that he brought an extra riding-beast al ong indicates
that rescuing the prisoner had been sone part of his plan fromthe beginning. A nbdest bribe in
cash woul d have acconplished the rescue nore sinply and quietly. The foreman inplied as nuch, and
| believe himon that point ... no, freeing the prisoner was only a part, though perhaps a very
i mportant part, of sone greater plan. But the fact that the Sword-thief did it opens up a whole
real m of fascinating specul ation.”

"I confess | amnore bewi |l dered than fascinated. |f only we knew the identity of the freed
prisoner!"

"Yes, who is nunber nine-nine-six-seven-seven? |f Ledni k gave us the correct nunber, we
may eventually learn the prisoner's identity. Yes, | think that we are nmaking progress. So far
am sati sfied."”

And the snall party rode on. Kasinir glanced over his shoulder to see Lieutenant Koni
riding not far behind, in a position where he nmight well have overheard at |east part of the
conversation. The officer's face still showed no real curiosity, but Kasimr thought that his
stoi c expression had acquired a thoughtful tinge.

That day they encountered no water-supply caravan conming out fromthe city, or indeed any

other travelers at all, and that night made a dry roadsi de canp. Kasimr, stretching out upon his
bl anket to sleep, reflected that two days and two nights had now passed since the theft of the
Sword. If it was not for the presence of the Mgistrate, he woul d have consi dered the chances of

its recovery zero. But Wen Chang inspired confidence.

Shortly after Wen Chang and his party resumed their march in the norning, they cane to the
first branching road that they had seen. There were no road signs, but Kasimr supposed this nust
be the way nentioned by Lednik as |leading to a quarry.

Koni asked Wen Chang: "Are we detouring to replenish our water, sir?"

Wen Chang nodded. "I think that would be prudent. It is possible that the thief has
visited this quarry too, and that we will be able to I earn sonething to our advantage."

"And shall | send a few nmen around to the other side of the quarry, as we did at the road
construction site?"

"You might as well do it again, Lieutenant, though |I doubt the Sword will be here now "

The party proceeded according to this plan, and after they had ridden a few kiloneters the
quarry cane into view, it was the rimof the great al nost-square pit, seen from outside, that
first defined itself out of the junbl ed badl ands. The road approached it from above.

At the point where the road began to switchback down a steep slope, to enter the quarry
through its hidden nouth bel ow, Wen Chang ordered a detour. While a snall detach- nerit under a
sergeant noved around the quarry to take positions on the other side, the Magistrate | ed nost of
his escort toward a place on the upper rimof rock. Fromhere it was possible to overlook the pit
and its swarmng | aborers, with a good chance of renaining unseen from below. Looki ng down
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cautiously, Kasimr observed pools of water, |ooking clear and drinkable, in the bottom of the
deepest excavation. Evidently it welled up naturally fromthe deeply opened earth.

The Magi strate's attention soon centered on that relatively small part of the great
excavation in which the workers were now nost active. Soon, in an effort to get a closer |ook at
the area of fresh cutting, he noved over the rimand started clinbing down. His goal was an area
of huge rock faces, at the feet of which great blocks were |ying, evidently having been recently
split away.

Wen Chang reached one of the opened vertical faces, and began to exanine it closely but had
not been long at this inspection job before he was discovered by some workers. There was a shout,
and one of the overseers who had seen the tall figure of a stranger noving anong the rocks started
forward, whip in hand-only to change his mnd and wi thdraw qui ckly on catching a glinpse of the
Magi strate's foll ow ng escort.

When Kasinir came up to him Wen Chang, smiling faintly, gestured slightly toward the
vertical rock face just in front of them Having seen simlar evidence earlier on the road cut,
Kasimr this time was certain of Stonecutter's signature at first glance-those |ong, snpoth
strokes were unm stakably recorded here too, their texture plainly shadowed by the gl ancing angle
of the sun.

Now t he Magi strate clinbed the rest of the way down to the bottom of the quarry, in the
process denonstrating a |lanky agility, and a disregard of dignity that both pleased and surprised
Kasimr. On the quarry's level floor, the two chief visitors, with their mlitary bodyguard stil
filing down slope after them confronted another forenman who wore the Hetman's gray and bl ue.

This man was smal |l er and younger than Lednik. He was also nore openly nervous fromthe
start on finding hinself confronted by such a formnidable caller as Wn Chang.

Thi s foreman, whose | eather belt of rank seemed to have been designed for and once worn by
a bigger man, introduced hinself as Urar. At first Umar, |ike Lednik, denied having had any
visitors at all during the past few days. Nor had he any know edge of a nmagic Sword. But when
faced with the sort of pressure that had noved Ledni k, Unar too caved in and adnitted to a
di fferent version of the truth.

Yes, Excellency, two strange nen had indeed arrived here the day before yesterday, al nost
at sunset, bringing with thema nagic Sword of great power. They had been willing, even eager, to
denmonstrate what their tool could do, using it to split enornmous stone bl ocks easily out of the
living cliff.

"Yes sir, that Sword was a marvel! Just rest it on its point, under no nore pressure than
its owmn weight, and it could bury itself right up to the hilt in the solid stone. And its bl ade
was a full meter long."

Wen Chang nodded encouragingly. "And what bargain did these two nen nake with you, in
return for the work they did in cutting stone?"

"Bargain, sir?" Nowlittle Urar's eyes were popping in apprehension. "No, | nade no
bargain. W gave thema little food and water, yes, but we would do as nmuch for any honest
travelers. What kind of a bargain would such wi zards want to nake with a sinple man |ike nme?"

"That was my question. Perhaps they sought the rel ease of one of your prisoners?”

Umar appeared to find that a preposterous idea. "One of these scun? | woul d' ve given them
one for nothing if they'd asked."

"So, they showed you what their Sword could do, purely for your entertainnment it would
seem and then they sinply went away agai n?"

"That's it, Excellency. That's just what happened."” Umar nodded, glad to have the matter
settled and understood at | ast.

Wen Chang, somewhat to Kasimr's surprise, abstained frompressing the line of questioning
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further, and apparently | apsed into thought.

Kasi mir chose this nonent to again identify hinself as a physician and surgeon, and
vol unteered to tend whatever injured mght be on hand. He had surmi sed correctly that here, as on
the road job, there would always be at |least a few nmen partially disabl ed.

The foreman, still smiling as if he now considered the matter of the Sword cl osed,
i medi ately accepted the physician's offer. Kasinmr was conducted into a shady angle of the
quarry wall, and shown two patients lying there on pallets. These nen had suffered, respectively,

a head injury and a broken foot.

Kasi m r opened his nmedical kit and went to work. The man with the head wound conpl ai ned of
continual pain and double vision. H's speech cane disconnectedly, at randomintervals. Usually
it was addressed to no one in particular and nmade little sense. He also had difficulty with his
bal ance whenever he tried to stand. There was nothing, Kasimr thought, that any healer could do
for himhere, and there would be little enough even in a hospital

The only attendant on duty in the rudinmentary infirmary was a permanently |anmed prisoner
who handl ed other odd jobs as well for the foreman. This man stood by while Kasimr bandaged the
second patient's freshly danmaged foot.

This time Wen Chang had cone along to watch the physician work. Leaning against the
shadowed rock as if he had no other care in the world, the Magistrate observed to the lanme man in
a synpat hetic voice: "There nust be many accidents in a place like this."

The crippled attendant agreed in a | ow voice that there certainly were.
"And no doubt many of themare fatal."
"Very true, Excellency."

Wen Chang squinted toward the quarry's mouth. "And those who die in these sad accidents
are of course buried in the sandy waste out there."

"Yes sir."

"And how long has it been now since the |ast fatal m shap?"

"Only two days, sir.
"Ch. Then it occurred upon the same day that the two strangers paid their visit?"

The attendant said no nore. But under renewed questioning the little foreman Urar, who had
al so cone along to the rude hospital, admtted that that was so

"A very busy day that nmust have been for you." Then Wen Chang | ooked up at Lieutenant Kom ,
who was standing by alertly, and announced in a crisp voice: "I want to take a | ook at those
bodi es. "

"Yes sir!" Kom turned away and started barking orders to several of his men.

Umar began a protest and then gave it up. He had nore overseers under his conmand than the
foreman of the road-building gang, and these were sonmewhat better arnmed. Still, they did not
appear to be a match for the Firozpur occupying force.

Wthin a couple of minutes sone of Kom's soldiers were naking the sand fly w th borrowed
tools, at a spot out in the sandy waste about a hundred neters fromthe quarry's nouth.

They had encountered no difficulty in locating the two-day-old burial site-the grave had
been shallowy dug, and froma distance flying scavengers were visible about the place. At closer
range tracks in the sand were visible, showi ng that four-|egged beasts had been at the bodi es too.
Kasimr as he wal ked closer to the grave saw that a pair of human feet and | egs had been partially
uneart hed by the scavengers and gnawed down to the bones. He opened the pouch at his belt
cont ai ni ng things of magic, and began to prepare a minor spell to help disperse the odors of death
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and decay.

The first body unearthed by the soldiers was naturally the | east deeply buried, the one
with the gnawed feet, that proved to be clad only in a dirty loincloth. Undoubtedly, Kasimr
t hought as he began to brush the last dirt away fromthe inert formwith a tuft of weeds, it was
that of a quarry worker. In this dry heat, decay m ght be expected to nove slowy; a few whip-
scars, not all of themfully healed, were still perfectly visible on the skin of the back. The
head had been badly injured, perhaps by falling rock, so that not even a close relative wuld have
been abl e to recogni ze the face.

Kasi mir was about to ask what else there was to | ook for when Wen Chang, who had squatted
down beside him grabbed the body by an armand turned it over. A nonent |ater the Magistrate
nodded minimally and let out a tiny hiss of satisfaction

It still took the physician a nonment |onger to take notice of the thin, dry-1lipped bl ade
wound entering between the ribs. |[If that wound had any depth to it at all, the edged weapon that
made it nmust have found the heart, or cone very close to it.

The physici an nodded i n acknow edgnent.

The Magi strate stood up, and with an econonical gesture ordered the first body dragged to
one side. "Keep digging!'" he conmanded, and the soldiers did.

In only a few nonments a second body, which had been buried right under the first, had cone
into view Again the only garnent was a loincloth. The back of this man had al so been
permanently marked with the lash, and his head too had been virtually destroyed, by sone savage
i mpact that had well-nigh obliterated his face.

This time Kasimr was the first to discover blade wounds; there were two of themin this
corpse's back, and they mi ght have been nade by the sane weapon as the wound in the first man's
chest .

Wen Chang, showing little reaction to this discovery, stood with hands cl asped behind his
back, nodding to hinself. "Keep digging, nen," he ordered nmildly.

The third corpse, found al nost exactly under the second, was paler of skin than the first
two, and showed no visible evidence of beatings. As if, thought Kasimr, this was not the body of
a quarry laborer at all-though who el se would be buried here? But the third body like the first
two was clad only in a single dirty rag around the | oins.

The face of the third man al so had been obliterated, in a way that nmight be the result of
the inpact of heavy rocks. And there, under his left arm was the entry wound of what mi ght have
been a sword.

Wen Chang lifted one of the linp arns, relaxed past rigor now, |ooked at the hand, and | et
the armfall back. "A somewhat unusual accident," he commented dryly. "Three nen killed in
virtually the same way. | suppose that a nunber of very sharp objects, as well as heavy ones,
fell upon themas they were laboring in the quarry?"

Umar had been hovering nervously near the resurrection party, alternately approaching and
retreating, and Kasimr could not have said whether the foreman was aware of the discovery of the
bl ade wounds or not.

However that m ght be, Umar chose not to understand the Magistrate's conment. "You see?
These are just dead prisoners, we have themall the tine. Wo are you looking for? | will sumon
all ny workers to stand inspection for you if you like. Maybe the man or men you want can be
found among them "

“I will tell you presently who | am seeking." Wn Chang sighed, and shot a gl ance at
Kasimr that seenmed intended to convey some kind of warning. "But first, the two men with the
magi ¢ Sword-whi ch way did they go when they |left here?"

"That way," said Umar i mediately, pointing out into the desert, toward nowhere.
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"I rather suspected as much. You may rebury these poor fellows now " He seened about to
add sone further remark addressed to Lieutenant Komi, but then sinply let the order stand.

Wen Chang, Kasimr, and Umar wal ked slowy back toward the foreman's shaded observation
post, while the officer stayed behind to supervise the re-internment.

"I would offer you hospitality, Excellencies," Urar was beginning, "I would bring out
refreshment for you, had I any worthy of the name to offer. But as matters stand-"

"“You were wondering who | seek," Wen Chang broke in. "They are two nen. The nanme of the
| eader, or the name | know himby, is Golovkin. | had information that he was foreman here. And
that he was the man the Sword-bearing strangers cane to visit."

Kasim r, who had never heard of any such person as Col ovkin before, shot his nentor a
curious glance. But the Magistrate ignored himand continued: "This Golovkin is about forty years
of age, tall and powerful, black of skin and hair. Mssing an eye. Unless | am badly ni staken,
he is the man who wore, before he gave it to you, that foreman's belt that fits you so poorly. |
intend to track himin the city of Eylau. WeII|? Have | described your predecessor in the office
or have | not?"

Urmar shook his head enphatically. "Not at all, sir, not at all. The man who wore this
belt just before ne was pronoted two weeks ago, and transferred to the other end of the Hetnan's
domain. He is red of hair. His skinis not black, but freckled, and he had two good eyes when
last | saw him He couldn't possibly be this CGol ovkin or whatever his nane is-you can ask anyone
here! "

"H s nane?"

"His nane is Kovil. Ask anyone here!"

Wen Chang blinked as if in disappointment. "Then it appears he cannot be the man | seek
when Kovil left, did not another man go with hinf? The second nan | am |l ooking for is sone

years younger than the first. Not red-haired, but light of skin, and jolly of face and manner
t hough not always so jolly upon further acquai ntance. His-"

"No, no." Umar appeared to have taken renewed alarm "Nothing like that. | nean no other
man went with Kovil when he was transferred. Nor with the two strangers when they left. No, not
at all."

The Magistrate tried again, in his best soothing manner; but Urar's latest fright was not
going to be soothed away. Eventually Wen Chang expressed his regrets for having wasted the
foreman's tinme, and signed to his conpanions that they were ready to | eave.

In a matter of only a few nore minutes, Wen Chang was | eading his small party away fromthe
quarry in the direction Urmar had indicated, alnost directly opposite fromthat where the city of
Eyl au | ay.

Kasimr could hardly wait until they had got out of ear- shot of the quarry to begin his
protest. "Wy didn't you challenge the man, tell himwe knew he was |ying about those bodies?
That they were all stabbed, and that one of themat |east, the nost deeply buried, was not that of
a quarry worker!"

"I have my reasons for not challenging the nan," Wen Chang assured himmnildly.

Since they had left the quarry the Firozpur lieutenant had been riding close enough to
Kasimr and Wen Chang to be able to join in their conversation. "That third body," Komi put in
now, "could have been that of a newy arrived worker, one who had not been on the job |ong enough
to acquire calluses on his hands, or even to be |ashed."

"You are quite right," Wn Chang assented. "It could have been. But | amnorally certain
that it was not. For identification we must consider other evidence than the appearance of the
body itself. Doctor Kasimr, howlong would you say those nmen had been dead?"

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20...st%20Swords%203%20-%20Stonecutter's%20Story.txt (20 of 111) [2/4/03 9:51:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/ Saberhagen,%20Fred%620-%20L 0st%20Swords%203%20-%20Stonecutter's%20Story.txt

"Two or three days would be about right, 1'd say. Though it's hard to tell in this dry
heat. Corruption and nmunmi fication fight it out and like as not the latter wins. They're slowy
turning to stinking |eather."

"He was wearing," said Lieutenant Kom stubbornly, "only a loincloth, like the other two.
As for the stab wounds, perhaps the foreman-either the new one or the old one-grew angry, or went
mad, and stabbed sonme of the workers. Perhaps one of the overseers went nad. O perhaps there
was a rebellion anpbng the prisoners that had to be put down."

Wen Chang signed agreenent. "Adnmittedly those are possibilities. But the cloth was not a
new one-did you notice that? It was dirty, even nore so than would result fromthe nmere proximty
of his decaying body. The fabric of it was creased and frayed, as if fromlong usage, while at
the sane time the skin of that third man's back was pale, not sun burnt as it would be if he'd
wor ked even an hour here. The dirty loincloth was put on himonly when he was buried, just in
case there should sonmeday be an investigation.”

Konmi fell silent, frowning. Kasinmir asked the Magistrate: "All right, then, sir. If the
third man in the grave was not a quarry worker, who was he?"

"I believe he was one of the two men who cane to the quarry carrying the Sword. |In fact,
he was the thief, the man who three nights ago took Stonecutter fromthe tent where you were
sl eepi ng. "

Kasimir sat back in his saddle, trying to digest it all. Looking at Kom, he saw with
faint surprise that the lieutenant had been jarred out of his stoic calmat |ast.

Kom was shaking his head. But all he said was: "And then, the second body in the grave-?"

The Magi strate spoke gently. "Very probably it is that of the man who had just been
rescued fromthe road-buil ding gang-1 hope he enjoyed his brief day of freedom The third body,
the last killed, the one buried on top, was nost likely that of the man the other two were
intending to set free fromquarry | abor

"Using the Sword once, at the canp of the road gang, was a nistake on the part of our
unfortunate thief, that m ght have been his downfall once | took up his trail. But he survived
that blunder. Using the Sword again in the quarry proved fatal."

Kasi mir thought aloud for a couple of sentences. "So, the thief and his newWy rel eased
conrade cane here fromthe road-building site. They denpnstrated the Sword here as the thief had
done there-and then they were both nurdered?”

"W have just seen their bodies. Men have been killed for far less than a Sword. O
course the foreman here nust have been their nurderer-1 mean the real foreman, the man his
repl acenent was good enough to describe for me, and nane as Kovil."

"You told Urar you were |ooking for two nen."

"And so | am now. Kovil, however self-confident he may be, would have preferred not to
carry the Sword into the city alone to try to sell it. He would have chosen sonmeone as a
conmpani on, a bodyguard perhaps, if possible soneone who knows Eylau and its ways . . . and

possi bly soneone Urar fears even nore than his old foreman. Umar was on the verge of describing
that second man to us, but then he realized what he was doi ng and cl osed his nouth.

"I think we may rely, however, on his description of Kovil, the old foreman. Kovil has not
been transferred peacefully away. Kovil is instead the chief instigator of the Sword-thief's
murder. No one else in the snmall dictatorship of that quarry could very well have arranged it.

It is easy to imagine. A few smles, apparent agreenent-then treachery. A surprise attack, a
doubl e killing-then the prisoner who had been the object of the rescue attenpt slain also, for
good neasure."

"So, this nan Kovil-and his conpanion if he indeed has one-they are now ?"
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Wen Chang nodded in the direction of Eylau. "They left here two days ago. | presune that
they are already in the city, doing their best to sell Stonecutter. O course Kovil has also
prom sed his assistant Urar a share in the profits. Probably the other overseers in the canp are
al so to get sonething for their silence."

"We can still arrest Umar."

The Magi strate shook his head. "Only on our own authority. The renoval of the forenan
fromthe quarry would very possibly create turnoil anmong the overseers and prisoners. This night
result in escapes or even an uprising. W would very likely get ourselves into trouble with the
Het man, | do not know him nor perhaps does he know ne. And it is nore than likely that at |east
one of the whip-carrying overseers still in the quarry is in on the plot also. And as soon as we
were out of sight with our prisoner he would contrive to send a warning ahead to the man we really
want, the one who took the Sword away. No, let themthink that we are fooled. Cone, we are out
of sight of the quarry now. Let us turn back toward Eyl au."

CHAPTER 4

THERE was still half a day's light available for traveling, and Wen Chang set his party a
good pace upon the road to Eylau. Calling Lieutenant Kom up to ride beside him while Kasimr
remai ned close on his other side, he took pains to rehearse both of his chief associates in what
he wanted to do when they reached the city.

The Magi strate intended to appear there in the character of a wealthy nerchant, one who was
particularly interested in buying and selling antique weapons. It would be quite natural for such
a nmerchant to travel with a large, heavily arned escort. That the nenbers of his escort were nen
of the tribe of Firozpur ought not to arouse suspicion, for the people of al-Farabi's tribe had a
reputation as reliable nmercenaries, and hired out fairly often in that capacity.

Both nen agreed that their |eader's plan sounded |like a good one, and the ride went on
largely in silence. Now there was a faint smell of water in the air fromtine to time. The
fierce aspect of the |andscape gradually noderated. Birds becanme plentiful, tree-covered hills
could be seen in the distance, and irrigated fields began to appear at no great distance fromthe
road. The Tungri could no |onger be far away.

Now ot her roads intersected the main one. Gadually traffic increased, and there were
other signs that a large city was near. It was near sunset when the party at |ast cane close
enough to see the stone-built walls of Eylau, topped with blue-gray banners, rise against the
fadi ng sky. Those walls were high, and extended for what seemed an unreasonabl e di stance to both
right and left. Even in the dimnishing Iight they were inpressive.

"It is said," the Mgistrate nused, "that the walls of Tashigang are even hi gher than
these. And in the south | have seen cities even larger than this one. But this is an inposing
sight, neverthel ess.”

Wen Chang woul d not entrust the choice of an inn to anyone el se, and so the whole party
entered the city together as dusk approached. The busy gate through which they passed was manned
by the city Watch, officers and men wearing the Hetman's livery. These guardi ans took note of
those who entered-in this case the nerchant Ching Hao and his party, fourteen nen in all-and urged
the peace of the city upon the wealthy trader's Firozpur bodyguard.

Once inside the walls the Magistrate's party split in tw. Wile Kom and his troopers
found their way to the warehouse where the caravan's cargo was to be delivered and the paynent due
thereon collected, Wen Chang | ed Kasinir expertly through the nmasses of woul d-be gui des, beggars,
and passersby of every description who clogged the streets in the vicinity of the great gate
t hrough which they had entered the city. The two nen inspected, one after another, nost of the
inns which clustered in this area. After |ooking over several hostelries quickly but carefully,
the Magi strate sel ected one whose sign in three | anguages- one of which Kasimr had never seen
bef ore-described it as the Inn of the Refreshed Travel ers.

This inn was quite a | arge establishment, having as Kasimr estimted a hundred roonms or
nmore. It was a fairly expensive one as well. Wen Kom rejoined themat the agreed-upon neeting
pl ace, and handed over the purse of his master's noney, Wen Chang had to lighten that purse by a
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good nmany coins to nake the required advance paynent to the innkeeper

Even before entering the city, the Magistrate had di sqguised hinself in a subtle way,
putting on sone different clothes chosen fromhis own wardrobe, so that he even appeared a little
shabbi er than before, as would be expected of a wealthy nerchant traveling through unknown and
possi bly dangerous territory. And he had adopted a slightly different speech and nanner. He was
still speaking the commpn tongue of the region, but nowwith a different accent.

As for Kasimr, he had been nostly quiet during the past few hours; he had been thinking
deeply about his inmediate future. It was nowtinme for himto nake a decision

Wen Chang had evidently been aware that sone such process of reassessnment was under way.
He had waited patiently for its conclusion, and realized that a nonent of decision had now
arrived.

He surveyed the younger man appraisingly. "So, Kasimr-is this the point at which we two
part conpany?"

The physician shook his head. "I nust adnit that the Wiite Tenple holds no great
attraction for ne at the nonent, and I amwilling to delay going there indefinitely if you think I
can be of the least help to you in your search for the Sword. | still feel . . . well, not
exactly responsible for the loss of Stonecutter; but concerned init. | wish | could do sonething

to help Prince al-Farabi, who has treated ne, a stranger to himwhen we net, with such great
ki ndness. "

"Then it is settled!'" Wen Chang grabbed himby the right hand and shook it warmy. "You
wi Il share accommopdati on here at the inn with me. There is plenty of roomin the quarters | have
chosen. And | will be greatly obliged if you woul d undertake to assist me in one or two points
regardi ng the investigation."

Kasi mir knew a sudden sensation of freedom "Thank you for the invitation, sir. That
woul d suit me very well indeed, and | accept gladly."

The young physi ci an when he inspected the chosen quarters agreed at once that they were
adequate. The supposed nerchant and his traveling assistant were to share a two-roomsuite on the
third floor of the main building of the inn, while their mlitary escort was quartered in a |arge
roomjust below them Their riding animals and | oad beasts were to be housed in a stable
i medi ately under that. The suite on the third floor had a small balcony with a view, not too
of fensive, of nearby streets and the buildings that lined them These were mainly other inns,
taverns, and two-story houses with narrow fronts. A grillwork of wought iron defended the
bal cony agai nst at |east the casual attentions of thieves and prowl ers. The only regular entrance
to the upper suite was by neans of a stairway that cane up through the roomin which Kom and his
troops were bivouacked.

Kasimr found that by putting his face al nbst against the grillwrk on the third-floor
bal cony, and | ooki ng out over |ower rooftops at a sharp angle, it was possible to see, in the
di stance, a conspicuous tall building faced with red stone. This, the innkeeper informed them
was the Red Tenple of Eylau, now undergoing a renodeling. It was an inposing structure upon which
a good deal of new, white stone-carving had recently been completed. Mre work of a sinilar
nature was obviously in progress. Sone larger-than-life-size statues had al ready been set in
their places on the high cornice, and enpty pedestals at several levels on the front of the
bui | di ng awai t ed ot hers.

>From his first sight of this tenple, Wen Chang's attention was strongly engaged by it, so
that Kasimr wondered briefly if his new associ ate was contenplating a serious debauch. But the
Magi strate was content to remain in the inn, and nightfall soon blotted the details of the
buil ding fromsight-the outline of the tenple remained glowingly visible after dark, because of
the torches and bonfires kept going at its corners. By such neans a Red Tenple comonly called
attention to its exi stence, and sought to attract its devotees.

The process of their settling in at the inn was soon acconplished. Whatever nmoney Wn
Chang had brought with him together with the expense noney fromal -Farabi, went into a smal
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strongbox, and this box was put under Wen Chang's bed in the innernost of the two upper roomns.
Kasi mir kept his own nodest funds with himon his person. A confortable couch in the outer room
offered hima softer rest than any he had had since setting out in al-Farabi's caravan nany days
ago, and with the door at the top of the stairway bolted his rest was undi st urbed.

In the norning, breakfast was brought to the two professional nmen in their quarters by
servants of the inn, while Kom and his troops were fed by turns in the ground-floor kitchen
bel ow. Over nugs of tea and plates of fruit and eggs and roasted strips of neat, w th sunlight
and cheerful street noises conmng in the window, Wen Chang di scussed his plans with Kasinir.

Di scussion in the strict sense was short-lived. The Magistrate was ready to give orders.
"The renodeling activity at the Red Tenple |eads ne to believe that an excellent stone-carving
tool, such as the one in which we are interested, mght well find a ready purchaser in that
establishnent. | have never yet seen an inpoverished Red Tenple in any city, so it is quite
possi bl e that they would be able to pay enough for the Sword to obtain it froma thief.

"Your assignment, therefore, will be to present yourself at the House of Pleasure, and
i nqui re whether they currently have any opening for a physician. It is highly possible that they
will: Devotees who exalt the pleasures of the senses above all else frequently find thenselves in
need of nedical attention.”

Kasi mir sipped hot breakfast tea. "Oten, sir, a Red Tenple will have an arrangenent with
the Wiite Tenple in the sanme city, by neans of which the needs of nedical care are net."

"I am aware that such arrangenents are common. But it is not essential that you actually
be given a job, only that you are able to spend enough tine inside the Tenple, away fromthe roons
usual Iy frequented by custoners, to conduct an investigation. That should not be too difficult;
every large Red Tenple has in it constantly a nunber of young nen, particularly those fromrura
areas, applying for one kind of a job or another. | see no reason why you shoul d be conspi cuous
anong them"

"I amnot froma rural area," Kasimr protested, sonewhat stiffly.

H's mentor smiled joyfully. "Splendid! |Insist vociferously that you are not, enploying
just such an expression and tone. Thereby you will convince nost of your hearers that you are.
So you ought to be able to appear to dawdle aimessly all day in those precincts w thout arousing
any great suspicion. | say 'appear to dawdle.' O course you are actually to use your tinme to
good advant age, and obtain any scrap of evidence avail able bearing on the possibility that the
chief sculptor there nay have just acquired Stonecutter."”

Kasimr frowned thoughtfully. "It is not obvious to nme just what sort of evidence that
woul d be, unless |I should be able to catch sight of the Sword itself."

"That would be desirable, but | fear very unlikely. There are several other possibilities.
Per haps some workers in stone, no |onger needed now that their work can be done faster without
them have just been told that their services no longer are required. Strike up an acquaintance
with any enpl oyee you can, especially one who appears dissatisfied. O perhaps you will be able
to di scover discarded scraps of stone bearing marks simlar to those we observed at the quarry and
the road-construction site. It is really hard to think of every possibility in advance. At a
m ni mum you nust |learn who is in charge of doing the stonework for the tenple; | feel sure it
nmust be an artist of some stature.”

Kasimr was still pondering the best way to go about this projected investigation of an
unknown artist when Lieutenant Kom cane up the stairs and |ooked in at the open door to ask about
his orders for the day. Kasimr, while passing through the second-floor roomlast night before
retiring, had observed that the officer had arranged a sem private sl eeping chanber for hinself by
encl osi ng one end of the roomw th a couple of hanging bl ankets, while his nmen spraw ed everywhere
el se upon the floor and furniture. Now Kasimr thought that the lieutenant, definitely an outdoor
type, looked ill-at-ease here inside four walls, even such rough walls as these of the inn

After routine norning greetings had been exchanged, Wen Chang first instructed the officer
to follow Kasimr's orders at any tine when he, Wen Chang, was absent. Next he urged himto keep
his el even nmen under sufficiently tight discipline, and to enforce noderati on upon themin their
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patronage of the local taverns and brothels.

"You nust also see to it that they speak and act always as if they were in fact
nmercenaries, in the service of a merchant who is in the market for fine weapons. Wether that
tactic will bring us into contact with the current possessor of the Sword, | do not know. But we
must try. That is all | require of you today. Stay-l suppose you will soon be making a report to
your prince?"

Kom turned back fromthe stairs. "Yes sir, though | was hoping for sonething nore to
report beyond the fact that we have found | odgings. | have taken the cages with the flying
messengers up to the roof of the inn, and one of ny nen is |looking after them"

"Very good. "

The officer, upon being dismssed, saluted and went downstairs, where Wen Chang and Kasimr
could hear himspeaking firmy to his men upon the subject of their behavior in the city.

Now it was tine for Kasimr to make the few preparations he thought necessary for his own
assigned mssion. He would |leave off his desert traveler's robe, and wear instead the street
clothes of a professional man. He would carry with himonly the small nedical kit worn on his
belt, not the large one that had occupied his saddl ebags. And he would use his own nane, as it
seened i npossi ble that anyone in this city would yet have any reason to associate Kasimr, the
obscure physician, with the famed investigator Wen Chang.

On stepping through the gate of the inn's courtyard into the street, the young physician
began to walk with a certain sense of pleasure through the norning crowds. Around hi mthronged
peddl ers, shopkeepers, servants of the Hetnman, beggars-no doubt there were thieves and pickpockets-
busy people of every description. It had been a long tinme since he had traveled freely along the
t horoughfares of a great city. And there could be fewcities in the world greater or nore
exciting than this one.

Kasi mir spent the better part of an hour naking his way gradually closer to the Red Tenpl e.
Frequently he lost sight of his goal in the naze of narrow streets that intervened, but he
persevered, relying on a good sense of direction. At |last he energed fromthe maze on the western
side of a great tree-lined square, whose eastern edge fronted directly on the tenple he sought.
Seen at this closer range the structure | ooked even larger than it had at a distance.

The Red Tenple in Eyl au was perhaps six stories high, sonewhat broader than its height, and
proportionately deep. The facade of the building, follow ng the usual Red Tenple style of
architecture, was narked by columms, nost of themfrankly phallic in design, and sonme as nuch as
two stories tall, going up the front of the building in tier above tier. Between the columms the
statues Kasimr had seen |last night as distant white specks, and had heard described by the
i nnkeeper, were now visible in detail. They were finely and realistically carved, and |larger than
life. Distributed in archways and niches at all levels of the facade, they were al npst
excl usively of human bodies, generally nude. Mst of the bodies portrayed were beautiful, with a
few of cal culated ugliness to provide comc variety.

The activities depicted anong the statues were for the nost part sexual, but involved as
wel | the prodigious consunption of food and drink, and the amassing of wealth in ganmes of chance
The ingestion of drugs al so engaged the attention of certain of the figures, particularly in one
frieze whose carven narbl e people appeared to float on marble clouds. Woever had done that
carving, thought Kasinr, was indeed an artist of nore than ordinary talent.

Behind its new facade, the building nmust have been recently enlarged. New tinber showed in
several places, and the color of structural stonework on the upper floors was slightly different
fromthat on the lower. Again the job was not yet finished. Kasinmir reflected again that this
was i ndeed a very logical place to begin a search for the stone-working Sword.

CHAPTER 5

KASIM R had just started across the square-a hectare and nore of tessellated pavenent
studded here and there with fountains and obscure nmonunents-in the direction of the tenple, when
his attention was drawn by a noi sy disturbance to his right, at the border of the paved expanse.
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Sone kind of official procession was making its way along that edge of the square. A
nmodest crowd, quickly formed fromthe people in the busy square, lined the procession's route.
Now nounted guards in the Herman's colors of blue and gray were using cudgels and other bl unt
weapons to beat back a mnority of the crowd who were trying to stage a chanting, armwaving
protest. The protesters, who were fewer in nunber than the troops and certainly not organized for
resi stance, pronptly gave way. They had di spersed anong the rest of the people on the plaza
before Kasimr could get any idea of who they were or what they wanted.

H's curiosity aroused, Kasimr noved toward the place where the denonstration had flared
up. The procession itself, he saw as he drew near, was quite snall. It consisted of an arned and
mount ed escort, twenty or so troopers, surrounding a single tall, lunbering vehicle. Load beasts
pul l ed an open tunbrel, carrying a single figure bound upright-a nman, presumably some object of
the Hetman's wath, who was thus placed on display for all the city to behold.

The progress of the cart was deliberately slow, and Kasimr had tinme to wal k closer without
hurrying. Wen the cart finally passed him he was quite near enough to get a good | ook at the
pri soner. The bound figure was dressed in baggy peasant bl ouse and trousers, both garnments dirty
and torn. He had an arresting face-people who didn't know a man night elect himtheir |eader on
the strength of a face |ike that-and he was paying no nore attention to the nodest crowds around
himthan he was to those orgiastic statues |oom ng across the square. Hi s eyes instead appeared
to be fixed upon sone unattainable object in the distance.

A placard had been fastened to the front of the cart, but one corner of the paper had been
torn loose; it was sagging in a deep curl, and Kasimr could not read it. Turning to a
respect abl e-1 ooki ng man who stood nearby, he asked what was goi ng on

The sturdy citizen shook his head. The corners of his nouth were turned down in
di sapproval . He said: "I have heard sonmething of the case. The man is called Benjanin of the
St eppe, and they bring himout of his cell every few days for a little parade like this. |
beli eve he was engaged in sone treasonable activities in the far west, at the very edge of the
Hetman's territory. Something to do with organizing the snmall farners there over water rights and
t axes."

"Organi zi ng t hen?"

"To formlocal |egislative councils. To vote, and govern thenselves." The citizen nade a
gesture expressing irritation. He obviously didn't know, couldn't renmenber, exactly how those
farnmers had intended to organi ze thensel ves, but it was an activity which he opposed in general
"They're going to hang himon the first day of the Festival; it's traditional in Eylau, you know,
to execute one prisoner then, and set another free. |It's hanging, draw ng, and quartering, of
course." The prospect of that extrenely gory spectacle didn't please the townsman either

The cart had runbl ed past; Kasinmir cast one nore glance after it. Then he thanked his
i nformant and turned away, reflecting that such public executions were probably rather routine
events in a city of this size, even though, as far as he knew, the Hetrman had no particul ar
reputation for ferocity. Kasimr supposed that very fewrulers would be willing to | et people,
even renote farners, start governing thenmselves. Once started, where would that end?

Still walking at a noderate pace, he now turned his steps again in the direction of the
mai n entrance of the Red Tenpl e.

He approached the establishnent with mxed feelings. |In general Kasinir considered the
VWhite Tenple, devoted as it was to healing and the worship of beneficent Ardneh, norally superior
to any other, particularly to either the Blue or the Red. But in his opinion other forns of
religion, including both Red and Bl ue Tenples, had their places in society too. The Blue, at
best, served the rest of the world as bankers, offering-for a price, of course-investnents that
were sometines sound, and a secure depository. As for the Red-well, Kasimr liked to think that
he enjoyed sex, food, and drink as nuch as the next nan. Perhaps even a turn of the ganbling
wheel now and then. But he had grave doubts about the w sdom of worshipping the gods of those
engrossing activities-or any other gods, for that matter. And as a physician he knew too nuch
about the drugs that were so popul ar anong Red Tenpl e worshippers to feel any tenptation al ong
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that line hinself.

The main entrance archway of the tenple was draped in red, with scarlet curtains hanging in
Il ong folds over the duller nmasonry. Through the gap between those curtains there came out of the
diminterior a hint of crimson light, along with a taste in the air of sonme exotic incense. The
pul se beat of a drum was throbbing somewhere deep inside that doorway. As Kasimr del ayed
outside, nmaking his last nental preparations, another man hurried past himand inside. And then a
second custoner. Business was not bad, \ even this early in the norning.

Havi ng done his best to put on a businesslike men, Kasimr followed. Just inside the
curtains, as he had expected, a physically inpressive attendant waited to exact a small fee from
each person entering; a greater contribution would be required of each worshipper |ater, depending
upon the formthat his or her devotions mght take today.

Today Kasimr managed to avoid paying the nominal entrance fee. |In answer to his question
the attendant pointed to a small sign, so inconspicuous that Kasimr alnpost mssed it even as he
| ooked for it. This sign directed the business-minded visitor to the offices, which were up a
narrow flight of stairs.

Ascendi ng these stairs, and pushing his way through a double set of sound-deadening
curtains at the top, Kasinmr found hinself in a noderately large roomwell |ighted by severa
wi ndows, and occupi ed by a mnor episode of bedl am

A clerk who | ooked as if he had been born to sit at a desk was on his feet and trying to
stand taller than he was, while shouting instructions and vague warnings to a roomfull of nmen and
wonen. Meanwhile all the people in this snmall throng, nost of themyoung and physically
attractive, were waiting restlessly, even anxiously-for what? So far Kasinmr was unable to tell.
Wiile they waited they argued with one another, or waved their hands trying to get the clerk's
attention.

Bef ore Kasinir could deci de how best to approach sonme- one and ask for a job in a dignified
and professional manner, a couple of assistant clerks entered the fray, just in time to keep their
| eader fromentirely losing control of the crowd. Kasimr found hinmself taken by the arm by one
of these assistants, and pushed into a line along with the rest of the job-seekers. He considered
meki ng an effort to establish his dignity as a physician, but then decided it would be wi ser not
to draw too nuch attention to hinself. H's first objective, after all, was not really to get a
job but to spend as nmuch tine as possible within these walls. He relaxed, resolving to |et
hi msel f be processed along with the rest.

"You," cried a clerk, pointing at soneone in the line- randomy, as far as Kasinmr could
tell-and then pointing again and again. "And you! And you! Cone with nme now "

The last jab of the clerk's finger had been ained at Kasinmir. Wth an unreasonable feeling
of satisfaction at having been so pronptly singled out-though he had no i dea what the pointing
clerk mght have had in mnd-he el bowed his way forward. Behind him as he followed the red-clad
fell ow by whom he had been sel ected, the remainder of the line was quickly collapsing into a m nor
nob once nore.

Wth the two who had been selected with himboth of them Kasimr now realized, were
sturdy, chunky young nen of average height |ike hinmself-he was directed on up yet nore stairs, and
then still nore, until he began to wonder whether they were going to conme out on the roof.

But the ternmination of this stairway was not on the roof, but rather within a great open

wel |l -lighted | oft-space one or two stories below that ultinmate level. It was a loft, or great
room whose high walls consisted nostly of draped canvas, |like barriers meant to block off the
sights and sounds of some process of construction. |ndeed, other signs of new construction were

all around, in the formof raw tinbers and unfini shed stoneworKk.

Overhead was nostly nore fabric, shades or awnings of translucent cloth now partially
opened to the nmorning sky, which had turned gray. Kasinir supposed that treatnment with oil, and
per haps magi c, would serve to keep that cloth roof waterproof.

Ordered to stop where he was and wait w thout noving, Kasinmr stood and | ooked about. A
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score or nore of agitated people, including artisans, priests, and others less easily
identifiable, were nmilling about the L-shaped |oft, sone of them shouting at each other in anger
or excitenent. In the nmddle of one of the long sides of the L, an open freight-el evator shaft
yawned dangerously; above it a systemof pulleys creaked in slow notion, and the taut chains and
cabl es going down into the shaft vibrated. A man standing at the head of the shaft yelled

somet hing down into it, and presently an unhappy answering shout cane back

Hal f a dozen statues of gigantic nudes, nost of them| ooking nearly finished, stood about
the great room surveying the scene with pallid marble gazes that passed above the peopl e's heads.
Some of these statues were still being worked on, and the rough boards underfoot were gritty with
powdered stone. A background sound of chipping and hamrering testified to the presence of nore
wor kers around the corner of the L, invisible fromthe place near the top of the stairs where
Kasi nmir was standing.

Even am d all the confusion anong the several dozen people present, there was no doubt,
thought Kasinir, as to who was supposed to be in charge here. O, rather, the nunber of
candi dates for that honor could be quickly reduced to two. Both of these were nen, and one of
them garbed in glossy black richly trimed in red, could hardly be anyone | ess than the Chief
Priest of the tenple. The second candi date for domi nance was a man garbed in rougher clothing, as
tall as Wen Chang, but unlike the Magistrate in having cold, pale eyes, and a blond beard tri med
with such fanatical neatness that it managed to | ook quite artificial

This layman, who wore a scul ptor's apron whitely powdered with ground stone, was noving
about energetically, passing judgnent upon a nunber of the other people present, who, as Kasinr
now realized, were nodels or woul d-be nodels and had been brought up here for his consideration
The prospective nodel s were being ordered to appear nude, two or three at a tine, on |low platformns
or pedestals crudely built of packing crates.

The bl ack-and-red-garbed priest, who kept follow ng the scul ptor tenaciously as the latter
noved about, was in something of a tenper. Evidently his anger had nothing to do with the
prospective nodels, but a great deal to do with the scul ptor hinself, upon whomthe priest's
attention was unwaveringly fixed. Nor was the Chief Priest accustoned to being argued wth.
Especially not-so Kasimr gathered- by a nere artisan who earned his living by carving stone.

On the other hand, neither was the artist much inpressed by ecclesiastical authority, at
| east not the one by which he was currently confronted. At one point the tall blond man
interrupted his talent search to stalk over to a cluttered desk at one side of the huge workroom
There he rummaged in the litter of paperwork until he could come up with a sheaf of sheets that
his shouts identified as a contract. This docunent he waved under the priest's nose as the two
men resuned their peripatetic argunent.

The burden of the argument, as Kasimr had by now deternined, was twofold; first, whether
or not the sculptor was going to neet his deadline for finishing his work in this room and
clearing out of it so it could be returned to its original intended purpose of a ganbling casino;
and secondly, what was going to happen if he failed to neet the deadline. The deadline was the
first day of the Festival- Kasimr had recently heard that nentioned in another connection-and for
several reasons it was very inportant to the Red Tenple that all the statues be finished and in
pl ace by then, and the ganbling tables be opened.

The artist, while listening-or perhaps refusing to listen-to these argunments, went on in a
cool ly professional way about his business, inspecting one nude prospective nodel after another as
they appeared upon their little sets of elevated stands, nmale on one side of the center of the
room and female on the other. Mst of the nodels were rejected as quickly and decisively as were
the protests of the priest, with quick, curt gestures and a few well-chosen words.

And still the argunent between the two nmen went on, the priest trying to convince the
artist that it was all very well to be a perfectionist and have artistic scruples, but right here
and now the inportant idea was to produce the contracted nunber and type of statues, so that the
grand official reopening of the renodel ed tenple could go on as scheduled, in tine with the
Festival .

The bl ond man sneered over his shoulder. "You nmean so that the passershby in the square
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will stop having doubts as to whether you're conpletely open for business, and will rush in to
spend their noney w thout hesitation."

It was not that at all, said the man in black and red, outraged at being thrown nonmentarily
upon the defensive-it was inportant that the consciousness of all the people be awakened to their
full sensuous potenti al

Meanwhi | e, anot her nodel had just stepped up on a recently vacated stand, where she
attracted Kasimir's attention. She was a graceful young wonman, really only a girl he thought, not
yet out of her teens. Her face was unprepossessing and her hair, worn in awkward braids, the
approxi mate col or of used wash water. But her body was striking, tall and strong w t hout being
either fat or in the |east unfem nine, and he found hinmself imediately distracted fromtrying to
follow the argunent, or even thinking about the Sword.

Kasimr's appreciative gaze was at once tenpered with synpathy; even worse, he supposed,
than having everyone in a roonful of people stare at you when you were undressed m ght be to have
the sane roonful ignore you al nost conpletely. That was what was happening to the young woman
now, and she did indeed look a little faint.

Kasimr was jolted out of his contenplation when one of the many clerks in this room
grabbed himby the armagain and hustled him along with the two nen who had been chosen with him
across the floor of the great roomand into a snmall antechanber lined with benches. Here and
there on the benches were little piles of clothing.

The clerk snapped orders at them in the tone of one who enjoyed being able to snap orders.
"All three of you, get your clothes off, quick. Wat are you waiting for? Hurry, hurry!"

"But |I'mapplying for a job as-"

The clerk was already gone; and anyway, as Kasimr kept reminding hinself, the purpose of
his coming here was not to defend his dignity or even to get a proper job, but to discover as much
as possible about this scul ptor and his operations. So, in conpany with his two rivals, all three
of themcasting wary | ooks at one another, Kasimr renoved his clothes and piled themon a bench

In a moment the clerk-or another clerk who | ooked very much like the first one-was back, to
shepherd the three sturdily built nen, all now naked as infants, back into the great studio. Here
each was urged to mount, like a trained circus beast, on his own small stand. Then they stood
there waiting. Fromhis new position of vantage on this npodest pedestal Kasimr could get a
better | ook than before into the far recesses of the vast room and see a little farther into the
other end of the shallow L. Over there, right under sone wi ndows where the |light was particularly
good, a number of workers were |aboring industriously, chipping and sawi ng away at bl ocks that
were not statues but doubtless would be part of the stonework out on the facade. Kasimr saw no
i ndi cati on that any of those workers were using magic tools.

d ancing back in the direction of the other set of little pedestals, he saw that the young
worman who had attracted his attenti on was now gone, her place occupied by another, nore
vol upt uous, nore classically beautiful, but somehow | ess interesting.

And the argunment was over, or at |east in abeyance. The Chief Priest had retired, as if
bet ween rounds of a contest, into a far corner of the room where he was now in conference wth
other red-clad figures. But his opponent was not resting. |In another nonent the dom neering
scul ptor was standing directly in front of Kasimr, staring at his body with wildly urgent and yet
abstracted eyes, as if Kasinmr were a piece of stone that mght or mght not be of just the proper
size and shape to neet sone energency need. It cane to Kasinmir suddenly that he had seen
physi ci ans who | ooked at their patients in a very sinlar way. He hoped he woul d never be one of
t hem

The scul ptor, having exam ned Kasimr's physique fromhair to toes, at last stared him
straight in the eye.

"Who are you?" the artist denmanded

Kasi mir gave his nane, though not his profession. But to be snapped at in this
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di scourteous way was very irritating. "Wwo are you?" he demanded right back

One of the sculptor's assistants, hurrying after the great man with a scroll of notes and a
pen, blanched when he heard that. But the artist hinself accepted the question-as if it would
take a lot nmore than an uppity nodel to upset him

"I am Robert de Borron," he replied in a cold voice. "And this is nmy work you see al
around you. | see no reason to believe that you are going to fit into it."

Wth a jerk of his head the artist signaled to his aides that Kasinmr should be renoved.
In a nonment the physician found hinself nmaking his way back to the dressing room still naked amd
a throng of indifferent people.

H's clothing and his snmall nedical kit lay on the bench just where he had | eft them
apparently untouched. He had begun to worry that his nobdest purse would be stol en, or perhaps
some of the drugs taken fromhis kit. But apparently he need not have worried. Maybe the folk
who worked in an artist's studio-or who wanted to work here-needed no other drug than the hectic
condi tions of their enploynent.

Kasi mir dressed quickly. He supposed he could now return to the second-fl oor personne
office, and try to convince soneone there that he was really applying for a physician's job. But
he felt a need to regroup nentally, to get out of the tenple for a while, before he tried again
Then in an hour or |ess he would conme back

Kasi mir had just stepped out of the front entrance of the tenple, under a sky whose
gradual Iy growi ng pronise of rain was beginning to come true, when he caught sight again of the
strongly built and graceful young lady with the faded braids. She was sitting on a bench not far
fromthe front entrance, and she did not | ook well.

Per haps she was poor and hungry-her blouse and trousers | ooked rather shabby-or perhaps the
experience of posing in the nude had been too nuch for her. |In a nonent Kasimr had stopped
besi de her.

CHAPTER 6
"IF | may intrude for a nonent upon your thoughts? | A ama physician, and you do not | ook
well. Can | assist you in any way?"

"Ch." The young wonan sitting on the bench turned up her face to Kasimr. Again he was
struck by the plainness of her face. But her greenish eyes, seen at such cl ose range, were
unexpectedl y i npressive.

Her voice had an intriguing quality too, low and throaty. "It's a long story. But I
expect 1'Il be all right." Then she frowned. "Didn't | just see you sonewhere inside the tenple?"
"No doubt you did, | was looking for a job. | noticed you in there too." Kasinmr was about

to add that it would have been difficult not to notice her in the circunmstances, but he had
approached her as a physician, and it was a little too soon to alter that.

The girl was still frowing up at him "You were trying out as a nodel? | thought you
said just now that you were a physician."

"I was. | am There were a series of misunderstandings- originally |I was supposed to be
appl ying for a physician's job in the tenple. Do you nmind if | sit down?"

"No." She noved over slightly on the bench, adjusting her baggy peasant trousers. "Except
that | have things to do, and | ought to get up and do themdid the scul ptor hire you, then?"

Kasimr sat down. "No. It seens that sonething about ny attitude displeased the great
artist, Robert de Borron. Perhaps he didn't |like ny shape any better than ny attitude. What
about you?"

"Did you deliberately displease hinP" Her frown vanished. "lI'mglad, | would have liked to
do that too-but | couldn't afford to. So he hired ne. I'mto start nodeling for himtonorrow "
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"“I'"'mpleased for you, if you are pleased. You don't sound exactly overjoyed about it."

"Ch, | am though. Getting this job was absolutely essential for ne." It was said in a

tone of heartfelt seriousness.

"Then | can rejoice with you." At this point, inspiration cane to Kasimr. "By the way,
m ssed ny breakfast this norning-would you care to join nme in an early lunch? W could at |east
get in out of this drizzling rain somewhere."

Her greeni sh eyes apprai sed himthoughtfully. She stood up fromthe bench. "That sounds
i ke an excellent idea, thank you."

They went into a nearby wi ne shop, where sights and aromas provided an intriguing nenu.
Sausages were hung invitingly fromthe rafters, and cheese and fresh, crusty bread were displayed
on a counter.

They sat at a table, and ordered wine and food. The young worman's nane, she told Kasimr,
was Natalia. As he had surm sed, she was originally froma small village. But she had visited
Eyl au several tines before noving here a few nonths ago. Econonmic conditions at honme were poor
She ate hungrily-though not |ike one actually on the verge of starvation-of bread and cheese, but
sipped sparingly at her wine. She also persisted in turning the conversation around to him

"Have you been a physician | ong?"
"About five years. How |ong have you been a nodel ?"

She smiled at him "M experience in that line is very linmted. | expect the hardest part
will be just holding still for a long tine. WelIl, the hardest part besides . "

"1 understand."”

Nat al i a tossed back her awkward braids. "I did study at a Wite Tenple for a while. Not
nodel i ng, of course, but nedicine.”

"Real ly? Then we m ght have been col | eagues."
"I never had the chance to finish."
"Sorry. Were did you study?"

She named a small city that Kasimir had barely heard of, hundreds of kiloneters to the
west .

Kasimr chewed a nouthful of his sandwich. "It's easy to tell that you're well educated."
"Thank you."
"But short of noney just now. "

Her green eyes questioned him "I mght have |landed a different kind of job in the Red
Tenpl e, without too much trouble. But I'd like that even Il ess than posing."

"Of course, of course. | synpathize."

During their lunch Kasimr, sounding out his conpanion as gradually and carefully as he
could, at last admitted to her that he had had an ulterior notive in trying to get a job inside
the Red Tenple. Yes, he was really a physician-but his main occupation at this tine was a
partnership with the well-known deal er in antique and special weapons, Ching Hao.

Nat al i a blinked her green eyes, as if she had never heard of the famous Chi ng Hao-snal
wonder - but wasn't quite ready to admt the fact, because she realized she ought to be inpressed.

Ching Hao, Kasimir went on to relate, was particularly interested just nowin |ocating and
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buying a certain special sword, an ancient and very val uabl e weapon. There was reason to suppose
that this sword might have come into the possession of the Red Tenple, or perhaps even the hands
of Robert de Borron, for whom Natalia would presently start nodeling. It would be worth sone
nmoney to Ching Hao and his partner-nore noney than a nodel was likely to get paid-if an insider at
the tenple could find sone evidence that the sword was really there.

Natalia didn't respond at once, except to ook at Kasimr thoughtfully.

He pressed on: "W wouldn't be asking you to take any risks. And it's not a matter of
getting anyone in trouble. It would just be a matter of keeping your eyes open and reporting to
me. "

"How woul d | know this sword if | sawit?"

Kasimr drewin a deep breath. "It's an inpressive-|ooking weapon, to begin with. The
blade is a full neter long, of nottled steel. The hilt is plain black, with a sinple white inage
on it, depicting a wedge splitting a block." He hesitated briefly. "Mst inportantly, the blade
has the nmagical ability to cut stone, any stone, very easily."

The greenish eyes were wide, really inpressed at last. "The magic nust be very powerful, |
suppose. Does this sword have a name?"

Probably out there in the renmpte lands to the west they weren't altogether caught up on
what happened out in the great world. Evidently their ignorance extended even to the history of
the Twel ve Swords

"Yes," said Kasimr. "Sone people call it Stonecutter. O the Sword of Siege."

Nat al i a, thinking the nmatter over as she finished her lunch, eventually agreed to act as
Ching Hao's agent. She would receive a small advance now, an additional paynent every time she
reported to Kasimr, and a substantial reward if she could provide sone useful information about
Stonecutter. They nmade arrangenents for their next contact, which would be in the Wite Tenple.

VWen he left the wi ne shop, Kasimr, taking what he considered rather ingenious precautions
agai nst being followed, returned by a somewhat indirect route to the Inn of the Refreshed
Travel ers.

He felt reasonably well pleased with hinmself for what he had managed to get done today. He

m ght, he thought, possess a hitherto undiscovered knack for this sort of thing. It hadn't taken
himlong to conclude an arrangenent with a young wonan who was goi ng to be one of Robert de
Borron's nmodels. O course it would still be possible for himto go back to the tenple and try

again for the physician's job. But nowit seened to Kasinr that that woul d probably be
unnecessary; with Natalia in place inside the tenple he would be free to help Wn Chang in sone
ot her way.

Nor was that all he had acconplished today, Kasimr thought with satisfaction. He had
di scovered al so that the scul ptor, Robert de Borron, had a large reputation, and the ability to
justify it. Also that de Borron was under intense pressure fromthe Red Tenple authorities to
complete his work; it seened highly probable that he would suffer financial and other penalties if
he failed to do so in tine. Wen it canme to business matters, Kasinmr had observed, the Red
Tenple was likely to be as grasping and unyielding as the Blue. And sonetines, if the truth be
told, the Wite could hold its own with either

The day was getting on toward ni dafternoon when Kasinmir returned to the inn. The place was
busy, but as far as he could tell everything was peaceful. Lieutenant Kom and a few of his nen
were on guard in their second-floor room seated around a table near the stairway where they
pl ayed at sone tribal card-game. A couple of the other troopers slept on cots. Three or four
were absent, and Kasimr assunmed that these were off duty, enjoying whatever they m ght be able to
afford of the delights offered by the big city.

Kom | ooked up as Kasinmir walked in. The officer appeared glad to see him and tossed a
casual salute without rising fromthe table
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"Ching Hao has not yet returned," Kom announced, giving the name of the supposed nerchant
a slight enphasis, as if he thought the physician might need to be renminded of the alias. "He
left this note for you. Also there is a nan waiting out in the courtyard now, who says he wants
to see either the merchant or his assistant."

Kasi mir accepted the casually fol ded square of paper but did not inmmediately open it.
Cl ose under the windows of the inn a street vendor screaned, hawking his dried fruit. "A nman
wai ting? Who is he?"

"An elderly fellow who | ooks to ne as if he might possibly have noney. Beyond that | have
no idea who he is- that is why | insisted he wait in the courtyard and not in any of our roonmns.
But he says that he is interested in possibly purchasing anti que weapons from you."

"I'f he wishes to buy weapons then he can hardly be trying to sell Stonecutter." Kasimr
spoke freely in front of the card-playing soldiers at the table; all the nenbers of Kom's squad
had been informed of the essentials of their mission. "Still, for the sake of appearances, |
suppose |'d better see him™"

“I'"1l point himout."

Looki ng out one of the small w ndows that opened on the inn's interior courtyard, Kasimr
studied the figure the lieutenant indicated-a gray-haired man, garbed in the drab clothing of a
desert traveler, sitting on the rimof one of the courtyard's two fountains, and talking to
soneone who night be another nerchant. At this distance it was hard to get any very distinct
i mpr essi on.

Bef ore descending to talk to the caller, Kasinr opened the note Konm had handed him The
message was recogni zably in the witing of Wen Chang and seened i nnocuous.

Kasimr-if you have no urgent reason to go out again, remain at the inn until | return
which will probably be before dark.

Chi ng Hao

Yes, it mght very well be a comunication froma nerchant to his assistant. There was no
hi dden neaning that Kasimr could detect. He tossed the note carelessly on a table, alnobst hoping
that some spy might find and read it- though he really doubted that any spy woul d be watching them
at this stage of affairs.

In a nonment he was goi ng downstairs again.

VWen Kasinir came out into the courtyard, the man who waited by the fountain was al one,
sitting patiently with folded arns. He got to his feet as Kasimr approached. Despite his gray
hair and lined face, he was still erect and hale, of average height and build. The two nmen bowed,
in the approved nanner of polite strangers unsure of each other's exact status. Kasinmr was
wi shing silently that he had been able to | earn sonething about antique weapons before undertaki ng
to play the role of a dealer in them

"I amKasinmr, secretary to the nerchant Ching Hao. Can | be of service to you?"

“I't may well be that you can, young man." The el der nodded in a benign way; he had a

gravel ly voice, and a vague accent that Kasimr had trouble trying to define. "I am Tadasu
Hazara, few in these parts know nme, but in my own region | have sonething of a reputation of a
collector of fine weapons. Having heard that your naster was here, | decided to find out if he

m ght have any of the specialized kind of weapons upon which my collection is centered."
"And what kind of weapons are those, sir?"

"My chief interest lies in jewel ed daggers of the Pol enonic Epoch; also, if they are of the
first quality, mail shirts of the bronze alloys nade by the smths of Aspinall." The hands of the
el der gestured; they were gnarled but strong, those of a nan who had at sone tine done a great
deal of physical work.
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Kasimr assured the other, in perfect truthful ness, that Ching Hao had nothing like that in
stock just now

“"Ah, that is too bad." After considering for a nonent, the gray-haired nan announced t hat
he was al so unfortunately under the necessity of parting with one or two very old weapons that had
once belonged to his father. Ws the merchant thinking of purchasing anything just now?

"What sort of weapons are they?"

When it turned out that none of themwas a sword, Kasimr, feeling that whatever nore he
did was likely to be a blunder, pronounced hinself unable to make deci sions on such nmatters.
Tadasu woul d have to wait for the return of Ching Hao hinself.

The visitor seenmed annoyed at having spent his waiting tinme in the courtyard for nothing.
After expressing his fornmal good wishes to Kasimr and his absent master he bowed again, nore
lightly this time, and wal ked on out of the courtyard, through the main entrance of the inn

The rain had ended sone tinme ago, the day was grow ng hot and rmuggy, and Kasimr would have
returned to the conparative cool ness of his upper room But before he could | eave the courtyard
anot her prospective custoner had appeared, forwarded to himby the hel pful innkeeper. This |atest
potential customer was actually carrying with hima bundle in rough cloth that | ooked very much
i ke a wapped sword.

This man was nmuch younger than the first, and appeared considerably nore nervous. "You buy
weapons?" he demanded tersely.

"That is our business.”
"I have a sword here."
"Very good." Kasinmir attenpted to sound confident. "If | may see the merchandi se?"

The other man's fingers hesitated on the wappings. "If you like this weapon-it's really
sonet hi ng speci al -then you can give ne cash for it this nonent?"

Kasimr had to suppress his excitement. He had never seen any of the Twelve Swords, but he
had no doubt of being able to recognize one of themif it should come his way.

Carefully he said: "I do not carry large amounts of coin on ne, but still cash is readily
available. If your sword there should prove to be sonething that | really want, then you may have
money in hand for it before you are an hour ol der."

After another few nonents of cautious hesitancy, the potential custonmer unw apped the sword
he had brought with him Kasinmir knew bitter disappointnent. Wen the weapon was at |ast shown
it did not | ook spectacular-the hilt was not even black, nor had the steel of the blade the finely
nmottl ed | ook that everyone who had seen the genui ne Swords renarked upon

Then a t hought struck the young physician. Having heard tales of nmagical alterations in
t he appearance of things, and having once, years ago, had actual experience of such a trick, he
t hought he had better apply one nmore test. Taking the cheap-|ooki ng weapon in hand, he nade a
trial of it against the stone edge of the fountain. The only result of this was an angry protest
fromthe seller. Wat was Kasimr trying to do, ruin a fine blade?

By the time Kasimr had succeeded in soothing the angry man, and sendi ng himon his way
with his precious sword, sunset was near. Leaving the courtyard that was already deep in shadow,
Kasimr | ooked in on the innkeeper and gave orders that a warm bath be brought to himin his upper
room with dinner to follow Then he went plodding up the stairs. Over the past several hours,
his earlier feeling that the investigati on was maki ng progress had gradually faded into a sense of
i mpatience and futility.

The bat htub had been taken away again and he was just finishing his solitary dinner when
the sound of feet ascending briskly on the stairs nade himturn his head. But instead of the
fam |iar countenance of Wen Chang or Konmi, there appeared in the doorway, just at the top of the
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stairs, the visage of a scow ing beggar.

Kasimr inmediately reached for his dagger, and was about to bawl an oath downstairs at
Kom for having allowed this stranger to get past hi mwhen the beggar called out a greeting in the
voi ce of Wen Chang.

Kasimr's hand hol ding the dagger fell to his side. "You! But-is this magic?"

"Only a touch of magic, perhaps, here and there.
ragged outer coat.

The figure of the beggar doffed its

"Why such a marvel ous di sgui se?"

"It is sometines necessary to gather information on the streets,” the Magistrate said, his
voice a little muffled in the process of pulling off the shaggy gray facial hair that had
conceal ed his own neat nustache along with nost of his |ower face.

"I never would have known you!"

"I trust not." Wth another nuffled grunt the ol der man now tugged off a sticky sonething
that had altered the shape of his nose and cheekbones, and tossed this flesh-col ored object on the
table along with his wig and beard. Now undeni ably Wen Chang agai n, he strai ghtened his back and
stret ched.

"Now, " the Magistrate continued in a clear tone of satisfaction, "we nust exchange
information. My day has been a long and trying one. The beggars' spaces at the Great Gate are
consi dered nost desirable, but they are too jeal ously guarded and fought over for an outsider like
mysel f to have any chance of forcing his way in. The sanme situation obtained in Swordsniths
Lane, and again behind the Courts of Justice, where there was nuch runmor nongering over the matter
of the execution two days hence. But as it turned out, all those difficulties were undoubtedly
for the best. Wen I finally found a place to put down ny begging bow, in the vicinity of the
Bl ue Tenple, | |earned sonething that may prove useful to us indeed."

Kasimir could readily understand why there was no surplus of beggars near the Blue Tenple,
whose priests and worshi ppers alike were notoriously stingy. He asked: "And what was this nost
useful thing you | earned?"

"Have you ever heard of the fampbus di anobnd, the Great Orb of Maecenas?"
"l admit that | have not."

"If you, Kasimr, were a |lapidarist, or a jewel thief, or a priest in the Blue Tenple, you
woul d certainly give a different answer to that question. Know, then, that such a di anbond exists,
that it has recently been brought to the Blue Tenple of Eylau in secret, and that it is there to
be carved into several snaller stones in the hope of thereby increasing its total value. This is
obviously a matter of concern to us, for it is certain that the Swrd can be used in the precise
cutting of small stones as well as great. But before we discuss that any further, tell nme of your
day. What did you discover at the Red Tenpl e?”

As Kasimr began his tale with his arrival at the Red Tenple in the norning, the feet of
servants were heard on the stairs. Soon they entered once nore bearing a tub and buckets of hot
water. The physician delayed his story until the tub had been set up behind a screen and the
servants had depart ed.

Fai nt spl ashi ng sounds issued from behind the screen as Kasimr detailed his adventures in
the vicinity of the Red Tenple, and Wen Chang |listened. The young nman's story of recruiting the
girl nodel to act as a paid spy elicited only a nonentary cessation of spl ashi ng.

Not until Kasimir described his leaving the tenple area to return to the inn did Wen Chang
comrent al oud. "And you did not persist in your attenpt to obtain enploynent there yourself?"

"No sir, | thought | had explained that. What | had nmanaged to achieve at the tenple
seenmed to ne at | east enough to deserve reporting-and of course when | reached the inn your note
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was waiting for nme, asking ne to renain here."

The Magistrate grunted. "And | suppose there have been no callers at the inn wishing to
sell us Stonecutter?"

As Kasimr began to describe the first man who had conme asking to buy weapons, there
sounded a | ouder splash than before from behind the screen; a nonent |later the face of Wn Chang,
staring narrow eyed above the folds of an enornous towel, peered fiercely around the edge of the
screen. "And you sinply let himgo?"

"But the man told us, both Kom and nyself, at the start that he wanted to buy weapons-"

"Did it not occur to you that he may have begun that way sinply as a precaution? That he
wi shed to see if our merchant operation was a legitimte one before he approached us with his rea
treasure? What did he | ook Iike?"

Here, at least, Kasimr had not failed, and could supply a fairly conpl ete delineation.
But the description of the elderly would-be client did not tally with that of anyone Wen Chang was
abl e to recogni ze.

W apped from shoulders to knees in his great towel, his bath for the noment forgotten, the
Magi strate paced inpatiently. "Well, well, it is inmpossible for me to tell now whether he had any
connection with our real business here or not. Did he give you the inpression that he was coni ng
back?"

"Frankly, he did not. Though | fear that also is inpossible to know with any certainty."

"Then it is useless to specul ate upon these matters any longer. Here conmes ny dinner up
the stairs if | amnot nistaken, and when | have eaten | intend to sleep. Tonorrow we nust arise
early. Unless there is sone new devel opnent, we are going to interest ourselves in the gem
cutting project at the Blue Tenmple."

CHAPTER 7

VEN Chang declined to discuss his plans for approaching the Blue Tenple until norning.
Even then he renmined silent on the subject until, over breakfast in their roons, Kasimr
guestioned himdirectly.

"How are we going to approach the authorities in the House of Walth? I1f, as you say, this
fabul ous di anond is being kept there secretly, they are not likely to admt its presence, or that
any special gemcutting is about to take place."

"True, they will not admt such things to the nerchant Ching Hao. But if they are
approached directly by the fanbus Magi strate Wen Chang, their response night be nore favorabl e-
especially if | bring theminformation of a plot to steal the gem"

Kasi mr paused with a tea nmug halfway to his lips. "You said nothing to nme |ast night of
such a plot."

"Nor did | learn anything of one during mny investigations yesterday. But today it strikes
me as a very useful idea.”

"I see. And who am| going to be today?"

"The very well-known Doctor Kasimir, of course. W shall both be surprised-raise our
eyebrows politely, so-if any of themadmits that he has never heard of you. You are ny assistant-
or nmy associate, if you prefer-and a specialist in forensic medicine."

Kasi mir thought about that. "It is not a conmon specialty. 1In fact | have never heard of
it. But | suppose the very fact that it is unknown makes it sound prestigious. Very well. And |
think I do indeed prefer 'associate.'"

"So be it, then."
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There was not a single shabby thread in any of the garnents in which Wen Chang arrayed
hinself this norning. Before starting for the Blue Tenple with Kasimr, the Magistrate |eft
orders with Lieutenant Konmi to namintain the fiction of the nerchant Ching Hao agai nst any
suggestion to the contrary, and to take careful note of any potential custoners.

"In particular | aminterested in the elderly man who was here yesterday and said he wanted
to buy weapons. |If he should return, send one of your men riding to the Blue Tenple at once to
let me know. And neanwhile detain this fellow nmerchant of ours, forcibly if necessary, until |
return.”

"It shall be done, sir." Kom saluted. H s salutes nmeant for the Magistrate always | ooked
nore serious than the ones he gave Kasinir.

"CGood. Have you been sending reports to the Prince?"

"l dispatched a flying nmessenger yesterday, sir, bringing himup to date. There has been
no reply as yet."

Wen Chang had decided to go to the Blue Tenple on foot; a riding-beast carried nore
prestige, but only if you were assured of a place to put it safely when you had reached your
destination, and they had no assurance of being offered such hospitality. A good walk lay before
the two men, for the Blue Tenple was in a different quarter of the city. Wn Chang, who had
observed it while in the guise of a beggar yesterday, reported that it, like the Red Tenpl e,
bordered upon its own vast square.

Their route took themclose to the Hetman's pal ace, which like the great tenples had its
own plaza; in the case of the palace, the plaza surrounded the building conpletely. Wn Chang
detoured slightly so that they should go right past the pal ace, crossing the surroundi ng open
space. About all they were able to see of the great house itself were the form dable outer walls
of gray stone, several stories high.

At one place on the pavenent, no nore than thirty neters or so fromthose walls, a few nmen
and worren in country garnments were conducting a protest denonstration. Kasimr was rem nded at
once of the public exhibition he had seen as the tunbrel passed bearing the unfortunate Benjamn

of the Steppe. Wether these were the exact sanme people or not he couldn't tell, but he supposed
it likely. Here they were crouched, facing the high gray palace wall, which in this area was
pierced by a few high, small, heavily grilled wi ndows, appropriate for prison cells. Al of the

demonstrators were slowy and rhythnically pounding their heads-fortunately with no nore than
synbolic force-upon the plaza's paving stones.

Kasi mr stopped, joining a few other passersby who had taken tine out fromtheir own
affairs to stare at this bizarre behavior. Wn Chang paused too, to stand with his arns fol ded,
observing. As nonents passed, a few nore gawkers gat hered

The crouchi ng head-bangers were all dressed in | oose peasant clothing. The |oose braids of
the wonen swung as their heads noved up and down. Wen one of the nen, perhaps sensing that by
now a si zabl e audi ence had gathered, raised his head and | ooked around, Wen Chang called to him
asking the reason for these actions.

Eager to tell his story, the man abandoned his synbolic head-bangi ng and junped to his
feet. He spoke in an uncouth accent.

"Ch, master, the prisoner who is to be so unjustly and horribly executed on the first day
of the Festival, Benjanmin of the Steppe, is even now held captive in a cell inside this building!"
Rai sing a quivering arm the protester pointed at the palace. "All the people of Eylau should be
here now, petitioning the Hetnman for his rel ease!”

The reaction of the small crowd was not generally synpathetic. WMany jeered and nade
threateni ng gestures. Sone | ooked over their shoulders and hurried away, |est they be seen by the
Wat ch associating with these nmad treasonous fol k who seened to criticize the governnent.

The Magi strate did not answer the speaker but turned away. Kasimr followed silently.
They had other matters to di scuss besides these hopel ess protests, and were talking in | ow voi ces
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about the Sword again when at |ast their goal canme into sight.

The Bl ue Tenmple of Eylau, like nost of its kind el sewhere, was practically devoid of
exterior decoration, and sported no statuary at all on walls or roof. To nost of its clients as
well as its managers, such ornaments woul d have indicated a tendency toward frivol ous waste.
Whenever Kasinir | ooked at the outside of a Blue Tenple in any city he got the inpression that an
effect of shabbiness if not actually dirtiness, the grimopposite of frivolity, was what the
proprietors were striving to achi eve.

Nor was the style of architecture accidental either. This particular Blue Tenple, true to
type, was reniniscent of a fortress; even nore, perhaps, of a mniature nountain, though the tota
bul k of this structure was sonewhat |ess than that of the Red Tenple across town, which | ooked
less Iike a nmountain than like a giant hive. Undoubtedly this fortress, the Blue Tenple, would be
an extrenely good place in which to | eave your noney and keep your val uabl es on deposit. Nothing,
not even an earthquake, was ever going to budge or threaten this building and its contents-that,
at least, was the inpression neant to be conveyed by the massive walls and foundations, and
reinforced by the iron bars, each thick as a strong man's arm that guarded all the w ndows.

Wen Chang confronted all this majesty of strength undaunted. He marched mgjestically
forward, straight across the square in the direction of the main entrance of this fornidable
edifice. Kasimr, walking half a step behind him observed that here as at the Red Tenple the
mej ority of worshippers entering were nen.

There was no difficulty about entering, for nmen so respectably dressed. Once they were
i nside the | obby, all cool white and pale blue, the Magistrate did not delay to | ook around. As
if he knew exactly where he was going, he made his way straight to one side of the marble counter
where a massive and yet sonehow di screet sign promsed information. Already, here in the outer
| obby, the inpression of penuriousness was beginning to fade.

The i nmposi ng manner of Wen Chang's approach did not appear to nake the |east inpression
upon the well-dressed clerk behind the counter, who doubtl ess dealt every day with equally
i mposi ng fol k.

Nor was the clerk shaken when the Magistrate fixed himwith a narrow eyed gl are, and
announced in a firmvoice: "I wish to see the Director of Security."

The expression on the clerk's face remained perfectly neutral as he | ooked this grand
visitor up and down. "And rmay | tell the Director who wi shes to see hinP"

The tall figure that stood in front of his marble counter becane, if possible, even a
little taller. "You may tell himthat his callers are the Magi strate Wn Chang, and his associate
Doctor Kasimr."

The expression on the clerk's face achi eved sonething- not quite a real change, thought
Kasimr, nmore like a greater intensity of neutrality. In a nonent, speaking in a voice that now
admtted a certain grudging courtesy, the man behind the counter invited: "Step this way, if you
pl ease, gentlenen.”

Wen Chang, with Kasimir remaining nore or less half a step behind him followed the clerk
t hrough a curtai ned doorway behind the information counter. On the other side of the doorway,
solid steps led up. As he clinbed Kasimr observed, in the materials of walls and stairs
thensel ves, that they were now definitely entering the plusher precincts of Blue Tenple
admi ni stration.

The information clerk conducted themup only one level, and into a small office where he
left themstanding in front of the desk of another functionary. This woman, upon hearing the
Magi strate's identity, welconmed himand his associate with sonething approaching warnth. Then she
pronptly left her small office to escort the visitors on up to a higher level still.

This process repeated itself, with subtle variations, on several levels. In each new
office Kasimr and Wen Chang encountered a pause in front of a new desk, new introductions, and a
brief conference. Al this was conducted in an atnosphere of cordiality tenpered by suspicion
pal pabl e though never openly voiced, that this inposing nman mght not really be who he clained to
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be.

Early on in the gane it became evident to Kasimr that the higher up you went in the Bl ue
Tenpl e, the closer you penetrated toward its center, the plusher, nore |uxurious, everything
became. Inside this fortress it was no longer frivolity to display wealth. Instead it had becone
a duty to showit, or at |least enough of it, to suggest how much nore treasure nust be avail abl e.

There was a great deal of affluence in sight already, and still he and Wen Chang had not
penetrated to their goal. The Director of Security, Kasimr was thinking, nust be a very
i mportant part indeed of this establishment.

But at |ast Wen Chang, with Kasinir at his el bow, was standing in the office of the
Director hinself, who cane around from behi nd his enornmus ebony desk to greet themwith a
noder ate show of warmth, that sonmehow did not include revealing his name if he had one apart from
his office. No great sensitivity was needed to detect a certain wariness in the Director's manner
as he pressed his callers' hands, one after another. Inside this man's fine robes of blue and
gold his body was very |ean, as if perhaps the guardi anship of such m nd-boggling wealth as had
been entrusted to his care left himwith no time to eat.

The words of the Director's greeting, at |east, sounded perfectly sincere.

"To what does our poor establishment owe the honor of this visit? Everyone has heard of
the wi se judge Wen Chang, whose eye is capable of penetrating with a glance to the very heart of
wi ckedness. But | confess, Your Honor, that somehow | had pictured you as an ol der nan."

Wen Chang bowed, lightly and courteously. "And |, even in lands far distant fromthis one,
have heard of the Director of Security in the Blue Tenple in the great city of Eylau. But we have
not come here for an exchange of conplinments however pleasant. |Instead we are upon a matter of

t he npbst serious business."
"I amall ears. Please, be seated."”

Wen Chang and Kasimr hel ped thenselves to ivory chairs, while the Director resumed his
pl ace behind his desk of ebony. Then the Magistrate continued: "It was another matter entirely
t hat brought nyself and ny associate, Doctor Kasimr, here to Eylau. But in the course of our
investigations in this city there has conme to our attention the existence of a plot to steal from
this tenple the jewel known as the Great Orb of Maecenas."”

The Director blinked once, and then his face went totally blank. "Wat reason have you to
believe that jewel is here?"

The Magi strate shook his head. "Cone, cone, sir, we are going out of our way to do you a
favor. Do not waste ny tinme or your own."

At this crucial nonent there was a confused bustling and whi spering at the door of the
Director's office. In a nonent a man entered, a fat and oily-1ooking man wearing a cape of al npbst
pure gold, touched only with a little bl ue.

The two visitors got to their feet, and a fresh round of introductions began, this tine
with nore cerenony than before. The new arrival was actually Theodore, Chief Priest of the Blue
Tenpl e in Eyl au.

>From the nonment of his arrival in the room the Chief Priest's manner indicated that he
was at | east somewhat mistrustful of everyone else, including his own Director of Security.

VWen all were seated again, Wen Chang repeated, for Chief Priest Theodore's benefit, his
st at enent about the discovery of a plot to steal the jewel.

Theodore did not trouble to deny the presence of the Ob inside his establishment. Instead
he asked Wen Chang bluntly: "How do you know t hi s?"

"The circunstances in which | gained the information are closely connected to the origina
i nvestigati on upon which ny associate and nyself were engaged. Mre than that | cannot tell you
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at present. You will appreciate that | extend to all ny clients the same confidentiality | would
extend to you, were | retained by you personally, or by the Blue Tenple."

Thi s speech did not go down well with either of Wen Chang's priestly hearers, who exchanged
grimlooks. Then the Director still attenpted to deny the presence of the Geat Orb, and even
di scl ai med any know edge of its whereabouts.

The Magistrate was growing inpatient with them "Cone, cone! | know that the gemwe are
speaking of is in this city, and | amalnost certain that it is within the walls of this very
bui l di ng."

At this point the Chief Priest asked Wen Chang and Kasinmir, politely enough, to step into
anot her room while he had a private discussion with his Security Director

Wen Chang signed agreenent and got to his feet. "O course, gentlenen. But | advise you
not to take too long to nake up your minds to listen to nme. |In this nmatter tinme is of great
i mportance. "

The Director glared at him "It seems to ne that we could all save tine if you would

condescend to tell us the source of your alleged information."

The Magi strate appeared to be nmaintaining his patience only with an effort. "Even if | was
willing to break confidence with my client-which | amnot-nothing I could tell you about the
source would help you in the least to prevent the theft. By the way, | suppose you are perfectly

sure that the stone is secure at this nonment?"

This question threw the two high authorities into a state of consi derabl e confusion
i npossible to conceal. As an open argunent began between them Wen Chang and Kasinir were
conduct ed away by an underl i ng.

They were deposited in a confortable anteroomand | eft alone with the door closed. They
gl anced at each other, but neither had anything to say. It was obvious to both of themthat any
conversation they held woul d al nost certainly be overheard.

The duration of their wait dragged on, to a length that Kasimr, at |east, had not
expected. Wen Chang waited with newly inperturbable patience, hands clasped in his lap, his
weat hered face inpassive as a mask. But Kasinir was bothered by nounting apprehension. Had they
somehow unwittingly precipitated a real crisis in the Iocal Blue Tenple | eadershi p? Had they-but
such specul ati ons were pointl ess.

Eventual ly a silent attendant brought themrefreshnent on a tray, tea and cakes in portions
of hardly nore than synbolic size. Both courteously declined. Follow ng that they were again
I eft alone for al nost an hour, when a group of tenple officials, including the H gh Priest and the
Director of Security, suddenly entered the anteroom They brought with them a newcomner, an
outsider to the tenple, a nan attired in the uniformof an officer of the city Watch, in the
Hetman's colors of gray and blue. This was a large grizzled veteran of about forty.

As soon as this man's eyes fell on Wn Chang, he stepped forward and opened his arnms in
greeting.

“"Magi strate!" Hi s voice was a bass roar. "They told ne there was soneone here | m ght
recogni ze, but they never gave nme a hint that it was you. |It's years since we have worked
t oget her - how are you?"

Wen Chang, smling, had arisen to return the greeting heartily. "I amhealthy and busy as
you see. And how are you, ny friend Almagro? It is indeed too long a tinme since we have seen
each other, but you do not appear to have changed much."

After Kasimr had been duly introduced to Captain Al magro, the two veterans spent a few
noments nore in private conversation, nost of it reminiscing about a particularly filthy gang of
bandits they had once succeeded in luring into an annihilating anbush. |In this exchange of
menories they nmust have renmoved fromthe nminds of their priestly hearers any |ingering doubts of
the Magistrate's true identity.
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The di scussion turned away fromthe bandit gang. Al nmagro nentioned how, after severa
unl i kely soundi ng adventures, he had cone to be now in the enploy of the Hetnan

"And a good thing | amhere, too, for now!l may be able to return the great favor that you
Magi strate, once did for ne."

Wen Chang nmade a disnissive gesture and objected mildly. "It was a matter of no
consequence. "
"On the contrary, | consider ny life to be a rather significant conponent of the universe

So tell ne, what brings you and your friend to Eylau, Magistrate? A job of thief taking?"

"I thank you for your generous offer of help, Captain, and it nay be indeed that ny
associate and | will want to call upon you in the near future. As to the exact nature of our
nmission in Eylau, | nust tell you that | am bound by an oath of secrecy. Just at the nonent,
however, our problem concerns the Orb of Maecenas. What can you tell us about its current
safety?"

At this point in the conversation the Director of Security appeared to be trying to say
sonet hing urgent, while at the same tinme wanting to avoid the disclosure of any information at
all. He was rescued fromthis self-strangled state by the Captain of the Watch, who shook his
head at himruefully.

“"I"'mafraid the presence of the gemhere in the tenple is no |longer a secret," Captain
Almagro told the official alnpst apologetically. "One hears about it these days in the streets.”

The Chief Priest, a vein outstanding in his forehead, was fixing a baleful glance upon his
Di rector of Security.

"I am going," Theodore said, "directly fromthis roomto the |apidary's workshop, there to
see for nmyself whether the Ob is still in our hands or not at this nonent." H's eyes swept
fiercely around the little group. "I want all of you to come with ne!"

A monment later, with Chief Priest Theodore in the |ead, the whole party was tranping
through a series of elegant corridors, traversing one after another a series of doorways, each
doubly guarded by warriors cloaked in blue and gold, the Blue Tenple's own security force. At
every door- way the guards saluted and stood aside at a gesture fromthe Chief Priest's chubby
hand.

The party with Theodore at its head had not far to go before it reached its goal, a set of
unmar ked heavy doors. Here too guards stood aside. Then the doors were opened a crack from
inside in response to an inpatient tapping with the Chief Priest's heavy golden ring, and then
they were thrown wi de as soon as he was recogni zed.

The party of visitors filed into the room |t was a workshop, nuch smaller and cl eaner
Kasi mir noted, than the studio of Robert de Borron across town. This place was al so nuch quieter
than de Borron's studio, and it had not been at all crowded until their group arrived. Here,
i nstead of noise and confusion, was a sense that great |ogic and precision ruled.

There were three people in the room al ready when Theodore entered with his entourage. The
person in charge here was a short, intense, bl ack-skinned woman of about thirty years of age, who
was soon introduced to all who did not know her as M stress Hedmark, the faned lapidary. It was
one of those fields like forensic nedicine, Kasimr supposed, in which one could be fanpbus and at
the sane time alnost totally unknown to the world at |arge.

The other two people already present were the fanpbus woman's assistants. The M stress,
despite her lack of size, looked to Kasimir quite as hard and tough as the scul ptor at the other
tenpl e. The physician got the inpression that she would be quite capable of nurder and robbery to
get sonething that she really wanted

Under a broad, heavily barred wi ndow, where the best light in the room obtained, an
el abor at e wor kbench had been set up. |In response to a question fromWn Chang, M stress Hednark
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expl ai ned that she and her hel pers had been busy practicing the techni ques that they woul d use
when the tine came for the actual cutting of the priceless gem

The surface of the workbench was largely covered with a franework of jigs and supports.
Kasimr saw that there was a fine revolving grindstone along with other tools, some doubtless nore
magi cal than technol ogi cal

Havi ng gi ven a conci se expl anation of her work, the Mstress had a query of her own. "And
now, gentlemen, | must insist on knowi ng what you want here. | don't like all these people in ny
wor kr oom '

“"Nor would |, ordinarily." Chief Priest Theodore shook his head. "But | want to see the
Ob for nyself, to make sure that it is still safe. And if it is | want to showit to them"

"Of course it is quite safe," said Mstress Hedmark automatically. Then she | ooked at
Theodore for a nonent, and then at his chief of security. Then she shrugged and drew a cord from
around her neck and inside her clothing. It was a |leather cord with a small key hanging at the
end of it.

The Director of Security produced a simlar key from sonewhere. Meanwhile others in the
party were making sure that the outer doors of the roomwere closed. Then M stress Hednark,
together with the Director, went to a great netal box in one corner of the room Kasinir had
enough sense of magic to sense the immterial barricades surrounding it, forces that subsided only
when the Director whispered a secret word.

It was necessary for the custodians to use their two keys simltaneously. Then they were
abl e to open the box and swi ng back the heavy Iid.

M stress Hednark reached inside. The Orb of Maecenas was brought out and held up in her
fingers for everyone to | ook at.

It was only the size of a small, faceted egg; sonmehow this cane as a faint di sappointment
to Kasimr, who had unconsciously been expecting sonething the size of his fist. But then he had
never found wealth in any of its nmanifestations overwhel mingly interesting.

"Are you satisfied, then?" Mstress Hednmark denanded of the del egation that had burst in on
her.

"Yes, for the noment." Miuch of the tension was gone from Theodore's voice. H s gaze had
softened, resting on the gem and he allowed hinself a little sigh

The | api dary asked in her sharp tones: "Has there actually been a plot to steal the Orb?"

The Magi strate spoke soothingly. "W have had an alarm So far as | know there has been
no nore than that as yet. Has anything untoward happened here? O to you or any of your
assi stant s?"

The attention of the group focused on each of the aides in turn: No, none of them had
anything like that to report. Kasinmir found the denials credible.

M stress Hedmark di scoursed briefly to the others on the art of the dianond cutter, and the
probl ens inherent in trying to cut so very hard a stone, the hardest substance known. The
di scussi on sounded quite open and innocent to Kasimr.

He coul d see or hear nothing to indicate that this woman m ght already have the Sword of
Siege in hand to help her with her work, or that it had ever entered her mnd to try to get it.
CHAPTER 8

BOTH the Chief Priest of the tenple and his Director of Security were considerably relieved
when they were able to verify with their own eyes that the alnost priceless Ob was still in their
possession. They were both ready now to consi der what Wen Chang wanted to tell them
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The Magi strate, after a quick consultation with Captain A nagro, had severa
recommendati ons to make. The first was that arrangenents should be nade to station officers of
the city Watch-not the Captain hinself, he could not be spared-here in the | apidary's workshop as
|l ong as the gemwas present. The Watch people would serve in shifts, so that at |east one should
be on duty around the clock.

The second recommendati on made by Wen Chang was that an entire new squad of Blue Tenple
security people be brought in, to replace all those who were currently engaged in protecting the
st one.

"l enphasize," Wen Chang continued, "that | have no reason to think any of the old crew are
inplicated in the plot to steal the dianond; no, | nmake this suggestion purely as a precaution.”

Chi ef Priest Theodore exchanged gl ances with his chief subordinate in security matters.
Then the chubby man shrugged. "Very well. A sensible precaution, | think. It shall be done as
you say."

M stress Hedmark was not happy, though. She conpl ained that these changes woul d ent ai
further disruption of the routine of technical practice and ritual in which she was engaged with
her assistants. Peace and tranquility were necessary for her work

The Chief Priest heard her out, then overruled her. "Now that the whole world knows the
gemis here, we can take no chances."

Wen Chang tried to soothe the lapidary too. Then he said: "Now, Doctor Kasimr and nyself
must be on our way. Captain Almagro, if you could withdraw with us? There is nmuch we have to
discuss with you in the matter of how potential jewel thieves should best be taken. And these
gentl emen of the tenmple, and M stress Hedmark, wll also have nuch to di scuss anong thensel ves."

As the three of themwere escorted out of the tenple, Kasimr marveled to hinself at the
snmoot hness wi th whi ch Wen Chang had been able to acconplish several objectives during their brief
visit. First, they had determned with a fair degree of certainty that the Sword was not in the
Bl ue Tenple now. Next, to have an officer of the city Watch continuously present in the dianond-
cutters' workshop ought to nmake it practically inpossible for Mstress Hednmark and her crew to use
the Sword secretly in their work, assuming they night have the chance to do so-and any efforts to
get the Watch out of the way would signal that they were up to sonething clandestine. Finally,
the priests of the Blue Tenple were now convinced that Wen Chang was trying to help them

There was little conversation anong the three nmen as long as they were still inside the
tenple. Wen they had passed out through the front entrance, and were hal fway across the fronting
square, Captain Alnagro muttered sonmething that Kasinmir did not entirely catch, but that nade the
physician think the Watch officer did not really care for the place they had just left.

Wen Chang's reply at least was clear: "Hot work in there, old friend, trying to get the
moneybags to believe us. | think it mght be time for us to ease our throats with a nug of
sonet hi ng cool . "

The Captain brightened i nmediately. "M/ idea exactly, Magistrate. And | know just the
pl ace, not far away."

"Lead on."

After making their way through several blocks of the activity that occupied the streets of
the netropolis at mdday, the three nen were soon seated in the cool recesses of a tavern, a
| arge, old building of half-tinbered construction. The main roomwas filled with the delicious
snel |l s of cooking food, and occupi ed by a good nunber of appreciative custoners.

One of the barmaids, who was evidently an ol d acquai ntance of the Captain, served them
swiftly. Wping his nustache after his first gulp of ale, A nmagro expressed his doubt that there
was any real plot to steal the Ob at all- though he referred to the matter only indirectly. He
bewai | ed the increasing tawdriness of crine in these newWy degenerate days. Not only the tines
and the crines, but the nodern crimninals thenselves, suffered from degeneracy. By and |arge they
were far frombeing the bold brave rascals that their predecessors of a decade or so ago had used
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to be.
"Hey, Magistrate? Am|l right?"

"You are alnost invariably right, old friend. And there is rmuch truth in what you say
Wen Chang grooned his own slimnustache with one finger

Nnow.

"Damed right, very much truth. Want an exanple? Look at those people who're
denmonstrating in front of the Hetman's pal ace now, pounding their stupid heads on the pavenent.
If they choose to danage their own thick skulls, so what? What kind of a crine is that? And yet
we' ve orders now to nake themstop it."

The Magi strate nade a gesture indicating resignation. "The subject of their protest-this
Benjam n of the Steppe as he is called-he would not seemto ne to be a very great offender either
To ask for a few local councils, voting on |local matters, deciding such things for thensel ves.
And yet it seens that he nust pay with his Iife for his offense."

"Ah, that's politics. There's always that, and when it comes to politics the police nust
just do what they're told. If we had a different ruler, politics would go on just the sane, only
with different faces in the dungeons. Different feet clinbing up the scaffold.”

"I fear you are right."
"Dammed right I'mright." The Captain bel ched, and drank again.

Wen Chang nurmrmured sonet hing properly synpathetic, and Kasimr, taking his lead fromhis
chief, did likew se

"Not |ike the old days,"” Al nmagro sunmed up, and drank deep fromhis nmug. "No, not at all."
"I wonder if you could do nme a favor?" Wen Chang inquired.

"dad to," was the automatic response. But then the Captain blinked in hesitation. "What
is it?"

"I know the prisoner's nunber of a nman who was sentenced, probably several nonths ago, to
the road-building gang that is now worki ng between here and the Abohar QCasis. "I would like to
di scover as nmuch as possible about the man hinmself-his name, his crine, whatever el se you can find
out."

"I's that all?" The Captain was relieved. "Sure, | can |ook that up. What's the nunber?"
"Ni ne-ni ne-si x-seven-seven. "

Al magro pulled out a scrap of paper and | aboriously made a note to hinself. "Nothing to
it."

"But | suppose," said Wen Chang after a nonent's silence, "that in this huge city, despite
t he degeneracy of these nodern woul d-be crinmnals, and the futile protesters, there remain a snall
nunber of real thieves, and al so sone genui nely dangerous i ndividuals."

"Ah yes, of course. |If you say so, it's possible you're really onto sonething about a plot-
to swipe the Orb." The Captain | ooked around himcautiously before uttering those |last words. And
now conversation was briefly suspended while the barnaid placed in front of each of thema bow of
st eam ng stew.

"Only place on the street where I'd order stew," Alnmagro nuttered, taking up his spoon with
energy. "But here it's good."

"I ndeed, not bad,"” said Wen Chang, tasting appreciatively. Kasimr, who would have
declined if he had been asked whether he wanted stew or not, tried the stuff in his owmn bow and
had to agree.

Half a bowl |ater, Wen Chang prodded the Captain: "You were saying, about the present elite
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of real crimnals-?"

"Yes, of course. WelIl, inthis city there are naturally |awbreakers beyond counting. But
very few of this nodern bunch woul d have the nerve, talent, or resources even to think of
undertaking any job like the one you suspect is being planned at the Blue Tenple."

"And | suppose that once such a gemwas stolen, it would be difficult even in Eylau to
arrange to sell it, or dispose of it in trade for |esser gens."

The Captain smacked his |lips over the stew, and tore off a chunk of bread fromthe fresh
| oaf the barmaid had deposited in the niddle of the table. "D fficult, yes. But in Eylau nothing
is totally inpossible. No natter how rare and uni que an object of value may be, there'll be
sonmeone in this city who can buy it-paying only a snall fraction of the real worth, nmaybe, but-"

"Naturally." Wen Chang nodded. "And it is part of your job to know who these folk are."

"I know nmost of them And there are not many who'd want to handl e sonething like the Ob-
today there are even fewer, in fact, than there were just yesterday norning."

The Magi strate's hand paused, supporting a mug of ale halfway to his lips. "Ch? And what
is responsible for this dimnution in nunmbers?”

“I'd say it was the result of a disagreenent between buyer and seller, of just what
property | don't know " The Captain went on to relate how, only yesterday evening, one of the
city's nost rascally nerchants and nost cel ebrated dealers in stolen val uabl es had been found
dead, his body drifting in a backwater of the Tungri, near the | ower docks.

Wen Chang had set down his rmug again wthout drinking. "And have you turned up any cl ue,
old friend, as to who killed this man or why?"

"Interests you, does it, Magistrate? | should have realized it would. No, I'mafraid that
there's no such clue. Apart fromthe fact that whatever happened was a bit nore than your
ordinary little squabble. Two other bodies were al so found nearby, of men who nust have been
killed at the sane tine, in the same fight. Don't know who they were."

"And there is no clue as to who killed them either."

"Just so. Ah, we do our best, Mgistrate. Wenever there's a conplaint of robbery or
assault in the city we in the Watch will do what we can to get the m screants taken into custody,
and hold themfor trial before the magistrates of this city."

"I amsure that you do your best."

"W do. But as you can well imagine, in a city of this size it would be hopel ess to expect
to solve very many of the crinmes.”

Wen Chang drained his tankard. "It would interest me very nmuch-and | amsure it would
interest Kasimr too- if we could see those bodies, of the nmen killed yesterday."

"Ah? And naybe your interest is a little nore than purely theoretical ?" The Captain's
eyes, suddenly shrewder than before, probed at both of his conpanions fromunder shaggy brows.
"Well, the gods know | owe you a bigger favor than that, Magistrate. W'Ill see what we can do,
though the fanmily of our late prom nent nmerchant may not wel cone any nore attentions by the
Wat ch. "

"It is the other bodies, the unidentified ones, that | find nore particularly interesting."

"Ch? That's all right, then. Except that they may al ready have been exposed on the
northern walls. W' d best go right away and take a | ook."

Kasimr and the Captain finished their drinks.

In Eylau, as Captain A nagro expl ai ned while they wal ked, the di sposal of paupers' bodies,
and any ot her unidentified or unclainmed dead, was carried out atop a section of city wall, a tall
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spur of fortification about a hundred neters |ong, which currently went nowhere and protected

not hing. This section had becone di sconnected fromthe main walls of the city as a result of the
destruction of sone ancient war, and the subsequent rebuilding according to a different plan

Here, barely within the city's nodern walls, and four or five stories above the ground, the
remains were set out in the open air to be the prey of w nged scavengers. Many of these creatures
were reptilian; others, originally the product of experinments in magic and genetics, were hybrids
of reptile and bird.

There were no human dwel |l ings very near the isolated section of wall now called the
Paupers' Pal ace, except for a few huts of the poor and al nost honel ess, who fromtheir doorways
could contenplate what their own final fate in this world was likely to be

When the investigators arrived at the base of the nortuary wall, Captain A magro sought out
and spoke to a particular attendant. This man bowed and nurmured his respect for the Captain, and
passed the three visitors along to another man. This fellow conducted the three investigators up
a stone stairway, dangerously worn and crunmbling, to the wall's top

Here, under the | eaden sky, filling the broad strip of pavenent between the parapets, was a
scattered litter of nore-or-less dried hunan bones, with here and there a nore recent arrival
The ol der bones, pulverized and scattered, crunched underfoot; if you noved about at all there was
no way to avoid stepping on sone of them Kasinmr understood froma few words of expl anation
offered by the attendant that the bones finally rejected by the scavengers were gathered
periodi cally and burned or buried somewhere.

By now it had begun to drizzle again in Eylau, and Kasinir had heard people talking about
the fierce windstorms out over the desert. Up here atop the Paupers' Pal ace the drying-out of
corpses was undoubtedly being set back by the wet weather. The snell here at the nonent was
rather worse than at the | ast opened grave, out in the quarry, and Kasimr once nore pulled out an
amul et fromhis pouch of magical equipnent. Presently a scent of fresh mint began to domi nate.

At a word from Al magro the attendant who had escorted them upstairs pointed out the two
bodi es that had been brought in with knife wounds yesterday afternoon

VWat ever the losers of that fight mght have possessed in the way of clothing or val uables
had of course been stripped fromthem already, either before or after they arrived at this | ast
stop. By now, Kasimr noted, their eyes were nmissing as well, evidently the first gournet norsels
to be clainmed by the scavengers. One of these reptilian beasts, the size of a large vulture but
with iridescent scales, was in attendance now, and flew up heavily with a squeak of protest as the
men approached.

But certain itens of inportant evidence remmined, and it mght be possible to |l earn the
essentials, thought Kasimr, even without making a very close exani nation of these bodies.

One of themwas that of a red-haired, freckled man whose stocky build and thick Iinbs
i ndi cated that he had been strong, before soneone's narrow bl ade had opened those thin fatal
doorways in his chest.

"The treacherous forenman,"” Kasinmr conmented, alnost at first glance. He chose to
di sregard the fact that his words could be heard by Al nagro, who was standi ng back, watching
intently to see what his old friend would be able to make of this evidence. There would be no
keepi ng the Captain out of the matter now.

Wen Chang, kneeling by the first body, nodded abstractedly. In a nonent he had concl uded
his own exam nation, and stood up, brushing off his hands.

"Treachery is a powerful nedicine, and those who rely upon it are likely to die of an
overdose. It is easy enough to inmmgine the scene yesterday. A neeting, sonewhere near the river
bet ween the nurderous foreman Kovil, and the equally di shonest Eylau nerchant, w th each principa
supported by at | east one retainer. Fromthe beginning, an enlightened distrust on both sides,
who are strangers to each other. Then, the display of the stolen treasure-a vaster prize than
even avarice had i magi ned-and then the sudden flare of treachery and viol ence.”

In a monment he had turned his attention to the second body. It was that of a stranger to
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Kasimir, though it ought to have been identifiable, he thought, by anyone who had known the man in
life. This fellowtoo had died of blade wounds, and these wounds were larger, as if nade by a
full-sized sword, perhaps Stonecutter itself. By all reports eleven of the Twel ve-all except
Wiundheal er-were fine weapons apart fromthe nagi cal powers they possessed.

"This one has been neither prisoner nor overseer at a quarry in the desert,"” Wn Chang

muttered after a mnute, standing up again. "H s skin is everywhere too pale for that. | assune
he is some mnor crimnal of the city." Then he turned to Al nagro and asked: "I would like to see
the place where the bodies were found."

"Of course.”

They descended fromthe wall, and Kasinmir was able to put away his nagic scent. Next

Al magro conducted them back into the center of Eylau. Standing on the bank of the river, he
poi nted out the place where the bodies were said to have been found, drifting in a pool or |arge
eddy on the left bank of the river.

The Magi strate | ooked up and about, slightly upstream

"I see dark stains," he announced, "upon that w ndowsill."

Kasimr could see very little at the distance. But along with the Captain he followed the
Magi strate into an old building whose enpty wi ndows gaped out over the Tungri

The three investigators entered the building and clinbed to an upper level to find that
there were still bloodstains on the worn fl oor

"There is no doubt that the fight took place here," mused Wen Chang. "And whoever survived
took the trouble to dunp the bodies into the river, hoping thereby to postpone their discovery.
Ah, if only | had been able to inspect this place sooner! Cues have a way of vani shing quickly
with the passage of tine."

But Wen Chang soon gave up his lamenting and went to work, exam ning every centineter of
the scene with a thoroughness Kasinir found surprising-not so Al nagro, who had evidently seen
simlar performances in the past.

Soon the Magi strate was able to discover, on an inner wall of exposed brickwork, a place
where Stonecutter had left its distinctive marks. Kasimr could easily inmagine the great Sword,
swung in conbat, taking a small chunk neatly out of the solid wall-and then, its energy unsl owed,
going on to cut down someone

Al magro, scow ing, |looked at the place. He said: "I think you'd better tell ne the whole
story."

"We shall," Wen Chang proni sed

Kasi mir asked, "But then who has the Sword now?"

"Someone who was strong and fierce and cunning and | ucky enough to survive that neeting
yesterday. It seens that our task may be only begi nning."

CHAPTER 9

STILL standing in the roomwhere the fight had taken place, Wen Chang and Kasimr conpleted
the job of taking Captain Alnagro into their confidence regarding the true nature of their m ssion
in Eylau. The Captain, naturally anxious to hear the whole story, listened eagerly.

He had of course heard of the Twelve Swords, and was naturally inpressed with the val ue of
such a treasure. "Small wonder, then, that these scumare killing each other over it. And you
say the dead man with the red hair was really a foreman on one of the Hetman's stone quarry
gangs?"

"I have no doubt that it is the same man. He and a conpani on brought the Sword here to the
city. Doubtless Kovil-that was the forenman's nane-expected that his absence fromhis post would
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not cause any problens until they had conpleted the sal e-and once he had his fortune in hand it
woul d no | onger matter."

The Captain shook his head. "As a rule those convict-Ilabor places are not very well
supervi sed. Not even the ones with the really dangerous people in them | don't doubt he thought
he could get away with it."

"And is the quarry in question populated with really dangerous people, as you call then"

"Ardneh bl ess you, Magistrate, that one gets sone of the worst. The worst in the line of
ordinary, nonpolitical crooks, |I nmean. | heard a judge tell a convict that hanging was too good
for him and then send himthere for ten years-which in the quarry is the sane as life."

"And where, | suppose, even the worst offender nay be al nost forgotten, and ignored.” Wén
Chang | ooked worried. "Almagro, | want you to arrest Kovil's hand-picked replacenment, Unmar, now,
and bring himinto the city. Preferably to some quiet place where | may be able to question him
in privacy, and no one else will pay too nuch attention. Meanwhile it night be a good idea to
preserve the body of the red-haired man, so that Umar can be confronted with it, and shown that at

| east he has nothing to fear fromthat quarter any longer. Then, perhaps, he will tell us who
Kovil took with himas a conpanion fromthe quarry. |If Umar still hesitates to tell us the truth
about that, a matching of the records at the quarry with the prisoners still actually there may be
necessary to tell us who is nmissing. | want to know the identity of the second man."

"Because he's nost |ikely the one who has the big knife now "

"Exactly. And, by the way, there is something else that you should know, ny friend. A
| arge reward has been promised me if nmy search in this city can be brought to a successfu
conclusion. You will remenber fromour past dealings that | aminclined to share such rewards
generously."

"l remenber that fact very well, Mgistrate! And I'Il certainly see what | can do about
fulfilling all your requests. But reward or not, renmenber that | can prom se nothing."

On leaving the riverside building, the three separated. Al magro had plenty of officia
work to occupy him Kasinir had an appointment in the afternoon to nmeet Natalia, and he did not
want to miss it. And Wen Chang was now rat her anxious to get back to the inn, fearing that in his
absence the elderly caller of yesterday mght return, and Lieutenant Kom would after all not
detain him

Kasimr, hearing this fear expressed as the two wal ked toward the inn, remarked: "You have
little faith in Kom, then?"

"I adnmit that | have some doubts about him" The Magistrate refused to el aborate on that.

As soon as Kasimr and his nmentor arrived at the Inn of the Refreshed Travel ers, Wen Chang
fired questions at Lieutenant Komi, but the replies were disappointing. The Firozpur officer said
he had seen nothing of yesterday's elderly visitor. There had been a couple of other people in
t oday aski ng about antique weapons, but when Wen Chang had heard the details of these inquiries he
judged neither of themto be of any inportance.

When Kasinir asked Komi a routine question about his nen, the lieutenant responded in a
satisfied voice that alnost all of themhad so far kept out of trouble-the one exception was of
smal |l moment, involving as it did only one trooper, and a minor altercation in a tavern, which
fortunately had been resol ved before anyone had called in the Watch

Wen Chang put in a question: "I don't suppose it had anything to do with the sale or
purchase of antique weapons?"

“Not hi ng what soever, sir."
"I thought not. You are continuing to send out w nged nessengers to your prince?"

"I'"ve dispatched a couple, sir.
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"Have any yet returned?"

"No sir." For the first tinme in Kasimr's experience, Kom |ooked worried. "They say that
there are sandstorns over the desert. Flyers going either way might have trouble getting
t hrough. "

"Too bad. And are your nen all present and ready for duty now?"

"Yes sir. Wth one exception." The lieutenant went on to assure the Magistrate that the
one exception was only a trooper-not the sane one who had had the fight-who had rel atives in what
was called the Desert Quarter of the city. It was called that because of the high proportion of
fornmer nonads anong its popul ation. That trooper had gone, with Kom's |eave, to pay his
relatives a brief visit.

Wen Chang ordered the officer to grant no nore | eaves for the nonent-the one already
aut horized could remain in force-and turned to gaze out the third-floor window. The internittent
rain had now stopped for the tine being, |eaving picturesque puddles in the courtyard. Now, as
the sun energed briefly frombehind a cloud, sone of these puddles turned to rai nbow pool s,
stained with spilled dye fromthe cargo of sone nerchant's |oad beasts.

Wthout turning fromthe wi ndow, the Magistrate said to Kasinmr: "So far we have observed
three different groups in the city, any one of which in ny opinion is likely to have the Sword in
their possession now, or to very shortly gain possession of it fromour nysterious forner quarry
man. For the tine being | intend to concentrate our investigation upon these groups.”

Al ready the sun was gone behind clouds again, and already rain had once nore begun to fall
maki ng a steady drip fromeaves and gutters just outside the window Kasinmr said: "The first
group, | take it, are the authorities at the Red Tenple."

"If you wish you nay count themas the first-if you include with themthe scul ptor Robert
de Borron."

"Then is it true that you don't think the Red Tenple are really the nost likely
candi dat es?"

"I did not say that."

Kasimr sighed. "Well, | shall of course find out all that |I can about them and about the
scul ptor-from Natalia when | see her today."

"Do so by all means. But if she tells you nothing of interest, we nay have to institute
sonme stronger neasures there-you see, | aminterested in the Red Tenple. Were and when are you
going to neet her?"

"Inside the White Tenple, in about an hour and a half." Kasimr at the windowtried to

judge the height of the clouded sun. "It seenmed a good place to arrange a casual encounter."
Wen Chang nodded his approval. "No doubt it will serve."
"So, then, we cone to the second group under suspicion. | presune themto be the people at

the Bl ue Tenpl e?"

"Yes. Naturally their |eaders would want to gain such a treasure if they could. They have
probably al ready convinced thensel ves that their organization has an inherent right to possess
anything so valuable. And | amsure that Mstress Hednark woul d seize any opportunity that m ght
arise to use the Sword in her work. Wether she knows that it is nearby and might be avail able

." Wen Chang shrugged.

"I suppose there's no doubt that Stonecutter would carve a snall stone as neatly and easily
as a great one?"

“In ny mind there is none. It is ny understanding that the god Vul can forged that blade to
cut stones, and that is precisely what it will do, with divine power. Though neither of us has
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ever seen the Sword or handled it, we have now seen enough of its work to feel confident on that
poi nt."

"I agree with you that Mstress Hednark will be trying to get her hands on it if she can."

"Yes . . . Kasimr, |I amof two m nds about going public with our search. | nean
spreading the word as widely as possible that the Sword is lost, and that it is definitely the
property of Prince al-Farabi-which is close enough to the exact truth for our purposes. There are
certainly difficulties, but still it will be well to have made that point, so that when the Sword
is recovered the Prince's claimwll be well established.”

"You said 'when the Sword is recovered,' Magistrate. | adnire your confidence."
Wen Chang smiled dryly. "It is a useful quality."”

Kasi mir paused for a nonment, cleared his throat, and shook his head. "So, after the Bl ue
Tenple we cone to the third group of suspects, who, | take it, nust be the gang- if that is the
right word for an organi zati on sone of whose nenbers nust be quite respectabl e-associated with the
crooked nerchant, lately deceased. Judging by what we have heard of themso far, they would
cheerfully try to steal the wings off a denmon, if they thought they had even the renotest chance
of getting away with it."

"You are probably correct. On the other hand, the professional crimnals mght be easier
for us to deal with in one respect at least. They mght be willing to collect a ransom and return
their loot to al-Farabi or his representatives. And they mi ght even be disposed to be reasonabl e
about the price, considering that the alternative would be severe prosecution-perhaps | nean
persecution-by the authorities. W could certainly collaborate with our friend the Captain in an
effort to provide that.” Wen Chang fell silent, regarding his younger friend attentively, as if
waiting for his reaction

Kasi mir considered. "So, the question becones, which of these three groups actually has,
or is nost likely to get, Stonecutter? |If Kovil's nysterious bodyguard carried it away fromthe
scene of the fight by the river, has he yet managed to sell it to one of then? O possibly to

soneone el se al toget her ?"

The Magistrate's eyes were even narrower than usual. "It would not be wi se to dissipate
our energies too widely. W wll concentrate upon the three groups that | have naned."

Kasimr found hinself a little irritated by the dogmatic tone of that |ast sentence. "Of
course, you are in charge of the investigation. Though |I suppose it is possible that the Sword of
Siege is really with soneone el se al t oget her?"

"Yes, many things are possible."” Wn Chang's tone was even; if Kasimr had hoped to provoke
an expl anation he was di sappointed. "Nevertheless, | repeat, we are going to confine our
attentions to those three groups, at |least for now So you had better prepare yourself for your
meeting with the agent you have recruited to spy on the Red Tenple."

The physician needed only a few nminutes to conplete the few preparati ons he thought

necessary. Wen he was ready to go, he paused on his way out. "There is one other matter that |
cannot stop wondering about: the identity of our original thief, whose body we found buried at the
quarry. Perhaps it is only because | actually saw himin the act; | suppose that it hardly

matters any |onger who he was."

The Magi strate hesitated. Then he said: "On the contrary, | should say that it matters a
great deal ."

"Eh? \hy?"
Wen Chang | eaned back in his chair. "There are several interesting points about that nan
To begin with, there is the fascinating fact that, as you describe the event, he found it

necessary to slit the wall of your tent twce."

"I admit that | puzzled for some time over that detail. But | could see no good reason for
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it."

"Per haps you are not approaching the question properly. O course your attitude may be
justified-people sonetimes do unreasonabl e, inexplicable things."

"Yes, they do. You said you found nore than one point about the nman to be interesting?"

"I consider it also very interesting that the thief was working fromthe start in
accordance with a plan, that the theft was not the nere seizing of an opportunity.”

“"Well, the only real evidence for his having a plan, it seems to ne, is the fact that he
brought al ong an extra riding-beast. Indicating, of course, that he intended to rescue the first
prisoner fromthe road-building gang. But he did not bring along two extra nounts. So we may
deduce that the second rescue, that of the prisoner at the quarry, was not planned fromthe start.
It was an inprovisation, undertaken perhaps only at the suggestion of the first prisoner to gain
the freedom of soneone el se.”

"Very good, Kasimr! W will make an investigator of you yet. Wat el se have you been
able to deduce fromthese facts?"

"Wl | -nothing as yet."

"As you continue your efforts there are a couple points you ought to keep in mnd. First,
no one is likely to steal one of the Twelve Swords with the sole object of using it to free a
prisoner fromthat road-building gang. That could be acconplished much nmore easily ..." Wn
Chang's voice trailed off. H's eyes appeared to be gazing at sonmething in the distance, over
Kasi mir's shoul der.

"Magi strate?"

"A thought has struck nme. Never mind, go to your neeting. Learn all that you can fromthe
interesting Natalia. Wat you |learn may be of great inportance.”

Kasi mr set out, pondering the situation as he walked. He had to pay careful attention to
where he was goi ng, because his goal this tine was in a different part of the city fromthose
whi ch he had previously visited.

The White Tenple of Eylau, like nost of its kind around the world, was a | arge, pyram da
building. This exanple was faced with white marble, while a good many others Kasinir had seen
were only painted white. And in this building, as in alnost all Wite Tenples everywhere, a good
part of its sizable volune was devoted to hospital facilities. Here no one who cane seeking food
or medi cal care or energency shelter would be turned away. Nor woul d anyone be absolutely forced
to pay, though donations were solicited fromall who appeared able to give anything at all

Kasimr's appointnent with Natalia was in the Chapel of Ardneh, also a standard feature of
nmost White Tenples. Here the chapel was |ocated about hal fway up the slope-sided structure. It
was a white, large room well lighted by many windows in its slanting outer wall. The roomheld a
nunber of plain wooden chairs and benches. Above the altar an O d Wrld votive |ight burned
steadily, a pure whiteness without flame or snoke. The altar itself was domi nated by a nodern
i mge of the ancient god Ardneh. Images of Ardneh as a rule-this one was no exception- were
al rost always at least partially abstract, in keeping with the idea that the eternal foe of the
archdenon Orcus was essentially different fromall other gods.

This particular i mage was an assenbl age of bronze bl ocks and sl abs, |ooking eerily bluish
because of sone quality in the perpetual glow of the votive |ight above.

Kasimr took a seat near the mddle of the sinply furnished chapel and | ooked around him
at the few others who had conme to this place for worship or neditation.

There was one nore statue in the chapel, this one of the god Draffut. Carved of sone brown
stone, it stood in its own niche or grotto off to one side. In this imge, as tall as a nman, the
popul ar Lord of Beasts and of Healing |ooked |like nothing nore, Kasimr thought, than a dog
standing on his hind legs. During the last few years a runor had swept across the land to the
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effect that Draffut was recently dead; of course a great many people held that the Beastlord, like
the ot her gods, had been dead for many years. Meanwhil e considerable nunbers of folk continued to
insist that sonme of the gods or all of themwere still alive, and woul d conme back one day to call

peopl e to account for what they had been doing in the divinities' absence.

Natalia entered the chapel shortly after Kasinmir had arrived, and canme quietly to take a
chair beside his. She was dressed in a skirt and bl ouse and sandals with narrow straps, nore
citified clothing than when Kasimr had seen her |ast, though hardly of any higher quality.

"Hope |I'mnot late," she whispered denurely.

"Not at all." Actually he had rather enjoyed the interval of waiting, the chance for
peaceful neditation. He might not want to work all day in a Wite Tenple, but they were good
pl aces to visit, havens where you could sit as long as you wi shed and not be bothered, unless it
m ght be by one of your fellow visitors. Street people now and then cane in to take up
collections for this or that, or frankly as beggars. None were ejected, as a rule, unless others
conpl ai ned about themto the Wite Guards.

But, back to business. "How did the nodeling go?" he asked.

"Not as enbarrassing as | had feared-and actually they paid me a trifle nore for it than
had expected."

"That's good. But | suppose you've seen nothing of what | wanted you to | ook for?"
"Nothing, | amsorry to say."
"And you go back there tonorrow?"

"That's right. He says he'll want ne for several days yet at least. |It's the naster
hinself |I'mposing for."

"De Borron, then. Good. What kind of tools is he using to work the stone?"

She blinked at himsolemly as if she understood this question must be inportant but coul d
not think why. "A hamrer and a chisel. Several different chisels actually. Nothing Iike the
special itemthat you described to nme."

"Al'l right. And you haven't nentioned that special itemto anyone el se-hey?"

"Not at all. O course not. You told ne not to." Natalia's new | owcut upper garnent
showed a | ot of pale skin below the former neckline of the old peasant blouse. Her hair was now
worn in a new style too, Kasimr realized vaguely, though it still |ooked like strings of
di shwat er .

He asked her: "Wo else is present in the studio?"

"It's about the sane as when you were there, people comng and going. D d you want me to
try to keep track of then?"

"Not necessarily. No, you'd better just concentrate on the inportant thing."

Their conversation about conditions in the Red Tenpl e neandered al ong, pausi ng when a
stooped old priest in white robes noved cl ose past themon his way to light a candle at the altar

Kasimr was comng slowy to the realization that he found hinself attracted to this woman.
Sonewhere in his mind, not very far below the surface, he resented the idea of the scul ptor and
all those red-robes staring at her body. The truth was that he wanted to stare at it hinself.

But the purpose of this neeting of course was business. Instead of inviting Natalia to his
room he asked her if she would |like sonething to eat or drink. As before, she accepted, and they
moved to a nearby tavern where they enjoyed sone food and drink. He also passed over the coins
due her for her day's observations and report.
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Telling hinmself it was his duty to beconme better acquainted with his agent, he justified
somewhat prol onging the neeting; and the truth was that they each enjoyed the other's comnpany.
They exchanged sone opinions upon art, and nedicine, and life.

But soon Natalia was growi ng restless; she had other things to do, she said, and didn't
vol unteer any hint of what they were. Kasimr didn't volunteer any questions. |Instead he went
back to the inn al one.

It was near dusk when he arrived again at the sign of the Refreshed Travelers, and he felt
somewhat tired. It had been a |l ong and busy day, beginning with his and Wen Chang's visit to the
Bl ue Tenple in the norning.

But the long day was not over yet.

As soon as he entered the stable below their rooms, he discovered Lieutenant Konmi and his
men, fully armed and nobilized. Wwn Chang was there too and they were waiting for Kasinmr, in
fact al most on the point of nmounting up and | eaving without him Kom and his nen | ooked ready
and willing to say the |east; the days of boredomwere evidently beginning to tell on them

Wen Chang said: "Wbrd has just cone from Captain Almagro. He has |ocated one of the men
who was in the fight yesterday, in which our foreman Kovil was killed. The nman we want is hidden
in an infanmous den of thieves, and Al magro would |ike our help in digging himout."

The cl ouds of sleep were cleared in a nonment fromKasimr's brain. "Then | amready!"
CHAPTER 10

INacity with a population the size of Eylau's there would al ways be | arge nunbers of folk
awake and wanting light, and the city would never know total darkness as long as |anps and torches
could be made to burn. But night was on the way to enfolding Eylau as conpletely as it ever did
before Wen Chang and Kasimr were ready to nount their riding-beasts. As soon as they were
mount ed, and Lieutenant Komi and his troop of Firozpur soldiers were in the saddl e behind them
their small force set out fromthe inn. The soldiers' uniforns and sone of their weapons were
ef fectively conceal ed under their desert capes.

Ri di ng cl ose beside Wen Chang at the head of the little colum was a sergeant of the city
Watch. This was the man who had been sent by Captain Alnmagro, to inform Al nagro's partners that
he was about to launch the raid, to request their help, and to guide themto the site as quickly
as possi bl e.

Kasimr, riding just behind Wen Chang and their gui de, was w de awake now, not tired at
all; the excitenent of the chase was growing in him So far their nmounts were able to naintain a
rapi d pace; at this hour the darkened streets of the city held conparatively few people, and those
who found thenselves in the way of the silent, businesslike procession quickly noved aside.

Streets in the vicinity of the Inn of the Refreshed Travel ers were conparatively broad.
But it soon becane apparent that their guide was |leading theminto a very different portion of the
city. As they approached the district where the raid was to take place, the streets grew narrower
and their w ndings even nore convol ut ed.

Thi s gradual constriction continued for sone mnutes, during which tinme the party, now
often riding in single file, nade the best speed possible. Then their guide signaled themfor
even sl ower novenent, and |ess noise.

They had now cone in sight of distant |anps, sparkling on a broad expanse of water.
Kasimr realized that they were now once nore near the bank of the Tungri, which here as el sewhere
inthe city was lined with docks and warehouses. He had no way to tell how far this site m ght be
fromthe place where the bodi es had been found. Boats bearing lights were passing in the night.
Though the sea was thousands of kiloneters distant, the river here evidently bore a great vol une
of local freight and passenger traffic.

In this section of the nmetropolis the residential area closest to the docks and warehouses
was obviously a slum On both sides of the street, tenenents | eaned agai nst each other. Few
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lights showed in these cl ose-packed, ranmshackle buildings. The torches carried by a couple of the
Firozpur troopers made a noving island of light in the narrow, dusty street.

In this nei ghborhood the people who appeared in the street were |osers, the Enperor's
children if Kasimr had ever seen the type. These slumdwellers were quicker than people in other
nei ghbor hoods had been to scranmble out of the way of the advancing columm. Anonynmous voi ces
hi dden on roofs and in wi nhdows above call ed out oaths and comments agai nst the nounted nen bel ow,
whom they took for a patrol of the Watch

Presently the sergeant who was riding beside Wn

Chang pulled his nmount to a halt. C ose ahead, two figures, one of themcarrying a smnal
torch, had just emerged fromthe mouth of a dark alley. 1In a nonent Kasimr was able to recognize
the man hol ding the torch as Captain Al nagro.

The Captain came forward on foot and greeted his two chief coll eagues eagerly but quietly
as they swing down out of their saddles. Then he led themjust inside the nouth of the alley,
where he introduced themto his conpanion, a m ddl e-aged man who toni ght woul d be naneless in the
line of duty, a wizard in the enploy of the Wtch

"Before we discuss anything else,” the Magistrate murnured to his old friend, "tell me
whet her you have nanaged to take care of the itens | requested at our |ast neeting."

"I have set things in motion," said Almagro. "That is all | have been able to do so far."
"Then that is all that | can ask."

Next the Captain conducted a | owvoiced briefing for the new arrivals, on the subject of
the com ng action.

The building he nmeant to raid had been abandoned as a warehouse several years ago, and was
now notorious as a den of thieves and cutthroats. On |ooking out of the nouth of the alley where
they now stood they could see it, just visible at the end of the street, |ess than a hundred
meters away. The old warehouse was four or five stories high-depending on how you counted certain
i rregul ar additions-and contai ned perhaps as many as a hundred roons. Almagro's basic plan was to
break into the place through several entrances at the sane tine.

The Captain had assenbled a dozen of his own nen here in the alley, and with the
rei nforcenments provided by the Firozpur he planned on being able to conduct the raid with
overwhel ming force. An attack on such a scale would surprise whatever crimnals were in the
buil ding, and with any luck at all none of themwould be able to get away.

The official wizard followed the Captain's briefing with a reassuring prediction that the
gang in the building would be able to mount little or no magi cal resistance to the raid.

After Wen Chang had approved the plan of attack, the Watch sergeant who had served as gui de
took over the job of show ng Lieutenant Koni exactly where his disnmunted nmen shoul d be depl oyed.
More than a score of feet went shuffling off into the darkness. A couple of other Watch patrol nen
were going to remain in this alley, keeping watch over the riding-beasts.

Al magro announced that he hinself, with the Watch-wi zard beside him was going to direct
operations fromstreet |level, while the Magistrate and Kasimr were to acconpany the party
attacki ng through the roof. Wn Chang approved this proposal too.

Before |l eaving his two unofficial colleagues, the Captain cast a worried glance at Kasimr,
t hen shook his head and pronounced a | ast-m nute warning.

"Doctor, there are a good many people in that building who aren't exactly going to wel cone

us with open arnms when they see us. So mind yourself. |In fact it mght be a good idea if you
stayed here, with the men who'll be watching our riding-beasts, until the fighting' s done."
"Nonsense, | can take care of nyself." Kasinmir's tone was a little stiff; perhaps nore than

just alittle. "I carry a dagger. And if one of your nen will loan nme his cudgel, | amquite
prepared to answer for nmy own safety.”

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20...st%20Swords%203%20-%20Stonecutter's%20Story.txt (54 of 111) [2/4/03 9:51:23 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/ Saberhagen,%20Fred%620-%20L 0st%20Swords%203%20-%20Stonecutter's%20Story.txt

Al magro gl anced at Wen Chang, shrugged, and turned to one of his own nen nearby to give a
qui et order. Kasinir accepted with thanks the oaken cudgel that was handed to him The weapon
was half a meter long, and weighted at one end. At the other end was a | eather thong by which the
I club could be secured to its wielder's wist. Kasinr had observed that cudgels like this were
standard Watch equi pnent in Eylau, though tonight of course the nen enbarking upon the raid had
equi pped t hensel ves with heavi er weapons, including swords and axes.

Kasimr tucked the club into his belt, where it rested between two of the bul gi ng pouches
of his augnented medical kit. Then he signed that he was ready.

Wen Chang before | eaving the inn had buckled on a |ovely rapier, and now he was naki ng sure
of the fit of this weapon in its sheath. Kasimr had once or twi ce seen this sword anong the
Magi strate' s bel ongi ngs, though he had never seen himwearing it until now.

Wth everything in readiness, Alnmagro's two unofficial allies followed himthrough the
al l ey, which was pitch-black except for his small, guttering torch. But the Watch officer seened
to know his way as well as a blind man on a famliar route.

Pausi ng after they had gone about a hundred neters, the Captain whispered to his conpani ons
that they were about to enter a building, another next door to the one they were about to raid.
They stood in a doorway of this building, another abandoned-| ooki ng warehouse, on the side
opposite their target structure. A ruined door on the level of the alley offered a sinister
wel come, and once they were inside the building they confronted a tottering, treacherous stairway
that Al magro whi spered would bring themall the way up to the roof.

The darkness i medi ately surrounding their torchlight as they clinbed was quiet, while
crude music and drunken | aughter sounded froma few buildings away. The night air snelled of the
nearby river, an odor half fresh and half polluted. Kasimr listened in vain for any sounds from
el sewhere in the building they had entered, or fromthe other assault parties, which ought to be
getting into position at this nonent. |f all was going according to the plan Al magro had hastily
outlined, two groups woul d be approaching at street level, and two nore through wi ndows on upper
floors, one reached by a | adder, one by a low roof. This assault upon the roof would conplete the
encirclement, and if everything went well the wanted people should be trapped with their | oot
i nsi de.

The group approaching the front door had the npst delicate task. They were nostly
Firozpur, on the theory that no one inside would be likely to recognize the desert troopers; but
the group included one sergeant of the Watch. It would be his responsibility to raise a |oud
outcry at the proper nonent, signaling the other assault teans that the tine had cone for themto
make their noves.

Meanwhi | e, Wen Chang, Kasimr, and their group had reached the roof of the warehouse. A
nmonent | ater they had gained the roof of the target building, equally high, by the sinple
expedi ent of stepping over to it across a gap of space less than a neter w de.

The noon had cone out clearly now, probably, thought Kasimr, it would soon be obscured
again by fast-noving clouds, but nmeanwhile it was a very useful source of illum nation on the open
roof, above the narrow, tw sting canyons of the streets. Kasimr could see that there were two or
perhaps three trapdoors in the roof, which was basically a tarry surface under a |layer of |ight
boards. Its contours forned a wilderness of little peaks and gabl es and ridges, pierced here and
there by a skylight. Probably all the skylights had once been covered with oiled skin or paper
but the ones that Kasimr could see were now broken open to the weather. Iron bars, rusted but
form dable, still defended these openi ngs agai nst human entry.

Two of the Watch troopers anong the assault party on the roof, working under a sergeant's
direction, blocked two of the three visible trapdoors cl osed, wedgi ng them shut with pieces of
| umber pulled fromthe top of the rui ned wooden parapet. Then they prepared to break in through
the renai ni ng entrance.

Pl aci ng t hensel ves one on each side of the third trapdoor, the burly patrol men hefted their
axes and waited for a signal
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Presently it canme, in the formof raucous voices raised fromstreet |evel, |oudly demandi ng
to be allowed entrance.

The axes poi sed over the rooftop fell together. Al npst simultaneously there sounded from
several directions, near and far, a crashing and splintering of wood, a rending of thin nmetal.
The other entrances to the building were being attacked on schedul e.

Kasi mir saw now that the onslaught against the roof entrance was being directed not against
the trapdoor itself, which was reinforced with netal bars and perhaps with nagic as well. |Instead
the axes fell in a rapid rhythmupon the roof just at one side of the designed entrance. Under
their repeated blows a hole had al ready appeared and was growi ng rapidly. Doubtless the basic
construction of this building had not been particularly sturdy to begin with, and decay had
weakened some of the structural nenbers

VWil e the choppers plied their tools Kasimr, holding one lighted torch, was busy lighting
others fromit, and handing themout to the nmenbers of the attacking party who stood by in
r eadi ness.

The roof was quickly pierced, and in a few nore noments the hole had been enlarged to the
size of a man's head. The sergeant barked an order, and when the axmen paused he went down on his
belly beside the hole. Sliding an armthrough it, he was able to release the bar that held the
trapdoor closed. It fell inside the roombelow, with the crashing of sone honenmade al arm system
to add to the noise. Only the one fastening had secured the trapdoor, and now it swung up easily.

There were no stairs or |adder inside, but Wen Chang was ready. Wile others held torches
for him he dropped lithely through. A nonent later he called for the others to follow, and the
Watch poured in after him one nan at a tinme. Kasinir, as he had reluctantly agreed, was |ast.
Left alone for a nonent on the roof, he sat on the edge of the opening, hung for an instant by one
hand fromthe edge, then Il et go and dropped.

Landing easily on the bare floor, he found hinmself still alone. The other menbers of his
party had already hurried ahead, |eaving the small unfurnished roomthrough its only other door
Rai sing his torch, Kasimr saw that this stood at the head of a narrow stairs that | ed down to the
floors bel ow

Cries of alarmand anger, acconpani ed by the clash of arms, were resounding from down there
now. Holding his torch aloft in his left hand, his right ready to draw a weapon, Kasimr hurried
after the Watchnen and Wen Chang.

The stairs went down only one flight, to a flat space w th unprom sing darkness on every
side. Nearby a hole in this floor, with the top of a | adder protruding through it, offered a way
to continue the descent. As Kasimr approached the hole he could hear the voices of his conrades,
al ong with other noises, conmng fromdown there. It mght be that only the lower levels of this
bui | di ng were inhabited tonight.

VWen he reached the foot of the ladder, Kasimr could see di mpassageways | eading off in
three directions. At the far end of the passage to his right, he could see torches in rapid
nmotion, as if their holders mght be dancing. Kasimr caught a single glinpse of Wen Chang, cloak
wrapped around his left armand rapier active in his right hand, before a door slammed in between,
cutting off the physician's view of his partner.

Kasimr ran recklessly toward the action, stunbling through darkness. He burst into the
roomin which he had seen the Magistrate, to find Wen Chang gone but the situation now well in
hand. A lantern burning on a table illuninated the room and doors in the other walls were
standi ng open. In this roomthree people renmained, two of the Watch having one of their prey
boxed into a corner. The man had a bl ade in each hand, and both were active. But in a nonent,
after a brief flurry of action, the man resisting arrest was cut down.

Kasimr picked up the lantern fromthe table and brought it close to the fallen figure. No
| engt hy exam nation was needed; the nman was obvi ously dead.

Hurrying on, Kasimr entered a | arge room where | oot that nust be the product of a hundred
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robberies was stacked in several piles. Here were stolen golden candl esticks, over there a
collection of silver plate, on the far side of the rooma pile of drinking vessels of horn and
wood, inlaid with gold and silver, and snmall open boxes that glinted with precious nmetals. Wen
he held his torch closer to another pile nearby he could see the wink of gold fromthe covers and
edges of finely bound books. Wether the Sword finally proved to be in this building or not, the
Wat ch woul d have a goodly profit fromtheir raid, in the formof a haul of loot, at |east sone of
whi ch woul d presumably find its way back to its rightful owners

And still shouts and the uproar of conflict sounded from sonewhere below. Kasimr found a
way down and descended yet another level, estimating as he did so that he nust now be very little
if at all above the level of the street outside. Here, amid a labyrinth of roons, torches and
lanterns were plentiful. It was obvious that the main drama of the raid was being enacted here.

When the physician entered the next room it appeared to himfor a nonent that he had just
m ssed all the excitenent. The people here had apparently surrendered just before he entered.
Four or five men and a couple of wonmen, one or two of themwell-dressed and all of them | ooking
sullenly enraged, were being herded together in preparation for their being searched; one of the

wonen was still screaming insults at the invaders, warning themto keep their hands off her
Kasi mir | ooked around quickly, then demanded of the roomin general: "Were's the
Magi strat e?"

One of the patrolmen answered with an econonical notion of his head. Moving down anot her
passage in the direction indicated, Kasimr felt a nmonmentary sensation, the plucking of sone
fadi ng defensive nagic, a nonent of disorientation as he passed through a doorway. It must, he
t hought, have been only a third-rate defensive spell to begin with, because the nonent weapons
were drawn it had faded |ike sone night-bloomng flower. There would be no point in calling upon
Almagro's wizard to deal with anything so trivial

Looking for the Magistrate, the physician found hinself nmonentarily al one, out of sight of
anyone who had cone with him

A faint sound froma dark side passage nade Kasimr turn his head. The warning had cone
just in tinme; he found hinmself confronted by a wild-faced man, who struck at Kasimr with a
desperate blow. Turning with a sinmultaneous thrusting notion of the torch in his left hand,
Kasimr did his desperate best to parry. The assailant flinched away fromthe torch at the | ast
nmoment, and his first stroke at Kasinmr mssed.

Kasimr swirled his cloak, which was partly wapped round his left arm and continued with
thrusts and feints of the torch in his left hand to do his best to distract the eneny. The nan
who had a long knife in his hand, fell back.

A nonent |later Kasimr had drawn the cudgel fromhis belt with his right hand.

The two men stal ked each other. Kasinmir, doubly armed, felt stoutly confident of being
able to hold his own.

In this situation tinme was on Kasinmr's side, and he called out for help. As soon as he
did this the other man lunged at himagain. Kasimr parried with the torch as best he could,
stood his ground and swung his club, hitting his assailant on the shoulder. The Iong knife went
clattering to the fl oor

A moment later, two Firozpur troopers had materialized in response to the physician's yell
destroying the local darkness with their torches and taking charge of the how ing prisoner

Resenting the tine consuned by the scuffle, Kasimr pushed on. He was still trying to
| ocate Wen Chang.

Sounds of another scuffle, in a dimalcove, distracted him Wen he held up his torch in
that direction, its light gleanmed on an arc of startling brightness, the flash of a | ong blade in
deadly notion. One dark figure with a long sword in hand was cont endi ng agai nst two ot hers,
menbers of the Watch, nore lightly armed. One of these two went down even as Kasimr watched, and
the other one dove to the floor a nonent later, trying to get out of the way of the I|ong bl ade.
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Could the full-sized sword be Stonecutter? The light was too poor to tell. Shouting
again, Kasimr noved forward. The floor here was worse than the stairway, rotten, weakened, and
unsafe; suddenly it bent and crackled under his additional weight. The man with the |ong Sword-
Kasi mir was suddenly convinced it was indeed Stonecutter that he sawturned toward him for the
nmonent sparing his |ast opponent.

When the stroke of the Iong blade cane Kasinmir could do nothing but throw up his right hand
hol di ng the cudgel in a sort of defensive reflex, at the sane nonent casting the rest of his body
backward. He felt an inmpact, but realized that he had survived.

Meanwhi | e the other surviving opponent, the one who had fallen to the floor unhurt, was not
willing to give up the fight. The figure on the floor withed up to strike at the swordsnman with
sone kind of cl ub.

Bef ore the hol der of the Sword could react, the whole treacherous portion of the floor had
given way. The people on it, living and dead, were plunged down to the next level, anmid a cloud
of dust and debris. The collapse was relatively slow, the inpact at the end of it somewhat
nmoderated, but it scattered the conmbatants and put an end to the fight.

Coughi ng and spitting dust, getting back to his feet as quickly as possible, Kasimr got
his back against a wall and | ooked around for the man with the Sword; but as far as he could tell
he was now quite al one.

The borrowed truncheon in his own hand felt strangely weightless, and he | ooked down at it.
At that point he began to understand how | ucky he had been not to | ose a hand, or at |east severa
fingers. He had felt the jarring inpact between oak and steel, and when he | ooked down at the
club still held to his wist by a thong he saw that only a wooden stunp remained of it. Mst of
the length of the tough oak had been sheared off neatly, only about two centinmeters above his
thunb and forefinger

As far as the physician could tell no magi cal power had been involved in the blow Nor had
any been needed. Kasimr stood for a nonent | ooking dazedly at the result, understanding now on a
deeper level than the intellectual what nust be the al nbst supernatural keenness of a Sword's
bl ade. He could appreciate also the deternmined strength of the armthat had driven the weighty
steel behind that edge.

Undanmaged except for a few bruises, he scranbled about on the reassuringly solid surface of
the | evel where he now found hinself, |ooking for any sign of the Sword, or the man who had been
carrying it. But both were gone.

More nmen of the Watch joined him as well as sone Firozpur troopers, and in response to
Kasimr's questions reported that the buil ding was being satisfactorily cleaned out.

Not wi shing to be delayed by their questions, he said nothing to them about his | ast
skirm sh. Instead he asked: "Where's the Magistrate got to now?"

"He's downstairs, sir.

Agai n Kasimr plunged on, finding a | adder and goi ng down, angry beyond words at having the
obj ect of his search alnmost within his grasp, then seeing it whisked away again. He had risked
his life but achieved nothing, nor was he at this nonent a centineter closer to gaining fina
possessi on of the Sword.

He had reached what he thought was al nost certainly the | owest |evel of the building-at
least it was partially below the | evel of the ground outside, as he could tell by the view through
a barred wi ndow before he again caught sight of Wen Chang. This time he was able to reach the
Magi strate's side before anything happened to keep them apart.

He seized himby the sleeve. "Magistrate, | have seen the Sword! For a noment | al nost-"

"I, too! The man who has it is down here now. Quickly, go that way! Carefully, for he is
deadl y dangerous."
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Wth gestures and a few hurried words the Magistrate, rapier in one hand and torch in the
other, directed Kasimr down one dimcorridor, then turned away and plunged down anot her hinself.

Kasimr, his own torch fallen and extingui shed sonewhere behind him noved into di mess as
silently as he could. Then he paused, holding his breath to listen

He could hear only the drip of water somewhere. And farther off, out of sight of the
hi dden desperation of this struggle, some slumdweller plunking a stringed instrunent.

And now, another sound, also faint, nuffled by walls and angles of walls. A nuffled
pounding . . . Kasimr stalked forward through the dim half-buried cellar.

Then he was once nore taken al nost conpletely by surprise. He caught one bright glinpse of
a long blade lifted high, in an energetic arm |In an instant, it was going to swing dow directly
at him

In the rush of novenent the hood covering the head of this new opponent fell back,
monentarily revealing the face. Kasimr had barely the space of a heartbeat in which to recognize
that the figure brandishing the sword-or Sword-at himwas definitely Natalia. The |light was bad,
and he had only a brief glinpse, but still the physician felt certain that he was not mi staken.

Again Kasinmr could only try to throw hinself out of a weapon's path. He nmight not have
succeeded, except that when the blade cane swinging at himthere was a hesitation, a hitch in the
swing that allowed Kasimr to survive.

The eneny rushed past him and a nonment |ater a heavy door had sl ammed behind the fleeing
figure.

Kasimr allowed hinself to remain dazed only for a nonment. Then, just as he was scranbling
to his feet, a shout in the Magistrate's voi ce sounded from somewhere behind him

Let Natalia go-he could not be certain that her weapon was the Sword. In a few nonents
Kasi mir had scranbl ed hal fway across the cellar to join Wen Chang and Captain Al nagro, who with
sonme of their nmen were holding a torchlight neeting in front of a closed and very substanti al -
| ooki ng door.

The Captain appeared to have relaxed a little.

"We've got him and the Sword too!l That's a blind wall on that side of the building.
There's no other way out of that room"”

But Wen Chang was al ready stepping back, shaking his head even as he sheathed his rapier
His eye net Kasimr's.

"Cone, quickly!" the Magistrate rapped out, and in a nonent was running for a stairs that
led up to the level of the street.

Kasimr ran after himimrediately, ignoring the Captain's startled, querulous call behind
them Already Kasimr thought he understood Wen Chang's haste.

Wen Chang in the lead, with Kasimr continually a step behind himand unable to catch up
the two of them negotiated the tortuous passages of the main floor, and burst out at last into the
night. Wen Chang as he ran was able to gather with hima hal f-conprehendi ng reinforcenment of
Watch and Firozpur warriors, a group whose footsteps pounded after Kasinmir. The nonent they were
out si de, Wen Chang | ooked back over his shoul der, beckoning to Kasimr.

"The wal |l of that basenment roomnust give on this alley to our right-quick!"

Kasimr and the Magistrate, a small nob of followers just behind them thundered around a
corner of the building into an alley. There was a heavy thuddi ng sound from sonewhere ahead, as
i f soneone, Kasinir thought, were still battering on a door and trying to break it down.

But before they had run hal fway down the alley, Kasimr realized that they were already too
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late. A nonment later they had come to the smoothly carved hole in the | ower stone portion of the
wall. The cut-out pieces of heavy stone were still lying where they had fallen fromthe touch of
the hurryi ng Sword.

Now someone was com ng through the hole. Kasimr stepped back and raised his cudgel. But
in a nonent the Iight fromthe torch he still held in his hand was falling upon the furious,
bearded features of Captain Al magro Understandi ng had come to the Captain too |late, and rage had
come with it. He now had a better understanding of Stonecutter's true nature.

But the Sword had now vani shed in the night, along with the nysterious person who now
possessed it.

CHAPTER 11

THE fighting in the old warehouse was over, the |ast sullen spasns of physical resistance
crushed. Now Kasimr the physician was called upon to tend the wounded.

There were not so many of these as he had begun to fear there would be; he estinmated now
that there nust have been about fifteen people in all in the building when the raid began, and
nore than one had probably escaped, but the great majority had given up without a fight as soon as
they becane aware of the strength of the attacking force.

Two of the small handful of occupants who had elected to fight, both of them nen, were
beyond the hel p of any surgeon, while another had suffered a badly gashed arm This |ast man
coul d be expected to live, and even to use his arm again, once Kasinir had stopped the bl eeding
and administered sone stitches. On the other side, one of the Watch had been run through with a
| ong bl ade and was dyi ng; another had sustained a knife cut on the hand. Casualties anmong the
Firozpur troopers were linited to one, who had hurt his leg, not too badly, falling through a
trapdoor between floors in the darkness.

Bef ore Kasinir had finished doing what he could for these people, the swift runners sent
out by Captain Almagro in pursuit of the unknown person carrying the Sword had returned to the
scene of the raid, reporting that they had failed even to catch sight of their quarry. No one was
surprised at their failure. There had been no real hope of overtaking the fugitive in darkness,
particularly not in the warren of streets and alleys making up this nei ghborhood, in which the
forces of law and order were at best unwel cone.

The Captain cursed his luck, and went on to the next thing. As part of his preparations
for the raid, Almagro had arranged to have a couple of heavy wagons, cages on wheels, brought up
to the building at the appropriate time. These had now arrived on the scene, and all of the
prisoners were bundled into them Wn Chang gave the catch of captives a cursory |ooking over,
but, having done so, showed no particular interest in any of them

Kasi mir had not yet nentioned to anyone the fact that he had recognized Natalia. But he
made the identification now, as soon as he had the chance to pull the Magistrate aside, and nmake
sure that the information reached his ears al one.

Wen Chang stared at himintently in the dimlight obtaining in the street. "You are sure?"
"Yes. | amcertain it was Natalia." "The light inside the building was very bad. You say you
cannot be sure that the weapon she was hol di ng was Stonecutter."

"True. Nevertheless, | amsure that it was she who held it." Again the noonlight cane and
went around them wth the passage of a cloud.

"Al'l right." Wen Chang sighed. "Let nme call Al magro over here and we will tell himalone
before we separate. But say nothing about this identification to anyone el se just yet."

"I won't." In a nmonent Al magro had joined them The Captain, not surprised that the
Magi strate had chosen to be suspicious of his subordinates, went through the sanme routine of
questioning the certainty of Kasimr's identification. Kasimr went through the sanme routine of
gi vi ng reassurances.

Wen Chang suggested in a low voice: "A matter that calls for thorough questioning of al
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your prisoners, old friend. To find out which of them m ght know her."

"I ndeed, they shall be questioned. Though nost of them nmay have to wait until tonorrowl
am goi ng to need sone sleep."

"And so are we. Good thought is inmpossible in a condition of great fatigue."”

Havi ng seen Almagro off with his pair of cage-topped wagons and their unhappy cargo, \Wn
Chang, Kasimr, and their mounted Firozpur escort returned to their inn, where they found that the
| andl ord had successfully guarded their quarters in their absence.

As they were mounting the narrow stairs to their third-floor roons, the Mgistrate suddenly
turned to his younger conpanion and dermanded: "Did she say anything to you?"

"Natalia? No. Nor | to her."

When they had entered their suite and closed the door, Wen Chang asked in a | ow voice: "Do
you think she knows that you were able to recogni ze her?"

Kasi mir considered the question very carefully. "lI'mnot sure,” he said at last. "But |
don't think so. But | believe that she knew ne."

n \le SO?”

"Because she night have been able to kill nme. But she didn't really try."

"Ah. | see. And you still have, or thought you had, another neeting with her schedul ed
for today." The tinme was now so far past mdnight as to be obviously norning.

Kasi mir sighed wearily. "That is correct."”
Wen Chang yawned, and shook his head as if he were now too tired to think effectively.

"What am | to do about the neeting?" Kasimr asked. "I expect you should try to keep it.
But not until you have had sone sleep."”

Kasimr did not awake, stiff and tired, until well past midnorning. At sone tine while he
sl ept a screen had been put up in front of his couch, and from beyond this ineffective shield he
could hear the energetic voice of the Magistrate. Wn Chang sounded |ike a nan who had been up
and about for quite sone tinme as he gave orders to the hotel servants who were just delivering
br eakf ast .

Sitting opposite Kasimr at the breakfast table a few mnutes |later, Wen Chang reported
that nmore news had just conme in from Al nagro, who had apparently spent a sleepless night after
all. Sonme of the prisoners who had been taken |ast night had been persuaded to provide sone
i nformati on about the person who had fled the ol d warehouse with the Sword.

" Good! "

"I amnot so sure it is. There is considerable disagreement anong their stories. One
pri soner confirns that the person he last saw with the Sword was a wonman, another insists he saw a
man getting away. But both agree on one thing: that certain crinmnal elenments within the city are
devel oping a plan to rob the Blue Tenple. Captain Al nagro says he has already sent this
information on to the Director of Security there."

"Well," said Kasimr, "that at |east ought to confirmyour status as a prophet in the eyes
of the Blue Tenple. But | wonder if the prisoners are just telling the Captain what they think he
wants to hear."

"It is quite possible. But there is nore. The final elenent in the Captain's | atest
communi cation to us has nothing to do with the interrogation of last night's prisoners, but still
| find it the nost interesting. |t concerns instead prisoner nine-nine-six-seven-seven, the man
who was freed fromthe road gang by the original Sword-thief. A magro inforns nme that nine-nine-
si x-seven-seven was a rural agitator, convicted of minor political offenses-nothing as egregious
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as those of Benjamn of the Steppe, we may suppose, or he woul d have been hanged, drawn, and
quartered too."

Kasimr waited, but there seened to be no nore. He asked: "And what does that tell us?"

"Do you not find it interesting too? And the squad that is to arrest Umar goes out this
nmorning. By the way, | suppose you are still intending to keep your appointnent with the Lady
Nat al i a t oday?"

"I think I nust try to do so, though after last night | have the nbst serious doubts that
she will be there. | suppose you are intending to have the Wiite Tenpl e surrounded, and arrest
her if she does show up?"

"On the contrary. If we did that we would have her, but we would not have the Sword. Nor
I think, would we be any closer to getting our hands on it. No, | amwlling to ganble on finding
a better way."

"Well then, if she appears | will try to open negotiations to get back the Sword, assum ng
she got away with it last night."

"Do so. And |let your behavior be guided by this fact: She will not risk comng to the
nmeeti ng unl ess she hopes to gain sonething of great inportance fromyou."

"What could that be, Wen Chang? |In the beginning she nust have recogni zed nme as an
i nvestigator, and made an agreenment with ne sinply to be able to keep an eye on the course of our
i nvestigation. Wat a fool | was!"

Wen Chang did not dispute the assessnent. "Perhaps you should have been a trifle nore
suspi ci ous of her all along."

"But now what can she and her people hope to gain of great inportance? From us?"

"W can hope that she-and the people who are in this with her, as you say-would like to
make a deal. An arrangenent, whereby we would cone into possession of Stonecutter-for a suitable
price, of course-after it has filled its purpose in their hands."

"What purpose are they likely to have for it, except to sell it? And why should she not
sell it to the highest bidder?"

"Wth the backing of Prince al-Farabi, we can nake our bid sufficiently high."

At this point the conference was interrupted by a tap at the door, followed by the
appear ance of Lieutenant Komi at the head of the stairs. The officer announced that the Bl ue
Tenpl e' s head of security had just arrived at the inn, and was insisting that his business could
not wait for even a few mnutes. The Director was demanding to see the Magistrate and his
associ at e.

"He'll wait, though, if you tell me that's what you want," Kom added hopefully. No one
outside the ranks of its outright worshippers |iked the Blue Tenple. And even within those ranks,
Kasi mir had observed, feelings about the upper hierarchy tended to be m xed.

"Keeping the gentleman waiting will serve no purpose.” Wen Chang sighed. "Let us hear what
he has to say."

Kom saluted and retreated to the roombelow. The Director's heavy-footed tread could soon
be heard clinbing the stairs, and in another nonent he was in the upper suite. He entered talKking
loudly, insisting in a domineering voice that sonmething nore had to be done to guard the Bl ue
Tenpl e's few remaini ng assets. He hinted that the Eylau branch at |east now tottered upon the
bri nk of bankruptcy; and if such an institution were to be forced into financial failure, the
damage done the whole community woul d be incal cul abl e.

Kasimr noted that here, in a nore or less public place, the Director made no direct
reference at all to the Orb of Maecenas.
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Wen Chang, for the nonment all diplomacy, adopted a soothing manner. He suggested the
posting of extra guards around the perinmeter of the Blue Tenple, and also in any of the roons that
were at or bel ow ground | evel, where thieves armed with the Sword of Siege should be nost |ikely
to effect their entrance.

The Director was not soothed, nor reassured. He protested that such neasures were easy
enough to suggest, but they cost noney, a great deal of noney. He demanded to know who the
Magi strate thought was going to pay for them

The Magistrate at last allowed sonme of his disgust to show. "Considering what niserable
pay you give the enlisted ranks of your security forces, the men and wonen who woul d actual |y
stand guard, such measures would certainly cost you nmuch I ess than the fee I would charge you
were | willing to act as your consultant."

Kasi mir considered that this was a good nmonment to apply sone di pl omacy hinmself. He
interrupted to announce his departure, and Wen Chang cane partway down the stairs with himto
offer a final word of friendly caution

Today Kasimr had not been sitting for long in Ardneh's chapel before a ragged street
urchi n approached, tugged at his sleeve, and asked if he were Kasimr the physician. As soon as
he had admitted his identity, the boy handed hima fol ded note.

The physician unfolded the griny scrap of paper and read its message while the boy stood
wai ting.

Kasimr-1 amnot going to nodel any |onger at the Red Tenple. Yet | would like to see you
once nmore. |If you would like to see ne again, follow the bearer of this nessage. Believe e, |
will be sorry if we can never neet again.

In friendship, Natalia

Kasimr read the note through twice, then folded it and put it in his pocket. It seened to
himthat the wordi ng of the nmessage gave no indication as to whether Natalia knew that he had
recogni zed her |ast night-or even whether or not she had been able to recognize him

He asked the urchin: "Wwo gave you this?"

The child returned no answer, but turned away silently and wal ked out of the chapel
Kasimr got to his feet and foll owed, staying close behind his guide.

They descended fromthe chapel and wal ked strai ght out of the Wite Tenpl e conpl ex.
W thout ever | ooking back the urchin entered the bazaar nearby, and noved through it on a zigzag

path. Still follow ng, Kasinr suddenly wondered if sonmeone, Wen Chang or an agent of the Watch
m ght now be following himin turn. |If so, it would be easy for anyone loitering in the bazaar to
see themand call of the schedul ed neeting. O course if it was Wen Chang hinself on Kasinmr's
tail, he was said to have the capability of making hinself invisible .

After a few nore unhurried and apparently random turns through the narketplace, the ragged
child turned suddenly down a side street, one even narrower than nost, where he continued to nove
unhurriedly along. Still the boy did not | ook back, and Kasimr remained five or six paces behind
hi m

At last his guide did turn. Stopping at a doorway, the urchin indicated with a brief
gesture that Kasimr was to enter it. Then he darted away to vanish in the crowded street.

Kasi mir | ooked the place over; at first glance it appeared quite innocuous, a cheap tearoom
three-quarters full of custoners. He went in. Seeing no one he could recognize, he took a chair
at one of the enpty tables and waited for what woul d happen next.

A waiter cane and he ordered tea. Then sonehow, before he had any clue that she was near
Natalia was standing at his table, pulling out a chair and sitting down.

She was dressed approxi mately as he had seen her at their |ast schedul ed neeting, and today
she | ooked tired but still energetic. Wien their eyes net, Kasimr did his best to | ook as
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i nnocent as he must have been when they first encountered each other

Natalia's expression was one of calmal ertness, which told hi mnothing. There was a nonent
of silence, which threatened to stretch out to an awkward | ength.

"So," Kasimr began at last, clearing his throat. "You have ceased to be a nodel ?"

"I posed this nmorning. But in another day or two | amgoing to quit." She paused. Her
remar kabl e eyes flickered, and her husky voi ce changed. "Kasimr-when did you | ast see ne?"

"At the sane nonent that you saw nme last." His tea had arrived, and he took a deliberate

sip, his eyes not leaving hers. "Wuld you like to order something?"
Natalia's total control of her expression |lapsed. "Al right. | amvery sorry that |
al rost killed you last night. The nonent | realized it was you, | gave up trying to kill you and

ran away instead."

"For which | amgrateful,” Kasinmr said. "W both survived last night, and | am gl ad of
it. Were is the Sword now?"

"First I would |ike sonme tea.” She put out a hand to detain a passing servant, and pl aced
her order. Then she turned back to Kasimr and spoke in a |low voice. "I cane here today, taking
a considerable risk, to talk to you about that."

He said briskly: "It seens we are both accustoned to taking sone risks in the course of our
jobs. How much do your people want for Stonecutter?"

Nat al i a shook her head. "I w sh you wouldn't be in such a hurry. 1It's not that easy."

"Why not? This is your business, isn't it? Stealing things and selling themfor the best
price you can get? O it's a good part of your business anyway, | should think."

"The idea seens to nmake you angry, Kasimr."

"Well, | suppose it does. |'mangry that you nade a fool of me. But that's beside the
point, isn't it?"

"I suppose it is. Well, as for selling you the Sword, | can't quite do that yet."
"What does that nmean? W haven't even started haggling about the price."

She turned her head to right and left, as if trying to nake sure that they were not being
overheard. It seened highly unlikely that anyone could eavesdrop in the noisy room Then she
said: "It means that the organization | work for has concluded an agreenent with the Red Tenpl e.
According to the agreenent, de Borron nust be allowed to use the Sword to finish his work there-he
has until the first day of the Festival to conplete it. Then the Sword comes back to us, and we
are free to nake sonme other disposition of it."

"The Red Tenple doesn't nind it being known that they're using stolen property."
"You won't be able to prove it, or do anything about it."
"The Festival begins day after tonorrow "

"Exactly. So you won't have long to wait."

"So in ny view right now shouldn't be too soon for us to begin our bargaining.”

"I't isalittle too soon." Her voice was firm

"I see. Perhaps you'll be able to get in a quick robbery or two, at the Blue Tenple, say,
before you' |l accept our ransom"
Natalia's face was becomng totally unreadable again. "I won't insist on anything like

that."
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"And when do you want to discuss price? | assume there will be others bidding agai nst us."
“I will tell you when the tinme has cone to discuss price. And now you had better go."
"Just answer ne one question first-"

"Now you had better go."

This, he thought, was Natalia's territory. He pushed back his chair and went.

CHAPTER 12

IT was a tribute to his sense of direction, Kasimr thought, that he was able to reorient
hi nsel f, and nake his way out of the quarter of extra-narrow streets near the White Tenple after
maki ng no nore than one false start. 1In a few monents he was in half-famliar thoroughfares
agai n, and heading back in the direction of the Inn of the Refreshed Travelers. He was angry, and
thinking furiously as he wal ked.

VWen he tried to exani ne the reasons for his anger he understood that it had severa
causes. Part of it, he supposed, was a del ayed reaction to his being nearly killed, probably by
the very weapon he was supposed to be recovering, in the hands of a young wonman who had nade a

fool of him It did not help a bit to realize that he still found her attractive. And part of
his anger was a result of his still being manipul ated, largely by the same person- made to attend
upon her, until it should be convenient for her to talk business. He was not really in control of
anyt hi ng.

I mrersed in gloony neditations of this kind, he was still at sonme distance fromthe inn

when he heard his nane called, jarring his attention back into focus on the world around him
Looki ng up he saw one of the Firozpur troopers of Kom's squad, who was standing |ounging in front
of a tavern as if he had been stationed there sinply to watch the street. Wen Kasimr
approached, the man inforned himthat he was wanted inside the tavern.

VWhen Kasinir demanded an expl anation, the trooper only shrugged. Leaving the man in the
street, Kasimr entered the tavern, pausing for a noment just past the threshold to allow his eyes
to accustomthensel ves to the rel ative dimess. The general |ayout of this place rem nded him
strongly of the teahouse he had just |eft, except that here the wi ndows were sonewhat snaller and
the roomas a result notably darker.

Presently Kasimr caught sight of the Captain and the Magistrate, who were established at a
table toward the rear of the |large room from which vantage point they were able to observe al nost
everything that went on inside the tavern, and sonmething of the street outside. The two ol der nen
both waved to Kasimr. Wen he reached their table and pulled out a chair, they both expressed
their pleasure that he was still alive

"“You sound surprised to see that | am" he said grimy as he sat down.

Wen Chang shook his head. "Not really that. Cone, sit down and tell us of your neeting
with the fair Natalia."

"W already know," put in Al magro, "that she arranged for you to be escorted out of the
White Tenple and through the bazaar. It was there that ny people |ost sight of you."

"Perhaps," said Kasimr, "it was just as well that they did." He ordered a mug of beer from
a passing barmaid, and began to tell his nentors as concisely as possible the details of his
meeting with the woman in the teahouse.

The Captain, listening intently, scow ed and squinted and tugged at his beard. "So, the
lady inplies she's willing to nake a deal with us-but not just yet, if | understand her. And
she's some kind of |eader in her gang, or wants to be."

"That was certainly nmy inpression," said Kasimr.

"I'"d say she nust be fairly newin town, or |I'd have run into her somewhere before.”
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"A nost reasonabl e deduction," agreed Wen Chang. "Though nost |ikely she has associ ates
who are very famliar with the city.”

The Captain scow ed at himthoughtfully, then faced back to the young physician. "So then
nei ther of you got down to the real business? | nmean, nentioning any specific suns of nobney?"

"She refused to do so. And | couldn't very well open the bidding, not know ng how nmuch
Prince al -Farabi might be prepared to pay to get back his Swmord. Also | amgenerally unfamliar
with this business of paying ransons.”

Wen Chang nodded. "It had seened to ne that the tine was ripe for negotiation. But
perhaps not. | wonder ... is it possible that the young | ady does not have the Sword in her
possession at all?"

"I'f one of the gang carried it away fromthe warehouse-"
"One of 'the' gang, you say. But what if there is nore than one gang invol ved?"

The Captain had been listening silently to this |ast exchange, but it was plain fromthe
expression on his face that the nore he thought about the situation, the |less he felt he
understood it.

“"Don't know how nmuch of her story we ought to believe, about an agreenment with the Red
Tenple and all that. It would seemto contradict this talk of a nove being planned agai nst the
Bl ue Tenple by the people who have the Sword."

Wen Chang took a sturdy draught fromhis nmug, then delicately stroked foam from his bl ack
nmust ache. "The contradiction does not necessarily arise. The nore times these enterprising
crimnals can profit fromtheir loot, the happier they should be. First they rent the Sword to
the Red Tenple for a high fee; a few days later they use it to break into the Blue Tenple; and
then lastly they sell it back to its rightful owner for a high price."”

"You really think they intend doing all that, Mgistrate?" The Captain squinted as if the
t hought pai ned hi m

"It is certainly a possibility. But what | think npost strongly now is that we nust
contrive sonmehow to find out whether the Sword is really being used in the Red Tenple as the | ady

said. 1s Stonecutter actually there, and under what circunstances? |Is it on |oan from sone gang
of crimnals? 1Is it in the hands of Robert de Borron, and is he actually using it in his work?"
Wen Chang paused. "If so, what are the chances of our taking it away from hinP"

Here the Magistrate broke off to order another round of drinks. As soon as it arrived the
two experienced investigators began planning their next nove.

Al magro was not optinmistic. "If it comes down to our getting into the Red Tenple, naybe
being able to take the Sword right out of there with us-well." The Captain shook his head and
began to spell out sone of the difficulties as he perceived them "If we were just to try to push
our way in there, like we did at the old warehouse-well, this is a very different situation. To
begin with, there's not nuch chance that we'd ever get a |ook at the Sword before it was spirited
away sonewhere. [It'd take an arny to search that place-the Red Tenpl e-properly, and | can't order
up an arnmy without letting ny superiors know what |'m about.

"For another thing, they have their own security force there in the tenple-such as it is."
Here he paused, and the three nen exchanged faint sniles, as at a joke famliar to all. It was
recei ved wi sdomthat Red Tenple security people could be counted on for very little, and were nore
likely than not to show up for duty drunk, or stoned on other drugs than al cohol

Almagro's smle faded quickly again as he continued. "One thing they do have that works is
plenty of political influence. It would probably be nore than ny badge of office is worth to go
barging in there on nmy own."

Kasi mir asked: "Even if you were sure of recovering the Sword of Siege by doing so?"
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Al magro rubbed his forehead doubtfully. "Well. That'd certainly nake a difference. But I
can't be sure of anything |ike that, can |?"

Wen Chang thought a little, and sighed, and shook his head reluctantly. "No, ny friend.
What ever plan we concoct, no one can assure you of its success.”

"Well, then." The Captain drank, and ran his fingers through his hair, and drank again, and
thought. The inpression he gave was that the nore he thought about his situation the worse it
| ooked to him "I wonder if I ought to go to the Hetman hinself and tell himat |east that the
Sword of Siege is here in the city sonewhere, and that we're looking for it."

"You know himbetter than |-"
"Aye, that's why |I'm wondering."

"-but it occurs to nme that it mght be best to tell himonly if-or when-Stonecutter has
actual ly been recovered."

"There is sonething in what you say.

The two older nmen lifted their nugs simultaneously, as if they were toasting each other, or
per haps harking back to old tines, sharing sonme private joke or ritual

Then Wen Chang was abruptly serious again. He took the nerest sip fromhis nug, |eaned
back in his chair again, and said, "Yes, | think we nust get soneone into the Red Tenple to take a
| ook around for us, and do it as soon as possible. Tonight, if we can."

"Toni ght ?"

"If the sculptor is as desperate to conplete his work as everything indicates, then he wll
be working late, with or without the help of the Sword we are | ooking for."

"Scul pting after dark?"

"I have no doubt that the Red Tenple can provide himwi th sone kind of effective light. |
suppose you, the Watch, have no regular agents in place within the tenple upon whom you can rely?"

"Hah. The Watch has no agents at all in there that I know of. | wish we did. More likely
than not it's working the other way around. Red Tenple has a | ot nore noney to spend on bribes
than | do."

"Well, then. Do you have anyone available to be sent in? Preferably sonmeone who knows his
or her way around inside the tenple?"

"Hah! 1'd say that nost of ny men know the public parts of that building only too well
But as for the rest of the place, no, | don't think so. And now that the tenple's being
renodel ed, the layout will be changed anyway. Especially in the parts we nbst want to see
upstairs where the statues are being carved. No, | can't say that | have anyone |'d want to try

sending in there."

Both of the older men turned their heads to gaze at Kasinmir. He had been expecting this
devel opnent for sonme time now. He drank fromhis nug and quietly set it down.

"Then | suppose it is up to me to go in again,"” he said. "If |I can. Well, I'mwlling."

Wen Chang studi ed hi mthrough narrow appraising eyes.

Al magro | ooked relieved. "As to sinply getting into the place," he offered, "I can be of
sonme help there. | can get the nanes of sone of their security people who are nore than
ordinarily anenable to bribes, and probably |I can find out when and where sone of those people are
likely to be on duty. |'mafraid, though, that if | were to try to send one of my own people in

there the Red priests would know about it before he ever arrived."
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Returning to the inn ahead of the others, Kasimr tried to get sone rest, and nade what
other preparations he and Wn Chang thought necessary. Near sunset he held a final conference
with the Magistrate, and with Captain Al nagro who had conme to give himsone final directions.
Then Kasinmir was on his way.

The sun had set before Kasinmir arrived in the square in front of the Red Tenple, whose
facade was aglow with the red of firelight fromits numerous torches and iron fire baskets. As
usual , nightfall meant an increase in business at the Houses of Pleasure, and as he approached the
building he fell in with an al nbst steady stream of custoners, the great majority of them nmen

He was within a few neters of the entrance when his eye was caught by a stray gl eam of
light, coming fromabove, somewhere within the building, that proceeded fromno ordinary fire.
When the realization struck himthat the source of the peculiar light nust be in or very near the
artists' studio on the fifth or sixth floor, Kasinir stepped aside fromthe stream of custoners to
stand for a nmonent near the entrance with his head craned back

He had to find the precisely correct position before he could see the light again. But at
|l ast there was the tiny gleam very steady and bright, pale as daylight. Extraordinary. Even, he
t hought, unearthly | ooking. Perhaps, Kasinir thought, the illum nation was bei ng produced by sone
kind of magic. Whatever its ultimte source, the light nmust be |eaking out of the studio through
a crevice between sone of the draped canvases and drop cloths that shrouded the walls of the
scul ptor's tenporary workshop. And whatever the source, it certainly |ooked bright enough to
al | ow Robert de Borron and his crew to continue working after dark. Suddenly it occurred to
Kasinmr that this light had a strong resenblance to the O d Wrld votive lanp on Ardneh's altar in
the Wiite Tenpl e.

The intermttent streamof men around Kasimr, intent on thoughts of what they were going
to do once they got inside the tenple, were ignoring himand the strange light alike. Now nore
than ever determined to nake this m ssion a success, he rejoined the stream of custoners.

Shuffling through the Iine of inpatient customers at the entrance, Kasinir paid his small
coin there like everyone el se, and as a nenber of an anonynous throng entered the interior of the
tenple. At night the public |Iobbies, lighted by fire, were even redder than during the day. The
fires nmade this part of the building sonewhat too warm Cheerful nusic throbbed here, played in a
rapi d tenpo by conceal ed nusi ci ans.

On Kasimir's previous visit he had not penetrated this deeply into the public areas. But
not hi ng here was very much different fromany other Red Tenple that he had ever visited. Signs,
well lighted and el aborately designed, relying heavily on iconography as a courtesy to clients who
had trouble with their letters, indicated the way to the vari ous Houses contained within the
est abl i shnent .

Every Red Tenpl e-at | east every one Kasimr had ever seen fromthe inside, adnmittedly a
conmparatively snmall selection-was divided according to the sanme basic schenme, into interconnected
domai ns devoted to various pleasures. Here as el sewhere there were the Houses of Flesh, of Food,
W ne, Chance, Sound or Music, and Heavenly Vapors. The last was a catch-all category for various
entertainnents, nostly chemical. Kasimr had heard that in other regions of the world the
arrangenent varied sonewhat, but as far as he knew a Red Tenple was basically a Red Tenple the
wor | d ar ound.

Every tine you entered a different House you had to pay another fee, though otherw se it
was easy and convenient to pass fromone to another. The House of Flesh was on the third fl oor
here, the highest level currently open to the public, and for that reason Kasinmr had nmade it his
official goal. As soon as he had paid the rather hefty entrance fee, he was free to clinb the
wi ndi ng, recursive stairs, liberally provided with |Iandings and chairs for the benefit of the
unst eady devotee who m ght be conming this way fromthe House of Wne on the ground | evel
Kasimr's was a popul ar choice tonight, and he had plenty of conpany on the stairs.

Once having attained the third level, he entered and passed through a large, softly
furni shed waiting room Here youthful servants of the tenple, nost of themferale, all of them
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provocatively clad, waited to be chosen by customers. Fromthis anteroom corridors branched off,
and Kasimr chose one under the icon of a staring eye. |Ignoring |owvoiced invitations fromthe
enpl oyees on the benches, he went that way alone. According to the directions he had received at
the last minute fromA nmagro, his way to the private regions of the tenple lay through the Hall of
Voyeurs.

The Hall of Voyeurs was al nost dark. At regular intervals small, very narrow corridors
branched off fromit. Cosed doors blocked off several of these passages, neaning that they were
occupi ed, each probably by only a single worshi pper. Kasinmr had never entered a Hall of Voyeurs
before, but as he understood the arrangenent, the walls of each branching corridor were pierced by
numer ous peephol es, opening into a selection of lighted rooms. In these roonms servants of the
tenpl e, joined sonetinmes by exhibitionistic customers, were nore or |ess continuously engaged in a
vari ety of sexual performances.

I gnoring the opportunities presented by enpty observation posts, Kasimr went straight on
to the far end of Voyeurs' Hall. There, in accordance with Almagro's briefing, he discovered a
latrine-Kasimr could hear one of the real flush toilets inside working as he approached.

Once inside the dimy lighted and evil-snelling facility, Kasimr funbled and stalled,
feigning intoxication, until other custoners noved on and he felt reasonably sure of having a few
monents free of observation. Then he hurried to a service door, really only a panel set into a
wal I, whose | ock he had been told was broken

Actual ly, as he discovered in a nonent, the door or panel was held in place by no | ock at
all. Typically sloppy Red Tenpl e buil di ng mai nt enance, he thought as he eased the |ight pane
asi de, worked his body cautiously through into the dark cavity beyond, and then maneuvered the
| oose panel as closely as possible back into place.

Now he was standing in a darkness greater than that of the dimlatrine, and on an awkward
and uneven footing. Kasimr decided to wait, before noving another centineter, to give his eyes a
chance to becone adjusted to the gl oom

Soon he was able to discern that he was definitely in an unfinished portion of the
bui | di ng, where he stood surrounded by its darkened skel eton of tinbers and stone piers, along
with a lot of enpty space. There was no real floor anywhere in sight. He was standing on a
narrow beam and even a snall step in the wong direction would earn hima nasty fall. A floor or
two below him the furnished and i nhabited roonms were rendered visible in outline by little sparks
of light that here and there | eaked out through the joints between their walls and ceilings. Al so
from down there somewhere cane |oud, drumm ng nusic, and wi sps of other and nore human sounds
emanating fromthe hundreds of occupants.

Looki ng up, the view was different. A solid roof at about the sixth-floor |evel blocked
out the sky. There was alnobst no |light at all above except for a few nore stray gl eans of that
unearthly looking illumnation that had first caught Kasimr's eye when he was still outside the
bui | di ng.

And Robert de Borron-or soneone-nust indeed be at work up there, three |l evels above where
Kasi mir was hiding, for the sounds of the sculptor's studio, an irregul ar poundi ng acconpani ed now
and then by voices, cane drifting down.

The next thing Kasimr had to do was to get up there.

Sonme neters distant horizontally fromwhere he stood- it was hard to judge distances in
this great darkened cavern where there were only tantalizing hints of light-the light from above
was com ng down nore freely than el sewhere. Traces of the strange illum nation shone out through
the | eaky sides of a large, roughly defined vertical colum, that Kasimr presently realized nust
represent the shaft of the freight elevator used to haul de Borron's heavy bl ocks of stone up to
his studio. That elevator shaft, if he could get into it, certainly ought to offer a way up

Havi ng got his bearings as well as possible, Kasimr began to work his way in the direction
of that vaguely glow ng colum, two or three neters square and extending its way up from ground
| evel . The task, he discovered al nost at once, was even nore difficult than it |ooked. His only
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means of progress was to edge nervously along a narrow beam his pathway interrupted at intervals
by the thick colums of stone and timnber holding up the upper floors. Once he had nmoved away from
the paneled rear wall of the latrine, he had only space on right and |eft.

He had made only a few neters' progress by this means when his way was bl ocked nore
substantially, this time by one of the projecting side corridors of the Hall of Voyeurs, conplete
with its set of performance roons. The only way to get past this obstacle was to go over the top,
and presently Kasimr found hinself creeping across the broad upper surface of a thin ceiling. At
one point the surface bent alarmngly beneath his weight; he sprawled out flat, as if he were on
thin ice, and centinetered his way forward hol ding his breath.

>Frominside the |lighted roomjust beneath himthere i ssued nmobans and rhythm c cries that
suggested torture. O course in a Red Tenple other kinds of sensation were nore probably the
cause. Still, with every novenent Kasimir nade, the thin panels-and the plastering, if there was
any-of the ceiling beneath himthreatened to give way. He expected nonentarily to go crashing and
pl ungi ng down am d the bodi es nounded on sone bed. Wen that happened, the men with their eyes at
peepholes in the |lonely adjoining corridors would see a different show than they had expected.

Kasi mir surnounted the barrier of the roons at last. Now, feeling nore and nore like a
beetl e burrow ng through the woodwork, he was back on his narrow beam agai n, working his way
closer and closer to the silent, faintly glow ng el evator shaft. No hoisting was in progress now,
he was sure. If it had been, he would be able to hear nen or |oad beasts straining at a w ndl ass
somewhere, and the creaking of the network of pulleys and cables he had once glinpsed from above.
Anyway the scul ptor's work was supposed to be nearly done now, and it seemed likely that all his
massi ve work pi eces had al ready been haul ed up

It occurred to Kasimr to wonder briefly why the workshop had not been situated at ground
I evel, and only the finished statues hoisted. But then he supposed that space on the | ower |evels
of the tenple would probably be at a premi um already occupied by the various Houses of worship
And then too, secrecy would probably be easier to naintain at the higher level. Mght that have
been a consideration with de Borron and his enployers fromthe begi nning of the project?

Closer and closer Kasimr drew to the enclosed shaft, until at |ast he reached it. Putting
an eye to a chink in one of the roughly encl osed sides, he could see | oops of chain as well as
| engt hs of thick rope hanging inside the shaft, whose interior was bathed in near-daylight
brilliance falling fromabove. Kasimr felt sure now that those nust be Ad Wrld lights up in
the studio, relics of the age of technol ogy whose hunan nasters had ruled the world even before
Ardneh lived, before Ardneh's Change had conme upon the world to restore the dom nance of nagic.

Ri ght now, as Kasimr had felt sure would be the case, the ropes and chai ns hung
noti onl ess, the hoisting machinery was idle. Not so the workshop above. A nunber of people were
there, he could tell by the intermttent murmur of voices; and at |least a few of themwere
wor ki ng, as evidenced by the continued sound of tools.

The next step toward reaching the studio was to get inside the elevator shaft. Wth his
eye to a crevice, Kasinmr could see that the inner sides were ribbed with cross-bracing that
shoul d nake an ideal |adder once he got within reach of it.

To get inside that shaft it was necessary to pry one of the ill-fitting side panels |oose
That proved to be no great trick once Kasimr had brought his small, sharp-pointed dagger into
play. Crude nails |oosened quickly. In a few nonents the panel was free, and Kasimr was able to

slide his body into the shaft, where he clung to the |adder like sides with a fair degree of
security.

Looki ng up, he could see the big pulleys, wound with chains and ropes, at the top of the
shaft. He could see also a part of the overhead of the sculptor's studio, illumnated with that
wondrous |ight, whose source was still invisible.

Bef ore he began to clinb the last few neters to his goal, Kasimr, trying to be thorough
nmoved his | oosened panel back as nearly as possible into its proper position. He glanced down
once, into darkness-heights had never bothered himparticularly-and then started clinbing the
shaft's ribbed side.
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He had about nine or ten nmeters to ascend, and he noved up as quickly and silently as
possi ble. As he got closer to the top he could see that the head of the el evator shaft was
barri caded fromthe workroom by nothing nore than a rude | ength of rope, stretched as a precaution
across the side of the shaft that was open to the room

As he neared the top of the shaft, he crossed over to the side where the |ight was di mest.
Even here it was unconfortably bright for a nan who was trying to hide, and he was going to have
to be careful to avoid being seen before he had the chance to observe anyone el se.

At last, noving very slowy now, Kasimr was able to raise his eyes above the | evel of the
studio floor, and ook out into the nore distant parts of the big room Mst of it was indeed as
bright as day, in the flood of illunination fromwhat Kasinir now saw were indeed two Ad Wrld
| anterns, each resting on its own small table.

Never before in his life had he seen Od Wrld lights as big as these. But these |anmps
could hardly be anything el se.

And standing between the two lights, alnbst exactly equidistant fromthem wth her pale
flesh glowing like soft marble in their radi ance, her naked back turned toward Kasimr, was
Nat al i a, posing as a nodel.

CHAPTER 13

AS a secret observation post, the head of the open elevator shaft suffered fromat | east
two maj or drawbacks: First, any observer who stationed hinself there was far too likely to be seen
by the folk he was trying to observe. And second, if he was discovered, he had nowhere to retreat
to safety.

But a ready solution was at hand. The enpty elevator shaft came up at the edge of the huge
wor kroom and the three sides of the shaft away fromthe studio were not tightly encl osed.
Kasi mir needed only a nonent to slip out of the shaft onto the rough fl oor behind the nearest of
t he draped canvases that had been hung around the high unfinished walls of the studio. He could
see nore reason for these hangings now, see themas an effort, not entirely effective, to keep the
ad Wrld light frombeing seen at a distance and arousing people's curiosity. The fewer people
who knew about de Borron's efforts here, the fewer would be likely to conme around and bot her him

Once Kasimr had established hinself behind the canvas, he had only to exam ne the cloth
barrier in front of him using reasonable caution to keep fromnoving it very much, until he
| ocated a small gap between two inperfectly overl appi ng pieces. Wen he put his eye to this
aperture, he was able to exam ne nost of the roomin front of himwhile remaining virtually
i nvisible hinself.

Now he had a good view, froma different angle, of the two Od Wrld lanterns on their
separate tables, seven or eight neters apart. Each |light source was a white gl obe approxi mately
the size of a man's head, al nbst unconfortably bright if you |l ooked straight at it. Each gl obe
was supported on a stout dark cylinder with a broadened base, that held it above its table by
about half the length of a man's arm

Ordinarily Kasimr would have found such rare Od Wrld artifacts intensely interesting.
But not just now. To begin with, there was Natalia, posing nude hal fway between the lights. She
was standing in front of a white cloth hung as a backdrop, on a |low dais or stand that | ooked as
if it could be rotated on demand.

And there was Robert de Borron, standing with his back turned alnost fully to Kasimr. The
artist was four or five nmeters fromNatalia, and right beside himwas the al nost-finished statue
he was working on. The statue, larger than life like the others in the studio, was of narble,
al nost pure white, and it rested on its own snall foundation of short but heavy tinbers. C ose
al ong one side of the marble figure rose a scaffolding, a sort of wide | adder, to enable the
artist to reach the upper portions of the work.

Natalia had a robe |ying beside her on the rough planks of the floor. She was facing
toward both the sculptor's and Kasinmir's left. Her pose was erect, standing with hips thrust
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forward, one foot a little in advance of the other, her arns curved wide as if inviting an
enbrace. In front of her, and slightly nore distant fromher than the artist was, a pair of Red
Tenpl e security guards in soiled and shabby crinmson cl oaks had frankly abandoned any pretense of
payi ng attention to their duties, and were devoting thenselves to staring at her.

She was managi ng to ignore them conpletely.

Beyond bot h scul ptor and nodel as Kasinmir |ooked at them far across the broad expanse of
the shallowly L-shaped studio space, a handful of other workers were toiling at sonme tasks that
Kasimr did not bother to try to identify exactly. Now and then, out of the relative dimess in
whi ch those other people |abored, a thin cloud of white stone dust drifted, slight air currents
carrying it gradually closer to the lights. But sonme of the people over there seened to be
wor ki ng on wood; Kasimr |ooking at them got the inpression that they m ght be sinultaneously
denol i shing one small scaffold and putting another one together. The sounds of their hamering
tried with little success to echo in the large but cloth-draped space.

Besi des the statue that de Borron was working on, four or five others were still standing
about in the studio. Al of these appeared to have been finished by now.

The gl ow provided by the Od Wrld lights was certainly as strong as daylight in the
vicinity of the sculptor and his nodel, but even at its brightest it was subtly different fromthe
light of day. De Borron's face, plainly visible to Kasimr whenever the scul ptor turned his head
alittle, showed clear as a marble carving in that light. But for once the nan's expression was
not a study in arrogance. Instead there was sonething strained and pleading in his look, as if
the artist were praying to his Mise.

But none of this, not even the sight of Natalia posing unclothed, clainmed Kasinmr's
attention nore than nonentarily. Wthin a few seconds after he had nade his peephole in the cloth
draperies, Kasimr's attention was entirely riveted upon the object in de Borron's hands.

The scul ptor was now i ndeed working with the Sword of Siege.

The hi dden observer could be very sure of this, even though very little of Stonecutter's
|l ength was actually visible. Al nost the entire weapon was out of sight, sandw ched between a pair
of thin, flat boards that were held firmy together with clanps. Fromone end of this sandw ch a
dull black hilt protruded, and fromthe other end, that nearest the work, a few centineters of
bright steel.

Attached at right angles to the flat boards naking up this inmprovised sheath were rounded
wooden handl es. These offered good grips for the artist, who needed only the few exposed
centinmeters of the blade to work the stone.

But the nobst ingenious part of the Sword-hol der's design, as Kasimr observed it, was the
way in which the whol e sandwi ch of Sword and wood was suspended from overhead, on what | ooked |ike
a fishing-rod of slender steel, with counterwei ght attached. By this neans the sculptor's arns
and hands were freed of the continual burden of the weighty Sword, his nuscles were liberated to
concentrate upon the demands of art and of the client's deadlines.

Oovi ously the work was going very swiftly now, and doubtless the artist, despite the
occasi onal expression of anguish that passed across his face, was basically satisfied with howit
went. The Sword as he used it to cut stone made little thudding noises. These seened to have
little or no connection with the physical work it was acconplishing, being rather a by-product of
its magic. Kasinr needed a minute or two to convince hinself that such an inappropriate sound
was really coming fromthe Sword, and was not an echo of the coarse pounding by the workers in the
backgr ound.

But the dull little thudding sound was proceeding fromthe Sword, all right. Under the
sure control of de Borron's strong hands, Stonecutter's irresistible point was peeling and
scooping delicate little chips of stone fromthe white nmarble shape. Already the work had taken
on at least the crude shape of its nodel in all its parts, and sone of those parts | ooked
completely finished. Only the final stages of carving and snoothing remained to be done.

It was obvious that the work had been going on in this swift fashion for sone tine. For

file:/lIF|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/Saberhagen,%20...st%20Swords%203%20-%20Stonecutter's%20Story.txt (72 of 111) [2/4/03 9:51:24 PM]



file:/I1F|/rah/Fred%20Saberhagen/ Saberhagen,%20Fred%620-%20L 0st%20Swords%203%20-%20Stonecutter's%20Story.txt

hours, probably, if the drift of tiny, distinctively shaped chips and shavi ngs around the
sculptor's feet offered any reliable indication.

The anplified likeness of Natalia, subtly transformed by de Borron's skill, was rapidly
emerging fromthe stone. But despite the evidence of rapid progress, and the fact that de Borron
appeared pleased and fascinated with his new tool, it was apparent to Kasimr that the artist had

not yet mastered the Sword to his own satisfaction. Fascination was far fromcontentnent. The
artist was intent on learning everything that this nmagical device would |let himdo.

He was muttering to hinself-or perhaps to his Mise- al nost continually as he worked.
Kasimr was not quite able to make out any of these coments.

The studio was not as busy as it had been during the day, but a few nore people were
present, all of them Red Tenpl e personnel of one kind or another. Chief anobng these, the High
Priest himself, now cane strolling around the corner of the L, heading in the direction of the
| aboring artist. The priest had his hands cl asped behind his back, and his expression was one of
i mpatience held in check by deliberate toleration; it nust appear to himnow that his precious
deadline was going to be net after all. In no nore than a few hours, perhaps, the installation of
his precious ganbling tables in this space coul d begin.

The official spoke. "So, it appears that you are going to finish on tine, de Borron."

The scul ptor, without removing his eyes fromhis nodel, nuttered sonething in response.
Stonecutter continued to nmake its dull incongruous noise, and thin stone | eaves rel eased by the
bright blade fluttered al nbost continuously to the floor

"What's that you say, scul ptor?"

The nman with the Sword in his hands | ooked up. "I said, 'Yes, if | amnot bothered too
much by fools.'" This time the answer was spoken with fierce clarity.

The man in the red robes flushed. "One day, stonecutter, you will push your arrogance too

far.

But with that the exchange of sharp words died out; de Borron had already turned back to
his work and Kasimr, watching, thought it doubtful that he had even heard the priest's reply.

Meanwhi | e some of the other people in red livery were also strolling closer to where the
master artist worked. A couple of them besides the two enthralled with Natalia, were from
security. Two nore, wonen, were probably mnor officials, Kasimr thought, come up here to see
where the ganbling tables were going to be when the renodeling was finished.

The two supposed guards who had abandoned all thoughts of duty in favor of gaping at the
nodel were gaping at her still. Only when one of these noved closer for a better |ook, actually
getting hinself into the sculptor's immedi ate range of vision, did de Borron bark sonething that
sent both nmen into a hasty retreat.

The High Priest, who had earlier retreated a few steps, said sonmething in a | ow voi ce that
Kasimr did not catch

The scul ptor heard him though, and snapped back: "If you want me to finish quickly, then
in the nane of all the gods get out of ny way and let nme work!"

Kasimr was just wondering whether he ought to start back down the el evator shaft-he
foresaw that getting out of the tenple again would take tine-and report to Wen Chang as quickly as
possi ble that the Sword was definitely here, when his thoughts were interrupted by a faint and
furtive sound com ng from sonewhere to his right.

Turning his head sharply in that direction, he saw that sone of the ropes and chains that
hung down into the el evator shaft were stirring slightly, as if soneone bel ow were pulling on them
or at |east had touched them

Wil e Kasinmir had been busy making his own unauthorized entrance into these private parts
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of the tenple, it had not even occurred to himto wonder at how easy it all was. You expected
security to be lax in a Red Tenple. But now he wondered suddenly whether his entrance had not
been suspiciously, omnously easy. Wether a path m ght not have been deliberately |eft
unguarded; not for him of course. For soneone else, and he had happened to find it.

There were nmore sounds fromthe el evator shaft, very faint sounds. Sounds that he woul d
not have heard or noticed if he had not been listening intently for them

Sorreone el se was coning up to the studio, by the sane route Kasimr had taken

If Kasimr stayed where he was, the new arrival or arrivals would be certain to discover
himas soon as they reached the top of the shaft. Mybe it was Red Tenple security, after al
al ert enough to do sone checking up on | oosened panels. Maybe it was soneone el se.

As quietly as he could, Kasimr scranbled away fromthe opening of the shaft, noving into
the deeper shadows al ong the wall of canvas draperies.

>From beyond that wall canme Natalia's voice, speaking suddenly and clearly. "I need to
take a break," she said.

Kasimr, satisfied for the nonment that he was safe fromdi scovery, funbled at the cloth in
front of himagain until he found another tiny hole, which enabled himto once nore ook out into
the studio. He was in tine to see Natalia grabbing up her robe fromthe floor and pulling it
around her, while at the same tine she shot a swift glance toward the open elevator shaft. It was
not a | ook of puzzlenment, or idle curiosity; instead it was full of calculation

She had heard the sounds there too, and Kasinir got the inpression that she had been
expecting them

"Can't you wait?" de Borron barked at her, automatically protesting the interruption of his

wor K.

"No, | can't." Tying the belt of her robe, the tall young wonan tossed back her drab hair
defiantly. The Od Wrld light did nothing for its color. "W've been at it for hours. | don't
know how much longer 1'lIl be able to hold ny arns up like that."

"All right, | suppose you're due for a break."” The artist's voice was tired. He was

rubbi ng his hands together now, as if to restore circulation in his own tired linbs. He had |et
go of the apparatus that held the Sword, so that Stonecutter in its odd wooden sheath bobbed
lightly in midair, dependent on its fishing-rod support.

Now Kasinmir, |ooking back toward the el evator shaft while holding hinself notionless in
shadow, could see and hear two people-now three-arriving at the top and clinbing out, crouching in
the very place where he had been only a few nonents ago. Woever they might be, they were not Red
Tenpl e security. These people were clad in close-fitting dark clothing, including masks. Kasimr
saw a | ong dagger in one hand. He had thought for a moment that the new arrivals were all wearing
swords, but when he got a nonmentary glinpse of themin slightly better |ight he saw that they were
actually wearing sword belts with | ong enpty sheat hs.

And, whoever they might be, Natalia was definitely expecting them The way she had gl anced
in their direction and then started a diversi on was good evi dence of that.

VWoever they were, there was no doubt in Kasimr's mind that they were going for the Sword.

>From beyond the wall of fabric Kasimr could hear the sculptor's weary voice: "W can put
up a prop for you to rest your arnms on." Then de Borron's voice grew | ouder, barking orders at the
peopl e who were still banging away at their work on the other side of the big room

A monent later all the sounds of hammering had ceased. Kasimir, with his eye again to his
| at est observation hole, saw that the people on the far side of the room had now put down nost of
their tools and were coming this way.

The Sword of Siege, with no one very near it at the nonent, hung gently bobbing inits
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honemade tool -holder. A few neters fromthe Sword, de Borron was paci ng back and forth, pushing
hi s hands against the small of his back as if to ease the nuscles there.

Nat al i a was stretching herself too, and rubbing her side under her robe where perhaps the
cramp was real. Now, as if follow ng a sudden inpulse of curiosity, she noved to stand cl ose
besi de the | ow table holding one of the radiant Od Wrld |ight-globes. Then she reached out one
hand to touch the dark material of the |l anp's base.

"How does this work?" she asked in a clear, innocent voice. "Wy is there no heat?"
"Don't fool around with that light, girl. Stop it, | tell you! That's not your-"

But de Borron's shouted orders were ignored. Natalia's fingers had found the control they
sought, and suddenly the lanmp went dark

The other |anp, the one nearest the elevator shaft, was still |ighted, flooding the big
roomwi th plenty of illum nation for everyone to see what happened next. In a nonment the
remai ning | anp had been snatched fromits table and extinguished by the first of the three dark-
clad figures who now burst out of conceal ment and came running into the roomfromthat direction.

Kasimr had already made up his nind to act, and when he saw the dark figure running for
the one remaining |light source he knew that the noment for decisive action had come. The barrier
of draped cloth in front of himwas no inpedinent at all. Even as the studio went alnost entirely
dark, he pushed between the folds of hangi ng canvas, heading for the Sword.

He was certain that a nunber of other people would be rushing toward the same goal, but he
felt sure of having at least a nmoment's start on nost of them And when the Iights went out he
was already noving in the right direction

As his legs drove himforward the few necessary strides, he heard the blackness around him
cone alive with oaths, cries of surprise and fear, and sounds as if people were colliding with one
anot her. There was even what sounded like a clash of steel blades; perhaps the Red Tenpl e guards
were after all not totally inconpetent, or perhaps they had only drawn swords out of fear for
their own Iives.

The bul k of the unfinished Iikeness of Natalia, and its scaffolding, |oomed up just ahead
of Kasimr and to his left, back lighted by the faint red glow that came through crevices fromthe
lights along the front of the tenple. The sane dimlight showed Kasinmr sonething else: Despite
the speed with which he was rushing for the Sword, he was not going to be the first to reach it.
De Borron was there ahead of him and the scul ptor already had Stonecutter out of its wooden
sheath before Kasimir could come to grips with him

The scul ptor had Stonecutter's hilt in his right hand, and was ready to use the Sword as a
weapon, when Kasimir crashed into him deternmined to west the blade away. Kasinir's left hand
closed in its hardest grip on de Borron's right wist.

The physician was no trained warrior, but rough ganes had been a part of his growi ng up and
of his youth, and he possessed consi derabl e stocky strength. De Borron was perhaps just as
strong, but when the two nen fell together Kasinmir was on top, and nost of the sculptor's w nd was
jarred out of himin the inpact.

The Sword fell free. For a nonent only it lay unattended on the floor of the studio,
al nost within reach of the struggling nen; and then soneone snatched it up. Kasimr had only the
i npression of a lone running figure, unidentifiable in the near-darkness, grabbing the Sword of
Siege in passing, and running with it in the direction of the elevator shaft.

A monment | ater the westling match had reached an end, by comon consent. Kasinir and de
Borron were both back on their feet, tranpling and clawi ng at each other in an effort to gain sone
advantage in the pursuit of this nost recent Sword-thief.

Around the running pair, other skirm shes were still proceeding under cover of darkness,
with oaths and cries and sounds of inpact.
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Kasimr, glancing to one side caught a glinpse of Natalia, distinguishable by her robe and
her pale legs running below it, running in the sane direction he was. This time he could be sure
it was not she who had seized the Sword and was getting away with it.

This time, he vowed grimy, no one was going to do that, unless it was hinself.

Soneone was giving the trick a great try, though. The person carrying Stonecutter had now
di sappeared in the general vicinity of the head of the elevator shaft, and Kasimr assumed that he-
or she-nust be clinbing down the rickety interior sides, or sliding down the chains and cables, in
near-total darkness. But how woul d anyone be able to carry a Sword while doing that? Suddenly
Kasi mir understood why the | atest set of intruders had been wearing enpty Sword-sheaths at their
belts.

Running up to the shaft hinself, the physician in his haste came near diving into it
headfirst. H s entrance was not quite that precipitate. Having clinbed the sides of the shaft
before, he was better able to handle it in darkness than nost of those pursuing woul d be.

De Borron, reaching the top of the shaft only a step or two behind him delayed the start
of his own descent briefly. He took time out to bellow uselessly for lights, and for nore guards
to cone and save the Sword.

Then, despairing of any effective help, the scul ptor swng out boldly on the chains and
ropes. On the end of a |loose Iine he started an al nost free-fall plunge into the dark depths
bel ow, and had to grab at another chain to save hinself.

Meanwhi | e Kasimr kept doggedly to his own nore patient nethod of getting down, and whoever
was carrying the Sword ahead of himand below himstill maintained a |lead in the descendi ng race.
Kasi mir | ooki ng down could barely see a novenent, shadow deeper into shadow, and only sone faint
sounds, clinking together of the long chains, drifted up

Now a brief outcry in a famliar voice came from above, and Kasimir glanced in that
direction. Sonething had del ayed Natalia, but she had reached the shaft at last, and was
struggling with de Borron a couple of neters above Kasimr's head.

In a moment the scul ptor was sonehow pushed free, or lost his grip on chains and ropes, and
started to fall down the shaft. At the last possible nonent before disaster he saved hinsel f by
regai ning his hold on one of the cables or chains.

Once nore steel weapons clashed in the near-darkness. The menbers of the intruding group
one above Kasimir's position and one now sonewhere bel ow, had drawn bl ades to defend t he Sword-
bearer, and indeed he or she nust certainly be using the Sword itself, neanwhile trying to hang on
with one hand.

Soneone clinbing in the gl oomnearby | ashed out at Kasimir. He stuck to his clinbing and
succeeded in getting awmay fromthis attack. |If the attack should be renewed he thought he woul d
have to draw his dagger and try to fight with one hand while he hung on with the other

Wth a sharp splintering sound, a |loose slat in the wall nearby gave way under someone's
grasp. There was a screamand a falling body, followed after a sickeningly long interval by a
crash in the darkness far bel ow

But there was no indication that the person carrying the Smrd had fallen

Scarcely had the sound of that first fall died when de Borron, still a neter or two above
Kasimr and just to one side of him fell again. Soneone or sonething had knocked the arti st
| oose fromhis grip inside the shaft, and he tunmbled past Kasimr, screanming a string of
i mprecations that were cut short suddenly when he hit the invisible bottom

And, half that distance bel ow Kasinmr, at about the |l evel of the highest inhabited roons,
t he vague shadow he had tentatively identified as the Sword-bearer left the shaft, to glide al npbst
silently into some kind of opening in its wall

Kasimr foll owed.
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His pursuit of the latest thief went on relentlessly, crossing narrow beans and | eapi ng
gaps over darkness, going nore recklessly with each nonentary frustration

Nor were any of the other pursuers giving up on the confused chase. Rather the nunber of
hounds seemed to be growi ng, with the guards of the Red Tenple formng a gradually increasing
presence. However tardily and ineptly they were being nobilized for action, they were everywhere
in the building, and they greatly outnunbered all the other participants together

Kasimr now had | ost sight of Natalia conpletely. But not of his primary quarry, the
sinister shape who bore the Sword. The figure tried to | ose himand the other pursuers, |eaping
fromone narrow beamto another. But Kasinir, his blood now aroused to the full excitenent of the
hunt, would not be shaken off. H s quarry clinbed a stony colunm, dropped down agai n, and | eaped
anot her gap. But Kasimir stuck with the other as if his teeth were already fastened in his prey's
flesh.

They were both centinetering their way across the thin ceiling of one of the orgy roons on
the third floor when Kasinmir at |ast caught sight once nore of Natalia's unnistakabl e bare-1|egged
figure. She was starting to creep toward the quarry too, though holding on with one hand to a
solid support. \Whether she neant to strike at the Sword-thief or aid himKasimr could not The
ceiling underneath themall was giving way.

This time it was really The sl ow notion sensation of desperate action took over. Kasimr
knew a nonent of despair, a noment of resignation; there followed in an instant an al nost
anticlinmactic splashdowmn. He, along with nunerous fragnments of ceiling, had | anded upon what he
first took for a gigantic bursting waterbed. But when he went in up to his waist, he realized
that the first inpact of his fall had been borne by a flinsy raft afl oat upon a shall ow perfuned
pool. Half a dozen naked bodies, |ooking clinically exposed and vul nerable, were thrashing in the
shal | ow wat er now, and fromthe bottom of the tank unsavory things came swirling up. Wne and
food, their fragile containers broken, were churning in the water, scattered into garbage.

What ever performance had been in progress on the raft was over now.  Another body, that of
a security guard, fell through the ceiling, drenching Kasimr afresh with a great splash as it
| anded right beside him The quondam perforners were rolling, sw nmng, scranbling for shelter
outside the pool, intent on getting out of any of the target area before nore people fell

An audi ence, some fifteen or twenty strong, was |ooking on

There were two rows of chairs, the rear row el evated, making sonmething like a snall
grandstand. All of the seats were full. The occupants of the chairs, a jaded-Iooking and weary
crew, brightened enough at the violent innovations to offer a snall round of applause, even as the
Red Tenpl e guards canme crowdi ng in through both doorways.

Kasimr, still waist-deep in the noisonme artificial pond, |ooked round himin despair.
There were plenty of blades in sight now, drawn and ready in the hands of the Red Guards who cane
bursting in the room s doors, and dropping through the newly opened ceiling. Swiftly their
attention was concentrated upon Kasimr.

And again the Sword was gone.
CHAPTER 14

ABQUT an hour after dawn next norning, an elderly and mgjestic individual, announcing
hi msel f as the personal representative of the Hetnman, and acconpani ed by an arnmed escort that
augrmented his already formidable dignity, canme calling upon Wen Chang and Kasimr at the Inn of
the Refreshed Travelers.

Despite the early hour, Wen Chang was wi de awake and ready to receive visitors. Kasimr,
on the other hand, had to be awakened, a task that was not acconplished without difficulty. The
young physician had been intensely questioned by the Red Tenple authorities until well after
nm dni ght, and then released only on Captain Almagro's witten acceptance of responsibility for any
further crimes and outrages that this self-proclained investigator mght conmmit.
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The early-norning business of the Hernman's representative at the inn was soon stated: The
Magi strate Wen Chang, and his chief associate, one Kasimr the physician, were courteously but
very firmy invited to attend a neeting that was due to begin as soon as they could reach the
pal ace, and was to be presided over by the Hetnman hinself. The purpose of this neeting was the
di scussion of certain strange events known to have taken place recently in the city, and the
resolution of the resulting problens.

Despite Wen Chang's attenpt to question him the Hetman's representative would be, or could
be, no nore specific than that.

As the two investigators were concluding their hasty preparations for departure, with the
representative of the Hetman waiting in the roomjust below, Kasimr asked Wen Chang in a | ow
voice: "Shall | tell themeverything that happened to ne |ast night?"

The narrowed eyes of the Magi strate wi dened nonmentarily. "I presune that you have told me
ever yt hi ng?"

"Yes, of course."

"Then | see no reason why you should not repeat the sane story to the Hetnman. Truth is
very often an effective weapon; and we nean no harmto anyone in this city except Sword-stealers.”

Wen Chang and Kasinir were soon as ready as they could be; they descended to the courtyard
and nounted for the ride to the palace. Their escort renained courteous, and the two were not
searched, but once in the street they were surrounded continuously by nounted troopers. A light
rain was falling again, adding to Kasinmir's thoughts of gloom he took heart fromthe fact that
Wen Chang appeared not at all discouraged.

As their small caval cade entered the square in front of the Hetman's pal ace, Kasimr
observed that the scaffold that had been erected for tonorrow norning' s execution had sonmehow been
severel y danmaged, and was now undergoi ng reconstruction. There were signs that fire had destroyed
portions of the original wooden structure, while other parts of it had been knocked down and
broken. The rebuilding was being carried out under mlitary guard.

Rai sing his eyes, Kasinmr saw that this nmorning there was a face | ooking out at one of the
smal | barred wi ndows that here overl ooked the square. Looking carefully, he was able to recognize
the man he had earlier seen riding in the tunbrel, on the occasion of Kasimr's first visit to
this square

Why shoul d Benj amin of the Steppe, or anyone else, trouble to stand at a wi ndow to watch
the instrunent of his own death take shape? It would seemto indicate a norbid, helpless
fascination, certainly. Kasimr gazed up with a kind of synpathy at the face in the small w ndow.
But if the prisoner was aware that he had a comm serator, he gave no sign

Wen Chang, taking in all of this with a glance or two, informed the dignitary in charge of
their escort that he intended to pause for a moment. Wen this was allowed, the Magistrate called
over the officer in charge of the mlitary guard, and questioned him

The officer, of junior rank, plainly enjoyed the chance to be seen talking in public to
these inmportant-1| ooking people who were on their way to the palace. He provided what information
he could on the situation regarding the scaffold. During the night just past some of those
persistent rural protesters had tried to burn the platformdown. Wen rain prevented that, they
had nounted the wooden structure with axes and hamrers and tried to knock it all apart. The Watch
had finally come on the scene and driven them off, but not until the devils had nmanaged to do
quite a bit of damage. Never fear, though, the instrunent of execution would be ready in tine,
and this tinme woul d be kept under careful guard-there would be a |Iive hanging, draw ng, and
quartering to begin the Festival tonorrow norning.

Kasi mir, who had no intention of attending that kind of a curtain raiser, nuttered
somret hi ng about the hopel essness of people who protested by trying to burn a scaffold. Wn Chang
was scow ing-it was hard to tell just what his reaction was. But as the Magistrate signed that he
was ready to ride on again, his eyes twinkled for just a nonent.
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Their pause in the square had been brief, and only nmonents | ater Wen Chang and his
associ ate were being escorted through a rear gate and into a narrow yard behind the pal ace itself.
There all disnmounted, |eaving their riding-beasts in the care of groons.

I nside the pal ace the Hetrman was awaiting themin an audi ence chanber of noderate size, two
floors above the ground. A nunmber of other people were also already present, including Captain
Al magro, who | ooked grimand bone-weary.

But nost of the small gathering turned actively hostile gazes toward Wen Chang as he
entered. The High Priests of both Red and Bl ue Tenples, each acconpanied by his own small retinue
of advisers, stopped talking and glared at the newconers on their arrival

Kasimir was surprised to see that Robert de Borron was al so present. Last night Kasimr
had reported to Wen Chang that the artist was probably dead follow ng his tunble down the el evator
shaft. And indeed, de Borron was in bad shape, with one | eg and one arm splinted, and bruises
evident on his face.

The silence of the Red Tenple's Hi gh Priest was only nomentary. As soon as that officia
had recogni zed Wn Chang and his associate, he i mediately accused themin a | oud voi ce of not
only taking part in the raid on his establishnment the previous night, but of organizing the attack
as well.

And of carrying off Stonecutter. "The Sword of Siege is ours by rights, and | demand that
you return it to us at once!"

For once the glowering artist gave every evidence of being in conplete agreenment w th what
the Hi gh Priest said.

That official went on: "I shall make the charges nore formal and specific." He grabbed a
scroll from an aide and began to read fromit. The Magistrate and his associate were accused of
conducting a raid last night upon the Tenple of Aphrodite and Eros, particularly the House of
Fl esh, and there conniving in the attenpted nurder of the scul ptor Robert de Borron, and al so
conspiring with person or persons unknown to steal and sell a treasure of incalcul able val ue.

Wen Chang, who still had not responded, waited calmy until the string of accusations
shoul d be finished; this took sone tine, as the Blue Tenple people, unwilling to wait, were trying
to get in their own accusations and argunents at the same tine.

Meanwhi | e the Hetman had been sitting silently in his place at the head of the table,

evidently willing to et the uproar run its course for a tine, in the hope that some facts
constituting useful information mght energe. Presently it was evident that nothing of the kind
was |ikely to happen, and he drew his dagger and pounded on the table with the pommel. Al npst

instantly he was granted the boon of silence.

Kasi mir had never heard any personal name for the current ruler of Eylau, and he had
gathered that |ack was a usage established by tradition as long as the person was in office. The
Director of Security at the Blue Tenple was operating under a simlar rule or tradition

The present Hetnman, whatever his name, was a short, stout man, dressed in an el aborate
style that Kasinmir considered as bordering on the effem nate. There were rings on alnost all his
pudgy fingers and his coloring was nuddy and unheal thy | ooking. About forty years of age, he
| ooked as if he night at one tinme have been very strong physically, but had let hinself go to
seed. As Kasimr observed himthroughout the nmeeting, the inpression he gave was one of fading
noral strength as well as physical, of an overriding, undermning insecurity.

Kasimr |like all other thinking observers knew that the position of the city-state governed
by this man was insecure as well. Eylau was chronically beset and buffeted by the | arger powers
surrounding it, and sonetinmes also by international entities |like the great and wel | -nigh
uni versal tenples.

The silence obtained by the Hetnman's dagger-poundi ng was of brief duration. He allowed the
silence he had won to stretch on a little too long, and the Bl ue Tenple peopl e took advantage of
this leniency to burst into verbal action
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What they wanted, they said, was protection against robbers. This danger, they said, had
escal ated alnost infinitely, now that a tool |ike Stonecutter was in the city, in unknown crim na
hands.

"No one's property anywhere will be safe, as long as that Sword is in the hands of
i rresponsi bl e people!"

Bef ore the Hetman had deci ded how to respond to that-or Wen Chang could formulate a reply-
the Red Tenple had seized the floor again, its | eaders protesting that they were the ones who had
actual |y been robbed, and had a real grievance to present.

The Het man, exasperated at |ast, gave up all effort at a dramatic pause, all pretense at
judicial calm and shouted hoarsely for order. H's voice, or sonething in the way he used it, was
even nore effective than his earlier dagger-pounding, and he was granted his w sh i medi ately.

This time the silence |asted sonewhat longer. As it endured, Kasinmir found it possible to
hear, faintly, the continual hamrering fromout in the square where the reconstruction of the
scaffold was still in progress.

"Now, " said the ruler of the city, l|ooking around the room He had a bold, commandi ng
voi ce when he wanted to nmake it so; but despite the tone and the deternined | ook Kasinir had the
definite inpression that the Hetman was uncertain of just what ideas he ought to present to the
orderly attention of his audience, nowthat it had been granted him

It was with a subtle appearance of relief that the Hetman's gaze at |ast cane to rest upon
Wen Chang. The voice of practiced bol dness asked: "And you are the faned Magi strate?"

"I am Excellency," replied the | ean man, bowing. There was no pretense of any particul ar
nmodesty in the answer, and the bow was the novement of an experienced dipl onat.

"Good." The direction of the Hetnan's attention shifted slightly. "And | suppose you are
Kasi mir the physician?" "Yes sir, | am" Kasimr bowed in turn. The stout nman sitting in the
el evated chair drewin a deep breath. "As you have just heard, it is charged agai nst you bot h,
anong ot her things, that you have conspired to steal a piece of property belonging to the Red
Tenpl e. Very val uabl e property, too, | mght add. What have you to say to this accusation?"

Wen Chang replied snoothly. "Only two things, Excellency. |In the first place we have
stol en nothing, and we do not have the Sword. And in the second place, the property in question-
assunme the Sword of Siege, one of the Twelve Swords of the gods, is nmeant-does not belong to the
Red Tenple. It never has." Raising his voice, Wn Chang overrode protests fromthat direction
"Not only are we innocent of the theft of Stonecutter, but we are engaged on behal f of the
rightful owner to recover his property for him The Red Tenple has no nore legitinmate interest in
that Sword than does the Blue, or than the people who have it now "

The protests emanating fromthe Red Tenpl e del egation only increased in viol ence and noi se.

Wen Chang needed help fromthe Hetnman, in the form of nore dagger-poundi ng on the table,
before he could regain the floor.

VWen a senbl ance of order had been re-established, and the Magistrate granted silence in
which to proceed, he said: "It is true that Doctor Kasimr, acting as ny agent, was inside the Red
Tenple last night. He entered legitimately, as a paying custoner. He was not trying to kill or
injure anyone, or to steal anything. H s only purpose-in which, regrettably, he failed-was to
recover the Sword for its rightful owner."

"Ah," said the Hetman. "You keep coming to that point. Wo is this rightful owner?"

Wen Chang continued snmoothly. "M inmediate client, Excellency, is Prince al-Farabi of the
Firozpur tribe." That created a stir of surprise in the room The Magistrate went on: "Not many
days ago, the Sword we seek was stolen fromthe Prince's canp in the desert, sone three days’
journey from Eyl au
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"But the Sword of Siege, as Prince al-Farabi will be first to admt, was only his on |oan-a
matter, | amtold, of Stonecutter's powers being needed to root out some bandits froma
particul arly inaccessible desert stronghold. The true and rightful owner of the blade is Prince
Mark of Tasavalta, with whom | am sure Your Excellency is well acquainted, if only by reputation."

"OfF course,"” said the Hetrman after a brief pause. He acknow edged some ki nd of
acquai ntance with the well-known Prince al nost absently, as if his mnd were runni ng on ahead
al ready, assessing what the inplications of this claimwere likely to be if it was true.
Tasaval ta was not a next-door neighbor, but rather many kiloneters to the north of his donain
Nor was it a particularly large country. But the Tasavaltans were said to be form dable in war;
the reputation of their ruler had spread farther across the continent than this.

Now there canme an interruption. Robert de Borron, refusing to be kept silent by the Red
Tenpl e people with him struggled out of his chair despite his injuries, and canme pushing his way
forward, |eaning on the central table, demanding to be heard.

The burden of his inpassioned plea was that a greater matter than treasure or even hunan
lives was here at stake-and that was Art. Now that he had held the Sword in his hands and had
begun to discover how much it could do, what marvels a scul ptor like hinself would be able to
acconplish with such an instrunent-well, all this talk about property rights and noney val ue was
really beside the point.

The scul ptor | ooked across the table at the Blue Tenple people alnost as if he really
expected themto agree with him They gazed back. |In the face of such heresy their countenances
were set |ike stone beyond the power of any blade to carve.

Meanwhi | e t he Het man- per haps from shrewdness, perhaps from chronic indecision-listened to
the artist's outburst tolerantly. De Borron grew angry at being tolerated. He had tried to speak
respectfully, he said, but perhaps that had been a mistake. Nothing, certainly nothing and no one
here in this room should take second place to Art.

He was silenced at last only by a serious threat fromthe Hetman to have hi mrenoved from
the conference chanber and, if even that failed to keep himquiet, locked in a cell

Next someone in the Blue Tenple canp brought up the suggestion that de Borron hinself night
have arranged to have the Sword stolen and spirited away.

Once nore a mnor outbreak of noise had to be put down.

"Captain Almagro." The ruler's voice was no | ouder nor bolder than before, but still the
Captai n bl anched. "You are a senior officer in the city Watch. | want you nowto tell me in
pl ain words just what did happen inside the Red Tenple I ast night; include everything that your
i nvestigati ons have di scovered since the event."

Al magro, who had perhaps been expecting to hear worse fromhis master, spoke up confidently
enough. To begin with, there was no doubt at all that the Sword had been there in the tenple, and
that it was now missing. But in the Captain's official opinion, there was al so no reason to doubt
any of the information that had just been provided by the fanmbus Magistrate.

The Het man nodded, as if he had known that all along. "My own nmagicians informnme that it
is common know edge, amobng those in a position to know, that the Prince of Tasavalta has had
Stonecutter in his arsenal for some years."

This time the interruption cane fromthe Red Tenple representatives. After a hasty
consul tation anong thensel ves, they put forward a spokesman who protested that, with all due
respect to His Excellency's w zards, it was al so commbon know edge that the Swords, |ike other
pi eces of property, changed hands fromtine to tine.

"W maintain, sir, that we were acting in good faith when we, as we thought, recently
acquired certain rights to the Sword of Siege."

Wen Chang broke in sharply. "Exactly what rights were those, and fromwhomdid you think
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you were obtaining then?"

The Red Tenpl e people were still considering what their answer to this ought to be when the
meeting was interrupted fromoutside by the entrance of one of the Hetman's aides. This was a
m ddl e- aged woman, who went straight to the ruler's side and inparted sonme information to himin a
very soft whisper.

The Het man heard the nmessage with no change of expression. Then he nodded, disnissed the
messenger with a few quiet words, and turned back to face the assenbly at the table.

"Prince al-Farabi hinmself is now here in the palace,"” he announced, |ooking sharply round
to gauge his audience's reactions. "And he is conming at once to join our neeting."

A stir ran through the gathering, but Kasinmir saw nothing he considered hel pful in anyone's
reaction. Only Wen Chang, as usual, renmined inperturbable.

Wthin two mnutes, amd a flourish of fornmal announcenent at the door, al-Farabi indeed
entered the audi ence chanber. The Prince was wearing what | ooked like the desert riding costumne
in which Kasimr had seen himlast, and Kasimr noted that his clothing was actually still dusty
with traces of the desert.

The two rul ers, using one of the short forns of cerenony, exchanged the proper formalities
of greeting. As Kasimr watched he was thinking that according to strict protocol the Prince
woul d somewhat outrank or woul d at | east take precedence over the Hetnman, though both were heads
of state. It seemed unlikely, though, that exact rank was going to be of any practica
i mportance.

After his official welconme by the Hetman, the Prince exchanged brief greetings with all the
menbers of the neeting, taking themgenerally in order of rank as prescribed by protocol. Wen he
came to Wen Chang, who was well down on the list, Kasinir thought that Prince and Magistrate
exchanged significant |ooks, though he could not tell what the expressions were neant to convey.

As soon as the formal salutations had all been conpl eted, al-Farabi resumed at sone |ength
his lamentations for his |ost Sword.

Eventual ly nastering his feelings with an evident effort, he faced the Magi strate again.
"I understand that Stonecutter was seen here in the city last night, but that it was inpossible to
recover it then?"

"That is true, sir.
"Ah, woe is me! My burden of sorrowis great indeed!"

Standing informally now with the two investigators as if they were old friends, the Prince
rel ated how, for the past several days, he and several dozen of his tribesnen had been out in the
desert, trying in vain to pick up the trail of the villain or villains who had stolen Stonecutter
fromhis canp. But, al-Farabi |anmented, he and his trackers had had no success at all-which he
supposed was scarcely to be wondered at, considering the nature of the ground and the ferocity of
the windstorns that had | ashed the area over the past several days.

Wen Chang broke in here to ask if any of the w nged nmessengers dispatched by Lieutenant
Konmi had managed to reach the Prince.

"Regrettably none of themdid." Al -Farabi |ooked freshly worried. "Is there news | ought
to know? On entering the city today | canme directly to the palace, feeling that | must consult
with nmy brother the Hetman, and so | have not seen Komi. | have heard nothing."

"There is no news, sir, that is of vital inportance for you to learn at this nonent-only a
few matters relating to the personal affairs of your troops."

Wth that settled, the Hetman called upon Kasimir to relate his version of events on the
ni ght the Sword was stolen fromthe tent. The ruler listened to the relation with a | ook of
i ntense concentration. Then he wanted to know Kasimr's version of the events in the Red Tenple
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during the night just passed.

Again Kasimr obliged. Fromthe expression on al-Farabi's face as the Prince |istened,
Kasimr could tell that he had been expecting to hear nothing like this. As to what he had been
expecting to hear, Kasimr could only wonder.

Cal | ed upon for coment agai n when Kasinmr had finished, the Magistrate took three or four
sentences to say in effect that the situation was indeed nost interesting.

The Hetman snorted. "I rejoice to hear that you find it interesting! But is that all that
you can find to tell us? W were hoping for sonething of nore substance fromthe great Wen
Chang. "

The Magi strate bowed lightly. "I mght of course add that the situation is very serious.
But | believe it is far from hopel ess.”

"I amglad to hear that you think so." The ruler |ooked round at others in the roomas if
to sanple their reactions. "You see, then, sone prospect of eventually being able to recover the
Swor d?"

Bef ore answering, Wen Chang turned to face the people fromthe Red Tenple. He said: "I
must return to an earlier question, one that was never answered. You say you thought you had
honestly bought certain rights to Stonecutter, or to its use-with whomdid you bargain? Wwomdid
you pay?"

The Red Tenpl e spokesman | ooked at hi m haughtily. "As it seenms now that we were bargaining
inerror, | don't see how knowing that is going to help."

"It may be of considerable help in recovering the Sword. Cone, who was it? Certain
di sreput abl e people of the city, was it not?"

"I fail to understand why-"
"Did you not in fact know that you were dealing with a well-organized crimnal gang?"

"Well, and if we were? W had hopes of being able to return the Sword, which we assuned
m ght have been stol en somewhere, to a legitimte use in society.”

Robert de Borron was unable to keep hinself frombursting forth again, once nore putting
forth his claimthat the demands of Art could justify any such dealings.

Soneone fromthe Blue Tenple, not wishing to have fewer words to say than anyone el se on
this occasion, pronounced: "No one's clainms to the Sword are going to nmean anything unless it is
found. | would like to know how the worl d-faned investigator we have with us plans to go about
recovering it."

The Hetman, determined to assert hinself, seized this opportunity. "It does seem" he told
Wen Chang, "that so far your efforts have contributed nothing to that end."

"It may seem so, Sir.
"What evi dence can you give us that you are maki ng progress?"
"At present | can give you none."

Eventual | y, under pressure, the Magi strate pledged to the Hetman that if given a free hand
he woul d be able to provide sone infornation on the Sword's whereabouts, if he had not succeeded
in actually recovering the blade itself, within the next twenty-four hours.

This was taken up by many of the people present as a prom se that the Sword woul d be
recovered within a day. Al were eager for that-if Stonecutter were to remain in the hands of
nanel ess thieves, it was hard to see how any of the legitimte segnments of society could hope to
profit fromit in any way.
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So, Wen Chang could nore or |less have his way for twenty-four hours. In the neantine,
according to the Magi strate's reconmendati ons, the Blue Tenple would be nore heavily guarded than
usual, as would all the city's other main depositories of wealth. And all patrolnen of the Wtch
wherever they were on duty, would be alerted to watch for Stonecutter.

Wth that the neeting broke up.
CHAPTER 15

THE Prince was of course invited by the Hetnman to partake of the hospitality of the pal ace.
Declining the invitation wuld have been diplomatically difficult if not inpossible, and so al-
Farabi was nore or |ess constrained to dine and | odge there, along with the small retinue he had
brought into the city with himfromthe desert.

Though it was plain to Kasinmr that the Prince would have preferred to | eave the pal ace at
once and have a long talk with Wn Chang, there was no opportunity inside the palace for the two
men to converse without a high probability of being overheard. |In the brief public exchange of
conversation they had before parting, the Magi strate managed to convey to his royal client the
idea that things were not really so bad as they might |ook at present. Wn Chang affirned
earnestly that he still had genuinely high hopes of being able to recover Stonecutter

Kasimr, listening silently to this reassurance, could only wonder how such hopes m ght
possibly be justified. Reviewing in his nmind the situation as it stood, he did not find it
prom sing. The twenty-four hours of Wen Chang's grace period were already passing, and nothing
was being acconplished. O course Wen Chang m ght have | earned sonething encouragi ng during the
hours he and Kasinir had been separated; the two of them had had no real chance to talk al one
since Kasimr had been routed out of bed this norning.

Now, just as Kasimr and Wen Chang were reclaimng their nounts fromthe pal ace stabl es,
they were joined by Captain Almagro. The Captain had a neani ngful | ook for each of them but he
del ayed sayi ng anyt hi ng of substance as |long as they were still within the pal ace walls.

The delay, Kasimr discovered, was to be even longer, for as soon as they were outside
those walls the Captain left them with a wink and a wave. Kasimr, not understandi ng, watched
hi m go.

"He will soon rejoin us, | think," the Magistrate assured him
“I'f you say so."

They started for their inn, this tinme w thout stopping to watch the rebuilding of the
scaf f ol d.

Kasi mr had expected the Magistrate hinself to have a great deal to say as soon as they
were away fromthe palace. But now, on the contrary, Wen Chang was content to ride along in near
silence. Instead of joining Kasimr in trying to plan a | ast desperate attenpt to recover the
Sword, he seened al nbost to have given up. Hi s precious twenty-four hours were passing mnute by
nmnute, and if anything he appeared nore rel axed than he had before the neeting at which the
deadl i ne had been inmposed upon him

If this was only resignation to the whinms of Fate, then in Kasinmr's opinion it was
carrying that kind of attitude too far. As for hinself, he saw no need to carry patience to
extrenes.

"Wl ?" he demanded, after they had ridden in silence to a couple of hundred neters
di stance fromthe palace walls. "What are we to do?"

A dark eye gleanmed at himfromunderneath a squinting brow "Have patience
advi sed him succinctly.

hi s conpani on

Kasimr found this, in the circunstances, a thoroughly unsatisfactory answer. But he had
to be content with it until they had reached their inn
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There they found Almagro waiting for themin the courtyard, having evidently conpl eted
what ever urgent errand had drawn himaway. The Captain was inpatient too. "Were can we talk?
|"ve got quite a lot to say."

Wen Chang gestured. "Come up to our suite-it is about as secure as any place can be,
outside a w zard's pal ace. "

When the three of them were established in the third-floor suite, with Komi and sone of his
men on watch in the roombelow, Al rmagro began to talk, quietly but forcefully.

Hi s pleas that Wen Chang get busy and find the Sword w t hout delay were considerably nore
urgent than Kasimr's night have been

"Magi strate, if you know where the dammed thing is, or nmight be, then let's get it and

deliver it without delay." The Captain was now obviously worried for hinself. "Watever mght or
m ght not happen to you two if you fail, nothing good is going to happen to ne. M neck is on the
line. I've stuck it way out for you, and H s Mghtiness the desert Prince is not going to put

hi msel f out to protect ne."

Wen Chang responded with every appearance of synpathy. "He might very well offer you
protection if | ask it of him And | shall certainly ask it if |I think it necessary."

"If? Look here, Magistrate, tell me straight out-do you know where that Sword is now, or
don't you?"

"I'f you nmean, can | walk straight to it and put nmy hand on it-no. Can | send a nmessage
fromthis room and have it brought here to ne within the hour? Again ny answer mnust be no.
Neverthel ess | do have sone definite ideas on the subject of Stonecutter's location."

"Hah! If you have any useful ideas at all, | w sh you d share themw th nme!"

"The tine is not yet right for that . . . |look here, old friend. You have trusted ne in
the past. Can you not trust nme once nore?"

The Captain blew out a blast of air that nade his nmustache quiver. "I|'ve seen you act |ike
this before. . . dam it all, | suppose you know what you're doing."

"Thank you. | appreciate the confidence. Now, have the arrangenents that | requested been
conpl et ed?"

"They have." Al magro | ooked at the room s wi ndows and the closed door. "If you mean about

that fellow Urar. W' ve picked himup, and brought himinto the city, as quietly as we coul d.
One of ny own nmen is now tenporarily in command out at the quarry."

"Were you able to determ ne anything fromthe records out there, about which prisoner or
pri soners m ght be m ssing?”

“Nan. M people brought in what records they could find, and |'ve taken a | ook at them
Hopel ess, |'d say. Kept by a bunch of illiterates.”

"I feared as nuch." Wen Chang rubbed his own neck, as if the long strain were beginning to
tell on him "And where are you hol di ng Urar now?"

"At one of our auxiliary Watch-stations. |It's a very quiet little place, hardly used for
anyt hi ng anynore, out near the Paupers' Palace. | doubt very nuch that anyone besides the nmen |
trust know that he's there. The nmen who took himthere and are watching over himare the nost
trustworthy | have."

"Good." Now Wen Chang was noddi ng eagerly. "I want to talk to Umar at once."

Kasi mr shook off his own recurrent tiredness as well as he could, and nade ready to
acconpany Wen Chang and Al nagro through the streets yet once nore.

Leaving the inn, they rode through the streets upon a broadly | ooping course, the
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Magi strate doubling back and changing his route unpredictably in an efficient effort to determne
whet her or not they were being followed. At length he was satisfied, and they set out straight
for the Paupers' Pal ace.

Their trip through the streets was sonewhat del ayed by these precautions, but otherw se
uneventful. Presently a faniliar |landmark came into Kasimr's sight-the isolated, disconnected,
crunbling section of high stone wall, with the wi nged scavengers rising fromits top and settling
there again, shrieking in their quarrels over food.

At one side of the stretch of barren ground that centered on the wall of exposure stood a
smal | stone building, seventy or eighty neters fromthe wall and at |east half that distance apart
fromany other structure. This, Almagro indicated, was the Watch-station. The building, Kasimr
estinmated, looking at it froma distance, could contain no nore than two roons at nost. He
supposed its chief claimto usefulness, if you could call it that, was its position that would
all ow the occupants to keep a close eye on the corpse-di sposal operation.

They had ridden within fifty neters or so of the building when Alnagro abruptly reined in
his mount, then just as suddenly spurred forward. Wn Chang was riding at a gallop right beside
hi m

Kasimr dug his heels into the flanks of his riding-beast and stayed right behind them He
was actually the first off his nobunt as the three nen reached the station. The stout front door
of the little building was standing slightly ajar. |In the shaded area just inside the entrance,
where it would be invisible until you were al nost upon it, lay the body of a man in Watch uniform
The man was sprawl ed on his back in the middl e of a considerable pool of blood.

Kasi mir took one | ook at the wound that had opened the nan's throat, alnobst fromear to
ear, and forbore to ook for signs of Iife. The blood was starting to dry on the stone floor, and
the insects were already busy around the corpse

Al magro, standing over the dead man now with his short sword drawn, said a nane, which
Kasimr took to be that of the murdered man; then the Captain and the Magistrate, both with
weapons ready, noved farther into the building, toward a doorway |leading to the rear.

Once nore Kasinmr was right behind them

The second room of the small structure was di mand al nost wi ndow ess. The heat of the sun
upon the thin stone walls was turning the chanber oven |like; and here was nore bl ood, nuch nore
bl ood, this tinme spreading out in a fan-shaped, partially dried puddle that had its source inside
the single barred cell with which the building was equi pped. There was another dead man in there,
lying on the floor of the still-locked cell, and in this victims distorted face Kasinmir could
recogni ze the val uabl e prisoner Umar.

For a few nonents the drone of insects, and the cries of those distant, |arger scavengers
upon the paupers' wall, nade the only sounds in that dimroom Then Wen Chang asked his old
friend to unlock the door of the cell

The Captain funbled at his belt, where there were several sets of keys. He seenmed to be
having trouble finding the proper one. "How was he killed, in there?" he asked in a querul ous
voice. "He can't have done it hinself, there's no weapon."

The Magi strate shook his head inpatiently. "He was lured to the bars, by whoever killed
the sentry. Lured by the prom se of being set free, | suppose . . . how should I know the
detail s?" Wen Chang was angry at the loss of his witness, perhaps at his own nistakes as well, and
di sposed to be uncharacteristically surly.

Once Almagro had found the proper key and opened the cell door, Wen Chang and Kasinir went
into the cell, both trying to avoid stepping in the puddled bl ood. The Mugistrate also drew up
his trouser legs with a slight fastidi ous novenent.

Soon after Wen Chang had begun his exam nation of the body, he turned to announce that the
man had been attacked from behind, and that his killer was |eft-handed.
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Al magro, his expression at once idle and thoughtful, had been looking into the cell from
out si de, hanging on to the bars of the door. But he reacted sharply to that.

"Left-handed?" Hi s voice rose, in both pitch and volune, fromeach syllable to the next.
The others turned to | ook at him

"Left-handed? That tears it, then! About three years ago, right after | cane to work for
the Hetman, there was a fellowin the city they called the Juggler. Another nane he went by was
Val ano of the Left Hand. He was the snoothest assassin |'ve ever run into anywhere. The
deadl i est and snmartest ... it was only through a woman that we ever caught him Even then we
knew he'd done a lot of things we couldn't prove. W could prove enough, though. The judge
t hought that execution was too good for him"”

Wen Chang's eyes glittered. "And so he was sent to the quarries?"

"Yes, he was, by all the gods! 'Course |'mnot sure it was Kovil's quarry where he ended
up. But it might well have been. He was one of the few you don't forget in this business. Al
this"-and with a savage gesture Almagro indicated the abattoir around them"this is just the kind
of thing he did. He knew, sonehow, we had a good witness here, a man who could tell us a lot.
And he came to shut himup for good."

"This Val anpb, or Juggler, worked al one then, as a rule?"

“I'n the inmportant things he worked al one as nmuch as possible. Though he could al ways
recruit people in Eylau to work with him when he thought he needed soneone. Had a reputation
that one did. Still has, evidently. | do believe that nost of the regular gang | eaders were
afraid of him... so nowit |ooks Iike the Juggler's back."

"How di d he happen to acquire that nane?" asked Kasimr.

Al magro's gaze turned toward him "Nothing very strange about that. I1t's what he did,
they tell nme, before he found his real profession. A street perforner, doing a little acrobatics,
alittle sleight of hand, a little juggling. Those people are never very far within the edge of
the | aw anyway. "

"True enough," said Wen Chang. "Though there have been tines in ny owmn |ife when | have
felt al nost conpletely at hone anong them. . . but never mind that. Wat does this Val ano
| ook Iike?"

Squinting into the air, the Captain took thought carefully. "By nowl'd say he nust be
around forty years old; though by the | ook of things here he's lost no skill or toughness. Anyone
who coul d survive three years on a quarry gang . . . he's just average height, no taller than
the Doctor here. Something of a hooked nose. Hi s hair was dark when he was young, but when | saw
himit was going an early gray-so it's likely just about conpletely white by now H's face would
be lined and sun burnt fromthe quarries, so l'd say he's likely to | ook a decade or two ol der
than he really is-what's wong with you, Doctor Kasimr?"

"Tadasu Hazara," said Kasimir, after a pause to swallow. "That was the name he gave when
he cane to the inn, and talked to me about wanting to buy antique weapons. He nust have thought
that I was a genui ne deal er, and was just naking sure. Then he proved to hinself that | was a
fake." The physician paused and | ooked at his conpanions. "How could Kovil have hoped to contro
such a man?"

"Kovil did not lack in confidence," said Wen Chang dryly. He stood back fromthe bl ood and
waved a hand about. "dd friend Almagro, this slaughter nust of course be reported.™

"And am | to report also that Valam of the Left Hand did it?"

“Yes, | think so. Al the pressure that we can put upon that gentlenman will not be too
much. As for you, Kasimr."

"Yes?"
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"I want you to go back to the inn and rest," said the Magistrate, surprising his hearer
"Rest, but do not sleep too deeply, for this Juggler may even now decide to pay us a visit there
And soon there will be another job for you to do."

CHAPTER 16

KASIMR returned to the inn, where Lieutenant Kom was waiting to greet himw th eager
questi ons about the nobst recent devel opnents. Kasinir, not having been told to keep any secrets,
brought the officer up to date as best he coul d.

Kom shook his head gl oom |y when he had heard the story of the double nurder. "It sounds
like bad news; | nust find out what the Prince wants ne to do now. "

"It certainly doesn't sound like good news to nme either. But be sure to |eave a few
reliable men here if you go off to the pal ace seeking orders."”

"I will. Don't worry, my men are all reliable.™

Cinbing the stairs wearily to his third-floor room Kasimr |ay down on his couch to rest.
For a tine, the cries of peddlers in the street outside kept hi mawake.

The peddl ers noved on eventually to the next street, but by now Kasimr's thoughts were
di sturbi ng enough to prevent his sleeping. He kept seeing the murdered nen in the snmall stone
buil di ng. Sonehow t he worst horror was the | ook of peace upon their faces; even the man in the
cell, whose expression was unnatural, seenmed to have died calmy. It was as if each of the
victinms in turn had wel coned the figure in whose gui se death came upon them

Nei t her of them appeared to have taken al arm before the end.

At last Kasimr fell asleep, and with sl eep cane strange dreans. Soneone whose face was
hidden in a gray hood was stalking after himwith a great steel Sword, trying to coax himto put
down his dagger and his cudgel. Then in his dream Kasinmir |ooked down for his right hand, and saw
that it was gone, |opped off along with his wooden club

He awoke sweating and gasping, to find Wen Chang bending over him For just a nonent the
horror and strangeness of the dream persisted, and then Kasinmir realized that the frightening
alteration he perceived in Wn Chang's face was only a result of the Magistrate's just having
renoved the outer |ayer of some kind of a disguise.

"What ' s goi ng on?" Kasimr denmanded, al nost before he was fully awake. There was sonethi ng
in his nentor's attitude that nade himthink nore action nust be inm nent.

Wen Chang was standi ng back now, regarding himcalmy. "I have arranged another task for
you to perform my young friend-if you choose. It might help our cause inmmeasurably, but | mnust
warn you that it is very dangerous."

Kasi mr sat up, scratching and rubbing his head. "Now after we raided that warehouse-
after you sent ne into the Red Tenpl e-now you think it necessary to warn ne that our task is
danger ous?"

The Magi strate had seated hinself in a nearby chair. "Yes," he said, "I do. There were
certainly dangers in those places that you nention. But the risk to be faced now may well be of a
different order of magnitude. The fact is that | have been able, through sone difficult and
indirect negotiation, to arrange a deal with the Watch-station nurderer."

Despite hinself Kasinmr was aware of a chill. "Well, | won't argue that he doesn't require
a special warning. | suppose this deal involves the Sword?"
"Of course.”

"What makes you think that the Juggler has it now, instead of Natalia and her group?"

"You m sunderstand, Kasinmr. The fact is that our friend hopes and expects to obtain the
Sword fromus, in return for a down paynent of cash, along with his pledge of cooperation in other
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matters."

Kasimir, who had just got to his feet, slowy sat down again. "However did he get the idea
that we have it?"

"I fear someone nmust have provided himw th m sl eading information
twi nkl ed slightly.

The Magi strate's eyes

" How?"
There was no answer.
"So he wants Stonecutter fromus. Wat do we hope and expect to get from hin?"

"I have told himthat we want a thousand gold pieces as a down payment, and a pl edge, plus
his co-operation in future operations.”

"And what do we really want?"

"I want his head," said Wen Chang sinply.

There was a little silence. "I see what you nean," said Kasimr at last, "about the
danger. "

"Yes; about that. Understand, Kasimr, that | would not ask this of you if | thought the
part | wanted you to play was truly suicidal. But |I will think none the less of you if you-"

"Ch, yes, you would." The physician got to his feet. "That's all right. |, on ny part,
woul d think sonething the | ess of nyself if, having cone this far, | were to fail to see this

matter through to a conclusion. Tell ne what you want ne to do."

The Magi strate, smiling and obviously relieved, |eaned forward to exchange a firm handcl asp
with his younger associate. Then he sat back in his chair.

"Sel dom have | made any plan for the express purpose of killing someone. But | think that
inthis case it is essential. | have already spoken to Almagro on this matter and he sees no
objection. | have spoken also to Lieutenant Komi, as Prince al-Farabi's deputy, and he agrees

with me. You and | will have hel p-but so will the Juggler, who has obviously recruited people
fromthe underworld of Eylau."

"I amsure our allies are at |east as capable as his. Tell ne what you want nme to do."

"You will have a special part to play tonight. You will carry to our neeting with Valano a
wr apped bundl e of the proper size and shape to persuade himthat we are indeed bringing the Sword.
He insists on seeing it at our first neeting, before our negotiations are carried any further
There are good reasons why | cannot undertake to play the part of the Sword-carrier myself, but be
assured that | shall be nearby."

"I had assunmed you woul d be."

"Almagro and Komi and nyself, with additional help, are going to be as close as we can.
But we cannot guarantee your safety should our eneny becone suspicious."

"Whi ch he can hardly fail to be. But | understand. | tell you | nmean to see this business
t hrough. "

At this point Lieutenant Kom appeared at the head of the stairs. The officer was carrying
under one arm a wei ghty bundle, definitely the wong shape for a Sword. When this was placed on a
tabl e and unwrapped, it proved to be a mail shirt, the steel links as finely wought as any
Kasi mir had ever seen.

"This is for you to wear tonight, sir," Kom informed Kasinmr, sonewhat grimy

"I ndeed. Under the conditions, | think | will not refuse."
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In response to Kasimr's questions, the officer inforned himthat the garnent belonged to
Prince al -Farabi hinself, but Kom did not think his naster would mnd its being | oaned out in the
present circunstances. Kom also stated that the nmesh of the shirt, magically reinforced, was so
fine and tough that it ought to be able to turn the point of even the sharpest poniard.

Wi le Kasimr was preparing to try the garnent on, he asked Wen Chang curiously: "How did
you manage to establish conmunications with Val anp?"

"Only indirectly, and with considerable difficulty.” The Magi strate was spreadi ng out a
coarsely woven, dull-brown cloth al nost the size of a blanket upon the |argest table in the
apartment. Kasinmir's view of this operation was cut off for a noment as Komi hel ped himpull the
mai |l shirt over his head; then he could see the Magistrate holding up a sword in a plain |eather
sheat h.

"Also borrowed," he said, "fromour friend the Prince." The weapon had a brown wooden hilt
and an ornate guard; its overall size |ooked the sanme as Stonecutter's, but no one able to get a
good | ook could mistake this blade for one of the Twel ve forged by a god.

Wen Chang put the sword on the table and began to bundle it up carefully in the brown
cl ot h.

Kasi mr asked: "Do we expect the Juggler to accept his treasure without taking a close | ook
at it?"

"We expect, if all goes well, to conplete our business with himbefore he has had a chance
to do so."” The Magistrate tied his bundle lightly shut and stood back, surveying the effect. Then
he hoisted it in one hand, as if testing the weight. "As |long as the bundle renains closed the
Iikeness is certainly good enough."

"Where is the nmeeting scheduled to take place, and when?"

"The tine is tonight. The place is the small bazaar at the end of the Street of the
Leat herworkers. Rather, that is where you are to carry the Sword, and await further
i nstructions."”

"l suppose | amto go al one?"

The Magi strate shot hima glance of anusenent, tenpered with concern. "You would be
willing to do that? No, fortunately our rivals in this matter are too realistic to demand any
such foolish behavior on our part. You will have two compani ons when you arrive at the bazaar
and for sone tine thereafter. W nust expect that at some point an attenpt will be made to
separate you, the sword-bearer, fromyour escort.”

Kasi mir sighed. "Naturally | suppose we nust expect treachery fromthe other side."

No one bothered to answer that. Kom was neking certain adjustnents in the shirt, which
hung with a depressing wei ght upon Kasinir's shoul ders.

"And speaking of treachery," Kasimr insisted, "how do we plan to effect our own?"

"The details of that nust wait upon events," said Wen Chang. "Your responsibilities wll
be, first, to carry this." The brown-cloth bundl e was thrust suddenly into Kasimr's grip.
"Second, to take direction fromne; and third, should that no | onger be possible, to use your own
wits to the best advantage possible.”

Two hours after sunset, flanked by the Magistrate and a sturdy Firozpur sergeant, Kasimr
was standing at the south end of the Street of the Leatherworkers, where an intersection with two
ot her busy though narrow t horoughfares had created a square of nodest size. One of the city's
i nnunmer abl e open-air markets had grown up in the space thus nade avail abl e, and was doing a
thriving business on this evening, despite the occasional brisk shower and the threat of a rea
downpour conveyed by heavy background thunder. Again Kasimr found hinmself in a part of the city
no nore than a hundred neters, he estinmated, fromthe Tungri and the energetic life that clustered
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around the river and the docks.

"Why did you decide to give this thing to nme to carry?" he asked in a | ow voice, turning
his head slightly toward the Magistrate, who stood at his right hand. "Not that | amunw |ling-
but | should have thought you'd prefer to have it in hand yourself."

"At the nost crucial nonments of negotiation," said Wen Chang, "I prefer to have both hands
free. Also | chose you because | consider you-after nyself-the nbost quick-witted person avail able
.ah. Here, if | amnot m staken, cones our next contact."

An urchin only a little older and bigger than the child who had carried Natalia' s nmessage
was approaching them steadily through the randomtraffic of bodies in the bazaar. H s eyes were
fixed on Kasinmir, who held the sword-shaped bundle in his hands. In a noment, as soon as the boy
was sure that Kasimr was watching him he turned sharply and | ed the way down Leat herworkers
Street.

"Slowy and calmy," said Wn Chang. "After him"

Moving single file with Kasimr in the lead, his bundle held tightly under his left arm
the three nen foll owed.

They were | ed beneath the flaring oil-1anps of Leather-workers' Street, and into another
bazaar at the other end of the short, crooked thoroughfare. Kasinmir, glancing up just as they
reached this second narketplace, saw sonet hing that al nost made hi m stunble-a snmall, dark shadow
flitting just above the brightness of the nearest lanp. It had to be one of Komi's-or soneone's-

wi nged nmessengers. The lieutenant nust be nearby, and rmust be sonmehow trying to use one of the
creatures to follow their progress through the maze of streets.

On entering the second bazaar their youthful guide had suddenly turned aside, darted under
one of the vendors' carts, and in an instant disappeared fromview. It was not to be thought of
that nmen of affairs carrying a Sword would follow himin this maneuver; the trio came to an
uncertain halt, watching and waiting for further instructions.

The snells of dough frying, and of meat and peppers roasting on a skewer, enlivened the air
here. Somewhere in the background, nmen clapped hands to the rhythmof a drum and fenal e dancers
whirled in torchlight. A small caravan of |aden | oad beasts urged other traffic nmonentarily out
of the way of their slow progress.

Then, unexpectedly, their guide was back, wal ki ng out of the kal ei doscopic churn of noving
bodi es, comng fromthe direction of the dancers. This time the urchin noved past the three nen
pur poseful Iy, and wal ked strai ght on through the outer gateway of a | ow stone building at the
start of the next street. Once inside the gate he paused, |ooking back just |ong enough to make
sure they were following. Then he walked on into the building' s courtyard.

The Firozpur sergeant, hand on his sword hilt, followed. At Wn Chang's gesture Kasimr
followed two or three paces behind the sergeant; and he could hear Wen Chang's soft footsteps
com ng along at an equal distance behind him

The open passage |leading into the courtyard went round a right-angled corner, so that now
the busy street was out of sight. The torchlit enclosure in which they found thensel ves was
small, no nore than five neters square, closed on three sides by the nortared stone walls of a | ow
bui | di ng, each wall containing one or two heavily barred wi ndows. There was one door, even nore
impressively fortified, in one of the walls. Save for thenselves, the courtyard was enpty.
Kasi mir caught only the briefest glinpse of their guide, snall bare feet vani shing onto the roof
at the top of a fragile-Iooking drainpipe.

"Now, " said a sepulchral voice, noderately |oud, speaking fromw thin the darkness inside
the barred window on Kasinir's right. Nerves triggered by the sound, he spun that way.

"Show us," added a tenor fromthe wi ndow that was now behind him He turned again, seeing
Wen Chang and the Firozpur sergeant at his sides turning nore slowy.

"The Sword," concluded a voice that Kasimr had heard once before, in the courtyard of his
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own inn. This time it came fromw thin the wi ndow Kasinmr had originally been facing.

Kasimr held up the weighty bundle. "Unwap it," ordered the central voice, its owner

still invisible behind a protective grille.

"Not so fast," interposed Wen Chang. "W should |ike to know who we are dealing with. And
that our path of retreat out of this courtyard is still secure.”

"Stay where you are," said the Juggler's voice. "Show nme the real Sword, and you will be

able to retreat fast enough.”

"First you will identify yourself somehow. " The voice of the Magistrate sounded as firm as
that of a judge seated on the bench. "O else this dealing proceeds no further."

There was a pause. Then sonething, a small, harm ess-1ooking object came flying out of the
darkness of the barred wi ndow to bounce at the feet of Kasimr. Looking down, he sawit was a
juggler's ball. The energy of the small sphere's bounces died away, and it came to a full stop
al nost touching the toe of his right boot.

Kasi mir glanced at Wen Chang, who shrugged and with a confident small gesture seened to
i ndicate that Kasimr should undo the bundle he was carrying. Kasimr hesitated marginally, then
set one end of the wapped sword on the ground, and pretended to be trying to untie the cord that
hel d the wappi ngs together. He could only assune that

Wen Chang woul d manage sone interruption at the | ast second.

The sounds of the bazaar, the nusic of people blithely indifferent to villainy, drifted
into the three-sided enclosure.

"Hurry, get on with it!" the voice of Tadasu Hazara urged, from out of darkness.

"I"'mtrying," Kasimr protested, endeavoring to sound irritated rather than frightened.
"These knots-"

"Cut them"

>From sonmewhere, alnost lost in the noise of the open street behind Kasimir, a low whistle
sounded. In the next instant, as if coincidentally, Wn Chang stepped forward to give Kasinmr a
hand. "Here, let ne."

Kasimr let go and stepped back-and recoiled as fromthe nurderous |lunge of a nmadman. Wen
Chang had grabbed up the bundle, still tied shut as it was, and lunged with it strai ght agai nst
the white stone wall in front of him

There was a minor thunderclap of inmpact. Wen Chang drew back his arms and thrust again
with the conceal ed bl ade, slashing and sawing with denonic energy. Stones and their fragnents
burst fromthe wall, showering and bruising the astoni shed Kasimr, while the hammer |i ke sounds
of Stonecutter rose into the night.

I nsi de each of the three dark roons behind the w ndow bars, pandenmoni um burst out. Soneone
fired a crossbow bolt out of the window at the right, a dart that by some sheer good | uck m ssed
the Firozpur sergeant, who was near its line of flight. Kasimr was not quite so lucky. The
i mpact, just under his right arnpit, felt like that of an oaken club swung in a giant's fist, and
for a nonment he staggered off bal ance.

Now there were cries and the clash of weapons in the rear of the central room from which
the Juggler's voice had sounded. Soneone was beating down a door back there, and torchlight shone
t hrough, even as a section of the front wall went down before Wen Chang's continuing assault with
the Sword. The inside of the roomwas suddenly open to inspection, but Valanb was gone.

Kasi mr | ooked down at the pavenent near his feet; the crossbow bolt was lying there, a
wi cked-1 ooki ng dart whose needl e point was barely tipped with red. H's own red blood. The
physi cian put a hand under his outer shirt and felt the fine mesh of the heavy mail beneath; there
in one place the perfect pattern of the links was slightly strained and broken. There was a wound
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in his bruised flesh, but it was superficial

And how arned nen were swarm ng everywhere. |t appeared that nost of Val anp's support had
evaporated on the spot. An outcry went up; that gentleman hinmsel f had just been spotted trying to
get away over the rooftops.

I nside the otherw se barren room fromwhi ch the Juggl er had been speaking, there was a
| adder and a trapdoor. Kasinir, halfway up, saw Wen Chang, still on the ground, throw the Sword,
still wapped, up on the roof ahead of him where presumably some trusted figure was waiting to
take it in charge and keep it safe.

And now the Magi strate was on the roof hinself, |eading the pursuit, shouting: "W nust not
I et him escape!"

The pursuit led in the direction of the river

The buil dings in the nei ghborhood were nostly low, the streets nore often than not nere
pedestrian all eys, narrow enough for an active man noving at rooftop level to leap themw th a
bound. Kasimr's wound did not nuch trouble him and he forgot about it once he was caught up in
t he excitenent of the chase.

The noon, perversely fromthe point of view of the fugitive, was now out, near full and
very bright. The broken clouds that would have dimred its light seened to avoid it wholly. The
figure that nust be the Juggler was noving on, leaping arid running, in the direction of the
river, keeping half a roof ahead of the nearest pursuer

Kasimr was gaining ground slowy. 1In a nonent the man, one of the Watch, who had been
closest to the fleeing Valanpo tried to junp too broad a gap, and di sappeared with a cry of
despair.

Now Kasimr hinself was closest to the enenmy. dancing off to one side, he was astounded
to catch a glinpse of soneone else running in the night, noving away from Val ano rather than
toward him and carrying some object. Light, timng, and distance were all against Kasimr, but
he thought that he might have just seen Natalia. O perhaps it was only that he expected to see
her now in every scene of action

He had no tinme nowto try to puzzle the matter out. The river was very near ahead; the
quarry was being brought to bay.

Sorreone' s sl ung stone whi zzed past Val anp's head; the shot had been too difficult in
nmoonl i ght. The white-haired figure turned on a parapet, two stories above the water's edge.
Kasimr, running up, knew that he was going to be too late. There were nen rowing a snall boat in
the streamjust under the place where the Juggl er perched, nen who called up to himw th urgent
Voi ces.

Val anmp turned toward Kasimr, and nade a graceful gesture of obscenity. The acrobat's body
crouched, then lunged out in an expert dive that ought to land it in the water just beside the
boat .

Runni ng out of shadows, the figure of Wen Chang appeared beside the | eaping man at the |ast
instant. Moonlight glinted on the faint streak of a bright rapier

The Juggl er's body, pierced, contorted in the air. A choked cry sounded in the night. The
graceful dive becane an awkward, tunbling splash into the river

Wen Chang, panting with the long chase, his own sword still in his hand, stood watching
beside Kasimr. No one saw the subnerged man come up.

CHAPTER 17

BEFORE nightfall Wen Chang, Kasimir, and Kom had nmade their way wearily back to the inn
Kasimir's wound-an ugly bruise, and ninor |aceration-was throbbing, and at his direction his
conpani ons hel ped hi mwash it, then took salves fromhis nedical kit and applied them Wn Chang
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needed no directions to apply a professional -1ooking bandage. Kasimr was still functional, doing
as well as could be expected.

Meanwhi | e Komi had retreated below to | ook after his nmen, and the Magi strate had ordered
food brought to the upper room Wile he and Kasinmir were eating they conversed.

"I cannot believe that | had Stonecutter in my hand and lost it." Kasimr was loud wth

grow ng anger.
Wen Chang did not reply.

“I't was you yourself who took it fromne. You who passed it on to sonmeone el se.”

Still no answer.

"Magi strate, | saw you wap a fake Sword in a bundle. Then you gave the package to ne.
But later the Sword in the bundle was genuine. | sawit, in your hands, hack to bits a wall of
solid stone. | heard the sound of its magic as it did so. The Sword | was carrying was genui ne,

and | amsure you knew it."
Wen Chang appeared to be neditating.

"l know you are the real Wen Chang, and | cannot believe that the real Wn Chang is a
crimnal."

At |ast the narrow gaze turned back to Kasinmir. "Thank you." The words sounded si ncere,

and curiously subdued.

"Then, am | going mad? O is it not your objective, after all, to get the Sword and return
it toits rightful owner?"

"That is ny objective," said the Magistrate stiffly, for the first tine soundi ng of fended.
"I have undertaken it as sincerely as any conmitnent inny life."

"Then-" Kasimr made a hel pless gesture. "Then | amat a loss. If | amto be of any
further use to you, | nust know what is going on. WAs the seeni ng appearance of the real Sword
sonme result of nmagic? But no, you do not |like to use nagic, do you?"

"Magic is not the too! | prefer. Kasimr, if you cannot see what is going on, nowis not
the tinme for me to tell you. For your own good, if ny efforts should fail."

"Then tell me this at least. Are there nmagic powers, a curse, arrayed agai nst us? The
Sword cones al nost into ny hands, again and again, and then it flies away-generally into the hands
of that woman."

"There is no curse upon us that |I know of. W face no overwhel mi ng nagic." Wen Chang drank

tea froma nmug and put it down. "I have heard that the Sword Coi nspi nner noves itself about
freely, refusing to be bound by any nerely human attenpts at confinement, whether by neans of
solid walls or of spells. | have not heard that about Stonecutter, or any of the other Swords."

"Then what is the explanation? Al | can see clearly is that Stonecutter's gone again,"
Kasi mir declared, in what sounded nmore |ike an indictnent of Fate than a lanent. "You w apped an
imtation in a bundle here; and when |I unw apped the sane bundle there, the Sword inside was
genuine. | can imagi ne no nonnmagi cal explanation for that."

Unl ess, of course, Kasimr's thought went on, you substituted the real Sword for the
imtation by sone sleight of hand. You could have done that easily enough. | wasn't really
wat ching. But that neans you had the real Sword here, and didn't.

No, Kasimir told hinself firmy. That would make no sense at all. The Magistrate hinself
was trustworthy, if anyone was. He, Kasinmir, had comitted hinself to that.

Unl ess .
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“I'f it was true that we were faced by sone overwhel mi ng magic," said Wen Chang, as if he
were calmy unaware of all that mght be going through Kasimr's mnd, "inmpossible for us to
understand or overcome, then there would not be much point in worrying. However that may be, | am
going to get sone sleep while | have the chance, and | suggest you do the sane.”

Kasi mir was on the verge of pointing out that nore than half of the Magistrate's twenty-
four-hour grace period had now el apsed, but he decided that woul d be usel ess, and took hi nself
back to his couch. The salves were working, and his wound pained himhardly at all. He dozed off
hopi ng that enlightennent might cone in dreans.

But this tine there were no dreans. It seened to Kasimr that he had barely closed his
eyes, when he was awakened by a renpte pounding, as of nmiled fists or heavy weapon-hilts upon
sonme | ower portal of the inn. Goaning and cursing his way back to full wakeful ness, he rubbed
his eyes. By the tinme the sound of boots ascending the stairs becane plain, Kasimr was sitting
up and groping for his boots.

A few nonents after that, Lieutenant Konmi, also freshly awakened, was at the door of the

upper suite. "A robbery attenpt is reported at the Blue Tenple," the officer informed Kasinir
tersely. "It seens certain that the Sword of Siege was used.”
Kasi mr groaned. "An attenpt, you say? Was it successful ?"

"It doesn't sound like it to ne. But the nmessengers didn't really tell nme one way or the
other." Kom glanced down the narrow stairs. "Naturally, you and the Magistrate are needed at the
Bl ue Tenple at once. The Hetnman commuands it personally.”

"OfF course. Al right, we'll go. Gve us one mnute. And get your men up and ready for
action. W' re probably going to need them again, though for what | don't know. "

"They'll be ready before you are."

Wen Chang was sl eeping as peacefully as an infant when Kasimr intruded upon the inner
chamber to bring himthe news. But he woke up with a ninimum of fuss, and gave no indication of
surprise at this |atest devel oprment.

Everything was soon in readiness. The trip on riding-beasts through the evening streets
was uneventful. This tinme the Hetnan had sent a larger escort, and the |level of their courtesy
was noticeably |ess.

When they cane in sight of the Blue Tenple, Kasinr beheld a swarm of people, nmany of them
bearing torches or lanterns, gathered at one corner of the fortress like edifice. The Hi gh Priest
Theodore hinsel f was present, to grab Wen Chang by the sl eeve as soon as he had di snounted, and
attenpt to hustle himforward |ike a common crini nal

But somehow the hustling was not to be acconplished in that fashion. Wn Chang renai ned
standi ng where he was, erect and dignified, while the priest stunbled, slightly off balance, as he
moved away, and had to recover his own dignity as best he coul d.

A confused babbl e of accusing voices rose. Kasimr, now that he could get a good | ook at

the corner of the massive wall, had to admit that it certainly did look as if the Sword had been
used on it. Carvings had been nade in the stone bl ocks, deep and narrow cuts that must have
requi red a very sharp, tough tool. And there on the pavenment below the cutting were the expected

fragnments of stone.

Kasi mi r picked up one of these fragnents and held it close to soneone's torch. There was
no m staking those snmoothly striated markings-yes, the Sword of Siege had really been here, and
had been used against this wall.

“I't looks," said Kasimr, "as if Natalia's gang isn't going to be easily discouraged."

The Blue Tenple priests, as they were not slow in explaining, had an extra reason to be
upset. They had been spending time and effort, and presunably even noney, in an effort to have
their walls rendered proof by opposing nagic agai nst the powers of Stonecutter. Al this had now
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proven to have been time and effort-and noney-wasted.

Kom said: "The thieves nust have been frightened off by a patrol or sonething, before they
could dig in very far."

Wen Chang nodded soberly. "But | wonder how far they fled when they were frightened of f?"
"What do you nean?" the Director of Security demanded of him sharply.

"Has it occurred to anyone here that the sane band of thieves, arned with the same Sword,
m ght even now be at work beneath our feet? Tunneling out of reach and sight of ordinary patrols,
or other defensive neasures. |Intent upon creating their own entrances to the treasure vaults
bel ow?"

This was of course said in full hearing of the High Priest and other Blue Tenple officials.
They inmediately dropped their angry attenpt at confrontation with the Mgistrate, and began to
cast about in search of sone way of neeting this new threat. One man i mredi ately went down on al
fours to put his ear to the pavenent. |In a nonent al nost a dozen people, including the Magistrate
hi nsel f, were doing the sane thing.

Kasimr also gave that tactic a try. But he gave it up in a matter of noments, unable to
convince hinself that he was really able to hear anything that way.

Q hers were having nore success. One of the relatively minor tenple officials was certain
that he could detect the sounds of steady digging. Presently two or three others were in
agreement with him

Wen Chang stood up, shaking his head, and said that he could give no firmopinion. Hs
senses were growi ng old, he said, and were no longer to be absolutely depended upon

There was sone nminor excitenment as Prince al-Farabi, acconpani ed by a coupl e of nounted
retainers, canme galloping up. He had come, the Prince said, as soon as he had heard the news of
the attenpted robbery.

He, at least, continued to address Wn Chang with great respect. "Wat are we to do,
Magi strat e?"
The investigator stroked his beard. He said, "If it is possible to pin down the direction

of these underground sounds nore precisely, starting a counterm ne m ght be one useful tactic."

Several people took up the suggestion at once. The nunbers of |ow ranking workers present
had been growing steadily, as first one official and then another took it upon hinself to order
sonme further nobilization; and now a call went up for digging inplenents.

Meanwhi l e the party of dignitaries, sone of them keeping an eye on the two investigators as
if afraid they mght try to escape, adjourned by nore or | ess commbn consent to inside the tenple.
There they descended in a body into one of the deeper treasure vaults, and here again there was
much listening, with ears now applied to walls.

More lights were called for, and soon supplied, so that even the darker corners of the many
under ground roons could be illum nated. Mre guards were called for too, though it seened to
Kasimir that the place was inconveniently crowded with arnmed nen al ready.

By this time someone-Kasinr was certain only that it was neither hinmself nor Wen Chang- had

suggested that the robbers' new plan mght not be to dig a tunnel at all, but rather to underm ne
an entire section of the building, so that walls, roof, and everything would collapse suddenly, in
a cloud of dust and a pile of rubble. 1In this disaster and the ensuing confusion, the suggestion

was, there would be little to prevent the brigands' bursting up fromunderground |ike so nany
nmol es, and looting to their hearts' content.

Theodore was trying simultaneously to counter this and other perceived threats. He had
anot her problem in that his vaults were crowded with authorities and aides from severa
organi zations and of all ranks, froma head of state on down; and each authority, wanting to nake
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his presence known, had sonething to say. Already a swarm of |aborers arned with picks and
shovel s were-presunably on soneone's orders-descending into the lower vaults to begin the task of
opening the floors there and getting the counterm ning under way. Sone other |eader, driven into
a frenzy by this invasion of the sacred precincts, was trying to organize a force of clerks and
junior priests to nove sone of the nusty piles of wealth el sewhere. Still others were trying to
delay this tactic, until they could come to an agreement on where the treasure woul d be safest.

In the midst of all this turnobil, Mstress Hedmark and one of her aides appeared. They had
come down fromtheir quarters near the gemroomto see what was going on; terrible runors had
reached themup there, and there had been nothing to do but see for thensel ves.

The suspicion crossed Kasimr's mnd that Mstress Hedmark m ght now actually have the
Sword in her possession, and that she and the Blue Tenple had worked all this wall-carving, and
the runors of tunnels, as a distraction to keep suspicion fromthensel ves. Sonehow the situation
had that kind of feeling to it. But Kasinmir had not a shred of evidence, and he kept his wild
theories to hinself for the present.

Meanwhi | e Wen Chang, as might have been expected, was maintaining his calmanid all this
confusion. The flurry of accusation against himand his partners had di ed down now, but when, as
still happened now and then, sonmeone blamed himto his face for being responsible, he answered
midly if at all.

As the hours of the night dragged by, nothing at all seenmed certain to Kasinir any |onger
except that the robbers had not yet managed to cut their way into the tenple. Beyond that he had
more or less given up trying to keep track of the theories and fears regardi ng where the bl ow was

likely to fall, and the various efforts to forestall it. |Instead he sought out a quiet corner
where a pile of enpty treasure sacks offered a reasonably soft couch. Relaxing, his back agai nst
a wall, the young physician entered a period of intense thought. O tried to do so; the effort

was made no easier by all the noise and activity around him

When he saw Wen Chang noving quietly toward an exit, he followed. CQutside the tenple the
air was nmuch cool er and easier to breathe. Qhers, seeing Wn Chang and Kasinmr go out, followed
suspi ci ousl y.

But the Magistrate gave no sign of trying to get away. He |ooked at the noon, full and
near setting now, and breathed of the danp air, and stretched his arns.

Kasi mir sat down again, and before he knew it he was drifting into sleep

Sonet hing, perhaps it was revelation, cane to Kasinmir in a dream And suddenly he
under st ood nmuch that had been hidden fromhim He awke with a start, having the inpression that
sonmeone had been shaking him No one had, unless it were possibly his own Mise.

What a dammed fool he had been
Somewher e beyond the tall buildings of the city, the sun had definitely come up

And, shortly after dawn on this first day of the Festival, another urgent sumons arrived
for Wen Chang and his associate. This one cane directly fromthe palace, and the face of the
messenger who brought it was ashen in the early light. H's master the Hetrman nust indeed be in a
rage.

Benjam n of the Steppe had just managed to escape fromhis cell in the palace. The
del egation going to his cell to bring himout for execution had found the chanber enpty. A tunne
originating somewhere outside the building had been cut neatly up through the stone floor. There
was not the |east doubt that the Sword had been used.

The Magi strate, having been apprised of all these facts, turned and repeated themcalmy to
those who were standing nearest to himKasimr, A magro, and Lieutenant Kom . To Kasimr, Wen
Chang's face now appeared wooden with fatigue. Wth his new insight, he tried but failed to read
sonmething nore in it than that.

As for Kasimr hinself, he did not trouble to hide his feelings particularly. This struck
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himas the first piece of good news they had heard in sone time. Konm appeared to feel the sane
way.

Al magro on the other hand was professionally cautious and gl oony.

There was no tinme now for anything like a private conference. The Hetman had sent a
carriage for the people he wanted, and the Magistrate and his three associates piled into it.

As the news brought by the Hetman's nessenger spread anmong the dignitaries gathered in and
around the Blue Tenple, it had the effect of bringing their weary efforts agai nst robbery to a
halt. Indeed, it required only a nmoment of detached thought to see that little or nothing usefu
was being acconplished anyway. Priests and clerks and guards | ooked at each other blankly in the
dawn, seeking answers that were not to be found in the faces of others as weary as thensel ves.

Sone of the nore inportant of these people found the energy to decide to follow the
carriage to the pal ace.

The High Priest hinself did not go to the palace. He was handed a nessage whi ch he read,
frowning with thought, then tucked inside his garnents.

He announced that he had too rmuch to do here in trying to put his own house in order, the
house of Croesus and the other gods and goddesses of wealth.

Inside the carriage, jolting along swiftly on its way to the Hetman's house, no one had
much of anything to say. There were only the sounds of the swift ride.

When their conveyance turned into the square before the pal ace, Kasinir observed the
gal l ows standing enpty in the dawn, the new wood of the construction still danp fromthe recent
rains. The carriage was forced now to sl ow down, because the plaza was so crowded with people.
O course, a mob woul d have gathered to see the hanging. Kasinmir wondered if now sone ot her
victi mwould have to be found to take the place of Benjamn. He could not entirely avoid the
t hought that he hinself might, before the norning was over, find hinself being escorted up those
new wooden stairs.

Such was the crush of woul d-be spectators near the enpty scaffold that the carriage had to
cone alnbst to a halt. Putting his head out a window, Kasimr got the inpression that the crowd
was in a |lighthearted nood, not too nuch downcast by the lack of an execution. He supposed that
news of the dramatic escape, and the acconpanying official disconfiture, provided conpensation
Al so there mi ght have been an undercurrent of support for Benjanmin that would cause people to view
this outcome as an even happi er one.

Now some nounted patrol men of the Watch were starting to disperse the throng, and presently
the carriage was able to nove on. Kasimir, bringing his head in fromthe w ndow, caught Wen Chang
gazing at the scaffold, and there appeared in the Magistrate's eye something of the sane faint
twi nkl e Kasinir had noticed when | ast they passed through this square. This time Kasinmr thought
he understood, but he sai d nothing.

The rear gates of the pal ace opened pronptly for the official carriage, and in a few
monents its occupants were di senmbarking within the walls. Very soon thereafter they were all in
the main building, being escorted single file up a flight of narrow and very utilitarian stone
stairs. The odor of a prison, rem nding Kasimr of aninmal pens and primtive surgery, began to
engul f them

Presently the stairs brought the ascending party to a heavy door, and beyond the door they
entered a dark corridor lined with tiny cells. Fromsone of the barred doors the faces of i nmates
| ooked out, their expressions variations on nmadness, fear, and hope.

The four nmen who had conme in the carriage were ushered into one of the cells, already
crowded with official bodies. Sone already present, who were of |esser ranks, had to vacate the
cell before the four newconers could get in. Voices on all sides demanded that they confront the
evi dence of their failure.

Now Kasimr was able to see for hinself just how the escape had been acconplished. Severa
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officials were pointing out to himand to Wen Chang, as if they might not be able to see for

t hensel ves, the fact of a dark, irregular opening in the stone floor. The hole was only half a
meter in dianmeter or a little nore, and people getting in and out through it nust have undergone
sonet hi ng of a squeeze. The tunnel, as several officials were now explaining simltaneously and
unnecessarily, had been started at sone distance fromthe pal ace, and dug up unerringly to this
poi nt through both bedrock and masonry. Actually its other end had al ready been discovered; the
passage had its beginning in the curving wall of one of the great nunicipal drains that ran right
beneat h the plaza, a good many neters outside the pal ace walls.

And there was nore the failed investigators had to be shown; the denobnstration of outrage
was not yet conplete. Perhaps, thought Kasimr, it was only getting started. And so far the
Het man hinmsel f had not even put in an appearance.

"Look here! Look here!" soneone was barking at him

Now one of the palace officials had brought out an Od Wrld light, a kind of hand | antern

and was directing a bright white beamdown into the dark aperture in the floor. In the unwavering
brightness Kasinmir was easily able to see the distinctive, inescapably famliar little markings
left in the freshly carved-out surface of the tunnel's wall. Here was proof-if any proof was

needed beyond the nere exi stence of the tunnel-that Stonecutter nust have been used to nake it.

For the nonent the young nman was able to ignore the personal difficulties this tunnel was
likely to create for him He could only narvel, silently but whol eheartedly, at the daring of the
project, and at the anount of intense, hurried work it had required.

By now Kasinir had seen enough of the projects acconplished with the Sword to realize that
the actual cutting of stone, so easy with the aid of Stonecutter's nmagic, had been only the
begi nning of this job. Here all the work had to be done inside a I ong, narrow tunnel, and all the
debris cleared out through the original tunnel entrance, a task that grew nore difficult the
| onger the passage becane. The diggers nust have shed liters of sweat in the course of this job,

and doubtl ess sonme blood as well, handling the sharp rock and crawling through piles of it.
Pausi ng for frequent measurenents, soneone in the rescue party nust have known the shape and the
di mensi ons of the prison very well. And they had been working agai nst a deadli ne.

When had the digging started? Doubtless very soon after the Sword had changed hands there
in the Red Tenple. Kasimr thought that he could see the history of it now R ght after Natalia
and her people had got away with Stonecutter right under the noses of a score or so of guards and
priests. Not to nmention one very inept young investigator

I gnoring the continuous babble of accusation that surrounded them both, Kasinmr cast a
sharp, probing glance at his nentor. Wn Chang's snoothly conposed features gave little
i ndi cation of either the fatigue or the enptions that nust be behind them Still, Kasimr, who
was begi nning to know his man, thought that he could detect certain subtle signs of-satisfaction.

A hush fell suddenly within the cell. The Hetnman hinsel f had cone upon the scene at |ast,
and was now standing in the doorway, an aperture so narrow that, even had there been roomfor him
inside the cell, he might have thought twi ce before attenpting to push his corpul ent body through

"What is your answer to this, O great investigator?"
The ruler's question was delivered with what was obviously intended to be scathing sarcasm

But Wen Chang inperturbably refused to be scathed. "I amnot required to have an answer
for this, sir. | was never engaged to prevent the prisoner's escaping, therefore his deliverance
is not ny responsibility."”

"Ch, is it not? Wll, in any case he is not going to get away for long." The Hetnman w ped
sweat fromhis face with a silken cloth. "He could have had at nost a few minutes' start before
hi s absence was di scovered. And once the discovery was made, the warden acted wi th comendabl e
speed, notifying the Watch at all the gates of the city by w nged nmessenger. Every man who | eaves
Eylau is being identified, and every vehicle that departs the city by |land or water is being
t horoughly searched. "
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The Magi strate bowed, slightly but graciously. "In that event it would seemthat Your
Excel | ency has no cause for concern."

The Hetman's round countenance darkened. But just as it seened to Kasinir that his |earned
associ ate had finally rmanaged to talk hinself into serious trouble, a rescuer appeared. The voice
of Prince al-Farabi was heard in the corridor outside the cell.

Naturally the Hetman had to turn away fromthe cell door to greet his peer. Then a nonent
| ater he had to nove courteously out of the way of the Prince, who was expressing a desire to see
the inside of the cell

A rmonent | ater al-Farabi, now acconpani ed by a couple of his own nen as bodyguards, cane
into the cell loudly proclaimng his wish to behold with his own eyes the evidence that the
n ssing Sword had i ndeed been here within these very palace walls, only a few hours ago. Perhaps
only a single hour

But the nonment his eye fell upon Wen Chang, the Prince broke off these lanmentations. 1In a
quite different voice he demanded: "What hope is there of Stonecutter's return?" The Magistrate
began a reassuring answer. But, as soon as it was apparent that the answer would not be sinple
and direct, half a dozen other voices, angry and weary, broke in on him and drowned hi mout.
Above all the others rose the near-shout of the Blue Tenple's Director of Security. "If you, O
famed Magistrate, who are credited with the power to see into the secret places of the heart, to
sift out the honest fromthe evil-doer-if you had recovered the Sword before now, in accordance
with your pledge, then this would not have happened!"

Wen Chang faced the man coolly. "As | have said before, sir, this prisoner's escape was
not my responsibility.” "But you are responsible for what you prom se. And you did promse to
have the Sword for us by now, or at the very least to give us sone definite word as to its

wher eabouts. Very well, sir, | now hold you to your word. Were is the

Swor d?"

"Sir, your demand is premature. | was granted twenty-four hours of free action, and that
period is not quite over yet. | still have hopes of being able to recover the Sword- not for you

but for the rightful owner-before the time expires.
through the little crowd filling the cell

At these words, calmy uttered, a stir ran

Wen Chang now turned to | ook out into the corridor, addressing the Hetman directly. "Your
Excel  ency nust adnit that the objective to which you yourself assigned the highest priority, the
saf equardi ng of the Blue Tenple and the other centers of great wealth within the city, has been
acconpl i shed. "

"You claimcredit for that, do you?" "I neither claimcredit nor refuse it, sir. | nerely
call attention to the fact."

The Het man gl anced toward the Prince. He wiped sweat fromhis face again. "Yes, | nust
admt that. And you say there is still hope of recovering the Sword?" The first rush of his anger
had passed now, and he sounded wistful, wanting to believe.

"Yes sir, certainly there is at |east hope. Perhaps there is even a good chance . .
you have said that you already know where the other end of this tunnel is, gentlemen. | intend to
go there nyself, without further delay."

In a noment Wen Chang had shed his dignity entirely, and was | owering hinself feet first
into the dark and narrow opening in the floor. "Hah!" was the coment of the Blue Tenple's
Director of Security, delivered in a tone of |oud derision. But having said that much he did not
know what el se to add.

Everyone el se-except for Kasimr, who was preparing to follow his | eader-stood notionl ess
and silent, watching Wen Chang's descent and di sappearance. Only a nonent after the Magistrate
was out of sight, Kasimr was waist-deep in the hole himself, and rapidly working his way | ower.

The young man, chin at floor |evel now, groped below himwth his toe for the next foothold-
there it was. You really had to go down feet first, because clinbing down headfirst for any
di stance woul d be inpossibly awkward. And if the tunnel was this narrow through its whol e |ength,
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as seened likely, there wouldn't be any place to turn around.

Now the wal s of the tunnel wall had swal |l owed himconpletely, the cell he had just |eft
was sonewhere overhead. Renewed argunment had broken out up there, and now he coul d hear sounds
i ndi cating that sonmeone el se was followi ng himdowm. He trusted that whoever it was woul d avoid
stepping on his head, as he was doing his best to avoid treading on the Magistrate's.

The descent took a long tinme, and was full of turns and twi sts, vertical drops alternating
with horizontal stretches. That the tunnel was a | ong one cane as no surprise to Kasimr. The
di ggers woul d have had to begin operations a fair distance away; they would have needed a secure
pl ace, a place where they could drop a I ot of displaced rock without hauling it any farther to
avoi d undue attenti on.

Now Wen Chang had reached the end. He was calling encouragi ng words back to his assistant
in a soft voice, fromsonewhere not far ahead. And the darkness in the tunnel around Kasimr was
beginning to noderate. In another few nonents his feet came out into enpty space, and then he had
ener ged.

He found hinself standing on a narrow catwal k, that ran beside a deep drain through a
rounded subterranean vault. A steady breeze, cool but decidedly foul-snelling, blewthrough the

| arger tunnel. The scene was rendered visible by a wan illum nation that washed down through
smal | patches of grillwork set at wide intervals into the stone vaulting overhead. The pattern
and spacing of that grill-work was sonehow familiar; Kasimr decided that they nust be underneath

a part of the plaza that surrounded the Hetnman's pal ace.

A rat went scurrying away along the narrow | edge on the far side of the drain. Just at the

pl ace where the narrow escape tunnel cane out of the wall, the flowin the nmain drain was
partially blocked, so that it ran in a series of mniature waterfalls and rapids. The cause of
the bl ockage was several tons of rock, all in pieces of nbdest size, an inpressive pile of sliced-

up and di spl aced mnerals, including building-stone, that had been dunped here by the hurried
rescuers.

Wen Chang, standing cl ose beside Kasimr upon the narrow | edge, was squinting thoughtfully
up and down the gl oony tunnel of the drain. Now from sonmewhere in his pockets the Magistrate
pulled forth yet another Od Wrld light, this one no bigger than a finger, and began to use it.

“I'n that direction, of course,"” he remarked, jiggling his little beam of |ight downstream

"all of these city drains nust enpty into the Tungri. And alnost directly above us, just over
here, must be the pal ace-yes, | think | amsufficiently well oriented now. "
Scrapi ng and grunting noises were issuing fromthe nouth of the little escape tunnel. In a

monent these were followed by a set of |legs and feet, garbed in the Hetman's nilitary col ors.
Soon an officer of the palace guards was standing silently on the | edge, straightening his uniform
and | ooking at Wen Chang and Kasimr with controll ed suspicion

"Ah," said Wen Chang to the newconer. "You may reassure your naster that my associate and
| are not trying to escape-far fromit. But never mind, here cone others to see for thenselves.”

Anot her man who had been in the cell above was now grunting his way out through the | ast
meter or two of the constricted tunnel. Scarcely had he found footing on the | edge when anot her
canme after him Soon half a dozen, the nost em nent of them Prince al-Farabi hinself, were
decorously jostling one another for position on the little shelf of masonry, neanwhile watching
Wen Chang closely to see what he might be up to now The group also included the Blue Tenple's
Director of Security.

"No one was com ng down after you, sir?" the Magistrate inquired of the last arrival, when
the tunnel had been silent for alittle while. "Good! Then we are ready!" And to Kasimr's
surprise Wen Chang relieved the crowding on the | edge by junping right down into the knee-deep
stream Splashing briskly to the other side in a few quick strides, he went scranbling ninbly up
t he opposite bank of stone.

Kasimr, after only the nost nomentary hesitation, followed. He did his best to |look as if
he knew exactly what his | eader was doing. Privately he wondered, not for the first tine, whether
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his | eader might have gone quite mad.

Wen Chang had put away his pocket light. On reaching the catwalk on the other side of the
drain, he paused just |ong enough to gl ance back once at the assenbly he had just left. Then with
an air of indifference, ignoring the cries for an explanation that came from behind, he started
wal ki ng al ong the new | edge toward an intersection of drains not far away. Again Kasimr
fol | owed.

One after another, the other nen came after them It was either that or stand waiting in a
sewer for they knew not what, or else make the hard clinmb through the escape tunnel back to the
cell.

Their subterranean progress, lighted by the Magistrate's A d Wrld |anp, continued for sone
mnutes. Then the snmall party cane to an even greater branching of the ways. From here an even
larger drain led on in the direction of the river, and a waterfall sonmewhere in that direction was
| arge enough to sound a note of distant thunder.

Here, on a wal kway | arge enough to accommodate a conference, Wen Chang called a tenporary
hal t.

"Fromthis point forward, gentlenen," he taxed them seriously, "he who acconpani es me nust
remain as quiet as a ghost, say nothing, and follow ny orders strictly as regards to noi se and
moverment. He who splashes or nutters, whispers or sneezes-l hereby charge that man with ful
responsibility for our failure to regain that which we seek

"\Whoever cannot agree to these terms nust turn back now. "

There was silence as his audi ence | ooked at him stubbornly, challenging himto nmake good on
hi s pl edge.

Wen Chang was not perturbed. "Then all of you are with ne? Good. Follow where | |ead,
and be as silent as the grave.”

CHAPTER 18

AS soon as he had seen the Hetnman's carriage depart hastily for the palace, the H gh Priest
Theodore qui ckly turned away and i ssued urgent orders to a few of his nobst trusted associ ates.

Then he hurried into his tenple, where a few necessary personal preparations had to be
made. As soon as these had been conpl eted he descended to the | owest |evel but one of his
establishnent, then hurried along a half-buried passageway in the direction of the river, passing
nunerous tired-1ooking guards as he progressed.

At a dock covered by its own roof and served by an artificial inlet of the river, the H gh
Priest wal ked past a | arge cerenpni al barge which was used very rarely, and stopped beside a much
smal | er | aunch, whose crew, having been sent word of his intentions, was already naking ready to
put out. Upon the wharf beside this vessel Theodore paced inpatiently until a few nore people
arrived, nen he wanted to bring with himon this venture. These sheltered docks were very handy
for certain transactions in which the tenple sonetinmes found itself engaged-deal s involving sone
substantial bulk of cargo requiring to be noved in or out. Such goods could be nmuch nore readily
and unobtrusively transported by water than by noving themin caravans that had to wind their way
through all the streets of Eylau.

The Director of Security was notably absent on this occasion, but the Hi gh Priest thought
that was probably just as well.

The |l aunch had space for only four rowers on a side, and a half deck under which a few nore
men mght |ie conceal ed. Discussing these matters with the captain, Theodore nodded and gestured,
and gave nore orders.

A couple of mnutes |ater he was standi ng near am dships in the launch, gliding across the
open surface of the Tungri. River traffic was for the nonent conparatively light. The face of
the water was spotted with remmants of the nmorning nist that were rapidly being burned away by the
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sun. The launch in which he rode was, like the nuch greater barge, a brightly decorated, sonewhat
ostentatious craft, and was usually enployed only during the Festival and on certain other rare
occasions. But it had been the only boat quickly available. The fact that this was the first
nmorni ng of the Festival mght nmake its presence on the river less surprising to anyone who
happened to observe it.

The note that Theodore had received just before the Magistrate's departure was stil
clutched in his right hand. He stood with eyes shaded under a light gold awning, holding lightly
to one of its supports, inpatiently scanning the fog-spotted river for any sign that any of the
busy vessels in sight had any intention of approaching his |aunch

The ai de who crouched besi de himrepeated a doubt, voiced earlier, that the note the Hi gh
Priest had recei ved was genui ne.

On his part the High Priest nmaintained that he could not afford to ignore any communi cation
like this one. Thieves of sone kind were certainly in possession of the Sword of Siege, and what
was nore |ogical and natural than that those thieves should seek to sell it at great profit to
t hensel ves?

As for taking out the launch in this furtive way, of course it was essential to keep other
peopl e, who might take it into their heads to put in their own inconvenient clains, fromknow ng
about the negotiations should the note prove an authentic offer.

Theodore | ooked down at the note once nore, though by now he certainly had it |earned by
heart. It specified, in crude, block printing, in just what area of the river he was to cruise.
He | ooked up sharply, neaking sure that the oarsnen were ordered at the proper nonent to put about
smartly and coast downstream for a while.

Meanwhi |l e the three heavily arnmed nen he had managed to conceal under the half deck were
crouching there in awkward pati ence, now and then shifting their positions stealthily.

The High Priest had al so brought with himon this voyage a w zard, the best available at a
monment's notice, but a man who was nore a specialist in guarding treasure than anything el se, so
that Theodore had doubts of how useful he was going to be upon this m ssion

And now, just when Theodore was beginning to suspect that the note might after all have
been a hoax, the officer in command of the | aunch touched himaquietly on the armto get his
attention. "My lord, soneone on shore is signaling to us."

The officer was sufficiently discreet to refrain frompointing, but in a noment Theodore,
following the man's | ow voi ced directions, had caught sight of a dark gesturing figure on shore,
standi ng al nost out of sight between two | ow abandoned-1 ooki ng buil di ngs.

The figure was hooded or masked, and dressed in some | oose garnent that made even the sex
i mpossible to deternmne at this distance. He-or she-was standi ng between two dil api dat ed
bui | di ngs, and cl ose above the broken outlet of one of the nunicipal drains, in such a position as
to be practically invisible fromanywhere but the narrow strip of water where the | aunch was
crui si ng.

Farther inland, on the sanme side of the river, Theodore could see the palace, his own
tenple, and the tall Red Tenple too, sonewhat nore distant.

Under the officer's direction, the |aunch was now being rowed toward the dock where the
beckoning figure waited. Wen it had drawn within four or five boat |engths of that goal, the
figure on shore suddenly noved a step forward and held up an inperious hand.

"Come no closer!" The voice was deep and throaty, but still, the H gh Priest thought, it
was al nost certainly that of a woman. "W rnust talk first. No closer, | tell you, or you'll not
see Stonecutter today!" And the figure held up a Sword-shaped bundl e where Theodore could see it.

It took an inperious gesture fromthe High Priest hinmself to nake the officer and the
rowers stop the boat; now the oarsmen were | aboring to keep her nore or less in the same place in
the brisk current. Actually they were doing their job well for nen who got so little chance to
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practice.

Theodore sent his nobst dominating voice toward the shore. "ls that really a Sword you have
there? You nust let nme see it now, if we are to talk seriously."”

Silently the figure holding the bundl e shook the wappings free, and | et him see the Sword.
Theodore, only a few neters distant, had no doubt that he was seeing the real thing.

But he was not going to admit that right away. "I nmust see it nore closely.”

The person who held the bare blade swung it, cutting deeply into the side of a stone
bollard. The thuddi ng sound of Vulcan's nmagic was clearly audible.

The wi zard on the launch clutched Theodore by the arm and spoke into his ear, quietly and
unnecessarily affirm ng the genuineness of the article in question

Theodore put the man aside inpatiently.

“"Very well," he called ashore. "I amconvinced. Come aboard here and we will talk terns;
we cannot treat of a matter so inmportant while shouting back and forth like two street peddlers.”

“"No, nmy lord, | think not." Yes, it was definitely a woman's husky voice that issued from
behind the mask. "lInstead you nust cone ashore. Bring two nen-no nore-with you, if their
presence will make you feel nore confortable.”

"Wher e ashore?"

"Nowhere, nbst cautious nan, but right here in sight of your boat, though she nust retreat
and wait for you no closer to the dock than she is now Cone, cone, will you do business or not?
| amtaking a real risk. |If you won't accept a tiny one that is no risk at all, I'msure | can
find another buyer who is less timd."

Theodore was frowning, but the offer really seened fair enough to him You had to expect
t hat anyone who had the Sword to sell would want to take some precautions. He had to adnmit that
the scoundrels had chosen the place well. Wthin a few paces of that tantalizing masked figure
there could well be a dozen nan-sized rat hol es, openings in the dock or buildings, into any one
of which a thief could easily vanish-or fromwhich other crimnals could perhaps come pouring out
in case they were intending treachery.

Wel |, Theodore had sonme good nmen with himin the boat, and he would risk it. The sight of
Stonecutter, alnmpst within reach, was too rmuch to let himreach any other concl usion.

"I accept your terns," called Theodore. Then, quite openly, he gave sone final orders to
the men who were to renmin aboard the launch, and to the pair, newy energed fromunder the half
deck, who were going to precede himashore, telling themto be alert, but to take no action except
in case of treachery by the other side. He had already given themtheir secret orders, by which
his own treachery would be inplenented if and when he thought the chances of success were good,
and the secret signal for which they were to watch.

The boat drew near the dock, and in a nmonent, the two bodyguards had hopped ashore, their
own busi nessli ke weapons drawn and ready. The High Priest followed, and then the | aunch
according to the agreenent, eased out again to her previous position.

Theodore, as was his custom was carrying with himquite a sizable sumin gold coin, plus a
few valuable jewels. Quite likely, he thought, the amobunt he had with himwould be enough to
i mpress a small band of hungry robbers; though of course it was not anywhere near the true val ue
of a treasure like the Bl ade.

Now he stood on the rough planking of the dock, facing the figure that still held the
Swor d.

The High Priest was flanked by his two bodyguards, good nen both of them |If the slighter
figure he confronted had any comnpani ons present, they had yet to show thensel ves.
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“"Let me hold the weapon nysel f,’
be very sure."

sai d Theodore to his counterpart who faced him "I mnust

He had expected an argunment at |east when he nmade this demand, and indeed the figure
opposite seenmed to hesitate nomentarily. But then the cloth wapping was cast aside, and the
sheat hed weapon was proffered hilt first.

Theodore reached for the hilt with both hands, and took the weighty treasure into his
possession. He |ooked at the small white synmbol on the hilt, a wedge splitting a bl ock

And, in that very nonent when his full attention was on the Sword, the dark-clad wonan who
had given it to himturned and darted away, vanishing in an instant into a broken hole in the
wooden side of the nearest buil ding.

Theodore's bodyguards started and brandi shed their weapons-but there was no threat. There
was only an enpty dock before them and the High Priest their naster left standing with the
treasure he had so craved in his hands.

Theodore coul d not doubt that the weapon he had been given was quite genuine. Then why had
it been given himin such a There were sounds nearby, a buried stirring, footsteps, carel ess
voices of a different quality than that of the bandit worman who had just left. Someone was about
to appear on the scene. No doubt the bandit worman had been first to hear these newconers
approachi ng, and that explai ned her sudden di sappearance.

O mght she have Whatever the reason Theodore now found hinself in possession of the
Sword, he could not decline the chance to keep it. He had only tinme to resheathe the bl ade and
muf fl e Stonecutter under his long blue cape. Hi s right hand was gripping the | eather sheath near
the mddle, so that the pointed end of the blade nmade a stiff extension of his right arm It was
the best he could do at a nonent's notice; no one would be able to see that he had the Sword as
Il ong as he could stand still with his |ong cape furled about him

Only a heartbeat after Stonecutter had been made to di sappear, Wen Chang and hi s physi ci an-
associate, with a surprising escort of notables after them cane popping up out of the opening
atop a broken drain nearby. Theodore could only stare w thout conprehension at the sight of his
own Director of Security energing fromthe sewers as part of the same group. But the Director was
not the highest rank acconpanyi ng Wen Chang; Prince al-Farabi hinself was in the group as well.

The group appeared on the dock very near the water's edge, so they were actually between
Theodore and his waiting boat.

He might call in his launch, but he could not nove to get aboard without giving away his
secret; so the launch stayed where it was for the nonent, the rowers pulling easily to offset the
current, sone ten or fifteen neters fromthe dock. The nen aboard her coul d perceive no i nmedi ate
threat to their master in this arrival of the other em nent folk with whom he had been arguing for
t he past few days.

In response to sonethi ng-perhaps a guarded | ook fromthe H gh Priest-they did however begin
to ease their craft alittle closer to the shoreline.

Before they had closed nore than half the di stance, however, a sonmewhat smaller and nuch
shabbi er boat appeared just upstream |oaded to the gunwales with arned nen. Lieutenant Kom
stood in the prow, and in response to his crisp orders his crew propelled their vessel right up to
the dock in the launch's way.

"What are you all doing here?" demanded Theodore of Wen Chang and those who had j ust
clinmbed up onto the dock with him Al of the new arrivals | ooked nore or |ess wet and
bedraggl ed, especially around the legs and feet, as if they had been wadi ng t hrough noi sone waters
under gr ound.

"Why, " replied one of the unhappier officials reluctantly following the Magi strate, "we are
seeking the Sword." The bitter sarcasmin the words was of course directed at Wen Chang. "And
suppose this, in our leader's estimation, is the very place where we are going to find it." Then
the speaker fell silent, seeing a hard-to-interpret expression pass over the High Priest's face.
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Theodore was never the nan to adopt a neekly defensive attitude. "By follow ng that man
you will never find the Sword," he taunted, putting on his utnost confidence. He sneered openly
at Wen Chang.

"I look into your eyes, unhappy Theodore," pronounced the Magistrate in turn, his face
contorted in his nost theatrical squint, "and | am persuaded that you lie!"

And on the | ast word Wen Chang pounced forward, with the speed of a striking predatory
animal, to seize the High Priest. The victimwas so taken by surprise by this direct assault that
he nmade no attenpt to dodge until it was too late; and so astounded were his bodyguards that they
failed to nove to their master's defense in time to prevent his being seized.

A second later the Blue Tenple nmen were gal vani zed into action. But one of themwas met by
Prince al -Farabi, and the other tripped up by Lieutenant Kom , who reached ashore to thrust a
sheat hed sword between the guard's legs and send himsprawing. Meanwhile the Prince, displaying
an i npressive speed of thought and hand, as well as considerable strength, had knocked down the
ot her bodyguard and stood over himw th drawn bl ade.

Theodore, the High Priest of the Blue Tenple, was a strong nan too, stronger than he
| ooked. And his training in the arts of personal conbat had not been entirely neglected. But
neither 'of those attributes were of any real service to himnow \Wn Chang, displaying a
master's skill and a wiry strength that few woul d have suspected from his appearance, needed only
a nmonment in which to overpower the High Priest once they had cone to grips.

>From under Theodore's |long blue cape there fell out the Sword of Siege, still sheathed, to
land with a nmuffled nmetallic sound upon the worn planks of the dock

The onl ookers gaped at it.

Such was the unexpected suddenness with which the Sword had been nade to appear that for a
nmonent even Kasinir could al nost believe that Wen Chang had produced it through sone trick of
sl eight of hand. But that was manifestly inpossible. There was no conceivable way the Magistrate
coul d have conceal ed such a weapon on his person before his confrontation with Theodore, and no
way he could have pulled it out of the bare planks of the dock. The only place the Sword coul d
possi bly have cone from was under Theodore's vol um nous cape.

An instant after the Sword appeared, the Prince cast aside the nore ordinary weapon wth
whi ch he had been nmenacing the fallen bodyguard, and pounced upon his treasure. Wth a great cry
of joy he unsheathed Stonecutter, and held up the gleaning blade for all to see.

The Hi gh Priest, caught red-handed with another's treasure, refused to blush or even to
| ook unconfortable. In the space of tinme needed to draw a full breath he was protesting at the
top of his voice the high-handed treatnment to which he had been subjected. He announced that all
present were witnesses to his perfect innocence in the face of fal se accusations-though no
accusations, true or false, had yet been voiced.

This was not a good audi ence for anyone to attenpt to deceive with the technique of the big
lie. Al present were | ooking at Theodore with guarded expressions, and Kasimr was quite sure
that not one of his audience believed him

For the present, at least, no one was ready to indict himeither. Prince al-Farabi, having
retrieved Prince Mark's treasure and his own honor, attached the Sword's sheath to a belt at his
own wai st, and nade | oud vows of gratitude to everyone who had hel ped in any way toward
Stonecutter's recovery.

Meanwhi | e the boatl oad of Firozpur warriors had pulled out of the way of the | aunch, which
was now all owed to dock. Theodore pronptly clinbed aboard. He was still loudly justifying his
possession of the Sword as the | aunch, in response to his gesture, pulled away agai n.

And now the Prince no | onger delayed a nore practical expression of his gratitude. The
chi ef beneficiary of this was of course Wen Chang, to whom al - Farabi pronptly handed over his
prom sed reward, in the formof a handful of sparkling, high-grade jewels.
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Hardly was the Blue Tenple | aunch out of easy hailing distance when in a snmall thunder of
hoof beats the Hetman hinself arrived at the dock, acconpanied by a small nounted escort. How the
ruler had | earned of the confrontation taking place here was not apparent, but his vast relief at
the sight of Stonecutter was. Hs first glance toward Wen Chang and Kasinir was by far the
friendliest he had yet sent their way.

"Where did you find it?" the Hetman inquired eagerly.

The expression on the Prince's face | ost sonme of its happi ness. "Hi dden under the garnents
of the Hi gh Priest of the Blue Tenple."

There was no point in the Hetman's trying to dispute this as unbelievable. Not when he saw
confirmation of the unbelievable in every face before him

"A mistake, on his part," the ruler offered. "Sone nisunderstanding."

"A mistake, certainly," said the Prince. "To think that he could get away with such a
theft."

"A msunderstanding, | amsure,” the Hetman said. "I trust that Your Hi ghness has no

t hought of pressing charges?"

"I'f you agree," conceded the Prince magnaninously to his fellow ruler, "that no charges of
any kind will be pressed agai nst anyone el se concerned in this matter-then I will consent to press
none agai nst Theodore, or his organization."

"Agreed, with all ny heart." Then a slight frown dimred the Hetman's joy. "Except of
course for the escaped prisoner Benjanin, who is already under sentence of death.™

"Agreed. "

And with that the gathering on the dock split up, the Prince and a few retainers going to a
round of rejoicing at their host's palace. The Magistrate nost el oquently begged to be excused,
and the Hetnman did not press himto come al ong.

Once they were out of sight of the higher authorities, Wen Chang gave a choice jewel to
Kasimr, and pronptly nade good on his pronmise to Almagro by sharing his reward generously.

"I can use it," the Captain said. "I amvery seriously considering retirenment."”
CHAPTER 19

I T was about an hour after dawn on the second day of the Festival, which so far appeared to
be maki ng good progress despite the |l ack of a public execution. Wn Chang, after getting a good
night's rest at the inn, had expressed an urge to | eave Eyl au behind himas quickly as possible.
Kasimr, feeling that he could hardly agree with any sentinent nore, was going with him
Accordingly the two of them had arisen early, packed up their few belongings at the inn, and paid
their bill in full-that was no problem once a small portion of Wen Chang's reward had been
converted into ready cash. Prince al-Farabi had graciously offered, and the Magi strate had
accepted, the continued escort of Lieutenant Konmi and his small troop as far as the next city.

The Prince hinself was not on hand for their departure, having agreed to accept another day
or two of the Hetman's grateful hospitality.

Kasimir and the Magistrate, riding their well-rested animls side by side this norning,
enjoyed their first real opportunity to talk freely together since the Sword's recovery. Certain
hints dropped by Wen Chang had confirmed Kasimr in his opinion that the inn night no | onger be a
safe place for the frankest sort of conversations; the Blue Tenple had been humiliated, if not
wounded, and it was notoriously unforgiving of any kind of debt.

"I would like," said Kasimr, after the first few mnutes of the norning's ride had passed
in silence, "for you to tell nme a story."
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Wen Chang threw back his head and gave vent to hearty mirth. It was a far nore open
| aughter than any Kasimr had heard fromhimsince their first neeting.

“I fully intend to do so," replied the Magi strate when he had | aughed his fill. "I was
only wondering how best to begin."

"To begin with, do you believe that the Hetnan will ever recapture Benjamn of the Steppe?"

"I hope that he will not," said Wen Chang frankly. "And as a matter of fact | consider the
Het man's chances of success in the matter rather small."

"Ch? | rejoice to hear it. But why is that?"

"Well, in the first place, whoever arranged the prisoner's escape fromhis cel
denonstrated consi derabl e cl everness, and one nust expect the same cleverness to be applied to the
probl em of renoving the same prisoner fromthe city."

"That is true. Well, | have no doubt as to who arranged the escape. And | amstil
t hi nking of Natalia. Do you know, in spite of all that has happened, in a way | could wish to see
her again."

"You should; were it not for her co-operation in loaning us the Sword for a few hours to
trap Val anb, and then returning it honorably when it had served its purpose in the city, you would
not have the Prince's jewel in your pocket now But she is busy, | assune, devoting herself to
the survival of her lover. O perhaps Benjamin is her husband; the rural folk tend to believe
strongly in marriage, you know "

"I shoul d have guessed at the connection earlier," Kasinmr adnmitted. "She and Benjamn
were even wearing simlar clothing when | first saw them And her hair was styled in the sane way
as that of those foolish wonmen protesters.”

"Perhaps not so foolish. Wether or not they were aware of what part they were playing,
they served admirably to distract the authorities fromthe real rescue effort.”

"And their partial destruction of the gallows-"

"Made its rebuilding necessary. And the hanmmrering sounds occasi oned by that covered the
t huddi ng sounds enmitted by Stonecutter as the tunnel was dug up to the prisoner's cell. Yes, al
inall, a very well-organi zed escape.”

"You inplied, earlier, that there was a second reason why the escape m ght very wel
succeed?"

"There is. | doubt that the Hetman will push his search for Benjanin as hard as he might,
now t hat the escape is an acconplished fact, and he's had a chance to think matters over."

"And why is that?"

"Of course his pride was touched by the escape. But now that he has at |east hints from
the Prince that Benjanmn's continued survival pleases him and pleases certain other powerful
people as well, it is not an unnmi xed curse. Perhaps by now al - Farabi has even had tine to suggest
that allowi ng poor farners to vote on matters that concern themgreatly m ght render the task of
the radical revolutionary nore difficult."

"I can see that this customof voting mght ultimtely present a great threat to any
ruler."

"Indeed. | amnot sure that either of the Princes has thought that far ahead hinself
in any case, | expect the Hetman is still naking a real effort to recapture his victim He is
just not pressing that effort as urgently as he possibly could."

"Well, | repeat that | join you in hoping that he does not succeed

"W shall see."
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"And you are sure that Prince al-Farabi shares our hopes."

"My dear Kasinmir, | amvery sure of that. Al nost fromthe very beginning | suspected that
m ght be his position. The Prince is a worthy man, though there are tines when he displays a
| ament abl e tendency to overact.” "Did you nmean to say 'overreact,' Magistrate?" "I neant to say
just what | said. | only wish that there were many other princes who had no worse faults."

"The inplication being, of course, that Prince al-Farabi has been taking a leading role in
all this theatrical performance with Stonecutter.”

The Magi strate nodded. "Some days ago | becane convinced-it was a gradual conviction-that
the original theft of the Sword fromyour caravan's encanprment was only a deception, intended to
prevent suspicion falling on the two good Princes, Mark and al - Farabi, when it becane known that
Stonecutter had been used to effect the escape of the prisoner Benjamn."

"My own conviction on that point was nuch nore sudden, but | fear that it took place much
later than yours. Tell me, how did yours begin?"

"It began with an oddity. Wth an event that at first seemed not only inexplicable but
meani ngl ess-1 refer, of course, to the cutting of the double slit in your tent wail." "Ah."

"Yes. Fromthe nonent you reported that puzzling detail, | suspected that all was not as
it seemed regarding the theft of the Sword. Yet the nore | talked to you, the nmore firmy | was
convinced that you were telling ne the truth as you sawit."

"Indeed I was. | see now that | had been recruited and used w thout nmy know edge; that it
was arranged fromthe start that | should be a witness to the supposed crine."

"And the best kind of witness. Respectable, believable, while at the sane tinme-forgive ne,
Kasi mir-not overly imaginative. Honest and disinterested, a young man who woul d have no reason to
| ie about anything he saw or heard. And the plan to use you as a w tness of course succeeded-even
though the '"thief' had to make nore than one slash in the tent wall to wake you up."

"Ah!" said Kasimr, and shook his head, renenbering. "But suppose | had wakened at the
first whisper of sound inside the tent, and grappled with the intruder?"

"Then there woul d have ensued noi se, shouting, a general alarm | do not doubt that wthin
monents the tent would have been filled with struggling bodies. Sonmehow, in the confusion, you
woul d have been pinned down while the thief contrived to make his escape with the Sword.

Doubt | ess his success woul d have been ascribed to nagic."

Kasi mir thought about it briefly. "No doubt you are right," he said.
"Yes, | have no doubt of it. |If ever we have the chance to talk all this over freely with
al -Farabi, he will, | amsure, tell us that the man who took the Sword that night was one of the

nost trusted nenbers of the caravan, wearing a mask so that you should not recognize him |If you
had noticed his absence after the Sword was gone, you would have been told that he was one of the
party sent out into the desert to try to track the thief."

"No doubt,"” said Kasimr again. He let out a faint sigh

"But as matters actually went, you did not junmp up and grapple with the intruder. |nstead
you watched, still half asleep, as he extracted the Sword fromthe pile of baggage and made off
with it. Mnents |ater the al arm was sounded on schedule. The plan was off to a good start.

"The next step it called for was the freeing of an inportant prisoner fromthe road-
bui | di ng gang-1 suppose he was sonmeone who knew the [ ayout of the prison cells within the pal ace,
so that a tunnel could be dug out within the narrow conpass of the walls. Another person with
know edge just as good nust have been found eventually, or the plan could not have succeeded.

"But the prisoner was freed as planned, from Lednik's rather sloppy control. And then
things i nmedi ately began to go wong.
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"The problemwas that the two nmen who were now carrying the Sword began to inprovise.
Their next step ought to have been sinply to carry Stonecutter into the city and deliver it to
Nat al i a and her people, who were waiting for it. They would have been able to start digging the
tunnel at once, with a good nargin of spare tine before the norning when the execution was
schedul ed. That woul d have avoi ded the need for |ast-nonent heroics, and an escape conpl et ed
barely minutes before dawn on Festival norning.

"But instead-sudden inprovisation. For sone reason the two decided to detour to the stone
quarry, and rel ease another conrade inprisoned there. There would have been certain advantages in
being able to enter the city three strong instead of only two. And perhaps the prisoner at the
quarry was a special friend of one or the other of those who were carrying the Sword.

"But those two had not reckoned with Foreman Kovil. That red-haired man was of a very
different stanp fromthe easygoi ng boss of the road gang. Kovil was not only greedy and ruthl ess,
but treacherous, bold, and resolute as well. Wen the Sword was shown to himhe sawin it a

chance to trade the life of a petty prison tyrant for that of a wealthy and successful adventurer;
and to seize that chance he did not scruple to commit a double mnurder.

"He had no real chance, of course, of being able to keep his crinme a secret fromthe other
men at the quarry, guards and prisoners alike. But those who knew the secret had no reason to
reveal it, and every reason to cooperate with the man who still held their lives in his hands.
Mere silence was not enough; Kovil needed a couple of nore active acconplices, both in the killing
and afterward, when he took the Sword into the city to convert it into nore useful wealth.

"He thought his second-in-comuand, Umar, would do to mind the quarry until the sale of the
Sword shoul d have been sonehow conpl eted. But he needed and wanted one nore nan. Soneone to
stand with himand protect his back while he negotiated the secret sale of a trenmendous stol en
treasure. And then Kovil nmade his own fatal mstake. Though probably fromthe start there was no
doubt in his mind as to which man he woul d choose for a job like that."

"The Juggler,"” said Kasimr, and shuddered faintly.

"I ndeed. Kovil went into the city with Stonecutter in hand, and the Juggler at his back
and tried to sell the Sword. Watever m ght have been the details of that first bl oody skirm sh
on the waterfront, when it was over only one nman was left alive-the Juggler, with the Sword of
Siege now in his own hands. In one way or another Kovil had fallen victimto the sane treachery
he had dealt out to others."

"Meanwhile,” Kasimr put in, "Natalia and her people had been expecting the Sword to be
brought to them And when it failed to arrive-"

"They becane alarmed. Then they heard about the killings on the waterfront, probably from
sormeone who had actually seen the Sword in the Juggler's hands. And they knew that he had it and
woul d al nost certainly be trying to sell it quickly."

"And when did you come to an understanding of all this, Magistrate?"

"Alas, with painful slowness! At the start of course | came into the situation by
acci dent, and through your efforts to be helpful. Al-Farabi could scarcely refuse ny help, but he
sent his nost trusted subordinate into the city with us to keep an eye on us.

"As soon as | learned that the prisoner freed fromthe road gang was political, and that a
connection was inplied between himand Benjanin of the Steppe, | thought | understood the
begi nning of the story. After seeing al-Farabi at that conference in the pal ace, where he seened
nmore genuinely worried than before, | was sure of it. Since | synpathized with Benjanm n, and with
Princes Mark and al -Farabi, ny task then becanme not sinply to find the Sword, but to cause it to
be used according to the original scenario, before being returned to its rightful owner."

"The original plan being of course to free Benjamin." "OF course.”
“And when did you tell the Prince that you had di scovered his deception?"

"That canme a little later. |In beggar's guise | also nanaged to establish contact with
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Natalia and her group. | persuaded her to |loan ne the Sword for a few hours to get rid of Val anp,
who had | earned of the tunnel into the prison and was threatening to reveal it to the authorities-
unl ess he was paid off very handsonely.

"l dared not try to trick himunless |I could have the real Sword in hand to do so-but |
could not explain its presence to you ahead of time. Hence nmy sleight of hand substitution.”

"“You mi ght have taken nme into your confidence conmpletely."

"It is natural that you should be bitter. But |I could not be sure of your reaction ... at
any rate, ny task becane nuch easier, once we had got Val anb out of the way.

There was nothing to do with such a man in such a situation, except to kill him"

Wen Chang | ooked grimfor a long nonent, then his features relaxed. "Once the Juggler had
been renoved fromthe ganme board, and the Sword was back in the tunnel -diggers' hands, it was not
hard to distract everyone for a few necessary hours with fears of a Blue Tenple robbery. In

return for ny help, Natalia agreed to finally return the Sword to nme in the rather inpressively
dramati ¢ manner that you all w tnessed."

"She is a remarkabl e young wonan. "
"She is indeed."

And now both nmen fell silent. The little caval cade they |ed was now cl osely approachi ng
one of the great land gates of the city. It was in fact the sane gate by which they had entered
Eyl au only a few days ago. Just ahead, troopers of the Watch were probing with [ ances and swords
into a wagonl oad of refuse that was being haul ed out of the city.

Kasi mir whispered a question. "I wonder-will he manage to get out?"

Wen Chang rmade no reply. The refuse wagon was noving on, and now it was their turn to ride
up to the gate. The Watch officer who was in charge saluted the inposing figure of the
Magi strate, held brief conversation with him and then reached into the guard post at the center
of the gateway to get a copy of the roster of recent travelers.

He consulted the list, then once nore faced Wen Chang respectfully. "Yes sir, here you are-
the nerchant Ching Hao and party, fourteen men in all.” Swiftly but accurately the officer
counted. "Pass on."

Kasi mir rode on out through the gate without turning in his saddle to glance behind him
He rode on without |ooking back, though he could renenber perfectly well that when the little
colum left the inn there had been only ten uniformed troopers riding behind Lieutenant Kom. One
man, the lieutenant had said, had fallen ill while visiting his relatives in the Desert Quarter
and woul d be rejoining his unit later.

So, counting the officer, Wen Chang, and Kasimr hinself, that ought to nake a conpany of
thirteen nen in all. And now there were fourteen. But Kasinmir was not going to turn around and
Il ook. Not for nothing had he spent the |last few days in the conpany of Wn Chang.
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