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Prologue

He stood there among the lesser hills just after dawn, just before the edge of the desert, and in Slence
looked down through the shdlow vdley at the little city. Perhaps this will be home at lagt, he thought.
Gods, I'm tired.

It was hardly the largest town he had ever seen. Badcdly it was nothing more but a group of little
hillocks—one of the last before the land became perfectly flat and the green of the lowland country
turned to the scrubby brown of the desert. Those three smdl hills were 4ill green toward ther tops,
flowering into houses farther down the dopes. One hill was tdler then the others, and had the remains of
some old ring-fort at the top of it, dl dark stone, ruinous. Around the hills was built a wall, and ingde it,
amog swallowed by building, were 9gns of severd others, samdler ones, long outgrown. This town had
done wd| for such atiny outpost, so far from the lands where none but mrem dwell. It was dangeroudy
far east, this .town: too close entirdly, by the reckoning of the old days, to the lands across the desert, the
lands where ran the writ of the Lords of the East, the unfurred ones, the ones who used magic.

He shivered a bit, remembering. It had not been dl that long, a matter of some years, snce he had
met and fought alongsde Tawe the hunter, who became Tawe the lord of Cragsclaw city, a lord among
the other Lords of Ar. Reswen had been saverd things hmsdf at that time a commander of mercenary
mrem, but dso afriend to the Kings of Ar, and to one kingin particular.

“Will you do it?” Anddemarian had said dl those many months ago. It was lae a night in the palace
of Ar, inthe king's rooms. Nothing stood between them but a flask of wine and a couple of glasses, often
filled and often drained that night, and a lamp with a wick that needed trimming. “It is a long way from
here, but if any dty needs our paw held over it secretly, it is that one. Niau is a bastion, one of the most
digant and most threatened ones, againg the encroachment of the East.”

It was dways hard to argue with a king, but the wine had made Reswen fed a little scrappy that
night. “Nothing from the East has been near Niau for many years,” he said. “The desert is wide there ...
and there' s nothing there to attract their atention. The place istiny. Herders, afew merchants—"

“It will not dways be tiny,” the king said. “Those merchants are becoming too successful. Time will
come that the Easterners will look that way ... and they may look at Niau as a likdy place to attack, since
as you say they have not been seen or heard of in those parts for many a year now. For who takes
serious defense againg legends? Who believesin dragons, who hasn't been burnt?’

Reswen twitched. He had been burnt, more than once. He had no trouble bdieving in the liskash, the
lizard-things of the Eadt, in dl thair many kinds—lords and servants, the wise-worms, and the dragons
thet breathed fire. There were no deedlier enemies to mrem, except fire itsdlf, which mrem used with a
care born of old fear.

Theking leaned back, switching histall dightly, and then shrugged. “And then they may not come at
dl,” he said, glanding up; the light of the little lamp gilded his white fur, and caught in his eyes. Their ook
was humorous for the moment. “But that’s not a chance that we can take. If they don’'t come, wdl. But if
they do, | would have someone there who can find out what they're up to before they know they've
been found. And | can think of no one better fitted to defend a city, whether it knows it needs defense or
not. Will you do it, Reswen? | would be glad to know that city was being watched over by one of my



own. And whoever follows me would be glad to know it as well.”

Reswen had sat and thought about that for a while. On the one hand, he wanted to please the king.
He would not be halding office in Ar much longer. His age was troubling him, had been for some time,
and he had begun to remind people more and more often that it was tune the kingship rested in younger
paws. On the other hand, there was nothing much to look forward to in this misson. Ahead of him, in
that little city, would lie nothing but secretive-ness, along hiding while he became used to the ways of the
city, became one of its people, and used that oneness to protect the place from what might happen ... or
what might not. It would be a surveillance of considerable length, on the edge of an inhospitable desert, a
long way away from the more cosmopolitan cities of the world.

But there were other congderations for him than his own comfort, these days. He had been rather
shocked to find that he had developed a taste for being the defender of alittle piece of the world, the one
responsible for keeping it intact, no matter what others, perhaps in higher places, might think he was
doing.

“| can offer you no overt help,” the king said. “No one can know that Ar is working ingde the walls
of Niau. The independence of these amdl border cities is a great thing ... in some ways, their chief
defense. | would not have that interfered with. As far as they are concerned, you will have left my
service—understandable, for what useis a mercenary in peace?—and gone seeking other employ. But if
you accept this charge, | daresay you will find other compensations for your stay in Niau. Somehow |
doubt that you will stop at being a mere captain of mercenaries.”

Reswen grinned at that. “No, King,” he said. “I would doubt that mysdf. I'll find some postion,
sooner or later, that suits my talents”

Anddemarian had smiled. So smply, and without any explicit declaration, the decison had been
made. After afew days worth of good-byes, Reswen had begun his long journey to the easternmost
parts of Ar.

And now the journey was dmost done, and he stood on the scrubby little hillsde and looked down
past Niau's grazing lands and townlands, to the dity itsdf. It looked very londy, very isolated. Beyond it,
the desert shimmered in the firg heat of what promised to be an intoler—

able day, and the hard blue sky came down and met its distant edge with brutd sharpness. It would
not do so for long, be knew. The heat-haze would rise, and the horizon .would become a blurred slvery
thing, out of which anything might emerge without warning. Of course, hardly anything ever did, the
people of the city would not be too cautious about the edge of the world. But Reswen would have some
time, some years perhaps, to change that, before the threet that the king foresaw came true.

From far down the valey, from one of those three wdled hills came a low deep sound: a horn, the
ggnd for the opening of the dity gates. He amiled a little to himsdf ... they were dill, a least, tha
cautious. Reswen bent down to pick up the pack he had been carrying, and shouldered it again. Then he
went down the hill, toward Niau: Reswen Kingfriend, hero of the battle of Cragsclaw, soon to be merdy
Reswen, unemployed mercenary, looking for a place. The city guard, perhaps, if they had any vacant
posts. It would not be a bad start for one who would dowly and carefully work himsdf up through the
ranks, dways keeping his oaths to protect the city ...

But never quite revedling the truth about for whom he was protecting it—and from whet ...

Chapter 1

Dawnin Niau was probably no different in its more basic aspects from the same time of day in any
other city-state dl across the world. A bit cold, a bit damp if it had managed to ran in the night, the
brightening sky clear or dull as the westher dictated. This morning was pleasantly cool and fresh under a
blue sky, the coolness and the freshness both legacies of a smdl, noisy, desert-born thunderstorm that
hed rattled shutters and shingles about the third hour. The quick, fierce downpouring of rain had left the
ar andling sweet, clean, and for the moment dust-free, though that would change as the sun and the heat
rose and the wind that aways whispered in across the Eastern Desert carried the lightes motes of that
desart in its wake. Its citizens—except for the fortunate fewv who had no need of such ealy



risng—would dir from their palets with pleasure or reluctance, yawn, stretch, eat something, and then be
about whatever business concerned them. Except for those mrem employed by the secret palice,
because their business was concerned exdusvey with that of other people ...

“Quiet night, gr.” If Reswen had heard that once since he entered Constables House, he had heard
it twenty times. Not that he would have preferred more action. Far from it. That sort of attitude came in
with new recruits and left them rather precipitately after their fird eightday on duty. By the time they
reached his side of the chiefs desk, those few that did, they had seen enough action in one form or
another to keep them content with peace for the rest of their active lives

Reswven acknowledged the sdutes of his two personal guards with a neat little flourish of his
baton-of-office—a gesture unashamedly stolen from one of the players in a favorite dance-drama—and
stalked up the curved flight of stairs that led to his office and his private duty-chamber. And to the file of
observation reports which, regardless of whether the night had been quiet or busy, invarigbly spread
themsdlves dl across his desk.

Today was no different. Reswen mewed softly, an inarticulate sound of pure disgust, as he closed the
door behind himsdf and took firgt note of the piled-up documentation. Chief of Constables he might be,
paid in gold where lesser mrem might see no more than dlver, honored, respected, and invited to dl the
best parties. But the clandestine duty that accompanied the post, command of the secret police, dways
seemed to need not the brain that was renowned for its cunning, its wit, and its mordant humor dl across
Niau, but a plodding, methodical mind like thet of the most menid file clerk.

Reswen had been afile clerk once, long ago, He had been mogt things, since that morning outside the
walls He had indeed started on the wadls, as a mere spear-carrier. At the time he had wondered what
people back in Cragsclaw would think of it—the leader of amdl armies, now himsdf doing sentry-go,
watch on and watch off, turn and about, and taking the same pay as any of the other guards. But what
people back in his old haunts would have thought wasn't the issue, doing his job well was. He paid no
atention to the gibes of some of the younger guards, that someone his age should be dozing by the fire,
or stting up in a shopkeeping job somewhere. It was a gibe, of course; he had bardy five years on any
of them. But those who chose to try to push the battered-looking mrem around a little, just for fun,
shortly found out that fun was not part of what happened. Ears torn to rags were—for Reswen, unwilling
to start an incident with one of these infants, batted them around like the haf-wet kits they were and |eft
them stunned, scarred, and mortified, but nothing worse.

And word got around, as he had intended it to; mention was made to one superior by another,
mention of this scarred guard-mrem with the patient temper and the quick eye. Someone suggested that
he might be better employed than on the wals. Reswen had no ideawho it was. On occasion it occurred
to him to wonder whether the king might have had another friend or two in the city—friends who had no
ideawho he was.

But it didn’t matter. The guards on the wall were part of the city police force of Niau, not part of the
ganding amy (not that the army stood in any good order just then, a fact which caused Reswen some
concern). Reswen was promoted (if that was the word) to file cterk, and secretary (having taken the time
to learn a creditable shorthand), and then to beat policeman in one part of the city and another, and findly
to posts within the congtabulary itsdlf, investigator and under-chief. And findly, after ten years or so,
Chief Constable, when old Trrl died, and there was ostensibly no one better equipped to hold the job
than he. Now, some twelve years into his tenure in Niau, Reswen’'s was a name to conjure with in the
town, not because of any battle ever fought back in the migts of time—for mrem on the borders of the
world, Reswen sometimes observed to himsdf, have short memories—but for his own success at his job.
He had won reasonable fortune, honor, and recognition from the worthy, the high, and the holy. To say
nothing of a different mistress for every night of the eightday if he fdt so indined, a fine town house of his
own—not a grace-and-favor house, ether, but paid for out of his own pocket in ready money—and a
noble' s title to wrap it dl up in. He did not particularly like being reminded of past parchment-pushing
chores each and every morning, and that he lill derived a certain sour satisfaction from completing such a
mediocre task as wdl as he was able struck him as one of the greet ironiesin aworld filled with them.

He sat down on the low chair, switching his tal into the recess Ieft for it in the char’s bentwood



back, then smoothed the pleats of his military-cut kilt, laid jaw on paws, and considered the more or less
orderly documents piled before him. Parchments, rag papers, wax-on-wood tablets, most of it would be
usdess or a very best only interesting gossip. From the rest he would collate the information gathered by
his minions during the course of the preceding night: bits of usefully incrimingting evidence againg those
whom either the Secret Police or the Council of Elders might at some stage need to exercise leverage;
gtandard survelllance reports from the various consulates, embassies, and legations that Niau's podtion
invaridbly attracted; and, every oncein awhile, as a bribe or more smply as a juicy morsd uncovered in
the course of some other investigation, something useful that would let him close a long outstanding case
or (Reswen’s whiskers curved forward in a amile as he remembered the last time) even win some money
by the placing of judicious wagers. But most often nothing especidly dramatic. And that, most often, was
the way he liked it.

Reswen worked for two hoursin relative slence, organizing the paperwork into separate hegps. one
hegp to be thrown away, another to be further checked before a decison, yet another for immediate
attention. Once that was done he dlowed himsdf time off for a snack of dried meat washed down with
water, an austere little med that made him fed quite virtuous. Chewing on another drip of the smoky,
dty, tasty flesh, he srolled to the office window and gazed east toward the desert and the great Slent
threaet beyond it. His tufted ears twitched involuntarily and flattened just a bit at the thought of one day
looking out from this same window to see the wavering heat-haze darken and sdlidify into the invading
amies of the Eastern Lords. If they came, when they came, they would come this way, falowing the
caravan trall from oasis to oasis until they reached Niau and made the city the anwil to their hammer. But
the oases, thank the gods, were few, and hard to find at the best of times, and aso prone to falure. Not
even the liskash would be very sanguine about trying that approach ....

Despite the glare from the sand that made everything dance as if reflected in a bowl of quickslver,
the narrow pupils of Reswen's green eyes dilated very dightly in response to the picture that his mind had
painted. He had an imagination, had Reswen, and unlike most military mrem who aspired to high rank, he
had never been afraid to let that imagination color histhinking. That was why he was so very good a his
job. Reliance on the tried-and—

true warriors kill was dl very wdl in skirmishes and the traditiona sorts of battle—it had certainly
helped Tawe, dl that while ago. But then that kind of approach had seemed to work better in those days
and places; violence and luck granted ether rapid success or rgpid extinction. Reswen knew dl about the
judicious—and judicid—application of violence, but he was no longer sure he believed in any such thing
as luck. And he doubted that such an approach would work agangt the Easterners. Home-grown
warriors were dl very wdl in highland skirmishes. But to fight armies a city needed soldiers—drilled,
disciplined soldiers, backed up by efficient inteligence and the knowledge tha their homes and families
were protected by a force that rooted spies and saboteurs out of their city. A force like that which
Reswen covertly commanded—the H’ satel, the Quiet Ones.

Reswen worried off another amdl piece of mest, and he continued to gaze out a the desert glare. His
people were out there somewhere, two octs of the newest recruits, sent out two days ago for what they
thought was just another of the exercises tha thar commander was so notorioudy hot for. A survivd
exercise, they thought. Only Reswen and his senior saff knew—and had made certain that the exercisng
recruits didn’'t—of the approaching caravan supposaly due into Niau today or tomorrow. If it got within
gght of the dity before a report of its presence got within Sght of his desk, the recruits were going to find
that ther commander wasn't just hot for exercises per se, but for the “vigilance constant and unfalling”
written in shiny brass letters around the crest carved on the frontage of Congtables’ House.

So far there had been nether caravan nor breathless, draggle-furred reporter of its Sghting, but
Reswen remained unconcerned. Besides, he had other things to do than stand at the window weatching
the world bake. Today was payout day for the spies and informants working Northside, and if he didn’t
get dong and authorise ther retainer chits, there was going to be a lot of anonymous but deeply fdt
disstisfaction in the city.

He swdlowed down the last bit of mest, dl its flavor chewed away by now, and turned from the
window. Then turned back again with a sngp as he saw—or thought he sawv—something that hadn’t



been there before. Nothing moved now, except for the horizon's unending dow shimmer, but Reswen
narrowed his eydids until they were mere creases in the ginger-russet fur of his face and stared a
featureless brilliance until spots began to dance between his eyes and the world, and until the beginnings
of a headache nagged between his brows. And until he saw again what he had seen before.

The digant speck was dill too far away for hm to discern who it might be, but Reswen fdt
betting-certain that it was one of his recruits. “Good,” he sad for no reason other than his own
satidfaction. “Very good.” He gazed a moment more, then went downdtairs to wait for what the courier
hed to say. And to ded with the wretched informers wretched chits.

“How much lead time do you expect, Sr?’ asked Sthen. Then he consulted his lig and said, “Ten
dlversto Reth One-Eye”

“Ten to Reth,” Reswen echoed, marking the chit and stamping it with his persona sedl. “Too much
for the little He provides. Either something useful next month or thisis cut to five” He put the parchment
dip asde and yawned lesurdy, dl rough pink tongue and sharp white teeth. “You sad ... ? Oh yes.
Time | don’t know, but if it's enough time for the dity to get onto a defengve foating, then I'll petition the
Arpekh for a sanding guard out there at dl times”

Sthen's whiskers twitched. “They won't likeit.”

“Who? The Arpekh or the guard?’

“Neither, probably. | wouldn't like that posting mysdlf, and as for our sage Council of Elders—"

“—'It's too expengve, it's not necessary, and we didn’t need such athingin my dre's time anyway.’
“ Reswen laughed softly, but the throaty purring trill that was mrem laughter sounded sour even to his
own ears. “Yes. All ther favorite arguments. But times change, and now it is necessary, and nothing so
necessary is too expensve. Unlike these idlers” He gestured at the stacked payment chits with an
irritation made plain by the way his claws did briefly from ther sheaths. “Apologies, Sithen.” The claws
retracted again. “My manners are dipping.”

“Undergtandable, Sr. Sometimes | fed like spitting mysdf.”

Someone knocked outside the closed door. “Our messenger, | trust,” said Reswen. “Comein.”

The guard who came through the door was armored in the cream-colored uxanhide of a duty
constable, functiond and unimpressive in the ordinary course of things, but looking postively magnificent
by comparison with what he was escorting. The mrem by his Sde was even more scruffy and breathless
than Reswen had imagined he would be, and the fair quantity of desert he carried about his person added
to the generd air of dishevemernt.

Reswen looked a him with mild surprise. “Mrem in the Congtabulary are above average in their
intdligence” he said. “Usudly that suggests enough native wit to avoid running through the desert after
the sun’'swdl up.” He glanced at the guard. “Heth, bring this gdlant idiot some water. And you, St down
before you fal down.”

The scout collgpsed gratefully onto a seat and Reswen had to pretend sudden interest in the expense
chits to hide his amile. There was something amusing about the way this SO serious, S0 intense young
mrem—ittle more than a kitten, in truth—left smal clouds of dust hanging in the ar with every move he
made, and Reswen knew perfectly wel that amiling at the kit's discomfiture wouldn't make the youngster
fed any better. He looked more closdy, and pulled a name out of the cluttered files that comprised his
mind right now. “Cred, isn't it?’ he said.

“Yessr, Second-Oct Recruit Cred, dr!” The scout bounced upright again—another cloud of desert
gfting from his person across Reswen’s desk—and saluted as briskly as his weariness dlowed, from the
st of his ears and whiskers very proud that this most senior of officers should remember his indgnificant
name. He wobbled as he stood.

If Reswen had misremembered he had been ready to cover it with a joke about the conceding
qudities of too much dust worn as a garment, and was as pleased as the younggter to have gotten the
name right firg time around. Remembering the names of each and every one of his constables was
another matte—they were fully qudified, enliged, and worthy of tha sort of gmdl
condderation—wheresas recruits ... Well, luck had alot to do with it, if he redly bdieved in luck, which
he didn’t. But it did no harm. “Sit down, Cred, for pity’s sake. Don't stand there weaving about like that.



WEIl congder dl respects and honors taken care of. Now, in your own words. What have you to
report?’

Second-Oct Recruit Cred blinked a hit a being trested so gently. Reswen’'s reputation as a
fire-eater was dl over the recruit barracks, both verbdly and as graffiti scratched at unlikdy angles on the
latrine and bathhouse walls He was wel known as a piss-and-sour-wine old bastard—the “old” again
more a part of the disrespect than an accurate judgement of Reswen's age. As usud, those newly adult
considered those less newly so to be rdics of an ancient age and ready for retirement. Yet Reswen's
reputation aso sad that his nature was even more ful of ginger than his orange-tawvny pelt
suggested—hbut here he was, amiling right to the tips of his whiskers and being just as nice as a piece
offish. Probably, Reswen thought with mild satisfaction, Cred was quite confused.

“BErr ...,” sad Cred, and swallowed. Then he coughed and drank more of the wonderful cool water
that Old Ginger had summoned for them dl to drink, because there was more dugt than spit in his mouth
and throat. “Sr, we, mysdf and the others, went on dation and | suggested, | took the liberty of
suggedting, gr, thet if we were out in the desert we might as wdl look as if we belonged, so I, that is
we—"

“Cred, try this—because | think if we ligen to your own words well be here dl day. Reply smply.
Wheat did the squad do?’

“Sr, we disguised oursalves as herders, sr.”

“Herders?’ Sthen glanced at Reswen and then at the recruit. “ And what were you herding, pray tell?
And how?’

Reswen looked at his second-in-command and decided not to reprimand him for the interruption. At
least not yet, not in front of young Credl. He made a menta note to hold the impoliteness in reserve for
when it would be needed—as it would, sooner or later, when this mrem and his amhbition overstepped
the limits Reswen had dready lad out for them—and instead nodded benevolently. “A very good point,
Sthen. One | had considered mysdf.” And dismissed as not so very important right now, ran the
unspoken rest of the sentence, clear enough for Stthen to read it whether spoken or not.

“Sir, we were herding bunorshen, some of hisfather’s herd that Dearth borrowed. He knows how to
herd them, Sr.”

“Wdl done, Cred,” sad Reswen and meant it, because the plan was a neat bit of protective
coloration if anyone had to spend time out in the desert. The bunorshan’s fleece was vauable, but the
animd itsdf was a damned nuisance, eating only the harsh pasture plants that grew in and dong the edges
of the desert, and grew so sparsely that the herds and herders were congtantly on the move to the east of
the city. “An excdlent plan. And what did you—your squad, that is—discover? Foreigners, maybe?
Inveding enemies, perhaps?’

“Sr!” Cred’s eyes had opened very wide, their pupils expanding enough to swalow up dl but a thin
greenrim of iris. Evidently with this Sngle observation, Reswen’ s reputation for sagecity had increased by
legps and bounds. “Yessr! Not invaders, Sr, but there's a caravan approaching the city—and gir, there
are Eagterners traveing with them!”

Reswen' s features betrayed nothing. “Which kind of Easterners, son? There are severd ....”

“Oh, you don’t mean liskash, do you, Sr? They're extinct!”

Reswen did not change expression, but under hisfur his skin itched a bit, asif remembering some old
burn. It was just as wel that people here thought that there were no more liskash. Panic could work
agand a dty as dfectively as invason. But Reswen had been keeping his ears and eyes open for the
lizards for years, and had (he had to admit) never seen so much as a scale€'s worth of one, or heard even
abreath of arumor of thelr presence aether here or among the cities of the desart’s far sde. “Just Eastern
mrem, Sr,” said Credl. “Ther clothes are easy to spot, and the harness on their burden beasts. Also the
breeds of beast are different.”

Reswen nodded. Though he asked only a few more questions there was no suggestion of haste in any
of hiswords before he dismissed Cred with kindly voiced ingructions to get cleaned up and rest. “Wel
now, Sithen,” he said after the scout had left the room. “What do you think of this, then?’

“Interesting.”



“Isthet dl?’

“Not quite. Fascinaing.” Reswen gave him afunny look and Sithen’s pointed ears twitched back. He
made a steeple of his forepaw fingers and stared a” them as if expecting they would contain dl the
answers he might need. “I mean, that the Eagterners should show up in a manner so easy to track as a
caavan ...

“Perhaps they aren't worried,” said Reswen hdpfully. “Perhaps they don't intend us harm.
Perhaps—" the points of upper and lower fangs showed for just the merest ingant, “—their misson is
peaceful.”

“Perhgpsit is” Sithen jumped on that bait far too readily, betraying—to Reswen’s mind at least—an
absence of any persond opinion whatsoever.

“And if so, what should we do about it?” Reswen was needling quite deliberately now; both of them
knew it, and both knew equdly that he was wel within the rights of his rank to do so. He stared a the
junior officer and waited patiently for some sort of comment.

“We should, we should, we, er ... ,” Sithen said, “we should make them welcome.” He paused, but
inthat pause read nothing either of agreement or disgpprova in his commander’s face. Evidently Reswen
wanted more. “And make sure that they know we knew of their gpproach.”

“Excdlent. Well thought out.” Eventudly. “Then you'll be in ful agreement with what | think we
should do now.” Even though Reswen hadn’t said what was in his mind, Sithen nodded dmost as a reflex
response. “Runner.” Reswen looked at him, then at the door, and thistime yelled. “ Runner!”

The mrem whose head came hurriedly round the door was wearing the yelow cross-belts of an
officd courier. He was dso wearing a rather startled expression, because Chief of Constables Reswen
wasn't one to raise his voice for anything other then the gravest of emergencies. Reswen knew quite well
that Sithen was garing at him for that very same reason, and he didn’'t particularly care. “You,” he told
the messenger, “get your tal in here right now.”

He reached for a wax-faced writing tablet, looked at it, and glanced about for a sylus. There were
none in sght; he and Sithen had been usng brush quills for their work on the expense chits, and Reswen,
whether for the sake of immediacy or drama he couldn’t have guessed himsdf, wasn't indined to waste
the time to fine one. Instead he unsheathed the claws of his right paw and scrawled words swiftly on the
wax, quite aware of the stares that his gesture was drawing from both Sthen and the courier. “Speed
fird, manners second,” he said briskly to no one in particular, then struck his officda sed into the wax,
snapped the tablet’s protective covers shut, dapped his sed again agangt the wax-impregnated leather
grip that held it shut, then shoved the whole thing at the courier-mrem with an incongruous smile to back
it up. “That to the Arpekh Session-Chamber, fast as your legs will take you. Send in another messenger
asyou leave”

“Sr?’ Sthen ventured, very quietly, very cautioudy, not quite sure what flea was in his commander’s
fur and rdluctant to get in the way of whatever was. needed to scratch it.

“Sthen,” replied Reswen. He didn't look at the junior, dready usng his extended claws on the
surface of another tablet. Stamp of sedl, snap of covers, samp of sedl again and another brusque shove
towards another waiting messenger. “That to the Garrison Captains. All of them. Action, immediate. It's
dl there anyway. Move!”

When the door had dammed behind the second messenger, Reswen's relaxation was undisguised.
“There)” he said. “That ought to cause theright sort of dir.”

“What, Sr?’

Reswen yawned before he bothered to answer, yawned, and stretched, and flexed so that snews
clicked in his back and neck and his claws did involuntarily from their sheaths in his pads to leave amdl,
pde pardld gougesin the surface of the desk. None of it was to insult Sithen, or to show superiority of
rank of birth or anything ese, and both mrem knew it from the set of ears and tal and whiskers; it was
just s0 that Reswen could work the dow tide of tenson out of his muscles and ready himsdf for whatever
came next. Whatever tha might be. “Oh, nothing much,” he said, far too camly. “I’ve just given the
Easterners something to see tha | greatly hope they're not expecting. And won't like” He paused a
moment as a new sound filtered in from the dity outside, then observed camly, “That was quickly done.”



As the sound, a muttering of rgpid drumbests, became plainer and louder as it spread across Niau
from one garrison 9gnd tower to the next, Sthen recognised the pattern of its rhythm and stared at his
commander in disbelief.

Reswven met the stare, hdd it, and then nodded. “Yes, Sithen. | am cdling battle stations. Throughout
the city. Let them think that Niau is like this dl the time—and then let them start to wonder what our
combat readinessisredly like!”

“The Arpekh won't likeit, gr.”

“Yes. | know.” Reswen eyed the uncompleted expense chits as if they were a stack of used larine
wipes, and smirked a sort of self-satisfied amirk that Sithen had never, ever seen before. “1 don’t expect
themto like it. But | do expect them to wake up, jus this once. Otherwise why do they need us at dl?
For this?” He gestured at the chits, then reached for his brush quill with a resigned air. “1 hope not. We ll
find out soon enough.”

“Y our message?’

“A hot dish of charcod at the tal root of every elder presently dozing through whatever they’ve
decided to discuss today. W, they’ll have more to discuss then transport duties once that gets to them,
and they’ll have to discuss it with me”

“gr?

“Yes It's not quite matid law, Sthen my friend—but it's close enough not to make a ded of
difference. In the meanwhile, how much did you say we were paying Torth—three slvers?’

“Yes dr. Three, gr.”

“Too much. I've dways sad so. Far too much ...”

Chapter 2

She lay in the dark, unmoving, feding the warmth. It was pleasant, but she knew it would not last
much longer. Soon her surroundings would become cool, and thought and action together would be more
difficult. This was, in a way, just as wdl; it would not a that time be to her advantage to move, or to
think. There would be those on the lookout for ether occurrence.

Not forever, of course. Vigilance would relax, and that would be her time, to command as she
would. Her heart grew quick and hot within her a the thought of how it would be then: the scurrying
before her, the terror, the ddight in the hopelessness of her prey. But for this while, her life would move
more dowly.

/ shatt indulge mysdf, therefore.

It was a moment’s work for one of her traning. She let her body go. It was her peopl€'s art, no
more a matter for thought, as arule, than to move or eat. But she had had that innate taent sharpened for
the work she had to do. For her, the bonds between body and soul were more tenuous than usud, more
eedly stretched to the limit. And her limit was farther out than others'. Where many another might strain
and die of what she was doing, she could legp at the end of her soul’s tether and Stretch it over years and
miles in a matter of seconds—then do works that others would find heavy going were they dill in their
bodies, and more firmly attached to the sources of their power.

One movement of the mind, it took, to cast the skin: a sheking-off, a Splitting. A moment of peculiar
sensation accompanied the movement—a sort of fear at the prema—

ture shedding of a skin that one (theoreticaly) was not through with yet, the body’s terrified reaction
to needs it did not understand. But at the same time there was a sort of bizarre pleasure about it, like the
pleasure of sheking off a true cast skin, getting the wretched, Hiff, dulled, scratchy business stripped off
on€e s limbs and body, and coming out deek, cool, and shining a the end of it—made new agan, as the
gods had intended, youth periodicaly renewed, forever and ever.

And when she came free of the sensations, the fedings of fear and pleasure, it was no longer dark.
She reached up and out and looked around her, peering through the warm light of the overworld. Haf
regarded, below her, her body lay in its darkness, unmoving.

She turned away from it and set her will on her desire, commanded the light to carry her to the place



she wished to see. And indantly she hung far above it, gazing down as if she were one of the winged
Oones.

It was agmdl place. It was cold. There was little fire about it. It lay on the fringes of the world, the
fathest frontiers of the warm places. A bad place to want to have dedings with. But she had her
commands, and in the manner of her people, the commands of her lords were as her own will.

The town was a wretched little thing, barely more than a collection of hovels, by the standards of her
people. Water ranin its streets—if one could dignify them by that name. The buildings were crude. The
walls were thin things surdly an army could breach them without much trouble. Just once, just for a
moment, she teetered on the edge of rebdlion and wondered why one of her taents had been required to
ded with this pitiful place, overrun with vermin, these vermin with fur ...

But the rebellion lasted only a moment; then her obedience found her again, and she settled into it
gadly. She did not mind doing this work, though it seemed a smdl one. Vemin these creatures were
indeed, and not to be considered in the same breath with her people; but a the same time, vermin had to
be watched, lest they breed more swiftly than they had in past years, and become a threat. And these
were in some danger of doing so, she had been told. That was why she had been commanded to 1ook
into them—to consider the matter, and see what atention and action might be needed.

For a while she amply watched the place, as one might idy watch a nest of insects, just before
kicking it. From this height, certainly there was something of a resemblance. The haf-built, crude look of
the place, as compared to the eegant architectures of her own people; the scurrying of the little creatures
in the street, wearing ther ugly scraps of dothing, doing ther toy businesses, as if they were red
people—it was dl rather pitiful, rather loathesome. Upstarts, she thought with scorn. Sometimes she
found it hard to understand how they had ever come to be a matter of concern to the Lords in the firgt
place. Who had taught them cities? Who had taught them language, or the use of tools? It had to have
been some tribe of her own people; cartainly there was no way tha these beasts, these furred things,
could ever have managed the discovery of avilization by themsalves. She wondered whether the Lords in
thelr wisdom did indeed know who was responsible, and whether they had been punished, and how
many years the punishment had lasted, in its manifold subtleties. Some she had heard of had gone on for
along time indeed. When one was as long-lived as one of her people, there was no surprise about that

She bent her attention alittle closer. The action in the rough little streets grew more apparent, as did
the lifefire of the vermin. A muddy-colored sort of fireit was, by her people' s sandards. something to do
with the fur, she supposed, or thar franticdly hasty minds. Their lives made fires that burned quick, but
not clear; they left an odd taste when her mind brushed them. She shook her head at it, as if trying to
shakeit away. She could not dlow hersdf to be distracted by inconsequentid things

She let her true body sink lower, until she seemed to perch atop one of the squdid rooftops and gaze
down into a teeming street. How they jostled one another, how they rushed, these creatures! No datdy
grace about them, no dow ponderousness of movement, hard-gained with survivd to a dignified old age.
Jusgt scurying, hurrying, dl to no apparent purpose. Though, she thought scornfully, doubt—

e City less they think their own inconsequentid businesses to be important enough.

No matter. That will change soon enough.

Indeed it would. Stretching her senses out in the pallid light of this place's overworld, she could amdl
the minds she wanted, the ones she had been told to look for. Not by name—did they even have
names?—Dbut the emotions were clear enough to her: clear as the track of a tall in the sand. Though poor
little rodent-scratchings their petty passions and desires were besides the thoughts and fedings of one of
her own people—dow, subtle, careful, but fierce as the snap of jaws a the end of it dl. Her tongue
flickered reflectively at the taste of the little minds, the greed, the hunger, the jedousy and impotent rage.
They would serve her purposes wdl enough. Her servants would seek out the bodies in which those
minds lived, and through them she would work. It was a very choice irony. By their own claws, would
these vermin be brought down: by their own acts, their own passions. And her kind would rule here once
again, as they had been meant to long ago.

What should have been, would now be. It was a good thought. She sank back into her body, into the



darkness, and hissed with the pleasure of what would come ... the thought of the running blood ...

The Arpekh’s summons, in the form of a troop of their larger and more imposing guards, was outside
Congtables House and hammering the door for admittance within the haf hour. Reswen was fantly
surprised that they had taken so short atime to send for him, for the Coundcil of Elders were very literdly
what ther title suggested, wedthy noblemrem of advanced years who ground dow and smdl when
reeching a decison over trading rights, but who were equdly renowned among the mrem of Reswven's
generation for turning that dow, careful consderation into farce when rapid action was required. How
much they knew of how they were regarded, Reswen didn’t know, or care.

But he didn't keep the guard-troop waiting, even so.

IS

“What the coundil is a pains to understand, Commander Reswen, is why you chose to order out the
dty cohorts without consulting us. And indeed, why you deemed the order necessary at dl.” Coundillor
Mrad looked from sde to sde, and his fifteen companions nodded as sagely as they could—all except
Coundillor Aratel, who had nodded off.

Hell have to go, thought Mrad irritably. Venerable old age was necessary in an Elder, but there
were limits even to that most basic requirement. More to the point, Mraa could see tha the Chief of
Congtables, far from looking suitably contrite, was gazing a the degping—and now both audibly and
vishly dreaming—councillor with a barely concedled amile curling at his whiskers.

Aratel mewed dilly in his degp and paddied his forepaws a bit, upseting the stack of terribly
important-looking papers which he, like mogt of the other councillors, had apparently had placed before
hm before admitting their errant Chief of Congtables for what had been intended to be mild verba
chastisement and which was now becoming an embarrassng comedy of errors. “Lord Arpak, the facts of
the case speak for themsdves” observed Reswen pleasantly, ill looking in a very pointed sort of way at
Aratd.

Mrad consdered the various options which irritation had sent flickering through his mind, then
reconsdered them and discarded the lot. Reswen, after dl, had only sad doud wha he himsdf had
thought on several occasions in the past while. That Aratel was too old even to be an Elder any more,
was long overdue for honorably retirement to his mansion, and even longer overdue for replacement by
someone a good twenty years younger. Mogt to the point, Mrad knew just the mrem for the job ...

“Very wdl.” Mraal conceded the firg point with as good grace as he could manage while wishing
that someone, anyone, would give Aratel a good hard nudge under the ribs before he did something to
redly spoil the Arpekh's dignity. “We dlow that you fdt time would be lost by endeavoring to
consult—or dare | say awaken—" Mrad amiled diffly and was graified more by Reswen’s surprise a
the unexpected joke than by the appreciative soft laughter of his fdlows “—dl the members of the
coundil. But what mugt yet be explained is your reason for sounding battle stations in the firgt place. Niau
isnot under attack, surdy?’

“Not yet, Lord Arpak.” Reswen’s satement caused just the sort of sensation that he plainly intended
it should, for Mraal saw rdief and satisfaction quite unconceded on the policemrem’s face.

What game are you playing now? Mrad wondered, and said “Explan,” with just the right impetient
emphass. Reswen did, and with sufficent darity for even the findly-awake Arpak Aratd to understand
his reasoning. Mrad ligened, dtting quite, quite dill with not even the twitch of a whisker or the
expandon of a spindle-narrow pupil to reved what he was thinking. Inwardly he was gpplauding Reswen
as he had never suspected he would applaud any of the Quiet Ones. If what Reswen said was true, and
there was no reason for im to fabricate something so easy to disprove, then his high-and-heavy-pawed
actions both as Chief of Congtables and Head of H'satel were no more than an indication thet he was
doing the job for which the Council and the city paid him.

As for the Easterners who accompanied the approaching caravan—assuming that Second-Oct
Recruit Cred had indeed seen them and not Smply imagined their presence after cooking His brain too
long in the desert sun—what, oh what were they doing coming herein the firs place ... ? Mraal looked a
Councillor Aratdl as the name of the old mrem’s replacement drifted through his mind again. Erdin ...
Always assuming that he could force the proposal through. Aratel had many supporters, or at least many



who would be reluctant to see so compliant a councillor removed from the Arpekh in favour of one so
much younger, and mogt likdy much less amenable to bribes. Almost of an age, indeed, with tha
impudent ginger-furred whippersnapper Reswen. Mrad amiled a bit at that. It would probably be no bad
thing for the city, no matter what anyone who stood to lose might say.

“This aty lives by trade, Commander Reswen. If it is seen as a perpetudly armed camp, then the
traders and ther caravans will take their business dsawhere; to Ar, or to Cragsclaw, and judge the
excess journey worthwhile for the sake of ther peace of mind. The Arpekh will withhold judgement on
this matter until it can be seen what advantage if any has resulted from your hasty actions”

Reswven appeared unfazed by the tacit threst, and Mrad hazarded a guess that the Chief of
Congtables had dready baanced cause and effect before committing himsdf to so irrevocable a course
of action. Besdes which, his police spies could provide him with more than enough juicy details to disarm
even the most wrathful mrem on the council. Mraa wondered about afew smdl indiscretions of his own,
redizing just how lucky he was to have nothing serious to be left panting and bloody on the rug, then
caught the way that Reswen was looking at him and redlized though the policemrem might not be able to
read minds, he could certainly make an uncomfortable amount of sense from expression aone.

“l,” sad Reswen, rigng from the smal seat where he had been placed at the beginning of the
interview, “have work to do. If there is nothing further then, my lords Arpekh, I'd best go do it. Now.
Good day to oneand dl.”

Mraal watched him go, and made a menta note that some day not too far from now, he would have
to talk with—Reswen in private. About various matters pertaining to the safer running of Niau city, and
the mrem within its wals. But that would come later. Right now Mraa was more intrigued than he
dlowed himsdf to show over whether there were indeed Easterners in the gpproaching caravan, and
mogt important of dl, how they would react to their firs sght of a city where norma life seemed to
indude an armed, defensve stance. Reswen had been right: “I don't know what they told the
caravan-madter, but these Easterners aren’t merchants. They're spies. I've given them something to
report, and though | know they’ll suspect some of it was for their benefit, they won't be sure how much.
| want them to bdlieve that Niau's soldiery reacts like this for every caravan; because | want them to
redly worry about how we d react to an invading army. Let them tdl their master thet!”

Reswen's excuse for going up on the wdls was, naturdly, to ingpect the guard positions and make
sure they were properly manned—"properly,” in this case, meaning “too heavily for anything but a
full-scde inveson.” He was ddighted to find that old Sachath the City Commandant had taken the
chdlenge quite serioudy. The walls could barely hold dl the soldiery massed dong them; spears and
arrows brigtled everywhere, and guardsmrem peered out through the crenellations as if they could hardly
wait for the invaders to get within bowshot. This Reswen suspected, was the truth. The snatches of
conversation he caught here and there before being recognized gave him to understand that the
guardamen were wildly curious about the Easterners. That the curiosty would look, from a distance, like
dertness, and maybe even hodility, bothered Reswen not at dl.

He found Sachath right where he expected to, in the most dramatic possible spot, on the wak above
the Great Gate, where a commander would ddiver ultimata or ritu-aly taunt the enemy before rdeasing a
«ly. It swhere | would stand mysdf, after dl, Reswen thought, and his whiskers curled forward again.
There Sachath stood, a brawny brindled shape dl plate mal and tanned leather, his hdm tucked under
one am, gazing out at the approaching caravan, with the look of a mrem who wished they were an army,
and wished they would start something, anything. Sachath’s tail thumped hard and thoughtfully against
one hind leg, under the lorica. It was a sump tail, hdf lopped off in some border skirmish back in the
mids of time. Sachath had told Reswen the story a hundred times, at one officd function or another, and
merafully Reswen dways managed to forget the details before the next policemen’s feast or army dinner.

Sachath was growling in his throat, as usud; the joke around the barracks was that he had growled at
his dam when she firgt licked him off. He turned to see Reswen, and the growl if anything got louder, but
this was nathing more than recognition and pleasure. “Not enough of em,” he said as Reswen came up.

“Pardon?’

“Not enough of ‘em, my young friend. Where's the army we expected? Not enough fight here to



keep us busy more than hdf an hour. Less than that, perhaps.”

Reswen leaned between two crendlations and peered out. There was nothing more on the horizon
yet than aydlow dust cloud, risng. “Probably not,” he said.

“Asyou wdl know. Certainly not. Then again, maybe best they think that, en?

Reswen looked sdewise at Sachath. Old and torn-eared to the point of dient he might be, but he
was not stupid; the Niauhu Army had palitics of its own that made some of the city’s infighting look like
littermates squabbles, and Sachath had survived it dl for three-quarters of a lifetime, losing nothing more
then hdf atal and his good temper. “Maybe 0,” Reswen said, and shifted his eyes to the horizon agan.
More was showing now than dugt: aglint here and there, a pair of moving specks ahead.

“Scouts,” Sachath said, squinting past him. * Spears there, too. No more than there should be, for the
distance they’ve come. Maybe a few more carry-boxes, though.” He pointed with his flal of office
Reswven could just make out the outlines of the firad few dave-carried travel boxes. It was a large
embassy, surdy. “That's trouble for you,” Sachath said, groning low.

Reswen shrugged histall. “No worse than expected.”

“Le us save you trouble and make short work of ‘em now,” Sachath said. “A mistake, you'll say
later. Could have happened to anyone. Blameit on the army. Always spailing for afight, those types.”

Reswven's whiskers went forward dmost againg his will. This was one of Sachath’s specidties, this
outrageous black humor that he would turn againgt himsdf and whoever happened to be ganding nearest,
both at once. Usudly it had a purpose: to get you to tak Sachath into something he wanted to do anyway
(or out of something he didn’t). There was only one wegpon againg it. “Rrrh,” Reswen said, purring. “Go
ahead. Who firg, then? Bowmrem? Feather ‘em at a distance? Or wait and let the foot soldiery out?
Swords' edges on dl that slly giltwork?” For the gleam of gold and the shimmer of sk were beginning to
be visble on the nearest of the boxes, and on the armor of the waking guards, and even the harness of
the daves.

“Heas and mange on it, wait indeed,” Sachath growled. “Who taught you tactics, kit-brain? Waiting
isweakness, attacking is srength. Get the infantry out, let ‘em run for it, do ‘em good in this heet, they’re
too fat asit is, most of ‘em. City life it spoils a mrem. Get to be like that before too long.” Sachath
jerked the less scarred of his ears at the gpproaching caravan.

“Let’'sget toit, then,” Reswen said, and made asiif to cdl a trumpeter over.

“Hnnr,” Sachath said, and thistime the growl was hdf laugh; he dapped Reswen's raised paw down
agang the stone with his own, but his claws were in. “You'd drag gring in front of a lame kitten. Not
metter, let ‘em be. They're dragging the ring for the moment. Look at ‘em.”

Reswen did, and had to laugh himsdf. The intdligence report he had received earlier made it plan
that mogt of the carry-boxes had been dung across the pack animds, and mrem had been handling the
baggage, except for afew very large crates or boxes being dragged travoissryle by teams of beasts.
Now the beasts were carrying nothing but luggage, and dl the carry-boxes were being handled, in some
cases with great difficulty, by mrem; there was much staggering and bresking stride among severd of the
teamsin the rear. Sightly lessimportant officids, Reswen thought, doing the best they can to make a big
entrance. And having second thoughts about it in some cases, as he watched one of the box teams
sumble forward, ram into another, and both go down in a gilt-edged heap. The rest of the caravan
continued its approach. Faintly, over the sweet chime of bells on harness, came the sound of swearing in
Eagtern didects.

“Enough,” sad Sachath. “Let ‘em play their play. Us to our own. AH right, you flearidden
ratspawn!” he shouted to the immediate wal as he strode off among his people. “What're you daring at,
hast never seen a caravan before? Straighten up, the lot of you, wouldn't think you knew which end to
hold a sword by, don't pout your ears down a me, my son—" Reswen heard the sound of Sachath’'s
officer’ sflal being put to some use as he went roaring off into the distance, down the length of the wall.
The soldiery stood dtraight and looked to a mrem as if they would much rather attack something then
endure the assault being committed on them by their own side. The faces turned down to the caravan as
it approached the gates were uniformly hodtile indeed; the assembled guard considered dl this upset to
be their faullt.



Time to play the play indeed, Reswen thought, and stalked dong the wal to where the dairs to the
Great Gate swept down. He brushed a himsdf as he padded down. He had dressed not so much for
effect thismorning as for lack of it. First impressions were important, and he wanted no one noticing him
as anything but chief of police, a flunky rather than a functionary. He wore his plain leather everyday
harness, somewhat worn, rather than the ceremonia set, dong with the shortsword/knife of his
(apparent) sation—everything polished and tidy, but nothing rich. Even his family’s old dewclaw sgnet
he had l&ft & home, not wanting the gold of it to distract from the unrelieved black lesther and sted
fitings This, perhaps, bothered m mog of al; his thumb-claw itched where the ring was not. It made
him nervous. Of dl the things he habitudly kept about him—swords, purses, paperwork—the ring was
the one thing he never took off except on undercover work. Just aswel | should be nervous, he thought.
Firgt impressons come through clearer. But it was poor comfort to the itchy place. He kept feding that
his father, who had given him the ring, would cuff him on seeing it off. The feding was not even dightly
dispelled by the knowledge that his father was many yearsin the ground and gone Elsewhere.

No time for that now. Here they came, and to do them judtice, they did it solendidly. The glitter of
gold that had looked funny, off in the dust, now glanced dmogt too bright to look at; the dim sound of
bdls that had sounded ridiculous mixed with curses now came dl in sweet chords; and the uplifted spears
of the embassy’ s guards lanced light back at the sun, and gems caught the light and kept it and were little
auns themsdaves. Impressve, Reswen thought dryly, because he redly was impressed, and was dightly
disturbed by the fact. What kind of people would carry

Keeper of die City such riches across the desert, careless of wind and sand and bandits? This wants
some looking into, he thought, and stepped out from beside the gate into the hot sun.

The Lords Arpekh were gathering there. They at least had been able to dress for effect, and there
was as much glitter of gold and ripple of velvet and satin as there was outside. Reswen fdt the urge to
snicker at the Sght of them, but restrained himsdf. The guards at the gates hauled on the counterpoises,
and the gates svung dowly open. The herdd of the Easterners stalked in, a bizarre brown curly-coated
torn dl gems and moire slk, and a cloak of black sendal spangled with diamonds like a desert night. His
robes had the kind of excessve (lagging, pur-fling, and superfluous tucks about them that cause
sumptuary laws to be passed by cranky kings. His ears were each pierced three times and each ring had
adifferent stone hung in it, and in one hand he held an ebony rod with a baas at the end—a round clear
stone with a red agate embedded in it. Reswen found himsdf doing talies in his head at the sght of the
showy mrem, and he gruggled briefly with exchange rates—and then had to break off suddenly on
naticdng that the creature’ stall was harlessin a great patch near the end, asif he had been snatched bald,
or had been swinging in trees like the little green primates of the wild forests. // this is the herad, Reswen
thought, choking down his laughter, heaven save us from the rest of the embassy!

The curly-coated mrem bowed low, waving his rod of office with exaggerated grace. “In the name of
the Lords of the East, great and terrible to their enemies, yet mild to ther subjects and their friends” he
sad, “and in the names of the gods of the Lords of the East, who are secret but from whom no secrets
are kept, wel we greet the mrem of this city Niau and its mighty Elders, who are known from the sea to
the ky indl of the world where mrem tdll taes of their wisdom and power—"

Oh no, Reswen thought. One of these. He set himsdf in the balanced stance that would enable him to
be along timein one position without moving, and grew very resigned about what this morning promised.
Why couldn’t more cities be like the Northern ones, where people talked in sentences short enough to let
amrem bresthe properly, and even diplomats tended to occasondly say “yes’ or “no”’ outright? But he
hed hdf expected that this was going to happen. Damned flowery Eastern didects—though he was
dightly relieved to find that the herald's accent and way with Niauhu were more than passable. At least
there would be no need for extra trandators; his usud saff would be adequate to handle the business of
spying on these people. A good thing. He hated to have to subcontract work out ... it was expensive, and
there were too many other people eager to tak to the subcontractors afterwards, about police
procedures ... or other, more private mattersinvolving the H’ satel. Wedl, no matter. | wonder if the house
in Dancer’s Street isready ... it had better be ...

The herald was going on, fulsomdy and in mouth-crippling periods, about the wondrous stature and



wisdom and wedth and whatever of the Elders of Niau. Reswen glanced sdeways and found to his
annoyance that the Elders were edting it up. Something missng in ther diet, perhaps, he thought. Maybe
if we flattered them ourselves, on occasion, they'd be less susceptible to it from outsiders. Though why
anyone would want to flatter these somnolent, crapulent, obsol escent—

“—whose fame and glory shames the Moon and outblazes the Day—"

Reswven wondered if the herad would get around to mentioning why they had come before
dinnertime, or perhaps sunset. Maybe I’'m beng too paranoid, he thought, and the plot is something
ample To kitt us by sunsiroke ... But a that moment the city herdd, Tehenn, stepped out in his own
finery and outbowed the Easterners herald, who came to an abrupt stop at the gesture, or perhaps at the
appearance of his opposite number. Reswen had to admit that Tehenn deserved the astonishment; few
outsders were prepared for the sheer sze of him. He was perhaps the biggest mrem Reswen had ever
seen, with a build that seemed more appropriate for an uxan than anything ese, and black, dl black, not
a white har on him. From the dhining blackness perfect golden eyes stared, molten and
dangerous-looking. Tehenn was one of those herads who looked fully inclined—and able—to take care
of himsdf whether or not the people to whom he was sent treated him with the traditiond courtesy. Too,
for dl the Eastern herdd's finery, it looked dightly chegp and pale next to what Tehenn wore: a Smple
black lesther strap-harness, and a supple loincloth. But it was hard to see that the leather was black,
dgnce every hit of it on the outsde was encrusted with diamonds. Tehenn straightened, and the diamonds
on the ancient Niahu herdds livery flashed, blinding everybody nearby, most specificdly the Eastern
herad.

“In the name of the Elders of Niau, we give you greeting and bid you be very welcome,” Tehenn
sad, and the other herdd and the Easterners behind him reacted, as Reswen had suspected they would,
to that agtonishing voice, dl honey and gold, dow and warm. “But the day is hot, and you have come a
long way, and the Elders fear for your hedth and fear to fal in their hospitdity to you. So say, | beg, what
brings you unlooked-for but most welcomely to our gates, so that we may bring you in and give you
refreshment—or do whatever ese is necessary.”

Reswven amiled as the Easterner looked momentarily out of his depth at the degant hurry-up. He
could see the other herdd thinking: Could that have possbly been an undertone of threat to that last
phrase?—but of course not—The Eastern herad bowed low again. “We come with gifts” he said, “for
the Elders and the people of Niau, and with things of mart, things to trade and to sl; for we have made
great wedth in trading north and south, and why not now west? We come with rare stuffs, and curious
works, clothes and leathers and precious woods, rare beasts and jewvels—"

“We sometimes have use for jewes” sad Tehenn, offhanded and gracious, and bowed a little,
blinding everyone again. “But such other things as you mention are pleasant to us, and the Elders and the
people will be pleasad to look upon them while you sojourn here. Enter, then, and be welcome, and the
Elders and merchants will meet with you and speak with you persondly, as they speak through me to you
now. Be welcome once more, and may your stay be propitious!”

There was more bowing, and the Eastern herald findly turned and gestured his people in. In they
came, piling into the courtyard, amid clouds of dust and the noise and lowing of beasts, the squedls of
caged things, the chiming of bells, the amdls of perfume and sweat and ordure. Tehenn had stepped over
to the Elders and stood with bent head, conferring with them for a moment, then crossed over to
Reswen.

“The housein Dancer’s Street?” he said, in an undertone.

“That’sright,” Reswen said. Wrryly he added, “Rare beasts, hmm?’ For one of the gilded litters was
being borne past them, and a curtain parted, and blue, blue eyes in a narrow, delicate gray face peered
out, eyeing Tehenn with great interest. Then the curtains svung shut again.

“Courtesans, eh,” said Tehenn. “A gift for the Elders, no doubt.”

“She didn’t ook particularly interested in the Elders, Tehenn.”

The herdd looked ironic. “Nay then,” he said, “you're dimbing the wrong tree, master. My wife
would have both my ears off, and kick out my guts. But doesn’t anyone Smply do straightforward trading
any more, without bribery—" Hefdl slent.



“Gifts are traditiond, in the Eadt,” said Reswen.

Tehenn looked more ironic than before. “So are knives in the back,” he said. He gestured a quick
farewd| to Reswen, and went off the lead the caravan into the depths of the city. Reswen watched them
curl away out of the square, a long line of swaying beasts and litters and dusty mrem, surrounded by
curious, staring Niau people ... and thought about knives.

He headed off to see about the house.

Chapter 3

The housein Dancer’s Street looked not very different from the other houses there. It was obvioudy
a well-to-do place, dl white marble and intricate carving; those knowledgesgble in Niau architecture
would have dated it to the second wave of the city’s building, when the prosperity of the place was
beginning to gather speed, and people building houses were eager to show how wel they were doing. It
hed in fact been built by one of the oldest merchantile families, the rrh’ Hhwaen, who had made ther
fortunes in the import and treatment of hides. The stink of the tannery had never come near this place,
though. Origindly the one house had been done in a amdl parkland, but the family's fortunes declined
over severd generdions, and findly they began to sl off the land around them to priests and other
wedthy people.

The area had become the high rent digtrict: absolutely respectable, the other houses there owned by
nobility, or other, even richer merchants. Findly even a few temples had been built there—the temple of
the White Dancers was down at the end of the Street in a quiet cul-de-sac. The street was perfectly
clean; there was no filth in the gutters, and had not been for a long time, snce the more innovative of the
rich merchants had been thefird in the city to indal plumbing, and had had the nove idea of having their
garbage hauled away and dumped somewhere else, rather than burning or burying it on ther own
grounds. Reswen knew parts of the dity where he strongly suspected the garbage had wound up for
many years, before even the poorest mrem rebelled and inssted that it be dumped outside the walls. But
the merchants had not been too concerned about that; their own nest was clean. Wherever you looked,
there was marble white or gray or polished black, everything gleaming; you could catch glimpses of rich
tapestries or figured hangings through those windows thrown open to the morning. The sun fdl more
gently here, through tal old trees that remained from the ancient parkland and had been spared in the
meking of the street. Even the cobbles, marble as wdl, shone softly where they had been worn smooth.

Reswen, pacing down the street, considered that he would not have lived here on a bet. The place
was alittle too clean, alittle too affluent, for his tastes. Now is that completely norma? he found himsdlf
wondering. Maybe my police work has corrupted my senghilities. What's wrong with cleanliness? Little
enough of itin mogt parts of thistown .... But on the other hand, anymrem needed a little dirt to survive,
evenif only to scratch in once or twice a day while doing the necessary. And al the deanliness here only
served to accentuate the dirt when it did show up, in peopl€’ s lives. And it dways showed up, sooner or
later. The people who could afford to live for long in houses like these did not ways come by the money
honedtly ... or did not dways comport themsalves in honorable ways, thinking their riches excused them.
These people, some of them, were the reason Reswen was obliged to overpay his spies.

But he put the thought away for the moment, as he came up outside the house. The place had a wide,
wadled courtyard in front, gated in gilded iron. Insde, the caravan people€'s beasts were milling around
while the house servants led them away, one by one, to the sabling behind the garden in the rear.
Reswen waved adaw at the gate guard, who opened it for him.

He went quigtly up the marble flagging toward the house, andling the ar appreciatively, for there
were garden plots on ether sde, thick with herbs and sweet-amelling flowers. They curved toward the
wide portico of the house itsdf. Its old name, “Haven,” was carved in Smple, antique dyle over the
portico. This porch had pillars, in the manner of classic architecture, but between them, shidding the
house's unshuttered windows, there were marble screens pierced and carved with endless cunning:
openwork trelises of marble, with marble vines and tendrils curling up and around them, flowering in
white and blue and red and gold. The gold was red, and the blue and red were lgpis and carndian.



Hoating through the bright tracery, Reswen could hear the sounds of tak, laughter, astonishment. Haven
was a place designed to astonish, which suited Reswen wdl. He went up the steps and stopped in the
doorway.

In the great white-and-gilded expanse of the forehdl, a cold callaion had been lad out for the
Easterners, snce Niauhu hospitdity stated that food should be offered even before rest to the welcomed
traveler. The house servants, of course, stood ready for escort upstairs anyone who should wish to retire;
the rooms should be in good order, and even an Eagterner should find the luxury impressve. Soft
couches, floors strewn with rare soft furs, rich hangings, and no common dirt closets, but luxurious rooms
with water running through them, and every kind of toiletry that the fagtidious Niauhu had been adle to
invent over many years. Reswen had made it his business to deep, a least once, in every one of the
rooms. His g&ff chuckled over what they considered a canny move by Old Ginger to have himsdf a few
soft nights. Reswen |et them chuckle. He had other reasons ... though he was hardly fool enough not to
enjoy himsdf at the sametime.

Reswen drolled about in the forehdl a bit, kegping to the edges of the room to have a look a the
vigtors. Many of them had gotten rid of their desert clothes, and were busy drinking up the wine in snow
that had been brought for them. Fine, Reswen thought. Loose tongues twM make this job a little easier,
no matter how cautious they are on the firg day .... He counted about thirty people who interested him;
the other twenty Eagterners in the forehdl were servants, some liveried, some not. About twenty of the
notables were noble, saverd of them priests of one god or cult or another; some of them were family,
spouses or sons or daughters. Severa of them seemed to be merchants—they had that sharp, noticing
look about them—and there were a couple of others, advisers or hangers-on, that Reswen couldn’t
immediatdy classfy.

And then of course there were the courtesans. Reswen stopped by one of the tables, indulging
himsdf in a cup of cold wine and atiny fried roll-cake with fresh fish in it—pool whitefish, by the taste of
it, and quite well seasoned with something sharp and spicy. He resolved to have a word with the cook
later; Reswen bdieved in complimenting his gaff when they deserved it. He glanced over and saw
Tehenn moving with his usua graceful assurance from one guest to another, amiling here, laughing and
gesturing for a servant to pour wine there, and proceeding by his own careful methods to work out who
here was in authority, and with whom he needed to make arrangements for the more forma meetings to
take place later in the day and the evening. Reswen had to admire Tehenn's smooth operation. / wonder,
could I get im working for me? ... There were dtractive aspects to it. To have the Elders herdd in the
H’ satei, amrem privy to dl kinds of sengtive information ... Then again, if the Elders found out abot it,
they would certainly sack everyone involved, Reswen included. And it would be a shame to deprive the
dty of such agood herdd ...

The thought faded out as Reswen found those blue, blue eyes trained on him again from across the
room. The courtesan was extremdy beautiful, but that was to be expected, or she would hardly have
been brought aong. She was wearing hardly anything—which was adso to be expected—nothing but a
wonderfully made harness of linked slver ornamented with aquarmarines and sapphires, over sea gray fur
darkening to charcod gray on face and ears and paws and tal. A dusky loveliness, hers, in which those
eye burned blue as sky; and a lanky lovdiness, long-limbed, graceful, and cool. Reswen let his eyes
widen asif he were what he looked to be, aminor functionary of some sort, unused to being gazed at by
fine ladies. Very hurriedly he gobbled the last of the fish cake, put the wine cup down, and headed
toward the front door like a mrem caught doing something he shouldn't.

A few heads turned as he made his hasty exit, and Reswen was careful to notice which ones. One of
the priests, a great gross creature splotched in muddy orange and white, wearing ornate robes and
bizarre symbolsin lead and gold strung on a slver chain around neck and girdle. One of the merchants, a
round-eyed gray tabby in divided robes of white slk and cotton, his markings blurred, His eyes green
and oblique. And another of the femaes, a dark and subty patterned tortoise-shell with golden eyes,
modestly dressed, some sarvingmrem perhaps. Just now, when they had no idea who or what he was,
such reactions were of interest. After Reswen had been formdly introduced, naturd reactions—or
unconcedled ones—would be harder to come by; after dl, who is utterly without some smdl trait or habit



or misdeed that he would rather no one, especialy not the Chief of Constables, knew anything about?
Out he went, and down the steps, and out into the courtyard, where he paused for a moment and
breathed like a mrem who had had a narrow escape. Then around the Side of the house, past the stables,
where the servants were putting up the vistors beasts, and down one sde of the stable block, beng
caeful to breathe out dl the way down.

This brought Reswen to awal at the foot of the garden, and a little door in it that opened on the
street behind Dancer’s. He lifted the latch, stepped through, and pulled the door to behind him. Here was
another white marble and polished granite neighborhood, but he gave it not a glance, heading across the
cobbled street to a amdlish town house between two larger, grander ones. Reswen went up the steps of
the town house, knocked at the door, and waited.

The door opened, and a brown-striped tabby servant in dvic livery looked out, saw who Reswen
was, and stepped aside. “They'rewaitin' for you downgtairs, gr,” he said.

“That’'s good, Leef,” Reswen said, and hefaded down another white marble hdl, much plainer than
the last one. Down the staircase a the end, to a granite landing; down the granite sair at the end of it, to
awooden door set in stone; and through the wooden door into a tunnel, cool but dry, faced at fird in
rough blocks of black and gray stone, then in timbers. Occasiondly roots stuck through into the tunnd
between the timbers. It was alongish walk; at the end of it the tunnd terminated in another wooden door.
Reswen opened the door and went in.

The room reveded was as long as the Haven house from back to front, which was no surprise ...
since it was directly under it. The wdls of the timber-faced room had numerous meta tubes projecting
from them, and at dmog dl of these tubes, mrem of Reswen's service were Stting, ligening atentively,
wax pads on their knees, making occasond scratched notations in the wax. The room was filled with a
soft hollow mutter of voices drifting down from the floors above; dill the innocent sounds of surprise and
merriment that Reswen had heard, the little while he had been up there.

“Sir,” came avoice, and one of his officers, Krruth, came up from the rear of the room to meet him.
Krruth was an unlikely-looking mrem. He had lost an eye due to illness when young, and his upbringing, a
wretchedly poor one, had left its stamp on him. Krruth was bent and blasted-looking, thinned right down
to the bone, and hisdull black coat did nothing to make him look any better. But Krruth had something a
hundred times better than good looks, as far as Reswen was concerned—his memory was a room with
one door in and no way out. He never forgot a face or a voice, and he was a repository of information
more reliable than many a gilded parchment back in Reswen's office.

“Krruth,” he said, and they sat down together at a table in the middle of the room. “Anything of
interest?”’

“Nothing as yet,” sad Krruth. “But from what we have been able to hear, | warrant there will be.”

Reswen nodded. “The rooms are dl in order?’

“All the ligening tubes are working, yes, and last week we put a new set in to replace the old onesin
the water closets, so the echo will not bounce back upgtairs and make anyone curious.”

“Very good. What are your impressons so fa?’

“They're being cautious, Sr,” Krruth said. “But introductions can hardly be avoided, and some of
them have let fdl information they might have preferred to hold back awhile. The delegation—for so they
title themsdves, not just a humble caravan—has eighteen body-servants, whom our own ‘servants will
being working on as soon as convenient. Indeed, severd of their servants have dready tried to seduce
ours, so this bodes wel. We have here saverd priests, dl of the same worship; they are involved with
some kind of Eastern grain-god .... We will find out more about that later. They put about that they are
required to travel with another of the party, a corn factor, to advise him on his business decisons. The
one we judge to be the corn factor says nothing about thet; he says he is here on behdf of severd other
guildswho are interested in trading with the Western cities, and he daims that this is not an unusud thing,
thisjoint representation. But | heard his voice, and | have my doubts. He sounds too scornful and angry
to be tdling dl the truth.”

“Kegp an ear on him, then,” Reswen said. “And the others?’

“The corn factor has brought hiswife and children with him, for a holiday, he says, but about this too



| have my doubts,” said Krruth. “The wife sounds to be the petted sort who has never seen the outside of
her home city’swals, and has no desire to see it now. She came in complaining about the heat and how
thirgy she was, and is now complaining about the chill, the crudity of the food, and the warmth and poor
vintage of the wines. The children are bardy adolescent, and brats both, from the sound. They are
presently eating everything in Sght, and spoiling to wreck the place. | think they have never seen such
splendor in a house, and can hardly wait to destroy some of it to let us know thet they are not particularly
impressed.”

Reswen rolled his eyes dightly. “Something their father put them up to, you think? To reinforce our
opinion of the Easterners’ wedth?’

“Hard to say. We ddl see”

“Can the upgtairs people handleit, or should we ‘cal the police ”’

“No need, | think. There are other matters of more interest, at any rate. Despite the fact that the one
merchant—Rirhath—clams to speak for dl, there are three other merchants—a clothier, a jeweler, and
some-one who dedls in predictions of meat purchasesin the East. Peculiar sort of trade.”

“l have heard of it,” Reswen said. “It does seem odd, betting on whether the uxen will cave properly
next year, but the Easterners have apparently learned to make money that way ... | suspect we may have
to learn oursdves”

“I prefer dice. At any rate, they have been very impressed by the surroundings ... aword or two was
let fdl that we appear to be better off then they thought, though they knew very wdl that we ve given
them this accommodation on purpose, to impress them.”

“Among other reasons,” Reswen said, and chuckled. It had been his predecessor’s idea to get the
aty to buy Haven and turn it into a place where guests could be cosseted, pampered ... and listened to
veary closdly, not in the usud ways or at the usud times. Everyone in Haven was on Reswen’s payrall,
and these mrem he did not mind overpaying, not at al ... consdering the kind of work they had to do,
and the dividendsit produced.

“Then we have the higher-class servants—they are so, though they are dressed like nobles, and
Rirheth cdls them ‘our associates.” Two scriveners and a mathemdtician.”

“Spies,” Reswen said. For some reason, they dways came disguised as scribes.

“Possbly. We dhdl have alook at their shorthand over the next few days and see how long they
have been writing it. At any rate, they have sad very little for the time being ... they’ve been too busy
eding.”

“Definitdy spies,” Reswen said. “Underpaid and underfed. Poor creatures ... we should try to hire
them.”

Krruth grinned. “And then we come to the courtesans.”

“Plurd? | thought there was only one.”

“No, two. Deshahl and Laas are their names. The fird is the high-priced one. The second | judge to
be a less highly, ah, seasoned sweetmest, to be given to someone of less importance, or severd
someones. The second has sad little, and done little but drink since she came in. The fird is flatering
Tehenn mogt outrageoudy, poor thing; she has no idea how few fish that pool has for the likes of her. But
then sheisflatering every other Niauhu mae of rank she's seen. | wonder that she didn’t make a pounce
onyou.”

“She did, in a manner of spesking ...." Reswen thought of those blue eyes agan, then turned away
from the thought. “How has ther unpacking been going?’

“Wel. They had no objection to our people unloading their beasts and putting the bags and so forth
inthelr rooms. We are dill seerching some of them, but nothing interesting has turned up so far. The usud
mercantile goods. Vash tdls me that some of the cloths and jewes are particularly fine, much better than
Western make.”

“All right. Continue as you have been. Anything of red interest, | want to hear about right away.
Send arunner. Otherwise, so far | think well find out thingsin the usud order: Today and tomorrow and
this eightday will be dry, and news of their covert intentions will begin popping out of the holes later in the
month. All the same, see to it that dl the peepholes are manned for the next few days, until we get these



mrem’ s routines worked out. After that, check with me”

“Very wel, sr. Now | will need descriptions for these voices”

Reswen spent a goodly while with Krruth a one or another of the tubes, identifying the voices his
people had been ligening to, and describing the owners. Krruth stood beside him, making no notes; he
never needed them, and would pass the information on faultlesdy to his people. Only once during the
process did Reswen pause, as a slvery voice way above on the ground floor spoke up and laughed,
asking for more wine. “Deshahl,” said Krruth.

“Blue eyes,” Reswen said. “Pde, darkening & the points”

“Rare, very rare,” Krruth said. “Be alot of ladsfighting for her peephole, | should say.”

Reswen looked askance at Krruth, who gazed back, perfectly grave and apparently without a trace
of a salacious thought on his mind. / should est more breakfast in this westher, Reswen thought. I'm
becoming lightheaded. Or lightminded. “1 dare say,” he said doud. “Aslong as they don't forget to watch
everyone dse aswdl.”

He turned to go. “I’ve got the forma reception thisevening,” he said. “I’ll leave an outline for you of
anything interesting that our mrem should ligen for.”

“Vey wdl, sr,” Krruth said, and sduted informdly. “Mind the wine, now.”

“I will,” Reswen said, but his mind was not on wine as he left, unlesswineis blue.

She had not bothered to go back to her body for along time. For one of a lesser tdent, that would
have been dangerous. Indeed, to most of her kind who worked out of the physca body, it was a
congtant danger. The less physicd body one wore in the overworld dways seemed somehow preferable
to the body one wore in the world. Perhaps it was because one's perfections stood out there, where in
the physcd body they were hidden. Or a leadt, the aspects of one tha one perceived as one's
perfections, stood out. She had been shocked, at home, to meet some of her superiors—great lords and
wizards, terrible in their power and beauty in the overworld, splendors and glories .of scde and
flane—to find that they were actudly crabbed and ugly creatures. Or sometimes she found that they
were utterly ordinary-looking; that was somehow even worse.

Though she had to admit that it was a novice' s mistake, to look at the physicd body and assume that
what it looked like accurately indicated what was actudly so. One who. did so much work outside of
ess haaath, the Hardest Skin, the skin that took longest to cast, should certainly know better.

Even more laughable, though, she had found those of her kind who sought, in the overworld, to
present themselves as unusudly quick or clever or subtle. One might fool onesdf with such seemings, but
others were not confused. The overworld revedled the truth. She had sometimes wondered how she
looked to others, and had shuddered at the thought that the way she perceived hersdf might be other
then the truth.

She hissed a hersdf now, softly, in mild irritation, and turned her mind back to her business. This
place was not conducive to quiet work, this hive of mucky little passions and grifes. She had spent the
last few days and nights dipping through its sordid streets, looking in the windows of houses and souls,
seeking her enemies, and her dlies. They were many, though none of them knew themsdlves for such as
yet.

She lay in the midst of one street now. The weak sun of this place beat on her, pae shadow that it
was of the sun of her home, or the true bright sun of the parts of the overworld that her kind cdled ther
own. She basked in that light, poor as it was, and watched with cool pleasure as the creatures walked
through where her immaterid body lay. Actudly, not many of them walked through; she got a certain
wicked ddight at watching how many of them shied away from the center of the street, as if something
chill was there, something that watched them. And so there was, but poor pitiful things, they had no
power to truly perceive wha caused their fear, All around, the waks and the sdes of the road
were—sgueezed full of furry vermin, doing their businesses, but few of them were so bold as to go down
the middle of the streets. Burden-beasts shied when they discovered her presence, and tried to flee. She
watched with dow amusement as their purblind masters beat them toward her, and sometimes succeeded
indriving them through where she “lay,” and sometimes falled, causng the beasts to bolt and trample the

passersby.



A good long while she lay there, under that firefly sun, looking into their faces to see if they had any.
They did not. One and dl, they wore the same hectic expressons. the idiot amile, the look of fear.
Thought did not show in those faces. There was nathing on them but fur, and their eyes were not opaque
and tantdizing like those of her own people, but pdlid, shdlow, and clear, like water. She hissed softly in
loathing. At least water did not run down the center of this street, as it did down so many others. But it
ran in the eyes of the passersby, and she detested the sght of it. Water was a curse on the world, and
these creatures were too familiar with it. Fire, that was what mattered. Fire, and blood. At least some of
them knew about that.

She rose up from where she lay, causng another amd| stampede down at the end of the street. There
were parts of this city—one might as wdl cdl it that, having no better name, though it was a poor
place—parts of this city which were of little use to her; the vermin there were too contented. But in the
sews, in the poor streets where filth ran in the gutters, and among the high houses on the hill, where
evarything was stone and greenery, there her prey waked and plotted, and did her will without knowing
it.

She reached out with her mind and laid her will upon the overworld, and in a swirl of pae fire, she
was where she desired to be. The street was broad and shaded with greet trees. Its cobbles and the
marble walks were swept cean; the great buildings rose up on ether side, many-windowed, terraced,
dill. Few vamin waked here, and those that did went hedtily, and walked around her without even
seeming to give the matter thought. They are used to giving way to their betters, she thought with a long
dow gmile, and her tongue flickered in amusemen.

She glided forward to liein the courtyard of the great building that lay at the end of the Street. Gresat
for these creatures, a least. She thought of the Hdls of the Lords, back in her own land, the grest
glittering caves so huge that a dragon could fly in them and not cramp its wings, and the comparison
between that grandeur and this hove was laughable. Still, here her daves lay. Here questions were being
asked, and the answers would ddiver this city into her claws. She reached out with her will, just
for-pleasure’ s sake, and threaded her thought down through the place, letting her daves fed the fear of
her, the presence of something that watched, though they did not know—most of them—that she existed
a dl. Shefdt ther shivers, in wha was for them a hot day; fet them, and rejoiced.

Other shivers answered the pressure of her will, and in those too she reoiced, and her tongue
flickered again in token of her hunger. Without even reaching out her mind she could fed them, the
vermin buried under the house outside which she lay: the ligening minds, thinking themsdlves so secure in
their little lair. Well, they were not as secure as they thought; one of her daves had dready seen to that.
The buried ligteners would—do her will as well, sooner or later. She would find that most amusing. She
looked forward to the taste of ther horror and despair on the ar of the overworld ... and the taste of
their bodies afterwards, and as a find delicacy, their souls. She fdt sure that some of them, at lest,
would be given her as her reward. She turned away, then, lad her will once more upon the suff of the
overworld, and the shady street gave way indantly to one of those smdl filthy dleys buried in the heart of
the town. The buildings leaned together, and everything here was shadow instead of shade, decay instead
of cool solidity. Muck lay againg the houses, noisome water ran in the gutter down the middle of the
street. Here no one had any choice where they walked, and every glance was furtive, every heart had the
seeds of rage in it. The colors of the vermin burned far more sullen and muddy here than in the high
houses. They would be easy to warp down into the soul-darkness that she needed. Greed and rage were
rooted deep in dmog every mind, and many of the veromin made no attempt to detour around her
overbody; they waked right through her with the barest shudder. She amiled again, a wide expression,
showing the dreadful teeth. None of them saw, and only a few shuddered. These were indeed apt meet
for her use, and later, perhaps, for her tearing. It was not mest that one would bother earing, of course.
But seeing the blood flow would be ddightful, and hearing the screams as she indulged hersdf what she
was not forbidden, and burned their hearts with fire.

Her tongue flickered the air of the overworld in pleasure. Then she paused, scenting something on
that ar, an anoying scent, sharp, dert. She looked about her. Here? she thought. In this puddle, this
dunghill? Y et there was no migiaking it.



For amoment anger rose in her. / was told there were none here, she thought. And how should | not
have known there was one until now? How has that one been hiding from me?

She dipped down the street dowly, tadting the air as she went. Yes, definitdy, no misaking it, that
tang, that dight acridity. The dight whiff of flame. Not willingly used, not a dl; tha was one thing she
knew about the vermin. Fire they held as an enemy, poor benighted things that they were. Probably they
are afrad it will catch in their fur, she thought in amused scorn. And if it did, a cheerful Sght that would
be. And it would serve them right. They were barely more than the brute beasts, these things. They had
somehow learned to think, to speak, to build houses, to write; how had they learned magic? And a magic
different from the crude kind used by the beasts they hunted, in the wilder places? Magic! Magic was the
right of the Old People, the Thinking People, her own land. No upstart race, fur-wearing, verminous,
should know anything abouit it, should be able to contaminate the overworld with its presence. It made
her want to forget everything she had been bidden, made her want to let go right now and reduce this
place to—But she camed hersdf. Rage was not her way, not redly. Far more entertainment was to be
ganered by the dow steady pursuit, with one's eyes fixed unwearyingly on the quarry. Let her prey
know she came, let it turn and twigt and try to get away, let it know fully at last that there was no escape
for it, no way out, dl its pdtry deviceslad bare. Then, then the crunch of teeth, and the blood running.

Sowly she dipped down the narrow little Street, through the shadows. By one door she stopped,
seaing through its rickety wadl the light she had tasted down the street. Through the wall she went, through
the wattles and daub, and looked upon the smal miserable cregture that lay there, logt in its dreams at
such a time of day, with the tiny flicker of muddy fire, burning so very low, too low to do much of
anything with. The mockery of it enraged her anew, but she forced hersdf to find some amusement in it,
that a creature so wretched should have magic, and know how little it could do with it. A nightrunner, she
thought. The worst kind of vermin, but the mogt laughable. Know me in your dreams, little beadt, little
mrem. Know me, and fear. All your sruggling againg me will not avail you. | am here, and nothing you
can do will make me go atvay. | am your death, little mrem. | am you city’s death. Sooner or later, she
thought, / and my kind are your world's death.

And she laughed, and the sound of her laughter filled everything as she willed hersdf away to let the
degth begin to unfold ...

Chapter 4

He woke up in the middle of the afternoon, shaking, and stared around him. Something had been
hissng. Hissng at him.

He looked around his room, breething hard, and tried to force himsdf to be cam. Nothing was here,
nothing bad seemed to be hgppening. But the sense of impending danger, of horror, hung thick in the
room. Everything otherwise seemed quite ordinary. Dugt danced in a stray sunbeam foraing its way in
between two boards of the wall. Outside there was the sound of voices, and through the cracks in the
shut door, the same old gtink forced its way.

He breathed out and shook his head. The feding had been growing on him for a couple of days,
now, that something bad was going to happen. This sort of thing had happened to him before: The lagt
time, it was a premonition of pain, an ache that had settled into his bones ... and four days later one of his
clients had taken exception to the way one of the Games that he bet on had turned out, and had taken
out the frugtration on his bookmaker, since there was no one ese he could attack with impunity. Lorin
hed limped for days, had gone about his business with eyes swollen hdf shut, and his tal had never
completely been right again, not after the way Jeth had pulled it. Lorin had not done anything, of course.
There was nothing he could have done that wouldn't have reveded him farly quickly as what he was,
and that would have meant a stake over the city gate with his head on it—or some part of him that would
have hurt worse. He had gone to alat of trouble making himsdf look smdl and harmless, a bookmaker
amog too amdl for the dity to take offidd note of, amdl enough to hide some of the takings for his own
uses. And if anyone found out what those uses were, or suspected them, Lorin would have been as good
as dead.



But what he fdt now made that aching of the last time look like nothing by comparison. The past
three daysit had been growing on him, the feding of being watched. No, not precisdly that, he thought.
But of being just bardly overlooked ... by something looking for me. He shook again, for a moment, as
the thought brought the sound of the hissing back into his ears. Whatever was happening, the hiding, the
being overlooked, was done with. Something had found Him—had found the whole city. And it meant
them no good at al.

Lorin sat up on the bed and rubbed mourmnfully at his ears for a moment. They dill hissed softly, and
though it was only the sound of his own blood running, it made him think of thet other hissng. He was
vary frightened—but what frightened hm more was the thought that had Started running in the
background of hismind: / ought to do, something.

Like what? he demanded of himsdf.

No answer came, a least not right away. What could he possibly do? Any work of that kind—any
of his red work—might reved hm and get him killed. On the other hand, if he did not do something, he
was betraying what he was in a way that no mrem would understand. One was not born with the talent
he had, and as dowly and hitterly trained in it as he had been, without responding to certain threats. That
hissng—

“Why me?’ he muttered, and then hushed himsdf, as if someone might hear.

No answer, of course. But usudly there was none, when a foreseeing of something like this came
up—some threat that was not of the body, something of the overworld, something of wizardry. One was
not given the answers. One made them.

Lorin moaned softly to himsdf, an unhappy little yowl. What am | supposed to do? he thought. /
don’'t have the materiads 1 need, | don’'t have the money ... or the kill, or the time—that' s it, | don't have
the time—There were no less than three Games today; various of his clients had bets riding on every one
of them, some of them fairly substantial for this part of town. He couldn’t possibly do anything until much
later. After the Games, possibly not until this evening—

He paused. But the trall will be cold, he thought, and breathed out in annoyance. There were some
facts that could not be ignored. If something out of its body had just been in here looking at him, it would
have left a trall of sorts in the overworld. Or it should have, & any rate. Unless it was a wizard of
congderable power ... But why would anyone like that be looking a him? Sometimes wizards did go on
Spirit-jaunts, traveling, just to see the great world without leaving the comfort of ther homes. But that
kind of immaterid journey typicaly burned four hours off one's lifefor every hour spent in it, and no one
would waste such a large piece of life prowling around in—admit it—a dum. No, this had to be
something dse.

But why would some other wizard be looking a me?

And what other wizard??

That was the other problem. Niau was one of those places where mrem did not believe in wizardry
... hot redly. That was one of the reasons Lorin had come here, long ago, after his parents had been
killed. He had had enough of wizardry, wanted nothing but to hide away from the reactions of more
informed mrem, who ddfinitdy believed in wizards, and mostly beieved in killing them. Fools, Lorin
thought, but the bitterness in the thought was old and dull. Asif an honest mrem wizard would stoop to
the kinds of things that the worms and snakes did in the old days, when they ruled—But that was exactly
what too many mrem thought, and by and large, wizard-mrem survived by keeping quiet about ther
tdents and ther intentions. Lorin's parents had not; they had paid the price. And Lorin had learned the
lesson.

But not well enough to leave well enough aone, he thought to himsdf, and frowned angrily at his own
idiocy.

Then he sghed. The feding of something bad about to happen was not going to go away; he knew
thet perfectly wefl. Neither was his bad conscience, which had not stopped chiding him, more or lessin
his mother’ s voice, since he woke up. Wil you make everything that every wizard-mrem has done since
magic was tamed mean nothing? What use are you if not to protect your own kind?

You died doing thet, Lorin said dlently to the voice.



It made no reply, but Lorin gill had adistinct sense of amaternd paw, somewhere, ready to cuff him
hard about the ears, if only it had a body to do it.

He sghed, and thought a moment, and then lay back again and closed his eyes.

/ don’'t know if thisis even going to work ...

But then he never did. It was dways a dtrain, getting out of himsdlf, no matter whether he used drugs
and chants and smokes to help, or whether he did it the old-fashioned way, as his father had dways
indgted, and smply got out. And anyway, drugs are expensive, and chants, in this neighborhood, would
get you lynched .... Therefore Lorin composed his limbs and relaxed them one by one, and then imagined
hiswhole sdf to be asmdl glowing light at the top of hishead ... and concentrated on burning hisway out
through the top of his skull, into what lay beyond.

There were the initid few moments of embarrassment. Lorin was sure that no matter how hard you
studied, and how often you did the technique, for the firgt few breaths you fdt incredibly slly. He had
tried other visudizations, on and off, but none of them had ever been any better: flowers, eggs cracking
open, dl the rest of them, they dl just seemed glly. There was Smply nothing to do but keep at it, and s0
he did, concentrating on mdting the top of his skull off and letting that smdl fierce bright light out to run
free about the world. The pressure built and built, and he got more and more nervous as he became
certain (as dways) that it wasn't going to work. He became even more nervous when he thought that he
hadn't set up any wards—there was no protection for his body while his soul was out of it, and if
someone should come in—say, another wizard—

Ridic-uhits, he thought—except that suddenly it seemed bizarrely likey. Why would a wizard have
been looking a himin the firgt place?

—If it even was awizard—

If you keep dithering like this, his conscience scolded him, the trail will get cold,

But 1 should at least set up wards—

And by the time they' re set, the trail will be even colder. Stop making excuses!

And then of course Lorin's concentration was ruined, and he had to start dl over again.

It took severd minutesfor Lorin to get dl the chatter in his head to Smply be quiet, so that he could
ank back into the relaxation that started the process. Then he was back trying to burn a holein the top of
his head, and feding embarrassed and fodlish ...

The embarrassment fdl away. The sense of having a body & dl fel away. He concentrated on having
his whole sdf be something amdl and white and fiercdy hat, like a spark flown out of the forge onto a
blacksmith's floor—

With a slent exploson of pain, his head fdl to pieces and he blasted upwards out of it. And there
was no more pain, and the usud odd cdm of the overworld settled down over Lorin. He looked down at
himsdf, lying there on the wretched straw pdlet. Mange, was his firg thought; the tone was more
sorrowful than embarrassed, for once. His skin had dways been delicate, and even when he was young
and hedlthy, he had aways been one of those mrem who seem to spend most of ther time scratching
themsdlves. And now the poor diet and damp accommodations of his present state had reduced his coat
to a sorry condition. He had never been particularly handsome, though his markings were clearly enough
defined; now the various bare patches made anything but pity out of the question. But perhaps it was a
blessing in disguise. A handsome mrem might attract attention. Lorin wanted nothing of thet.

He sghed and turned away from himsdf, looking around. No two wizards ever percelved the
overworld the same way—that was what he had been told. His own perception aways struck him as
rather pedestrian, for what he saw was the norma world, but made pdlid and ephemera—ghodtlike
buildings, houses that were wraiths of themselves. There were peculiar departures from the red world,
though. Sometimes, it seemed, a house was auffidently lived-in to come dive, and then it would appear
aubtly different in the overworld from whatever actudly occupied that spot in the city. He knew of one
hoved, severd twiding Streets away, which ingsted on manifegting itsdf as a fine mangon of a syle that
hed been popular at least a hundred years before. Whether that manson had stood there and was now
demolished, or whether the house had gone mad and was suffering from delusons of grandeur, or
whether someone in the house was, Lorin had never been able to understand.



For the moment, though, he put the question aside, Since none of the houses in his own street was
usudly so efflicted, and none of them was showing any changes just now. He lifted his head and scented
the air. The sky above him was slvery; there was no sun. A dight breeze blew, asit dways did.

And on it, he caught the reek. It was not the amdl of the locd Streets—that he was so familiar with
that he probably wouldn't have noticed it at dl. What he smdled was something dry and faintly metdlic.
But modtly dry, and the amdll had a sound about it as well, in the way that senses in the overworld often
combined and confused themsdvesin ways impossible under norma circumstances. He smdled dryness,
and a rudling: something soft, in places but aso bizarrdy chitinous, like some land of insect. But big.
Bigger than any insect.

And what inthe gods' good name makes asmdl like that?

Loarin shook—even there, out of his body. But he moved with the smdl. One didn't have to
physcdly move with it, in the overworld. Waking was unnecessary—you could drift, so drift he did, past
houses and through them, through the marketplace—And why is it deserted this time of day?—out the
far dde; among more sady houses, under trees that seemed hdf transparent and waved in that dight
breeze, trunks and dl, like weed in water; down stone streets that Lorin more than once sank ankle-deep
into, becoming mired in stone as if in mud, when he forgot to watch where he was going. But the smdl
was getting stronger and stronger. There was more of a sense of intention about it—some whiff of the
cast of the mind of whatever had |eft the trall. Lorin shook worse than ever, for it was mdevolent, as
wicked as he had initidly sensed on awakening from degp—and it enjoyed its wickedness. Why am |
falowing this person? he asked himsdf, in increesing terror. Why aren't | heading for home as fast as |
can get there, and hiding tinder the floorboards?

But there was no answer for that ether. Lorin drifted on down the streets, among houses finer far
than he ever usudly saw. One of themin particular, afine, wide-gated place, drew his attention; the samdl
was thick about it. Lorin paused outside those gates, uwilling to go any further. Something made him fed
that, if he once entered that busy courtyard, the attention of whatever had left the scent would be
unfalingly drawn to him.

He hung there, drifting just above the clean-swept cobbles, for what seemed like a long while,
looking in. The mrem bustling about, seeing to beasts and carrying hampers to and fro, dl ignored him, as
was to be expected. Idly Lorin watched them. There were severa large boxes, carying crates of some
kind, with beast harnesses dill fastened to them. Servingmrem came and went about them, taking the
contents—bolts of cloth, furniture, caged animds of strange kinds—into the great house at the far sde of
the courtyard. Severd of the little beasts in the cages, as they were carried in, looking pitifully at Lorin,
planly seeing him, and called or mewed unhgppily. He looked away. He had no idea what they were, but
he fdt sorry for them. It was not that long since he had been looking down at his own poor mangy body,
and he knew what it was like to be in a cage.

And then he looked up, and saw the mrem staring toward him.

The mrem was standing by one of the boxes. He did not see Lorin, not clearly. But he clearly felt that
something was where Lorin was, and his eyes searched the air, roved, uneasy. Lorin shook, more than
ever. The mrem was no more physcaly digtinctive, in Lorin’'s perception of the overworld, than any of
the others. He was a ghog, afat ghost in gaudy belled robes, a priest’s robes, his fur patched in orange
and white and mud-color. But the reek, the taste of insects, the amdl of chitin, of hard scratching things,
the metd amdl, the burning smdl, hung close about him, and wafted closer as he took a lesurdy few
stepsin Lorin's direction, away from the big boxes, and then severa more steps, more quickly. He was
not the being that had been watching Lortn. But he was that being's servant, and he knew that that being
hed been tralled here by someone, and he was suspicious.

Lorin did not bother drifting anywhere thistime. He saized the Suff of the overworld in his claws and
lad hiswill upon it, svarming up and away through the fabric of it like a kit scrambling up a tree, then
came out with terrified suddenness in his own miserable house again, and exploded back into his body
three times as hard as he had tried to leave it. He had not cared much for the look of it before, but now
he was as glad of his wrapping of poor mangy flesh as he had been of anything for along time. One might
look better out of the body, but in flesh, you could hide.



Gasping, he came back to himsdf. His head ached like pounding hammers where he had escaped it,
and he shook dl over like akit just dragged out of icy water. The effort had come to nothing. He had not
found what he was looking for. And in retrospect, perhaps it was just as well.

Theamdl of something scorching, of chitin, of ripping sounds, was ill in his nose. He sat up on his
pallet, sneezing, rubbed his watering eyes, and tried to think whét to do ...

Stay far away from that priest, was the beginning of it.

What the end of it would be, he had no idea.

He got up to tend to the bets.

Reswven decided to take his time going back to the office This moming, a least, with dl the
excitement, other people would be ‘aufficently distracted by the news to grant hm a moment's peace
away from his desk. The sun was 4ill low enough that it did not Strike directly down into the streets, so
he strolled dong a an easy pace, in the shade of trees (or at least on the shady Sdes of the Streets). If
anyone needed an excuse, he could eadily say that he was about his business as master of police, seeing
thet there was order in the city. If anyone accused him of enjoying it, well ... he could dways deny it.

The dty was becoming active. It was one of the Sx market days that took place every eightday, and
the square a the heart of the city made alow murmur dready; even here, blocks away, he would heer it.
Reswen drolled dong out of the high-rent didtricts, dl marble and trees, into areas less shady but more
interesting. Between the center of town and the market, there were shops catering to the wedthier
clientde of this neighborhood ... mercers and butchers, lamp makers, merchants deding in lesther and
metd wear, knife makers ...

Reswen paused outsde the cutler’s shop, leaning againg the carved wood of the folded-back
shutters to admire the sharp little metal fangs lying on velvet and brushed legther in the window. He was
something of a connoisseur of fine weapons. The interest had sprung up in him over years of taking crude
ones away from various mrem, so that when a fine one crossed his path, he had come to appreciate it.
One of them was something the likes of which He had never seen before, a curved edge-and-a-haf knife
made in ametd that seemed somehow to have been stained matte gold and deep rose. Reswen gazed a
itin plessant perplexity, wondering how it had been made; the color was not a plating, but seemed part
of the metd itsdf. The blade was gold, inlaid in swirls and flower patterns with the rose-colored metd,
and the hilt seemed carved of two pieces of the same metads welded together, the divison between them
flowing down the hilt in a long graceful double curve recdling the swirls in the blade. The thing drew
Reswen's eye more than dl the plainer knives there, for dl their gleam of slver and sted. The problem
was that there was no price on it, and he knew what that meant.

“A lovey knife” said the merchant, who had not wasted a moment and was out beside him in the
doorway, leaning over to peer in the window and enjoy the dght of the knife hersdf. She was a stocky,
dark orange, golden-eyed tabby with one ear missng about athird of its shell, and she had scars in other
interesting places. “Do pick it up, master. Fed it in the paw, that lovely carved hilt.”

“Not I,” Reswen said. “Not on my sdary, though | thank you, madam. But having said <o, | will ask
how much.”

“For you, Reswen-vassheh, eight claws -weight in gold, and well forget the change”

He laughed a her outright. “That's more than | make in hdf a year, but thank you anyway. And how
do you know me by sght, anyway?’

The knife sdler amiled a him indulgently. “Hard not to, when you come down here so often in your
different outfits to check up on your foot patrols” she said. “The beat officers may not see you often
enough to catch on, but dl the shopmrem down here know you.”

Reswen resisted a sudden urge to wash. He had thought he was fairly inconspicuous when he went
out in towns-mrem’s dress, or servant’s harness, to see whether his people were doing their jobs, and to
make sure none of them were on the take in neighborhoods they were supposed to be protecting. But
maybe thisisfor the better .... “Wdl,” he said, “as long as you don’t mention it to my people ....”

The cutler laughed outright. “ After what you did to thet lot over on the sunside when you caught them
claws out? No chance, vassheh. Hdf the west of the dty had been paying protection to those
policemrem—you stopped it. You can deegp in our doorways any time”



Reswven's whiskers went forward, remembering the wretched food and cold nights he had endured
that month, wrapped in ginking rags, pretending to be a beggar. But the pretense had paid off, and the
ring of policemrem caught extorting money from the amdl shopkeepers on the west Sde had shortly
theresfter been spiked up on the city walls. “Wel,” Reswen said, “I'll bear that in mind. A good mormning
to you, madam.”

The shopkeeper bowed dightly to him and retreated into the dark and cool of the shop. Reswen
walked on, thinking about the knife. And about blue eyes—

He stopped a the next coiner and held his breath while a night-sand cart drawn by phlegmatic uxen
lurched by, the drover whacking the creatures equably with a length of spring-stick and shouting unlikdy
obscenities a them. Holding his breath didn’t entirdy defend Reswen from the amell, and the smdl didn’t
entirdy distract him from thoughts of that femae at Haven. He stalked across the road, beginning to fed
vagudy annoyed with himsdf. He didn’'t usudly lose his head over the shes, no matter how pretty they
were. Oh, he enjoyed his nights out on the tiles a ddliance every couple of days, if the urge took
him—noathing wrong with that. But not an obsessive sort of thing like this—

He hissed softly to himsdf as he came to the dtairs leading up to Constables' House, and his men
came to the salute. Maybe that's what | need, he thought as he stalked up the stairs. I've been working
too hard, that’s dl. A little hdling around—

He was dmost knocked over by the liveried runner who came dashing down the gairs a him. The
mrem grabbed him, possibly as much to keep his own balance as to keep Reswen from faling down, and
then brushed hedily & Reswen as he redized whom he'd run into. “Oh, gr, I've been looking
everywhere for you—’

“Y ou found me, more' s the pity,” Reswen growled.

“The Arpekh summon you, Sr. Right now.”

“Twice in one day,” Reswen muttered. “All right, off with you and tdl them I’'m coming.” And he
pushed the oversalicitous runner away from him and kept on heading up the stairs, he needed a hit of
sand, and not even the Arpekh were going to hurry him as regarded that. Any-thing else, of course ... he
thought sourly ...

Ten minutes later he was out of his plain harness into something more appropriate; a touch of gilding
about his kit, a flow of day-blue dlk down from the shoulders to remind them whom they were deding
with, as they sometimes needed reminding. Then off to the council rooms, and this time he banged on
their doors with his saff of office as they had banged on his this morning.

He was admitted without delay, and this time was shocked and rather darmed to find them in
session, dl taking a once—some of them rather loudly and angrily—and dl awake for a change. He
bowed and made his duty to them in a purposay leisurdy fashion, giving them a moment to settle, and
then said, “Lords, it isa busy moming for me. What isit this time?”

Councillor Mrad looked down the table at him and smply waited for the uproar to die down a little,
It took afew moments, Aratel being the lagt to quiet down. “It's not decent™ his voice said, done, into
the sudden silence, and then he looked around guiltily and hushed up, embarrassed by this own loudness.

Mrad flicked one ear back in mild annoyance. “We have here” he said, “the prdiminary note of
intent from our just-arrived guests.” He pushed the piece of parchment alittle across the table, away from
him, as if he didiked the fed of it. Even from where Reswen stood, he could see that the thing was a
gaudy farrago of rubrication, sedls, and gold; it looked the way the Easterners herald had sounded. “It
involves the initiation of trade agreements and so forth between oursalves and a consortium of the maor
Eadtern cities ....”

“You hardly need have cdled me, Lord Arpakh,” Reswen said. “I’'m no merchant to advise you on
such things”

“Not about the business of buying and sdling, perhaps. But | want you to take a look at the schedule
they’re proposing.”

Reswen reached down the table to take the parchment as it was passed down toward him. He
scanned the crabbed brushstrokes, squinting dightly at the tininess of them. “Hm. Fourteen caravans a
year—each to day hdf a moon—and severd of these overlap.” He thought about that for a moment. “In



both soring and autumn there would be three parties here a any one time—"

He looked up. Mraa was watching him. “I would wonder,” Reswen said, “how many mrem they
were planning to bring in these parries”

“Sowould 1,” said Mradl.

“It could be anything from a few innocent groups such as we have here—"

“Innocent!” Aratel said, and his creaky old voice cracked with anger. “They’re nothing like innocent!
Spies and deviles, these Eagterners. It's fally halding out a paw to them that doesn’t have a whip in it!
We fought the Eastern cities when dl you here were nothing but kits feding for your mothers milk, and |
remember how we—"

“Arad.” Mrad sounded quite annoyed. “We have had this discusson twice this morning aready.
The fathers of these mrem have gone to war with our fathers in the past, and some of us may even have
fought in those wars. But there is no indication that these mrem are going to do anything of the sort now.
They would be biting their own ears off.”

“And just because ther ways are different from ours, and we were taught to hate them,” sad
Chegjin, next to Aratd, “is no reason for usto keep blinding oursaves with our sires old hatreds—" He
laid a friendly paw on Aratd’s am. Aratd subsided somewhat, but he ill glared a Mrad, and from
where Reswen stood, he could see the Arpakh’stal swishing.

Mrad hissed softly—he could see it too—then mastered his anger for the moment and let his breath
Out more quietly. “Aratd,” he said, “the Eastern cities have changed ther leadership many times since
you went to war and we were dl kits, and milk or no milk, times are not what they were when our fathers
led us out to butchery againg the East. These mrem want our trade. They need it: their own traditions
have stopped them from making things that they need and we havein plenty. And we can use their trade.
Sitting here at desert’s edge, we could use another market for our uffs, one _ that’s not glutted for grain
and doths like the Western markets are. Our famers grow more then they can sl West these
days—not their fault; the West used to be grain-poor. But the clima€e's changed, and now our
farming-mrem have to 9t on what can’'t be sold, hoping it'll keep till the scarcities hit in the winter—or
ese they have to burn it dl when the granaries get too full. You know dl this—at least, you would know
it if you hadn’'t been deeping the past two months, for the problem is going to be worse this year than
ever. Here was findly have a consortium willing to give a good price for our corn and manufactures, and
you want us to drive them out unheard and untried?’

Aratd said nothing, Smply looked away. “But a the same time” Mrad said, “no need to be
incautious. Reswen, | should like your people to, ah, use the means &t their disposdl to look into what the
Sze of these groupsislikdy to be. Oh, | know, at the forma mesting this afternoon we Il ask them, and
they’'ll tdl us something which may be the truth. But I’ d like to make sure.”

“I'll seetoit, Lord,” Reswen said. He sad it a little absently. He was dill puzzing his way down
through the parchment, sorting out details of what things were to be traded, in what amounts. “You don't
have to give them an answer right away, do you?’

“Even in the West,” Mrad said dowly, with a touch of amusement, “no need for that. No, well
manage to keep them here enjoying our hospitdity until we know what we need to. There should be no
problem with thet .... Reswen, whet alls you?’

For Reswen was 4ill gazing at the parchment. “What's this line a the bottom, Lord?’ he sad. *
‘Stone and water’ ?’

“Some ceremony,” said another of the Arpekh, amiddie-aged councillor named Maiwi. “To sed the
pact, we gpparently give them a stone and a flask of water from the city. Typicd superstious Eastern
kind of thing.”

Reswen looked up. There was a sort of tickle a the back of hismind, and he had learned a long time
ago to pay attention to that tickle. “It seems dtrange, that's dl. A” traditiond thing, you would expect
them to ask for it informally. Hardly to specify it in the lead-up to the forma agreement.”

Ancther of the councillors, Kanesh, a big broad mrem dl splotches of orange and black on white,
nodded vigoroudy. “It seemed strange way to me too. To no one dse, though.”

“Kanesh,” Mrad said, “you are probably one of the best-read of us, and expert in the strangenesses



of other people. The Colleges would be logt without you. But | can't see what difference this gesture
would make, and | think your book-learning is making you worry unnecessrily here. Let the creatures
have their rock and water, if they like. The important thing is ariving at quotas for the amount of grain
and cloth we send them.”

“Brother Lord,” Kanesh said, “this sort of thing israrely just a gesture. In the stories it can often be a
symbol for something that one party or another is too wily to say out loud. Once one city of the East sent
another a bunch of arrows—"

“Oh, for pity’s sake, no more stories” Aratel said, grumpy. Reswen's tal twitched in momentary
anger: The old fool was determined that, snce no one had listened to him, no one was going to ligen to
Kanesh ether. “Let’s get on with it and meet with these dirty spies, Snce it seems some of us want to sl
the aty out as quickly as possble”

“| refuse to hear you, Arate,” Mrad said, “or your rudeness to a brother Lord, and if necessary, we
will put you out of Council and refuse to hear you that way. The Arpekh assembled has decided to
consder the Easterners proposals, and if the decison was not unanimous, it rarely is. Meanwhile,
whether they are friends or enemies-to-be, and the latter | much doubt, we mugt act like a united body to
these mrem, not a bunch of squabbling dodderers fit only to lie in the sun. Hold your tongue, you were
best, and act to these people asif you were gently bred, or I'll toss you out by the scruff like a kit that's
been ripping up the furniture, | swear | will, unde or no unde”

There was something of a shocked slence at that. Aratd stared, his tal bridling, and then very
deliberately put his head down and set to washing one paw in a cool and reflective manner.

“Lord Arpakh,” Kanesh sad carefully into that slence, “1 would ill like to see this matter of the
gone and water investigated thoroughly before we agree to it. Asyou said, no need to be incautious ....”

Mrad waved a paw, unhappy with the discomfort in the room. “Wel enough. Perhaps you and
Reswen should put your heads together on the subject; if there's anything clandestine about the matter,
hell find it out. We will hear your report when next we meet. Lords, let us rise and robe ourselves.
Someone cdl for arunner and send him to the housein Dancer’s Street. Sixth hour, let’s meet with them.
The day’s heat will have a chance to pass off, and we should be done in time to let these mrem rest
before the feadt thisevening ....”

The room emptied out. Reswen stood looking a the parchment a moment more before becoming
aware of the clerk sanding at his bow: He rolled the document up and gave it to the mrem, then turned
to look a Kanesh, who had not moved from his chair. Reswen waited for the door to shut.

“You know the story about the arrows?” Kanesh said.

“l do. And | have no desre to do something which an enemy might dam afterwards to have
interpreted as unconditiond surrender.”

Kanesh leaned back in his chair. “I have more worries than that, Policemadter. | think this might be
something rather worse.”

“Magic”

Reswven flicked one ear back, dightly annoyed. Magic had dways struck him as an untidy,
un-mremmigh thing, more fit for beasts and prey than for people. Of course there were mrem wizards.
Certanly the Easterners had them ... had too many of them, to hear some of the Stories that came out of
the East. There were wizards in the West aswdl: They tended to keep secret—not that that helped them
when Reswen had to hunt them down, as his job sometimes required. Mostly he considered magic and
meagicians an inconvenience. But he didiked the idea of them.

Not that that kept Reswen from keegping one on his payroll, of course.

“If you are truly concerned about that, Lord Arpakh,” he said, “there are avenues through which such
asuspicion could be invettigated.”

“Discredtly?’

“It had better be,” Reswen said. Kanesh grinned, not altogether a pleasant [ook.

“I will leave the matter to you, then,” Kanesh sad. “You noted the exact wording from the

proposal?’



“*As atoken of your good fath and to sed the bargain between us until time immemorid, and for the
satidfaction of our Gods, aded of the bones and a ded of the blood of your City, the same to be given
over to us as a token of your City’s endurance and greatness. in the form of a flask of pure water from
wel or river, and a stone of the City, of thewadl or of the rock from which the City is hewn or on which it
stands, to sgnify that our friendship shdl be needful as water and enduring as stone—' “

Kanesh nodded. “Y our, ah, ‘consultant’ will need those words.”

“Very wel,” Reswen said. “If you would be so kind, have one of your scribes send over a transcript
of the meeting with the Easterners when it s finished. | will be interested to hear what they say about your
questions.”

“Sowill I.” And Kanesh went out after the others.

Reswen quirked his whiskersin sour resgnation and went off to find Lorin.

He could have sent for him, of course, but it would have attracted attention; and it would aso have
meant he had to stay in his office. So Reswen got out of the second-best kit he had been wearing, and
got into some of his worst—a harness of ragged, dirty, worn leether, thefittings not even honestly rusted,
because they were base metd. He put his fur badly out of order with awire comb, a process which took
about twenty minutes and left him feding very meen indeed, and then went out the back door of
Congtables House, the door where they left the garbage to be taken away.

Lorin's hovel—there was no use dignifying it with any other name—was not too far from the town’'s
marketplace. Reswen went draight through the market, as much for a perverse sort of pleasure as
anything ese. It was one of the great trouble spots of his city-wide beat, dmos as bad as some of the
upper-class gamers and joy-houses. But it was dive and honest, in afilthy way, as none of those were.
Here, in the heat of summer, on market day, the place had a horrible, cheerful, cutthroat vitdity thet drew
Reswven even as it repelled him. All the houses around the market turned blind wals to its noise and
andls, and any gates were triple-locked. The market square itsdf was cobbled, and the cobbles were
worn, and here and there were great gaping holes where the setts had been stolen (or pried up to throw
a someone, usudly a policeman); boards covered the worst of these holes, but even some of the amdler
ones could make shift to swalow you if you weren't careful. Above the cobbles was erected a little
forest of tents and canopies and sunshades, tattered banners or banners of cloth-of-gold flapping in the
hot breeze over them. The banners were figured with the devices of the merchants under them—fruits,
vegetables, fish, meats, bolts of cloth, pots and pans, jewery, clothes of various kinds, anything one
could imagine

Reswen walked through the hest, trying not to breathe, then gving it up. The Niauhu market was not
kind to the fadtidious nose: The smdls smply got worse or better depending on where you were and how
the wind was setting. He passed the butchers' tent and had to wave his paws in front of his face to ward
off the dilling clouds of flies Great carcasses of uxen hung down here, the flies spinning about them,
flashing blue and green in the fierce sun, diving in and out of the gink of meat and blood. Then came a
ardl of mudy feather pillows, coming from a tent where along horizonta pole was festooned with every
kind of game fowl—brownwing, setch, lalafen, breastbird. Hung like an afterthought from the end of the
pole was a gring of hortolans, tiny and brown, like one of the bead-strings the Easterners played with ...
except that the beads rardy had tiny dill feet sticking out of them. Reswen’s mouth watered. 1t had been
too long snce he had had skewered hortolan. / redly must do something about that. A nice
Sweet-and-sour sauce ...

The assaullts to the sense’ continued, but Reswen dowly began to be distracted from them. It was
after dl not the market itsdf that interested him: It was the people in it, his people, many of them the
law-abiding mrem he was sworn to protect, many more of them not law-abiding a al, but most behaving
themsdlves for the moment. Without turning aside to right or left, without even trying hard, Reswen could
see four pickpockets, Sx snesk thieves, a suspected murderer (and what is Thalh doing about that
invedigation? Must check—), a deder in the chash drug, and a pretty little she-mrem who was in the
business of didtilling vushetn without paying the dity license fee. However, there were other of his people
paralling; it was dl ther busness a the moment ... and besides, the bootlegger and two of the
pickpockets were merdy doing their shopping, and being scrupulous about paying the shopkeepers.



Reswen amiled to himsdf. When the nearest neighboring city was so far away, it did not do to get on bad
terms with the grocers and fishmongers. A mrem could starve to desth in short order.

Keeper of die City

Reswen went on through the yeling, laughing, arguing crowd, ligening to bargains being hawked (and
purported bargains), watching a stdlkeeper caught giving short measure get hauled off to one of the
constables, being bumped into by housewives with panniers of amdly fish. You could do the best you
could to concentrate on the faces—bland, intent, angry, uncaring—hut there was no escagping for long the
market’ s assault on the senses. Over one ragged, striped canopy from which the sun had nearly bleached
the dripes, a pole supported a banner with a faded red flower on it, and from that tent came amdls
amog more overpowering then the butchers and knackers'. It was the perfumer’s gdl, and the wind
saized a fidful of musk and nightbloom and day’s-eye and thehla and dmost every other perfume
Reswen knew, and threw them at im dl a once. The sweet reek dmogt undid him. He staggered away
from it, muttering, refusing even to look at the jars of essences and dried flower petas, and kept on going
through the marketplace. Next came the hide-sdllers, and some of the hides were dill raw; the mrem did
wholesde business as wdl as retail, sdling to those who liked to finish their own leathers, aswdl as those
who preferred it done for them. Reswen dmog turned and headed back for the perfumer’s & the firg
whiff of old dung and ammonia ... then he kept going. He was dmost out the other side.

And then he was out: The crowd thinned suddenly, the dark cool tunnd-archway to the Lanes
opened up before him. He dove into it, gratefully, asif into a cave. This had once been a city wall, before
Niau outgrew it. There were houses built into it in places, and on a day like this Reswen imagined that the
six-foot-thick wals would be a comfort.

At the end of the tunnd there was sunlight, but not nearly as much as there was in the market; it was
blocked away by ricketies. These were buildings thrown up in a hurry a long time ago. Waking hurriedly
under their leening shadows, Reswen considered that “thrown up” might be the correct idiom.

Severd centuries before, Niau had been the focus of a migration from severa of the smdler cities to
the north, whose crops had gone bad. To house the sudden influx of desperately willing labor, the
ricketies had been huilt: hasty beam-and-clapboard buildings with barely any skeleton to keep them up,
buildings that leaned on one another for support. Once, Reswen supposed, they might not have shown
the leening much, but these days one end of the long, twising block leant agang the wdl, and dl the
others sagged toward that end and dso sagged downward and inward into the street. Only the dry
dimate had preserved them this long ... but worm and dry rot had set in long ago, and every now and
then, one of the ricketies fdl down. Or more correctly, five or Sx of them, Reswven thought, for the
baance among buildings had become so precarious that knocking just one down was probably
impossible. Sometimes he wished for a good fire to clean the whole area out; it was a notable nest of the
worgt kinds of crime. But that would have been crud. Many mrem lived here who could not afford even
the few coppers amonth it would take to see them in cleaner, safer accommodation. They tended to Say
there till they died, one way or another. The Arpekh occasondly threatened to tear the whole mess
down, but there would usudly be an enragefi protest by the inhabitants, and the threat would go away.
The inhabitants of the ricketies would make enough of a mob to burn any Arpakh’'s house around his
ears.

It was in one of these edifices that Lorin lived, a the bottom of one no less. No one but a wizard
would have the nerve to live on the ground floor of one of these rattraps, Reswen thought as Lorin's
place loomed up over him, cagting a shadow. It was one of the more wretched of the places, a
three-story-high pockmarked facade with plaster gouged away by time the beams showing bare.
Between two of the beams on the ground levd, a warped door hung awry, with some symbol marked on
the door in chak. Someone had used the dirt beside the doorstep as a sandbox.

Reswven sghed and knocked on the door. There was a rugling from insde, “and a ydlow eye
appeared a the crack where the door faled to meet the doorjamb properly. “No betting today,” a
high-pitched voice said.

Reswen rolled his eyes. Lorin made his officid living as a bookmaker, taking bets on the Games, and
on some of the less savory sports that the mrem of the ricketies used to while away their misery. “Look



a me idiot,” Reswen muttered.

There was a pause, then a sound of someone breathing out. “Right,” said the voice, and Lorin
unlatched for him.

Reswen stepped in hurriedly. There were peoplein this part of town who might recognize him, and it
was not entirdy wise to be here done. The door banged to behind him as he stood looking around the
place. It never faled: When he came here, which he tried to have happen as sddom as possible, he could
aways hear his dear dead dam’s voice saying, “Y ou don't appreciate where you live, Reswen. There are
poor people in this world who would kill to have as nice a place as we do.” And Reswen would think
back to the wretched little cottage where he grew up, and say to himsdf, She was right after al. The
floor of the—he dretched a term—flat was hard, sour, rammed dirt, nothing better; Lorin usudly
managed to filch some straw to hide the sheer awfulness of it. Aimogt dl the plaster had fdlen away from
the beams, leaving the barest shdl between the room and the street. “For dl the gods sake,” Reswen
sad, and histone of voice reminded him of His mother’s, “Lorin, why don't you get someplace decent to
live?I'll giveyou araise”

“I likeit here,” Lorin said, coming around to sit back down at the rude bench and table where he had
been working when Reswen arrived. Lorin farly well fit the classc picture of a pauper: He was a sharply
striped gray tabby, mangy and leau, with big round eyes that |ooked astonished at everything. Reswen sat
down on the other bench and kept quiet for a moment, because Lorin had pushed up the deeves of his
ragged tunic and was counting what might have been the morning's takings. The table was a wdter of
scraps of parchment and thick rough paper, and money of dl kinds hdd the scraps of paper
down—coppers and sivers, agold coin here and there, esawhere a piece of paper scrip with a pebble
to hold it down.

“Daing dl right?” Reswen said after amoment, looking around the single room. It looked more like a
forgotten storage space than anything ese. There were boxes everywhere, piled up, old trunks and
chests with rusted fittings, the, contents sailling out of them in places—mostly books.

If Lorin had more than one tunic, Reswen had never seen him in it. Nor were there any of the
rumored trappings of magic to be seen, no crystas or rods or bizarre suffed beasts, no potions bubbling.
It was dl very odd.

“Veay wdl indeed,” sad Lorin after a moment, and pushed the money to one sde. He looked
Sdewise a Reswven. “How are the guests?’

“News travels fas.”

“Hnnh. Betting was five to one on an attack. | cleaned
“pr

Reswen’s whiskers went forward. “I thought you weren't dlowed to bet.”

Lorin looked innocent, dl big gray-green eyes as he reached out for a piece of parchment and turned
it over and over, eyeing the brushstrokes on it. “Ah well, if someone ese places a bet for me ... wel.”

“But you knew it wasn't war. How?’

“Do you redly want me to tdl you?’

“Not particularly,” Reswen said. “Our guests are a problem at the moment.”

Lorin looked at Reswen with not quite the usud casu-aness. “Oh?’

Reswen recited the last part of the Easterners document for Lorin's edification. When he was
finished, Lorin looked a him with an expresson composed of equd parts bemusement and suspicion. He
sad nothing.

“Wdl?

Lorin shrugged. “The formulais very old,” he said, “but it's usudly a blessing. Harmless.”

“l don't believe that,” Reswen said. “Not inthis case.”

“Why not?’” A pause. “You don't trust them? Devious Easterners?’

Reswen growled a little in his throat. “Don’'t lump me with fools like Aratel. There's just something
about this thet troubles me. | find it odd.”

“Somethings dse, as wdl,” Lorin said, and paused agan, daing at the table. He started to push a
piece of stray Slver money off to one side, then said, quite casudly, “Who has blue eyes?’



Reswen stared a him.

“Siver fur. Blue eyes. Very pretty.” Lorin pushed the dlver piece away, then looked up. “She had
quite an impact on you.”

“Thet’s odd, t0o.”

“Yes, itis” Lorin said, and chuckled a little. Reswen squirmed a bit. This kind of thing was dways
the problem with deding with Lorin: the irrationdity of it—the way he could pick truths out of the air,
seamingly without trying, without reason or judgment, as if he could see some part or aspect of the world
thet others couldn't.

Reswen shuffled his paws. “That doesn't matter, for the moment. I'll handle it. What | want to find
out about isthat stone-and-water business. I'm sure it's more than some blessng, some nice formula for
the gods to hear. Theirs, or ours. Find out. If you need money, it's yours. Make the usud connection and
take whatever you need.”

“All right,” Lorin said. He got up and followed Reswen to the door.

Reswen looked out right and left through the crack, fiddled with the catch, managed to get it open.
“And keep this business quiet,” he said to Lorin.

Lorin laughed at him, just a bresth of nervous amusement. “You think | want this'—he tapped his
head—"to wind up over the daty gate?’

“l wouldn't do that to you.”

“Oh, yes you would,” Lorin said, “if you had to. Go on. And Reswven?’ His face went suddenly
rather somber. “Mind the priest.”

Reswen graefully got out into clean hot daylight and set out for his office.

The door dammed hurriedly behind him.

Chapter 5

Reswen counted himsdf lucky that there was no need for him to be at the formd meeting. He spent
the afternoon doing things that certainly should have interested him more: looking over the daly reports
from the subeonstabularies, for example.

Some people had been surprised, when he had firg been given the job, how much he relished what
his predecessor had considered a burdensome bureaucratic chore. But to Reswen the reports were
lifeblood: the redl news of his city, not the sanitized Suff that one heard from criers or saw in broadsides,
not the grudging reports that he had been given before by his superiors in the course of investigaions, or
that he had picked up via the rumor mill around the constabulary. Now that he was Policemaster, he was
told the truth, dl of it , .. mogt of the time. Much of it was sordid, but that didn't bother him. Burglaries,
murders, mugging, bribes, gambling, ther incidence and the patterns in which they moved and
shifted—he looked at them dl and by them knew wha was going on in his city’s mind as surdy as a
mother knows from the twitch of her kit's hindquarters which way it's going to jump. Reswen spent a
happy couple of hours amidst the paperwork, consdering various arrests and falures to arrest, and
decided that the arimina gangs on the west side of the dity were getting out of hand again; there had been
many too many robberies in the last week. Someone was trying to finance something mgjor. The whole
place would need a good deaning out sometime quite soon ... but not right this minute. There were other
things on his mind.

Blue eyes—

Damn.

Reswen then cdled in Thalh to see how the Shambles murder investigation was going. Thallh was
one of those sdf-garting types who (in Reswen's opinion) did the best police work: a solid, tolid,
dow-moving, careful officer who left nothing to chance and inssted on tumning over every piece of
evidence with his own paws, and going himsdf to find what others could not bring him. Only a few
minutes after being sent for, Thalh came into Reswen's office with a thick stack of parchments and a
restrained look on his broad gray-striped face. Reswen sghed alittle; there was gpparently no rea news.
Thailh would have been grinning like a mrem with a fresh fish if he had even the dightest cause.



They sat down together and went through the evidence again. No one knew who had been garroting
the people down in the Shambles, a somewhat run-down part of town where the abattoirs had dways
been. Now there was only one daughterhouse |eft there, buried in tenements and mean shops, but the
place was eaning its old name dl over again. There were few new developments in the case, and the
whole business was no less confusng now then it had been to start with. For one thing, the mrem who
were dying were not being killed for money. One recent case had been a courtesan coming back from a
late night out: the two claws -weight of gold she had set out with were found on her body, untouched.
Overlooked in haste? Thailh thought not, and Reswen agreed with him. Another killing had been of a
sutler who had been out drinking with friends and had been waking home, again late, on the borders
between the Shambles and the poor but respectable neighborhood where he lived. He had perhaps two
coppers on him when he went home; those were left him, while hislife was taken.

“We have a crazy on our paws,” Thalh had said during ther fird conference on the case. Reswen
hed been indined to agree with him, though he did so sourly, as there were enough crazy people loose in
the poorer parts of town to fill Niau's gaols seven times over. And one could hardly arrest them dl, or
(s some of the angrier and less rationd of the citizens groups demanded) hunt them al down and spike
them up over the gates. Even if crazymrem were not actively considered lucky in many circles, Reswen
would have refused to even consider anything of the kind. It was indegant to kill hundreds when killing
one would solve the problem ... and it would be an admisson of heplessness and inadequacy. Not to
mention that it would Smply be wrong.

But dl the same, something would have to be done soon. There was little the police could do at this
point but wait for the killer to strike again ... while meantime the people down in the Shambles got more
and more upset, and police patrols down there had to move in groups, the people they protected were
becoming indined to stone them when they saw them, and one constable too cocky to patrol in company
hed had a knife put into him severa nights before.

“But at least we havethis” Thailh said, and with great satisfaction held up a plain cord of fine suff, a
sort of beaten rope-weave. There were no gainson it, but it needed none; it had been found around the
neck of the last victim. The murderer had apparently been frightened in midact by the sound of an
gpproaching foot patrol. Reswen had been more than annoyed that his people had been so close to
caching the reprobate and had then lost him, or her. But at least they had the garrote.

“And where does that |eave us?’

“Further dong than we were before,” Thailh said, “because now | know where it comes from.”

Reswen looked up from the papers, mildy surprised. “Is that a help to us? | thought it was just
rope.”

“Ah, but it's not,” sad Thallh, and at last his eyes gleamed a little with that fresh-fish look. “This is
hardly something you'd just walk into aloca shop and buy. See the braid in it? That's lesh fiber, and the
cord is draper’s cord. There are only two or three sources for it in the city; it's difficult and expensive to
make. And the two shops that make it sdl only to the drapers trade. That narrows things down a bit.”

“So you're gaing to check dl the people working for drapers—and the people working in those
shops that make the cord.”

“I've dready started. Nothing sgnificant yet, but | expect that to change.”

“Very wel. Keep meinformed.”

Thalh nodded and gathered up his parchments and tablets. Reswen glanced out the window, noting
with some surprise that the sun was dready quite low. “And Thalh? Do me a favor. Waich where you
wak & night ... and don't do it done. This person may be crazy, but not supid ... and an investigator
could wind up with some of that around his neck.”

“I'll be careful.”

“Good. Later, then.”

Thallh bowed himsdf out, and Reswen stretched behind the desk, then fdl to nestening up the piles
of reports and stowing them away where they would come readily to hand over the next couple of days.
Time to head home and freshen up for the formd reception for the Easterners. And then—

Blue eyes, he thought on purpose, so that he wouldn't think it inadvertently. Reswen was becoming



angry ... and was becoming determined to get some answers.

He got up and went out and down the stairs toward the street, purring an old Northern war chant.

The reception was held in the Coundillory, in the Hunt Room, probably the most splendid formad hall
indl Niau. Exactly how long ago it was built, no one was certain, but it went back to the firg building of
the dity, and had never been changed or refurbished. It echoed the black stone which was the primary
materid of the rest of the building, but here the somberness was dl turned to splendor. The city's firg
builders, it seemed, had decided that though the rest of the building might be spare and modest, it would
contain at least one room that would completely astonish al comers. The architect had apparently been a
mrem with alove of luxury and an unlimited budget.

It was dl donein the polished black stone that faced the Councillory, a least as regarded the walls,
but the floors were tiled in rough semiprecious stone—black onyx, black jade—with brass fittings
between the stones, and here and there a carved plague of white marble with the city’s name-rune set in
itin black inlay of onyx. The columns, a double row that ran the length of the room down its middle, from
the massve doors to the throne dais, were aso polished black marble, veined, but the veins were inlad
with gold and slver, and set here and there with gems where the normd cutting of the stone had origindly
revealed outcroppings of crystd. All this went up to a celing inlaid with gold and black patines;, and
below the caling, running right around the room, was a dado in old cream marble carved in hunting
scenes. It was ahunt of the old gods, some of them so old thar names were forgotten. Gemmed spears
were brandished, arrows &fire with gold were amed, the quarry fdl kicking; and the carving, in the old
naurdigic syle, was so red that when the room grew smoky from the braziers of spice burning between
the black columns, you might stare at the carvingsin the high dimness and wonder whether they moved a
little, whether the old forgotten gods turned their heads a little, and smiled.

Reswen, ganding in the doorway now, looked down the room at the splendor of the guests milling
about there, and had little interest, for this once, in the carving. “The Easterners had turned out in their
best, no migaking it, and the Niauhu nobles invited to the reception had done the same, consdering it
their business to outshine the guests ... for the good of the city, of course. The torches, fixed to the pillars
in holders resembling the hands and arms of mrem, glittered on gold and slver and rarer metas, glancing
back smooth green gleams from breastplates of hammered shev, wine red ones from swordhilts or fillets
of aretine. Jewdls were dl over the place, dlittering againgt fur. Silks and velvets and point-laces beaded
in seed diamond, tissues of dl the precious metds, they brushed and swept away agan in the
haze-tangled light of the torches. Dancing was going on, a set piece in the Northern syle; severd couples
moved toward and away from one another in swirls of rich fabric, sepping over the swords lad on the
floor.

Reswen amiled a hit as the crier came back from leading some late-arriving Easterner down the floor.
“Evening, Tarkh,” he said. “How are the tips tonight?’

Tarkh, the Councillor' s mgjordomo, sniffed softly. He was atdl leen mrem with cool green eyes and
the shortest, plushiest blue-gray fur Reswen had ever seen; a mrem with an ar about him that was for
more aristocratic than most of the aristocrats he saw every day. “They tip too big,” said Tarkh scornfully,
and then nodded to a footmrem waiting by the door, with a gong. The gong was struck, and everybody
inthe place quite understandably stopped taking, snce talking was impossble over the crashing, hissng
clamor of the thing. When the noise of it had died away sufficently, Tarkh filled his lungs and cried, “The
Honorable Reswen neh Kahhahlis-chir, Essh-vassheh ve Mhetien, that is to say, Chief Congtable and
Policemadter of the City Niau—"

Reswen garted his wak down the hdl, dill amiling a bit, nodding to some of the nobles he knew,
watching others' reactions to him and to his interest. The reactions were, he redized quite hgppily, not
merdy reactions to his clothes. Not that he wasn't well dressed. His best kit was impressve: chased
breastplate and fittings dl of polished red aretine or scarlet enamd and gold, a cloak of scarlet sendd,
flowing out behind him like fire or blood from a wound; on the breastplate, the badges of his rank,
various awards from the city for vaour in battle or for aptitude a work, with the big gold-and-scarlet
torque of his rank shug around his neck. Certainly there were a couple of hundred people here better
dressed than he—not hard, consdering the kind of money they had. But there was some smdl



advantage, in any large group, of being the Chief of Police. Clothes, they knew, would not hdp them if
they fdl foul of you, and neither would money or power. Reswen waked down the hdl, feding on him
the eyes of Easterners and city people dike, and enjoying it.

Meanwhile there was another set of eyes he was very interested in being introduced to, formaly.

The Councillors were down at the thone dais end of the hdl, mostly. Some of them were scattered
around the room, but Mraal was there holding court with severd of the others, induding Aratel. Keeping
him under his paw, Reswen thought, where he can't get in trouble ... for

Aratel looked surly. The Councillors were as splendidly dressed as anyone ese, their own torques of
office weighing them down as usud. Reswen amiled a bit more; his torque might be gold, but it was dso
hollow. There were Easterners with the Councillors group as well; others were scattered through the
room, talking to the Niauhu guests.

Reswven bowed and made the usud polite duties to the council members, and then said, “Sirs,
perhaps someone would make me known to the notable guests?’

To Reswen’ s mild surprise, Mrad said, “I’ll do that office. Master Hiriv, hereis our Chief Constable,
who makes the city safe for the people who live in it. Reswen-vassheh, the eminent Master-Priest Hiriv,
who cares for the efars of the grain-god Lakh in the Eastern cities”

“Reverence,” Reswen said, and bowed dightly with his paws covering his eyes, the usud greeting for
apries. “You're very wecome,” he said, sraightening. And to his surprise, this was a lie. Reswen was
shocked to find such ingant didike for the mrem wdling up indde him. Usudly he tried to stop such
reactionsin himsdf when they occurred; they clouded the judgment. But this creature—As Reswen had
noticed that morning in the courtyard at Haven, Hiriv was three times the Sze amrem his age should have
been, a bloated, orange-and-white-splotched mass of furry flab. Reswen would have been tempted to
think him eunuched, except that in the Eastern priesthoods as wel as the Western ones, priests had to be
weaponed mrem. Now, just being fat is hardly enough excuse to didike someone, Reswen was thinking.
But at the same time the jally expression that the priest wore—like that of a favorite uncde who would
snesk the children bits of the best meat when they came to vigt him—was nothing but cosmetic. Reswen
could fed nothing at dl behind it, and over time he had come to trust his fedings about these things. Now,
come then. Even that is't reason enough; there are many people who wear faces for their own purposes,
to keep themsdves from fear or—But this was nothing of the kind. Reswen hated Hiriv, hated him on the
spot. It was very embarrassing.

And Lorin’s words came to him then: “Watch out for the priest—"

Reswen hdd hisface dill by force. “Thank you, thank you,” said .the jolly priest, and chuckled, and
Reswen hated him worse than ever. Someone whose intentions Reswen distrusted so shouldn’t be able
to wear such an expression. But whatever, Reswen thought, and gpplied as chearful an expression to his
own face. The priest’s presence here, with the most senior of the councll gathered around him, made
Reswen suspect srongly that he was a mgor source, if not the only source, of the troublesome document
of this afternoon. “1 hope you are enjoying our hospitdity,” Reswen said, and hardly noted the answer,
just made certain that he was answered with more benign platitudes while he glanced from councillor to
councillor to assess their mood. Mrad was difficult to read, with his party face on, but Aratel was not
bothering to hide his sulkiness, and the usudly unrufiléble Lawas and uncaring Hargh both 1ooked
somewhat unnerved for once. Oh, bad, very bad; they heard nothing in the meeting with the Easterners
that relieved their minds one bit. | am going to be caled up to the Arpekh’s House again in the morning,
and my job isgoing to be no fun at &t for the next few days, ...

As soon as it was possible, in politeness, Reswen bowed again, with his paws over his eyes.
“Reverence, | would talk to you a more length—" (Lies, dl lied) “—but courtesy surely requires that |
give my regards to the rest of your party ....”

“Of course, of course, Master Reswen, have a good time” purred the old reprobate, and somehow
managed to make a dightly dirty joke out of it, while the council members around him chuckled in fase
good humor, and (Reswen suspected) wondered what was so funny. Only Reswen had caught the brief
flash of eyes that told him the priest Hiriv had decided the Chief of Police was likdy to be some land of
problem. He was covering as best he could: not very well. Good. Let im worry alitile



Reswen sauntered away off to one sde to find himsdf a cup of wine and continue the introductions.
One of the merchants, the tdl gray-striped one Reswen had marked out that moming at Haven, was
danding toward one end of the richly draped table tha held the iced wines and herb drinks. The
she-mrem gtanding over him—for she was taler than he—was taking inggently in the merchant’s ear,
and her expresson and barely concealed hiss of voice did not suggest that she was inviting him out on the
tiles, or indeed to anything but a frightful session of ear-biting once they were out of there—

“Honorable Rirhath,” Reswen said kindly from one side, bowing, and the femae broke off, flustered.

The merchant turned to him with an ar of mingled rdief and annoyance, bowed dightly. “You have
the advantage of me, madter,” he said.

“My business, I'm afraid,” Reswen said. “Reswen-vassheh, at your service”

“Oh, the softpaw,” Rirhath said, and Reswen had to grin dightly in spite of himsdif; it was one of the
more casua dang words for policemrem.

“Yes. Pleased to make your acquaintance, and welcome to Niau. But | have not had the honor to be
intrg-duced to your lady wife—"

“Kirsheet,” Rirhath said, very shortly, meking no great attempt to hide his bad humor, and took
immediate refuge in the cup of wildflower wine he had been drinking.

Reswen ignored the merchant’s shortness of manner, took the lady’s paw, and pressed it to his
forehead with the best grace he could manage—which was consderable, consdering how many
she-mrem he had practiced it on over the years. “Madam,” he said, “your servant.”

The ruffled lady put her soft brown fur down and broke out into a rather astonished purr—which did
not last, somewhat to Reswen's chagrin. “Oh, Master Reswen, thank you so much, and if thet is true, can
you do something about this food?’

“Madam, if our food disagrees with you, | shdl have every one of the catering aff from the scullions
to the Artificer of Delicacies spiked up over the city gate.” Out of the corner of his eye Reswen saw the
poor wine-server fluff up from ears to tal in terror. It was too bad, for the moment, but Reswen had
other thoughts on his mind besides reassuring the kitchen gaff. From the report Krruth had given him, this
cresture was one of the gods great gifts to an intelligence officer—a mouth on four legs—and Reswen
for one was not going to let go of her until he had flattered and cgjoled her into giving him her views on
everyonein the room. “Meanwhile, tdl me what the problem is so that it can be put right. Is it too cold?
Too hot? Is there nothing here that appedls to you?’

He broke off for a moment, naticing Rirhath moving away from the wine table. “But | would not want
to take you away from your noble husband. Perhaps | could have something sent for—"

Rirhath caught Reswen’s look, and gruffly said, “No matter, Sr,” and walked off toward the group at
the head of the room, looking entirdly rdlieved to be shut of hiswife.

Reswen filed the exchange away for later consideration, and then said, “Your husband is gracious,
madam. Come away from here; these wines do not favor the best of the food. Try this red wine instead,
it encourages the heart’'s humors, with which you are so wel provided. Not everyone has the taste to
understand the bouquet of it—yes, you are quite right, it is a soft Suff, it cries out for something to cut the
sweetness. Here, see these hortolans, see the sauce they perch in. You will not find a more ddlicate tidbit
anywhere. Ah, just abite, my lady. No? Then | will. Ah, wel then, here's one for you. Another? Indeed,
madam, are you sure? Y our girlish figure—"

Reswen spent no more than five minutes in such outrageous flattery, which was just as well; too much
more of it would have turned his ssomach. Between wine and fine food, and a bit of attention, the lady
Kirshaet was shortly tdling Reswen the history of her life and of the lives of everyone she knew, liberdly
intermingled with every thought about anything or anyone else that crossed her mind. Within twenty
minutes Reswen knew quite wel why her husband was so glad to be out of her company for awhile. The
she-mrem was a glutton, a minx, and a fool, endlesdy hungry for atention and unable to redize that she
was being given any, full of grievances againg a world assumed to be in conscious congpiracy agangt
her. Reswen had only to nod and amile to keep her going; his pleasant |ooks were dl she seemed to need
to confirm to her that he was in league with her againgt everything that was out to do her harm or annoy
her. She spilled out her complaints againgt her husband (*1 cannot hear words againg him, he is a guest,”



sad Reswen more than once, for the benefit of any lisening ears, but that did nothing to stop her); againgt
his business, which took him away from her for interminable hours; againg this errand to the West, which
kept him with her just as interminebly; againg her children, her servants, the politicians of the Ead, the
westher, the gods ....

Reswen findly found himsdlf in possession of more information then even he needed, and he began
wondering how to shut Kirshaet off; the sheer flow of ddighted, sdf-satisfied maice was beginning to
wear him down. There was aso the amdl matter that someone ese might become suspicious of dl the
time he was spending with her. She was going on about Rauji, the junior merchant with the strange
Specidty in betting on uxen-breeding, when Reswen fird heard, then saw his excuse. A soft purring ped
of laughter, from behind one of the great black pillars, and then the long-limbed, gray-furred shape, and
the flash of blue eyes peering out a someone else—

“And who might that be?’ Reswen said, into the torrent of words.

Kirsheet looked, and broke off short. “That one” she said. “The whore. Certainly you have no
interest in her, Master, everyone in the room must have guessed by now where she spends her nights, she
and the other one, surdy littered in a gutter somewhere, amazing that they're dlowed to consort with
decent people, jewels or not, just the commonest kind of—"

“Oh, certanly it's not true,” said Reswen quite purposefully. Though it's a bit perverse, since that's
possibly the firg thing she's said in some time that is true.

“How dare you contradict me, you—you dvil servant,” said Kirshaet without a moment’s hestation,
and with great rdish. “Arrogant creature, contradicting your betters—" And off she went across the
room, doubtless to tdl her husband what a boor the policemrem was, not that it came as a surprise, no
meatter how fine the airs he might put on—

Reswen breathed out and surreptitioudy stroked the pads of his forepaws down his cloak; they were
damp. He fdt actively sorry for Rirhath, no matter what the Easterner might or might not be planning. But
a least he was now in possession of agreat ded of information about the delegation. Heaven only knew
how much of it was true. It would dl have to be correlated with the results that Krruth and his people
produced from the next week’s ligening to matters in Haven. But not bad, not bad at dl for one night's
work. And meanwhile—

He darted to make his way to the far sde of the room, which took some time—there were more
mrem standing about and milling about then ever, alittle bailing sorm of slks, shot through with jewelled
lightning, the thunder of much speculative smdl talk and gossip running under everything. Few people fell
adde for him, which suited Reswen well. He came under the shadow of the right-hand portico, eyed the
crowd on the far Sde of it, very carefully put his back againgt one of the massive pillars, and waited.

It took only a second, and she was there, escorted past im on the am of Aiewa, one of the older
Councillors. Hard to make a better choice, thought Reswen rather sardonicdly, for Aiewa was old and
haf blind,. and (to put it gently) of limited intdligence. Unfortunately he was rich, perhaps the second
richest mrem in Niau, and therefore his opinions (such as they were) counted for something in coundil.
Aiewa s opinion of Deshahl was quite plan: His hungry gaze dung to her, dipped down her and up again
like paws, trod her down, seized her neck—Reswen hdd quite 4ill, frozen by smple revulson, with
annoyance a both prey and predator as they went by, crossed in front of him, came to rest in the
shadows by the wal. Deshahl was in smoky blue again, slks so fine one could see through them, a
floating cloud of the suff draped from neck and arms and loins a glittering blue stone as long as
Reswen's claw-joint hung low from her throat on a chain like a golden thread. Another one rested against
her forehead, hung from a delicate golden webwork about her head and ears. She looked fragile,
wanton, sweet, and fierce at the same time—and Reswen looked a her and felt nothing whatsoever.

He breathed out, confused. After the odd fedings of the morning, this was very peculiar indeed.
What he had seen then had nothing to do with what he saw now: just a whore indeed, plying her trade
and doing it well. Going to have to find out just who she' s working for, he thought. A pity Kirshaet didn't
know anything about it ... but if she had, she would have made a point to tdl me about it right away.
Something else for Krruth to look into. But now here she stood teasing poor foolish Aiewa, stroking him
not in any outwardly provocative way—and Aiewa was reecting to her like a mrem utterly besotted.



Reswen fdt like spitting. Bad news. | am going to have to speak to Mrad about this. Aiewa has become
a lidbility, not to be trusted with anything serious that the councdil enacts. she will know about it in a
second, if this beginning's any indication of how she intends to continue. And then whoever she works for
will know about it as well—

“Sheisrather shameless, I'm afraid,” said a soft voice a his elbow.

Reswen looked around and down, and found himsdf gazing into golden eyes in a dark face. The
other one, the “less highly flavored sweetmeat,” Krruth had caled her. “Your pardon?’ Reswen said,
dightly at aloss for the moment.

“Laes” she sad. It was two syllables, and she sang it more than sad it.

“Reswven-oosyiefe”

She laughed at him. It was a ddightful, quiet sound, warm and intimete, asif they had a joke together.
Reswen leaned back againg the pillar again, rather bemused at being laughed at by such a pretty little
creature, and one he'd not spoken to for more than a breath’s time. “And is ‘ policemrem’ part of your
name, then?’ she said.

“Not when I'm oft” duty.”

“And does that ever happen?’ she said. “ Surdly not now.”

Reswen amiled ruefully and shook his head.

“No, | suppose not,” she said, and settled back againg the pillar next to him, with her arms folded.
“Certainly not with that going on.” She sounded faintly disapproving.

Reswen looked sdewise at her, trying not to be too obvious about it. She was dressed much more
modestly than Deshahl, as she had been that morning. The materid was Smilar—the gauze dark golden,
indead of blue—but the cut was demure, not designed to point to certain parts of a shemrem and
indicate that one might get in there under certain circumstances. There was a touch of gold here and there
on the dark, dappled fur, a bracelet or two, earrings of braided gold wire, but nothing like the ogtentation
that Deshahl was indulging. Looking up to the golden eyes again, Reswen found himsdf wondering what
he had seen in Deshahl in the fird place.

“No,” Laas sad, asif to hersdf, but just loudly enough for Reswen to hear, “subtlety was never one
of her tdents” She looked over a Reswen, and her eyes narrowed with barely restrained laughter,
induding him in the joke again. “Though | suspect it has been one of yours.”

“Oh?’

“Thismorning. In the courtyard. I'm glad to see they let you wear better clothes to parties, a least.
Hiriv thought you were something to do with the stables”

Reswen let his jaw drop in a amile, while ingde his mind was racing with a mixture of bemusement
and digmay. Thisoneis sharp. Just what | need ... | think, “And what does he think now?’

Laas looked at Reswen with something like resignation, but the humor was ill very much to the fore.
“Gods above, why would | be tdling you a thing like that? You're a policemrem, anyway; surdy you
dready know ....”

Reswen was conscious of being mocked, and found that he didn’t mind it. “Well, | did have to try,”
he said.

Therewas apause. “Yes” Laas sad, “l know. Sodid | ....”

The companionable slence fdl again, leaving Reswen feding completely confused, and not minding
that ether. It was a peculiar feding, for Reswen hated not undersanding things ... as a rule. And now
what do we say?

30 he asked himsdf. ‘How was your trip? Do you like the weether we' re having?

“And did Kirsheet tdl you everything you needed to know?’ Laas said. “And everything dse? The
wretched gossp.”

Reswen turned and looked a her with mild astonishment. “Wasiit that obvious?’ he said.

“Oh, | don't think so. Not to any of our group, at least. We ve been stuck with her for forty days
across the desert, remember ... | think anyone who notices her at this point is just relieved that she's
taking to someone e

“| believe that,” Reswen said, and glanced over at Aiewa again. Deshahl was whispering something in



his ear, and histall was twitching. “But it was obvious to you.”

“After alitle while, yes”

“I think I"'d like to talk to you, sometime,” Reswen said quietly.

“So send for me” said Laas equably. “No one will be paticularly surprised, especidly since I'm
supposed to be seducing you anyway.”

That made Reswen's ears go forward. “Wdl,” he said, with every indication of reluctance, “I guess
we d better make it look that way, hadn’t we?’

“Not unless | choose,” Laas said. Reswen consdered her casud tone with bemusement. For a
courtesan, she seemed fairly uninterested in the business.

They paused for amoment as Kanesh swept by. Unfortunate creature, thought Reswen, noticing that
he had Kirshaet on his am. She glared & Reswen and Laas as she went by, spesking smdl venomous
nothings into Kanesh's ear. When she had passed, Reswen and Laas exchanged a look of incredulous
humor.

“That’sit for you,” Laas said. “You’ ve been seen taking to me. You're going to have to send for me
now.

“Not unless/ choose,” Reswen said, thinking, Two can play at this game.

Laas shrugged her tal and smiled. “You haven't even fed me anything yet,” she said. “And after dl
those little bird things you made her edt, to cover up how many of them you ate. You should be ashamed
of yoursdf.”

Reswen had to laugh out loud at that. His bemusement was becoming worse by the moment, but he
was enjoying it, and there seemed no reason why he should not indulge in hand-feeding a courtesan in
public. “Very wel,” he said. “Since | didn’'t have enough of them before, we'll start with them now.”

“And don't get the gravy on my clothes,” Laas said, “the way you did with Kirshaet. We' re going to
be hearing about that for days, I'm sure.”

“Perish the thought,” Reswen said. He led Laas across the room to the table where the hot foods lay
amoking over thar lamps.

Two hours later the party was dill going strong, but Reswen was beginning to think he should leave,
because the rumors about him and the pretty little dun-and-orange number were more than sufficiently
darted; the serving-mrem behind the tables had started winking a him every time he and Laas came
back for another cup of wine or plate of hortolans. That should make whoever she's working for quite
happy, Reswen thought camly, as he finished one lagt cup of wine, and difled a hiccup. Well see how
long we can keep this going.

He lowered the cup to see Laas looking a him over hers. She sipped, then put it down. “Don’t tdl
meyou have to leave so soon,” she said.

Reswen blinked, then smiled. Laas had this gift for reacting to what he was thinking before he sad it.
“I'mafrad | mug,” he said. “Unlike some of the people here, | have to get up and work in the morning.
And some of them are watching me with great care to seeif you've got me tied to your tal yet, my dear.
SO better to keep them wondering.”

“True enough,” she said, “though 1 have to be seen to be arguing the point alittle” She drew close to
him.

, '‘Reswen found himsdf being rather astonished by her nearness. All the evening so far, she had
rarely come closer to him than along arm'’s reach. He bent his head down so that she could reach better,
and she stood on

, tiptoe and whispered, “Don’t go. Or if you mug, let me go with you. I've heard the rumors about
your house.”

“News travels fadt, | see” Reswen whispered back. Her fur was most agtonishingly perfumed:
something fresh, something that made you want to leenin closer ... “But it's stories, mostly.”

“1 know. It was just the expected thing to say. | think you actudly have just an ordinary couch.”

He amiled. “True enough. And am | redly expected to send for you very soon, or can this take a
while to develop?

“No rush. You're the police chief, after dl. They expect you to be difficult.”



The matter-of-fact information, delivered in the husky, sweet, purring whisper, made hm want to
chuckle a little. “All right,” he said. “But bear inmind ... if | can prove that you're doing dl this for the
detriment of Niau, I'll throw you ears over tal in gaol.”

“You'll have to proveit,” Laas purred, and nipped his ear. He reached out to catch her.

There was no one there,

Wine, Reswen thought; it's death to the reflexes. And indeed he fdt pleasantly tiddly. He spent a few
minutes making his good-evenings to the most senior Councillors , present, and to various other notables,
and to the Easterners, who were mogtly much farther gone in wine than he was, and then he headed out
into the cool dark air.

One of his people, an officer both of the police and the H'satel was sanding outside the Coundillory
door; he came to atention as Reswen paused by him. “Oh, relax, Biuve” Reswen sad to the young
mrem. “Y ou're not needed here. Do this for me run to the Underhouse and tdl Krruth’s people that I'm
not going to bother doing the firg night' s survelllance mysdf. | leave it in their capable paws. But tdl them
| want specid atention paid to the blue-eyed party. Krruth will understand. Once you've done the
errand, you' re dismissed for the night.”

“Yes gr,” Biuve said, and went off a atrot.

Reswen stood bregthing the good cool air, then headed off home himsdlf, away from the torches of
the Coundillory, out into the quiet streets and the darkness. He thought nothing more about blue eyes,
and nothing at dl about gold and en ones.

But golden eyes watched him walk away narrowed.

She never tired of inhabiting them, not redly. It was one of the reasons she had been assgned this
misson, and every now and then she had to admiit it to hersdlf.

The training for inhabitation usudly took along time, for her people. They tended to be unwilling to
get into a skin; skins were what one got out of. And generdly speaking, when someone mentioned to one
of her people the concept of actudly putting on one of these skins over one's own, the result was
revulson. Well, perhaps it was understandable.

She had certanly fdt that way hersdf, the firg time. One of her teachers had had the idea that she
would have an gptitude for the inhabitation, and she had been quite young—though dready old in
magic—when they brought her the fur-thing and told her to put it on.

She had been shocked. Even then she had known that she was beautiful by her people's standards,
and was somewhat vain about it. No one had tried to stop her, ether; that beauty was atool that she, or
they, would use later. But now her teacher sat there in his great squdid bulk, at the other sSde of the amdl
cave where they worked, and the fur-thing crouched huddled and terrified on the floor between them. Its
fur was fdling out in patches, and it looked asiif it had been beaten.

Not that that particularly mattered, of course. The fur-things were their daves, to do with as they
pleased. They had no other purpose in the world, and no better one. But here was this verminous thing,
with the queer dtink of the fur-things about it, and her teacher wanted her to dip free of her “hard” skin
into the etheredl one, a hundred times fairer—and then into this? It was worse than being asked to
become a beast. Much worse, for this beast thought that it was a person.

“I will not,” she had hissed, thet firgt time, her tall T lashing in disgust a the thought. Her teacher had
clashed V his jaws a her in annoyance—a sound she had grown used £; to, and learned to
discount—and ordered her to. She had ;|j refused, and turned her back on him.

And that was when she received a surprise, for sud—

denly, without his even leaving his skin, his presence was dl around her, and the pressure of it on her
mind was something awful, afire that crushed. “You will do it,” he said, and to her own astonishment and
terror she watched her body whed around, dowly, waiched her foreclaws move, firg one, then the
other, drawing her closer to her teacher. She found hersdlf, after a moment, looking directly into his jaws.
Suddenly the dash of them made somewhat more of a threat then it had, as she crouched there frozen
before him, her body refusng to answer her. Convulsvely she tried to dip free of the hard skin, and
found that she could not—that her teacher was holding her there againgt her will, something she had not
thought was possible. She was trapped in this body, trapped, as the great jaws opened, as the teeth



lowered to her, as the maw delicately dipped around her long throat, as the jaws closed, and she fdt the
soft pressure of the fangs, pushing in, pushing—

Sheroared, or tried to. It came out as more of a squed than anything else. After a few seconds the
pressure released, and the hold over her musdles went with it, and she dmost fdl on her face before her
teacher. It took her afew moments to regain her composure. When she did, and gathered the courage to
look up & him again, his cool old eyes were bent on her, ful of an expresson equaly comprised of
amusement and scorn. She hated him, right then, as she had rardly hated anything in her life, but she knew
he scorned that too, for she had not nearly the strength to even think of challenging him.

“Youwill doit,” he rumbled, “or | shdl force you. You will not find it pleasant.”

She hdd a hissinsgde—aurdy for the moment it would be wiser; but her chance would come. Sooner
or later it would be her jaws around his throat, and she would not let him free.

She had turned away, then, and turned her attention to the shaking, furred thing on the floor. She
suppressed the feding of revuldon tha rose in her, as she had suppressed the hiss Sowly she lowered
hersdf to the stony floor, composed hersdf, dipped free of the skin.

Thevermin lay there before her, panting with fear. There seemed another aspect to it, from this angle,
inthe overworld: she could see its own self-shadow burning in its muddy colors, and could see what to
do. Through the coal fire that seemed to fill the cave in the overworld, she drifted toward the creature,
leaned down toward its self-shadow, and put her teeth into the dim, dirty fire of it.

The scream that went up from it was bizarre mudc for her. There was a moment of crushing,
cramping—and suddenly it was gone. She was indde the thing. Oh, it was horrible, there was no
migtaking that. The hot stench of these things from ingde—the reek of ther thick blood, the hurried
pound of their organs, the itch of it dl, the caged feding! But she was not done in the cage ... and that
aone began tofill her with arich and perverse ddight.

It was terrified of her. It loathed her even more than she did it. But its fear shot down its veins like the
cold blood of her own people, and filled her until she wanted to hiss with pleasure. It knew itsdf helpless,
it knew she could kill it with a thought—but it knew that she was much more likdy to do worse than kill
it. She was much more likdy to stay right where she was, ingde its own head with it, unutterably dien
and horrible ... and enjoying its horror.

She did enjoy it. She was intoxicated with its fear. There was nothing she had ever tasted that was
sweeter—no flesh, no blood. Drunk with it, she sought some way to make the fear more intense. She
moved the thing'slimbs, let it fed her do it, let it fed how helpless it was. She lifted one hand before its
face, unshegthed the dirty, sharp claws one by one, made it stare at them. Fear rose in it, beat at its
breastbone to get out, the heart fluttering like a trapped bird. She moved the daw closer to its face,
drank the fear like wine.

She did not stop until she had made it put out both its own eyes. Then, with its own claws, she made
it tear its

;£; own throat out, and stayed with it, dmos staggered with f;  evil bliss as it leaked out its life
on the floor, the fear

)?  never ebbing until abruptly there was none | ft.

It took her a while to find her way back to her body. Her teacher crouched there on the floor,
waiting for her to find her senses again, and looked down at her with that same amused contempt. But
now she didn’'t care. Now she knew why she had been forced to this. Her people’s needs could be wel
served by inhabitations of this sort; the other vermin would never suspect what was going on, when she
and others like her could control every move they made, every word they spoke, dmost every thought.

“Crude,” her teacher said. “You will learn more delicate control. More subtle stisfactions”

She had bowed her head to him, for the moment. She had applied hersdf. She learned that control,
those"satis-factions; she learned them perhaps better than many around her, in that sheltered little
enclave, had suspected. When it came her teacher’s time to die, however, she had cast subtlety away,
remembering the firg time. The bloody fragments of him that they later found were a source of terror and
wonder to her other teachers, and amply of terror to her fdlow students.

That was when she had been given this mission.



But now, as she lazed, out of the skin once more, she had to admit that subtlety Had its uses, and this
present business was one of them.

Her oversdf lay in the middle of the floor of one of the grest roomsin the house the Niau-vermin had
given to her people. She had not bothered to move thislong time, not since the dave she had chosen for
the day had come into the room to begin her preparations.

They were not entirdy verminous, some of the daves. She dill could not bear that some of them had
meagic, and this one she would surdly drink the Blood, and fear, and soul of, when dl this was done and
her work complete. But in the meantime it was wel within her power to increase the amdl abilities the
she-vermin had. And there were other compensations.

How she had relished seaing the creature step through her, this afternoon, as it came upgtairs to make
ready. The dightest shudder; yes, on some unconscious leve it knew she was there, ldling on the cool
marble floor, watching it dip out of its so-fine garments, watching it throw itsdf

Keeper of die City prone on the huge opulent bed, and dowly, luxurioudy, begin tonguing itsdf.
Sowly its shudders died away; the creature began to writhe and purr with a smdl absurd pleasure a its
own touch.

She lay there and watched it for along time. The creature was supposed to be a she; that was part of
its vaue on this mission, she was told. They had told her that these creatures actudly were somewhat
swayed by sexud dtractions introduced to them in thair business dedings. That, she had hissed with
disheief on fird hearing, but now she had come to accept it as one more fang in her jaws, one more
piece of information to use in her misson. She supposed that the creature was attractive enough even
without the amdl help its talents lent it. Her tall twitched again at the thought. Magic—

But her magic was stronger. On impulse she rose, dipped over to that huge bed, leaned over the
creature. It paused in its washing, discomfited, not knowing why.

She savored the Sght, her tongue flickering in pleasure, tasting the fear on the arr of the overworld.
Then dowly she dipped in. No ripping of the muddy colors, this time. This time she seeped into them
dowly as all into water, dlent but heavy, a presence, fedable. The creature shuddered as she leaned
down onto its feeble, fragile soul, oppressed it with the feding that something was watching it, something
terrible, and that if she did not do exactly as her superior told her, something awful, awvful would happen.
A hint, an image, aflicker, there and gone, of teeth, closing, the pressure—

Then she let up the pressure, banished the image, and retired to the back of the creature's
thoughts—watching them, Idtting its hurried litle emotions wash over her. Fear, irrationd fear legpt up
indantly, followed by another fear that it somehow had not done right, followed by more fear of a petty
theft thet it had been contemplating—

She hissed with inward laughter, caring nothing about that. The creature could do its little Stedings as
it pleased. She would sooner or later have something from it that was much more worth geding. And in
the meantime, it would do her will, without question. She had only to make a suggestion at the right time.

She waited. Waiting had never been a problem for her. Even as her people counted it, she was
patient—as her teacher had discovered, not so long ago. She lay there on the ghost of a marble floor,
and watched the gathering start in that other building across the city. She had no need to go there. She
hed eyes there. Through the little vermin who was her mount at the moment, she saw them al—the other
vermin, dressed in their ridiculous toy finery, flaunting therr little pomp at one ancther, jabbering, trying to
impress.

Her pet did this quite well. She was pleased. Out “of its eyes she looked at them, gazed into the furry
eyes, gauged {though dimly, as if looking through a gauze) which ones would be worth her atention a
another time. She could not ride more than one of the vermin a a time; no one could, and it was a pity.
She could have done miracles, brought this whole business to an early end, and been about the part she
enjoyed—the blood, physicd and psychic. But meantime, one was enough, and through her pet’s eyes
she marked the greedy, the fearful, the ambitious, the angry. One by one she would impress her will upon
them.

One had to start somewhere, of course. She picked the one, one of the “councillors’ of this wretched
little place, and steered her pet toward him. Looking through her eyes a him, as her pet’s taent reached



out and made him susceptible, she could see things tha would be of great use to her: vanity, an
overblown sense of its own importance, and a upidity colossa even for one of the vermin. Oh, this one
would make afine tool, and better yet, he was a great coward. How his soul would scream when her
teeth closed on it at last! With relish she filled her pet with the desire to have this one want her as she
liked to be wanted. Then she withdrew to watch.

It did not take long. Her pet was not much good for looking a anyone ese for the rest of the
evening. One odd glimpse she got, in passing, of one of the vermin who was not impressed by her pet,
and that troubled her obscurely, so that she stored his face avay to look a more closdy later. Odd, for
before she had thought he was as gtricken by her pet as the rest.

But meantime there were more amusing things to watch, as she lay there on the cool marble, in the
dark, and heard the thick movements in the bed, the ruslings, the cries, the whispered questions. The
gink of verminous lugt was in the overworld's air. She flickered her tongue at it every now and then,
savoring the odd hot amdl with a perverse pleasure. Disguding it was, beastly, completely unlike the
decorous joinings of her oWh people. But amusing to watch, at lesst.

She put her head down on her claws, lazy, and watched, and the hiss of her amusement was soft in
thear. All was going as it should. Soon enough the time for waiting would be done. Then this bed, and
meany another, would be awelter of blood. No one would ever know what had happened.

But conddering what was going to happen to this city, it was only a kindness. One had to look after
one' s own pets, after dl ....

Chapter 6

The one thing about being awizard that Lorin had aways hated most was the hours. You had to do
so much of your business a night, just to avoid attracting the neighbors attention. And Lorin was a day
mrem at heart; as soon asit got dark, he started to yawn.

But when you had work to do, you had no choice. He had cursed a little over it, of course, when
Reswen had shown up on his doorstep. Grateful as he was to the police in generd and Reswen in
particular for letting him live in peace, he Hill shuddered inwardly when any need for his services came
up. And he was more nervous than usud, a the moment. The memory of his trip out of body—a kind of
travel he tried to avoid whenever possible—was 4ill filling him with dread. It was none of Reswen's
business, that, of course; probably nothing that would interest him. But Lorin hated the thought of doing
any sort of magic, at this point, or anything to do with magic, and possbly attracting the attention of
something worse than the neighbors. That cold regard, the memory of the hissng, and of the priest, were
dill much with him.

Still—this stone-and-water thing needed looking into. It was certainly a spdl of some kind, and a
gpdl meant a magic-worker. He would need to find out which of the Easterners it was before talking to
Reswen again, and though Lorin redly didn't care much for the thought that he would have to do magic
to that purpose, he had aways taken a certain pride in making sure tha the information he gave the
Policemaster was as complete as he could make it. He might be a crook, in the eyes of the city’s law, but
he was an honest crook, and liked to give good vaue for his bribe money.

So Lorin did his usud business for the day, making his norma rounds of the seedier taverns at
lunchtime, taking bets and paying them off—and then went home to count his takings, and hide what
needed to be hidden. It was wdl into |ate afternoon when he finished, and much as he hated it, he took a
nap then—being careful to lay wards around the bed, this time, drawing the appropriate circles and
diagrams so that his deep wouldn't be disturbed just now, when he needed it. Of course the presence of
the wards themselves would dert anyone who was looking for evidence of a working wizard, but they
would firg have to be physcdly close to detect them—and it would take an active imagination to think
that there would be awizard working in this part of town.

Lorin dghed a little as he lay down, consdering it. Truly, he could do as Reswen had been urging
him, use some of his pay from the police—it was consderable—to take a better place in town. And
indeed sometimes he walked by them, some of the snug little houses between the market and the hill, with



their waled gardens, and thought serioudy of having one himsdf. A garden, with flowers, a litle warm
sunbaked place, sheltered from the wind, and quiet, as this part of the city hardly ever was .... But then
the truth of the way the world was would reassert itsdlf. Someone would start wondering where he had
gotten the money to afford a place like that—certainly not from bookmaking—and questions would start
being asked. Questions were unhedthy for a wizard. People dill had a tendency, remembering the
depredations of the liskash in the old days, to burn a wizard fird and ask questions when there was
nothing left but the amdl of singed fur. And even if that didn’t happen, questions were just as unhedthy
for a bookmaker ... or a police informant. No, it was better that things stayed the way they were, and
that he stayed shug in his hoved, and counted his money, and used it (however occasondly) for a amdl
feast down at the locd cookshop, or a she from one of the lessfilthy joy-houses.

He drifted off into dreams that were confused and troubled; odd images of one of those sultry
she-mrem from the joy-houses, turning into something that hissed. In the dreams he remembered thinking
that this was faintly unfar ... the wards should have protected him. When he woke up, wel after dark, he
sat up curdng softly, and rubbed his head. He hated deegping in the daytime. It dways made him fed
weak and scattered when he woke up. And on top of that he now had to ded with fedingsleft over from
the dreams, of being watched, of something portentous and terrible about to happen, of an odd smdl. All
this fant and distant, for he couldn’'t remember much of anything about the dreams themseves—but
henging over im nonethdess, like an old haf-forgotten worry.

There was nothing to do about it, though, except consider himsdf warned. Lorin got dressed in his
least disreputable clothes and headed off for the Councillory.

He went by a circuitous route and with severad stops in severd taverns, teking some bets, to give
himsdf a least the beginnings of an dibi if he should prove to need one. This would dso keep any
questions from being asked as to why Lorin was out a night. The people who talked about such
things—and there were many—would Smply assume that his day had been bad, and so he was working
late. There would be no further questions about that. It was generdly understood that Lorin, like many
another “trades-mrem” working on the edges of the law, was paying protection money to someone,
ether another aimind or some police officid. Lorin smiled & the thought of that, thinking how it went
much the other way. But he was hardly about to disabuse people of a misapprehenson which could
serve to protect him.

Quietly he dipped through the night, toward the parts of town that smelled better. The Councillory
would be well guarded tonight, of course, but it was on one side of a very public square, a place full of
traffic except in the dead of night, and the police or the city cohorts could hardly close the whole square
down for what amounted to a party. There would be plenty of room to skulk about in, and plenty of
places to watch from. And for the kind of watching he intended, Lorin did not have to be too close.

He found a shadowy doorway right across the square, and settled into it. No one was likdy to
bother him; the constables were concentrated on the far Sde of the square, about the bright lights of the
Coundillory. Lorin suspected that most of their minds weren't too closdy on their work, or ther vigilance;
they too were eager to caich a glimpse of the strangers, and the high doings going on insde. He pulled
the dark cloak about him, watching them, and did alittle priminary feding around.

Thisland of “feding’ was adways a tradeoff. Wizards, excepting the most powerful ones, had sharp
limitations on how far they could “seg’” while dill in the body, and how dearly. Each wizard's “range’
was a congtant. The closer awizard was to a Stuaion he desired to divine, the better he could perceive
whet was happening, but he might dso be in more danger there. The further away the wizard was, the
harder it was to clearly sense what was going on, but the safer he was, as arule.

Lorin tonight was pushing his persona range as close as he dared, consonant with good results. He
needed to sense if there was indeed magic happening, and what kind ... but he so needed to walk away
from the square afterwards. Reswen might be kindly disposed toward him, but Lorin serioudy doubted
he had ever told any of his gaff that he had a tame wizard on the payroll ... and whether any other
policemrem knew or nat, it seemed unlikdy that they would connect the Policemaster’s agent with the
skulking mrem out in the square. At least not before morning—and annoying things could happen to one
ina police cdl between midnight and dawn, no matter how carefully Reswen worked to keep such things



from happening. No, Lorin thought, I'll watch out for mysdf fird. If the information has to suffer alittle,
L beit,, ..

He concentrated on being dill, for a while. He suspected it would seem surprising to the untrained
how hard it was to smply be perfectly motionless except for one's breathing, but that illness was vitd to
the dillness of the mind that would follow, and dlow him to “hear” and “seg’” while 4ill in the body. It
would aso make it that much lesslikdy that any passng constable would notice him; even a chance shift
from foot to foot could be fatd—Reswen’s constables were a sharp lot, by and large.

He did not close his eyes. That was for the rankest kind of amateur—or a wizard not ganding in a
public place where anyone might come up to him without warning. Lorin Smply let his eyes go unfocused,
let the view of the great square blur, and did as his father had taught him dl that while ago. Smply dlow
yoursdlf to see something ese where the world is, his father had said. Most people refuse; most people
spend their whole lives refusing. Just stop refusing, for this little while. Don't strain., don’t push. Ther€'s
nothing you have to do. It's dl stopping doing.

S0 he stopped, and did nothing. Presently the square didn’t seem quite so dark. Not that there was
actudly light there but he saw, or rather fdt, the impresson of light, and movement, and talk, and
laughter. It was rather like peering in a lighted window from out of the dark. Everything was somewhat
remote, but more immediate for the contrast of its brightness againgt the dark he looked in from.

Through the impresson of light and riches, impressons of people moved. There were no images as
such. But a bundle of something like light would pass by him, and Lorin would catch a brief burst of
emotion from it, or a dow steady drone of thought, or the muffled sound of speech happening—less
muffled if the person himsdf was spesking, more o if he was ligening. Sometimes a word would come
through clearly, as if a swathing, sound-deadening curtain had briefly parted, then closed down agan.
The curtain was never open for long, nor did the “gauze’ enwrapping his mind's eye clear for more than a
moment or 0. Nor was this his fault. It was smply that fev minds could do anything with utter
singlemindedness for more than a second or so without dipping.

Lorin leaned there againg the doorway, and seemed to himsdf no longer to be outsde. Rather, he
was sanding againg a doorway in the gilded richness of the Councillory. The gilt had a vague bloom laid
dl over it, asif of age or distance, and every light seemed to be seen through some suddenly risen fog
from off the river. The shifting shapes of light drifted past him, and he watched them and looked at their
colors.

The colors were dways indicative; they were among a wizard's fird and mogt important studies.
Sometimes, in mrem of powerful enough persondity, they would show even about one's norma body,
which in less emphatic mrem tended to drown the nonphysica body out as daylight drowns out stars. But
when one was “unfocused” in this manner, they showed. There were endless different combinations, and
even in any one given person the colors would dhift with a rainbow’s unpredictability from moment to
moment as his perception of himsdf, or his mood, shifted. But there were dways generd tendencies
vigdble in a person, ones tha took no time to perceive, as ther emctiond counterparts and
correspondences would have done. The muddy colors of hunger, greed, rage, pain, scding up through
the clearer hues of interest and determination, and from them through the brighter (and rarer) shades of
ddight, commitment, compassion, love—Lorin knew them dl of old, and like many other wizards,
preferred not to look for them too often. Fair seemings so often covered the bitter truth, and any given
group of mrem perceived in thisway tended to shade unhappily down toward the darker colors. Here or
there might be a brief beacon of some bright emation, but in dl there was the tendency toward the
darkness.

An important part of the art, though, was to keep one's own emotions and reactions out of the
seding; they could too often contaminate the perception of everything one was trying to discover. And the
colors of magic, which were severd, were ddicate things in most mrem not actudly doing magic at the
moment. One's own emotions could drown them out. So Lorin kept his own fedings a bay, and looked
around the room, his arms folded, as light and shadow swirled around him.

There were knots of avarice, severd of them: The bilious ydlow of it swirled and mingled with the
various greens of jealousy, envy, and pride. Merchants, Lorin thought. Severa of them bulked large—the



width of one's bundle of light told something about one's bodily size, though the manifetation could on
occason be mideading—and there was little to choose between the Easterners and some few of them
whom Lorin recognized as Niauhu by a snatch of didogue here or the brief sght of ther dothing
somewhere dse.

It was not dl as bad as amnong the merchants, though—adl busy a seeing how much information they
could extort from one another while giving as little as possible back. There was much genuine merriment
going around, and a great dedl of curiosty, and the soft colors of sheer satisfaction as nearly everyone ate
and drank happily of what was undoubtedly a noble spread. Even food had its colors when it was fresh,
and the vegetables in particular lay there Hill glowing somewhat, pleased in ther mindless way that they
had been chosen to be eaten. Hie consciousness—if that was the word for it—was fading, but it would
last them unbroken until they were in someone's somach.

Lorin amiled alittle at his own folly—he could rardly afford to have that innocent pleasure of a happy
vegetable in the house, or rather, people in the market would have noticed that his budget was suddenly
large enough to get a nonessentid like vegetables, and so he eschewed them and stuck to plain dried
mest, good enough for him and his neighbors. He turned his atention back to the mrem gathered in the
room. There was someone he particularly wanted to look a: the priest.

He found him, immediately, exuding dl the colors of good humor and none of those of magic. He was
drunk—his colors had that sort of florid look that too much wine or drug tended to produce, an
outsweeping tendency. Normally that should have made a tendency toward magic more visble, not less.
Y & none of the normad shades evinced themsdlves, none at dl, and Lorin wondered whether anything he
had seen during his soulwak had been correct at dl.

He watched the priest for quite awhile, and outside of various perceptions of cunning, fase jovidity,
and mild irritation, nothing further was evident about him that made him interesting to Lorin at dl. It was a
puzzle. Fndly he turned away to watch some of the others.

There were a couple of them exhibiting most clearly the colors of sheer lugt: colors as hard to ignore
as afire st in the middle of one sliving room rug. Lorin looked carefully a one of them, a dender shape,
and concen—

trated briefly to seeif he could get a glimpse of him or her. Her, it turned out: a quick image of a
dender shapein dlks, gone again. But an Easterner, and the other party was Niauhu; his colors showed
hunger of a kind that had nothing to do with the body, and a huge pride—and amost none of the clear
upper-leve colors that indicated anything to be proud of, such as intdligence or virtue. Some sodden old
fool, probably ... Lorin narrowed his“eyes,” looking more closdy at the lugt-ridden creature. One of the
Councillors, it was. The name duded him, but he had seen the hobbling old mrem a severa public
functions before this. It would be easy enough to get a name, if Reswen was interested in him.

Lorin glanced around a that thought and saw what he thought he would. He had rardly looked at
Reswen in this manner, but he knew him wel enough from having worked with him this long to recognize
him from his colors. a methodica sort of arrangement of them, colors that hed unusudly seadily in one
hue or another—no flickering from thought to thought, but a dow steady certainty on one issue before
moving to another. Yet dl the same, alivdy intdligence, and a humor, glowing through the more somber
colors—someone who saw no reason not to enjoy himsdf a his work. He was enjoying himsaf now.
That shedf of colors stood close to another, by a pillar, and the two of them lanced intertwining light at
one another—conversation, barbed, searching, and merry by turns. For a while Lorin just gazed a this
for the sheer pleasure of it. The colors of wit were a treat to watch, as tendrils of colored fire touched,
interlaced, flinched back, knotted, strove, twined. Lorin smiled to himsdf a little, there in the shadows.
Another of the Policemaster’ s conquests, he thought. Though not his blue-eyed problem—

He thought about that for a second, then turned his attention briefly back to the she who showed the
colors of lugt so clearly. She was leading the poor Council-mrem on vigbly. Lorin could see it, as she
grolled casudly away from him across the room, but her hunger for him trailed hot pulsng blood-colored
tendrils behind her, toward him; they dung, caressed, drew, and he lurched tipsly after her—

Lorin frowned, then smoothed his annoyance away. There was something there he needed to find out
about—some taste, some tang—He bent his attention fully on the she, concentrated on brushing the



cobwebs away. Was she the magic-worker he was looking for? There were magics of that kind—Lorin
“narrowed” his eyes, hdd her in the center of his attention, paid no attention to the Councillor who came
bumbling after her. The colors of her grew clearer, sharper. Lug, swirling. Other motivations, submerged,
hidden even from her. The pleasures of control. A murky pleasure at the heplessness of the other’s
desire. Anticipation, buried for the moment, of what would follow later. Lorin looked deeper. Fear, fear
thet she would not do well, that someone she worked for would be displeased. Rebellion. The someone
was—

And then he touched-it, and Lorin flinched away asif he had touched a stove. Heet, the odd amdl, a
sense of watching, the leftovers from his dreams—al there. His magic-worker was not this she-mrem
after dl; it was working through her, though. And doubtless it knew it had been touched. He jerked his
consciousness out of there, wobbled out of his doorway, and headed for the nearest street that led out of
the square. He dmogt ran aoul of a troop of constables on the way out, hurrying past them like someone
who had had a bad scare, not stopping to answer their hal. Oh, go away! he willed them, and findly they
did, heading off toward the square.

Oh, bad, it was bad. His dreams, his soulwalk, these Easterners, dl connected. And he had not
found out what Reswen needed to know. But there were worse worries. Almogt he could fed the tendrils
of disembodied attention following him out of that room, across the square, down the street, fagtening to
his shoulder blades, digging into him like claws—

Lorin moaned and ran home, to the wards, and safety ... for the moment.

Krruth was one of those mrem who had never redly given up beng fully nocturna, so that Reswen
waan't particularly surprised to find him cdling around to the office first thing in the morning, looking fresh
and pleased with himsdf. Reswen wished he could have said the same. He had had a little more wine
than he had redly needed, last night, and had forgotten to take the usud prehangover remedy before
collgpsng on his couch. As areault, his head and mouth fdt rather asif they were suffering from a case of
ingrown fur.

“Nice evening lagt night, ar,” Krruth sad after dosng the office door, and danding down from
attention. It was more a Statement than a question.

“Yes” Reswen said, rubbing his head, “and | suspect the rumors are flying. Which iswhat | had in
mind.”

“Jud as you say, dr.” Was that the dightest flicker of humor? But it was hard to tdl anything from
Krruth's lean dark face.

“Yes, jud as| say. What happened in there last night?”

“Wdl, gr, | suspect you know about Aiewa and Deshahl going off together.”

“| doubt there' s anyonein the city who doesn’'t. She didn’'t waste her time”

“No indeed. Straight back to Haven they went.”

“And?’

Krruth amiled alittle. “ Apparently the rumors of Aiewa's senility are premature. Or the lady’s kil is
condderable”

“Yes, I'm sure the aff had a good time” Reswen said. He had no objection to his operatives
enjoying the things they saw and heard, as long as they didn't get so interested in them that they forgot
detalls, or why they were watching in the firg place. “Hut | take it nothing else of note occurred.”

“Aiewatold her nothing of import, and she asked him nothing,” said Krruth. “We will of course keep
watching the situation. We smply hope that Aiewa does’t concelve the bright idea of taking her back to
his house in future. It would be nerve-racking to have to try to set up the same kind of ligening system,
and his servants are unfortunatdy * of the unbribable old-retainer sort.”

Reswen flicked his ears back in annoyance. “ Anyone can be bribed. Set the butler up somehow, if it
comes to that and you have to. But | doubt hell risk the public onus of such an open liason with a
foreigner, and an Eagterner at that.”

“He made no attempt to hideit last night,” Krruth said.

“True enough. But that was once, and he looked befuddled. He had been hitting the wine ....”

“He wasn't drunk when he came back, sr. Would have been hard to be drunk, in my opinion, and,



ah, function the way he did.”

“Wdl, keep an eye on him. What ds=?’

“Nothing of note. The priest was up later than anyone dse ... stayed till they closed the Councillory
down, taking to dl the councillors. Didn't miss a one. Stayed up late even after he got back to Haven,
adrinking and tdling lewd jokes.” Krruth looked dightly disgpproving. “These priests of fertility cults” he
sad, “I tdl you, gr, they have filthy mouths.”

Reswven amiled gently. Krruth, as he had often told superiors and juniors dike, had been “raised
old-fashioned,” and considered many of the styles and habits of modern Niau to be downright decadent.
“l don’'t mind alitle dirt,” Reswen said. “It's sedlition that concerns me. That was dl he talked about?’

“And food, Sr. Not that that creature needs any more of it. Greet grossthing that heis”

“Yes, wel. What about the others? Rirhath and his uncongenid lady?’

“Rirhath went back to Haven early, cuffed the servants, drank himsdf ginking, and went to bed.
Kirsheet stayed at the Councillory till the priest left, and went back with him and the underpriests. Same
for her—drink, too much of it, and bed.”

“With her husband?’

“Yes. They werein afine state thismorning, | tdl you. On my life, S, | wouldn’t want a marriage like
thet.”

“No argument there. The other merchants?’

“Went back not too long after you left, Sr.”

Reswen digested it dl for amoment. “All right,” he said, “keep wetching them dl closdly. | want one
of our people with each of them a every possible moment—manage it however you like. Especidly
watch that priest.

I'll make notes on everything that Kirshaet femde told me, and you can sat the lads to finding out
how much of it was mere dander and how much might be used againgt one or more of these people if we
needed to.”

Krruth looked a Reswen alittle oddly. “There was someone ese, Sr.”

“Wdl?

“|ses”

Reswen rolled his eyes dightly. He could see that his g&ff was going to be teasing him about this one
for awhile “Yes?

“She took Kanesh back to Haven with her, gr.”

Reswen shrugged. “She's a courtesan, for pity’s sake. | just want to find out whose orders she's
taking ... for she admitted to me lagt night that she was working for someone. Have her lisgened to
wherever she goes that we can keep someone with her. Otherwise, I'll manage it.”

“Veay wdl, Sr—"

Someone pounded on the door. Reswen put his paw to his head and moaned softly. “Why do my
office hdp have to be so effident? Comein, don't just stand there hammering!”

The door opened, and in burst young Second-Oct Recruit Credl, gasping like a belows. “Ah,
Cred,” Reswen said on seeing, him, “just what | needed to make my morning complete. Come in, young
son, and St down and tdl me what’s on your mind. How' s the bunorshan-herding business?”

“Invaders, Sr!” said Cred, and coughed, and fdl more then sat in the char tha Reswen had
indicated.

“No, no,” Reswen said, massaging his temples gently, “that was yesterday.”

“No, gr, today!”

Reswen glanced up from under his brows. “Not another caravan, surdy. We' re not due one for, oh,
another couple of eightdays—"

“Bigger than the usud caravan, Sr,” Cred said as Krruth handed him a cup of water. He drank
hedtily and naisly, and then said, “They’re wearing Northern colors. Lloaha.”

“Are you certain? Gold and white?’

“Yes dr. It's a big party, and there are twelve litters, and a lot of foot soldiery. More than anyone
would need for an escort, no matter how far they’d come.”



Why does everything have to happen a once? Reswen thought unhappily. “Wdl,” he said, “I'm just
gad the wdls are dill manned.”

Krruth looked a Reswen with some discomfort. “They’re not, Sr.”

“What?’

“The Arpekh canceled the dert a the end of the reception last night. The cohorts are a& normd
Satus.”

Reswen briefly said things about the parentage and sanitary habits of the Arpekh, separately and
collectively, then grabbed a wax tablet, scraped on it with savage speed, and dug his chop into the
bottom of the page with unnecessary force. “Runner!” he shouted, and a dightly surprised-looking kit
from one of the pool walting around the constabulary offices poked his head in.

“Thisto the dity cohorts, and right now. I'll be down at the gates shortly. If they have any questions,
have Commander Sachath wait on me there.” He was scribbling again as he spoke. After a pause, he
jabbed the shorthand of his Sgnature into the second tablet and looked up. “Then this one to the Lloahairi
Embassy—hand it to one of your friends out there as you go out. My compliments to the ambassador.
What are you waiting for?’

The messenger went out the door as if he'd been kicked. Reswen rubbed his head again and said,
“Is there anything else | need to know about?’

“Nothing that won't wait, Sr.”

“All right. Back to work, both of you. Cred, well done. But for pity’s sake, boy, do you have to run
everywhere you go?’

“You do, dr,” Cred said in tones of purest hero-worship.

Reswen made a sardonic face. “There should be a message there somewhere, Credl. Take your time
now, because twenty years from now, when you have my job, you're going to have to run everywhere
then too. Now get out of here”

Cred and Krruth went out, one at arun, one saking thoughtfully. Reswen got up, stretched, picked
up his cloak, and gazed out the window for a moment—then discarded the cloak and headed out a a
trot.

So once again Reswen found himsdf waiting on the wals, with old Sachath standing beside him, the
two of them looking down at the gpproaching entourage with some annoyance.

“Knew you were going to do this” Sachath said amiably, as soon as he set eyes on Reswen. “Can't
let aman deep after a good party, can you?’

Reswen grinned at him a little, for Sachath, as commander of the guard, had been much in evidence
a the reception last night, and had done himsdf nobly over the wines there. “If 1 can’'t deep, why should
you? Reswen sad. “What | can't understand is why those idiots rescinded the dert. They knew its
purpose.”

“Hhuh,” Sachath said, a disgusted noise. “They saw fat priests and traders, lagt night, and decided in
their cups that maybe there was nothing to be afraid of. At least, that’'s one idea. Me, | think the sght of
soldiers makes the Arpekh nervous, whether they’ re someone else's soldiers or our own. Silly old mams,
they are. A dty needs a ganding force in evidence if it's to stay its own and not be swallowed by the firg
force to wak by. But gods only know what th' Easterners are thinking of such policy—panic like blind
kittens one minute, throw caution out with the dirt the next—"

Reswen nodded morosely, watching the gold-and-white liveries of the Lloaha come closer in along
traling line. There was this samdl mercy at least, that none of the Arpekh were present here this morning,
and Reswen heartily wished that dl their heads fdlt like his had a little earlier. This too, he thought, there
are none of them here to be explaning what was going on in their sodden brains tost night, and that will
make my postion that much stronger when they come whining to me about what the city cohorts are
doing on dert again. Here came aforeign force right up to our watts, and if not for my people, they could
have walked right in here—

The problem was that there was alittle too much truth in that. Looking out & the approaching lines of
soldiery, Reswen considered that Credl had been right: There were far too many armed men here for just
another escorted caravan, and the great number of liveried personnd suggested that this entourage had



little or nothing to do with trade.

“And they' re wdl before time” Sachath said, having fdlen into his own thoughts for a moment.

“They are that,” Reswen said. It was something that was bothering him more and more as minutes
went by. The rdaionship that Niau had with the little nation of Lloahai had been cordid enough of late,
though they had had the occasiond war in the past, usudly over the trade route leading westward. Niau's
lands sat just to thesouth of it, and LlIoaha’ s to the north; the two tended to watch one another carefully,
meking sure that neither tried to grangle the other’s precarious lifdine to the wedthy countries of the
west.

Caravans were pretty carefully scheduled, according to treaty, so that neither sphere of influence
would ruin the other’ s markets. This one should have been perhaps a hundred armed mrem, escorting a
large trall of baggage beasts bearing northern fruits, the cloths made from the various ndtive Lloahairi furs
and fibers, and some of the grains, like yelowseed and oilberry, that would not grow in Niau's lands. It
would have stayed about an eightday and a hdf, while the jobbers negotiated prices and divided up the
goods. That was dways a busy time for Reswen. Crime in the dty rose somewhat as mrem with more
money than usud to spend went out to spend it. He had been preparing for this, as usud, and for the
normd chearful excesses of the caravan people in taverns and whorehouses. Then toward the end of the
second eightday, the sdlling and packing of Niau goods would begin—whitegrain and various beers and
wines, the locd slks, and bunorshan hide and wool—and the caravan would be off again. That someone
hed changed the schedule was not a good dgn a dl. The ariva of the caravans was vitd to the Niauhu
economy ... and implied the status of reations with their near, uneasy neighbor to the north.

Now here came asmdl amy instead of the fruits and grains, and dl those Lloahari liveries said that
this was something political. Damn, thought Reswen. What seis going to happen?

He pushed away from the wdl and headed for the gtairs down to the courtyard. Sachath’s people fdl
back to let him through, and at the bottom of the stairs he found Shaav waiting for him.

The Lloahairi ambassador was a tdl, handsome creature, not as pretty as, say, Laas lagt night, but
nevertheess a noble-looking she-mrem with awily mind and a calm exterior that nothing ever seemed to
trouble. Now she saw him coming and bowed alittlein his direction, Slver fur shifting under the Lloahairi
gold-and-white ambassadoria robes.

“Madam,” he said to her, and returned the bow. “Fair morning.”

“Yes” she said, and they stood quietly together for a moment, watching the gates swing open to
admit the approaching entourage. “A little too damn fair,” she added under her breath, twitching.

Reswen amiled. 1t was not the kind of morming to be wearing more clothes than one had to, and the
elaborate formd robes had to make one who wore them fed as if she was sanding in a tent. For a few
moments more he stood by her in companionable slence. He did not precisdly trust Shdav; the Lloahairi
embassy had its own spies around the city, and occasondly one of theirs would run afoul of one of his
Since Niau and Lloaha had very different priorities about most things, one of Reswen’s jobs was to keep
track of what the Lloaharri were up to in town ... who they were bribing, what they were after. But
though Shdlav might not volunteer informetion to the H'satel about what was going on in her
government’s mind, neither did she hide bad news from Reswen when it might benefit them both, and she
hed done him and the H’ satel the occasiona good turn. They were friendly enough.

“What'sthisdl about, Shdav?’ he said under his bresth.

“Damned if | know,” she said, as the leading riders of the entourage camein.

—  With that he had to be content, for the moment. The firg few riders, in white quilted cotton
armor bound with bonetree, bore the traditiond long straight swords of the

Lloaha, unsheathed; and one of them carried the Lloahari banner with its white sun on yelow.
Behind them came another mrem, a smdl rangy-looking white, in herdd' s robes, with a pouch dung over
his shoulder. This he removed. He bowed to Shdav, and presented it to her with some ceremony.

She opened it, extricated a seded parchment, and tossed the pouch back to the herdd while she
checked the sedl. Then Shdav cracked the thing open and studied it. Reswen did his best to keep his
eyes to himsdf ... for the moment.

She hissad oftly to hersdf. “Wdl, Reswen-vassheh,” she said softly, “there goes an admirable



business association. | am recalled.”

“Why?' he said as quietly, astonished.

“Revolution,” Shdav said. “If you would wait on me this afternoon or evening, a your convenience ...
| should be done with the Arpekh by then, and you will have to be formdly introduced to my successor.”

Reswen nodded and turned away, his mind in turmoil. He thought the Easterners had been a problem
... but this was worse. One part of his job in Niau had dways been overseeing the city’s dlandestine
dfars with the embassies of the other nations there. It was a touchy business, a best, spying on one's
permanent guests. But tradition made it easier for him in that, when a city had an organization like the
H’ satel, the embassies knew that an offidd interest would be taken in them, and it was traditiona not to
make more trouble about it then pride made absolutely necessary. The rdationship, when it worked, as it
hed with the Lloahairi Embassy under Shalav, could be cordiad enough. But when a new embassy came
in, or an old one changed gaff, there was inevitably a period of assessment, during which both sdes fdt
one another out for weak spots. Reswen's forces were spread thin enough, at the moment, with half of
them gtting ether in or under Haven, watching and ligening to the Easterners. Now this to handle as
wel—

Oh, for lagt night, he thought, when life was smple and dl | had to do was get drunk and tak to
people ....

Already it seemed about a year away, the haf-wicked, hdf-cheerful banter with Laas ....

And then there was a police runner a his elbow, and Reswen turned to him in greast annoyance at
having his reverie disturbed, and dmost spat a the poor innocent before thinking better of it. “What,
then?’ he said.

The runner held out a paper. Reswen unfolded it, only partly conscious, as he read it, of the Lloahairi
entourage dipping past him, a great marny mrem with long swords and a great many beasts loaded down
with baggage. On the thick paper, brushed with incongruous grace (consdering the source) were the
words: You have a problem. Marketplace. Lorin.

“Shdl | take an answer, Sr?” sad the runner. “It came from the offices”

ViaSithen, | suspect. “Go back and tdl my secretary that I'll be back before noon. Tdl hm aso that
if the Arpekh are looking for me, | will wait on them when possible, and meantime they should consult the
Lloahari Embassy. I've got something to take care of. Have a runner waiting & the Nigh Gate to the
market in haf an hour.”

And off he went, feding his pads begin to swedt.

It was second-to-last market day, but that in no way began to explain the noise the place was making
as he approached it .... It was audible easly three blocks further awvay than usud. And there was
something about the sound that made Reswen’s fur begin to rise. Any policemrem comes to know certain
crowd noises that mean very specific things the hissng undertone of a mob about to attack something,
the mutter of fear, the overstated noise of rage that will not be expressed in violence. But this was
something inits way worse. It was not specific. Fear and anger and the attack-hiss were dl mixed in it,
and they shifted unpredictably. There was no tdling what would happen, or what was caudng it.

Reswen dipped into the market by the Nigh Gate, which had been the dty gate once, and paused
there, leaning in the shadow of the old, soot-crusted stones. No one paid him the dightest notice, which
was mildy unusud by itsdf, for he was in his everyday uniform and was a least identifidble as a
policemrem. Nearest him, there was some kind of noisy argument going on over by the butchers gdls,
twenty or thirty voices going on a once, every now and then scding into a yowl. And for as for as he
could see across the marketplace, there was precious little buying or sdling going on. Everywhere, little
groups of mrem—housefolk, servants, what-have-you—were sanding and taking loud. The roar of dl
the voices dmogt deafened him to the one that spoke in his ear.

“FHnefoal you made of yoursdf last night,” it said.

Reswen let himsdf be drawn back into the little niche in the gateway. There was just enough room for
a couple of friendly mrem to stand there abreast—it had been a guardhouse, once—and he and Lorin
folded their ams and faded back into its shadow in a companionable-looking sort of way.

“And you were there, | suppose,” Reswen said to Lorin.



Lorin snorted. “1 went past. Look, master, | had to tdl you. There are magic-workers there.”

“Where?’

“Your precious Easterners. One or two of them. Maybe more. | could tdll, even outside the room.”

“How?"

Larin looked mildy uncomfortable. “It's like scent ... but you can't amdl anything .... | can tdl. But |
couldn’t guess which ones they were, with dl those bodies about.”

Reswen hdd quite dill and considered that. “I'll wager | know who one of them is” he muttered,
thinking of blue eyes—thinking of how just one glance had affected him for amost a day, thinking of
Aiewalagt night, utterly besotted by the blue eyes ...

“Who?’

“No, I'm not going to tdl you. Look, shortly ther€ll be a runner here from the constabulary. | want
you to go with im and get into servant’s clothes. He'll take you around the house where the Easterners
are daying. Can you tdl if you get close enough, and there aren’t many other mrem around?’

Keeper of die City

Lorin looked doubtful. “It depends. There are ways of hiding it.”

“Will you try?’

Lorin nodded.

“Good fellow,” Reswen said, looking out uncomfortably at the market. It was getting even louder out
there. A crowd seemed to be gathering down at the far end. “Give the runner the word ‘razor’ and hell
know you're from me. And look you,” he added, “tdl him to send some extra constables down here. Tdl
hm | sad to pull our people off Northside for the morning, and get them into the market. Something's
brewing. Meanwhile what about that stone-and-water business?’

Lorin shook his head. “Y ou were right, Reswen-vassheh. It's a Spdl. | managed to find another one
with amog the same wording. But that one uses fur as the ingredient.”

“Whet for?’

“Curing the mange.”

Reswen made awry face. “And you don’'t know whet this one's for?’

“No. And it's going to be hard to find out. It's not as if there are source works on magic lying dl
over town.”

“Wel, bribe who you have to. Ill see what | can do to hdp you.” Reswen looked down at the end of
the market; the crowd was getting thicker ill, and the noise louder. “I'll see you later.” And he dipped
out of the niche and into the crowd.

The stench of the market seemed worse than usud this morning, and perhaps not just because there
was no wind. The people crammed together, taking, shouting, may have had something to do with it,
adding the stink of fear to the close, hot morning. They were crammed tightest at the end of the butchers
row, as Reswen had thought. Someone was sanding on something, a box or chair, haranguing them. An
old scarred, striped creature. There was something familiar about him, but Reswen could not place the
face. Every now and then the crowd noise would sink away, and he would catch a few words.

“—ddling us out, they're lettin’ ... here and soon we'll be ..

Another swell of angry sound drowned out the end of a sentence. Reswen wanted very much to hear
just what was being said, but it would be a mistake to work his way any deeper into that crowd; if they
went off suddenly, there would be no way for him to get out and direct his people. // they show up before
it happens! There are surdy no more than three congtables in this place this morning. And gods only
know where they are—

He worked back out of the fringes of the crowd and went around the back of the butchers gals,
holding his breath as he passed the pails of offd reeking in the sun. Sanitation is a mess here, aty ought to
do something, he thought for about the hundredth time as he came out the far sde, and found another
fringe of the crowd. But the press of people was not as deep here, and he was closer to the mrem
ganding on the bench—it was one of the benches from the hot-meat sdl at the end of the butchers' row.

“—and they're lettin’ in Easterners now, our high-and-mighty masters, think they can give the city
away to those fine aity folk, dl sk and gold, when we fought for it and bled twenty years back, and now



they’ re gonna sl us to them, sdll them our meat and med when there s little enough of it for us—"

The crowd growled. Reswen’s fur stood up in earnest. He had heard that sound before, once, the
time he got therip in his ear. He wanted nothing to do with it now, but he could hardly just turn around
and march back to his desk. On the other hand, there was not much he could do here, ether, until his
people arrived. He had heard legends about mrem with such innate authority that they could stop a
crowd dead with just their voices ... but Reswen unashamedly considered himsdf to belong to a less
unusud but more dependable school, whose power was based on superior forces and coordination. If
that runner would just show up, and take the message Lorin had for him, something could dill be done
about this. The crowd was angry, but not that angry, not yet—

“Lloahairi!” someone shouted from the gate by the Shambles, and Reswen moaned softly in his
throat. And me armed with nothing but my office, he thought. He had nathing to hand but his baton, and
that was just about

Keeper of die City usdess in a dtuation like this “There's Lloghairi come, Lloahar soldiers, a
couple hundred of them—"

That was dl it needed. “Soldierd” “An army!” “An invason!” “They're gonna—" “Foreignerd—"
“Kill “em, kill ‘em dl!” “Let’s burn the Councillory, they’re—!" “No, the foreignerd Let's—"

The crowd dissolved in the growl, stopped being people, became a mob. The roar went up and
shook thewalls

It was right then that Reswen heard the one sound that could have cut through the noise: the high
cear jingle of amdl bells. The sound spread right through the crowd, for where it began, the people fdl
suddenly dlent. Every head turned to see what the noise was.

The fat priest Hiriv and his two assstants, having come through the Nigh Gate to vigt the famous
Niau market, were standing there in their belled robes, looking around them with utter astonishment. And
just in front of them, looking just as amazed, were Laas and Deshahl.

The roar built back up again, turned to a scream, and the crowd surged forward a them and
surrounded them.

Reswen looked abstractedly to one Sde and redlized thet there was a perfectly good-looking curved
sword hanging in the belt of a mrem standing next to him. “ Sorry, police business” he said, and pulled the
sword out of the scabbard, and when the mrem turned, outraged, and tried to stop him, Reswen cuffed
the poor creature right to the ground and went over him toward the Nigh Gate. Various other mrem got
in Reswen’s way as he headed in that direction; some of them did not get up again, though he was usng
thefla of the blade. The cry went up behind him, “A spy, a traito—,” but whoever started it gpparently
waa't willing to close with Reswen himsdf. Mrem fdl away from him in dl directions as he swatted his
way toward the screams and the jingling. They had managed to get too far for his liking from the gate
before being noticed; the pushing and shoving of the confused, angry, frightened crowd was in fact
pushing them toward him.

Someone rose up in front of Reswen and tried to take the sword away from him. Other hands came
in, claws bared, to help. Reswen clawed with his free paw. It ran into something, afeding like dead flesh,
then he redized it was dead flesh. Without thinking he pulled the thing down off the hook it was hanging
on, hefted it, and threw it full in the face of the mrem trying to take his sword. The mrem screamed and
went down, understandable when one has just had hdf a prime loin of uxan lobbed a him. Reswen
blessed the unfortunate beast and plunged on over the feled rnrem, hit two or three more grabbing,
screaming mrem out of his way with the flat of the sword, and there was Laes, right in front of him. In
passing he kicked a tent pole and jumped toward her; the pole and the canopy it was supporting came
down on top of those people in the crowd closest behind him. To one Sde, Hiriv and his fdlow priests
were cowering. Reswenjumped a Hiriv and pushed him with bruisng force right through about
two-thirds of the crowd that stood between him and the Nigh Gate. Reswen found this intensdy
sidying, and aso rather enjoyed the screams of the people that Hiriv fdl down on. The priest
scrambled to his feet somehow, and made it out the gate, followed by histwo assstants.

Reswen shoved Deshahl in his wake, grabbed Laas by the wridt, and started backing toward the
Nigh Gate. The mob was pressng in hard now, enraged; the screams were desfening. Reswen made a



pass a someon€e's eyes who got too close, and severd pairs of paws actudly came in and grasped the
sword blade and ripped the sword out of his figt, oblivious to their own blood being shed. He clawed,
Laas clawed someone, another couple of screams rang right in their ears. Reswen pulled out his baton
and cracked one last mrem across the face with it as the hands reached for them—

—And then gray, gray everywhere, a bluster of gray cloaks hit them from behind and rushed past
them, pulled them out backwards through the gate and off to one sde. Reswen sagged againg the wall,
panting and trembling, as at least fifty constables stormed past him and into the market through the Nigh
Gate. Hiriv the priest was gtting on the ground, gasping. One of his two acolytes had fainted and the
other-was fanning his master desperately with his robes. Deshahl was leaning round-eyed againg the
wadl.

Reswen looked over at Laes.

“Do you stage this kind of performance for dl your ladies” Laas said, breathing fagt, “or an | a
Specid caxe?”’

Reswen rolled his eyes. “Someone's been tdling you my secrets” he said, amiling a her wryly.
“Shocking.” He beckoned over severd of his gaff.

It took an hour or so to sort everything out—to drive the crowd out of the market and pecify the
parts of the Shambles and the neighboring Rrick Quarter to which the rioters fled. There were various
arrests, induding the scarred striped mrem who had been agitating from the bench. Him in particular
Reswen wanted to interrogate later on. Then Reswen saw to it that the criers were sent out to let people
know the red reasons why the Easterners and Lloahari were here ... this being something that the
Arpekh had seen fit to put off for aday or so. Reswen was dready thinking of things he could say to the
assembled lords when he saw them later, and they would be choice.

It took dightly lesstime to get the priest Hiriv and the rest of the Eastern party back on their feet and
away. “You have saved my life” Hiriv said, repeatedly and with rather pitiful gratitude; for dl thet it was
true, this got fairly boring for Reswen after what promised to be innumerable repetitions. He was glad to
gve the gross creature and the younger priests an escort out of there. To Deshahl and Laas, he detailed
another escort, suggesting that they might like to see some more of the city, in a quieter mood. Deshahl
agreed efudvdy, turning those gartling blue eyes on Reswen full force. He braced himsdf for the clutch
a the heart that he had fdt the last time. Rut again, to his bemusement, there was nothing, though his
younger officers were vying for the chance to be in the escort, and sucking up to Reswen in a most
daming manner. He glanced at Laas. She returned the gaze, but there was nothing in her eyes but golden
fire and amusement.

“Ladies” he sad at lagt, and they drolled off with their mooning escort. Reswen looked after them
thoughtfully, determined to send word to Lorin to make sure he stayed in Haven until Deshahl returned.

The afternoon was along and angry one. Reswen spent it in the Arpekh, and the only thing that could
be sad about the sesson afterwards was tha he gave at least as good as he got. Ther shock on
discovering how the Lioahari had arrived, their consternation at the news the entourage had brought, and
their horror at what might have happened to rdations with the East if any ham had come to the
Eagterners party in the marketplace, were dl overwhdming. When Reswen left for his meding with
Shdav, he left behind him a very chastened group of Councillors. Kanesh and Aiewa in particular looked
vary troubled, and Reswen derived some satisfaction from thet; they would neither of them have
indination for Deshahl or Laas tonight, even if they had the time. The Arpekh would be in sesson till late,
trying to work out what the sudden change in the Lloahari Stuation would mean to ther trade and their
security.

Evening fdl at last, and though Reswen stayed later than usud in his offices a the congtabulary, no
summons came to him from Shdav. It's probably been put off till tomorrow, he thought, and picked up
his cloak to head downgtairs and homeward. Just as wett. I'm atired mrem.

As he passed the guard's desk downgtairs, Chegiv, one of the evening-shift oct leaders, caled to him,
“Sir? Someone s left a package for you.”

“Oh?’ He turned away from the doorway, went back to the desk, and took the parcd from Chgiv.
“Who left it?’



“One of the Easterners servants, Sr. Said to say it was a thank-you gift.”

“Huh,” Reswen said, and put his cloak down over the desk. With one clav he dit the wrappings
open. Insde was a hinged box of lasswood, very findy polished and shining with red-gold highlights

And ingde the box, on a black fdt pad, lay the knife, the knife of rose and gold, that he had admired
a the cutler’s on the way back from Haven. It gleamed a him softly in the sunset light that came in the
congtabulary door. Reswen shut the box carefully, tucked it under hisarm, said good night to Cheiv, and
waked down the steps to the street, carefully, like a mrem who expects the steady world to suddenly
gveway under his paws, like a mrem who smdlsmegic ....

Chapter 7

S0 he sent for Laas.

Reswen was severd days about it, for he was waiting for matters to quiet down somewhat. He had
rardly had quite so busy atimein his career. The Arpekh wasin disarray, the dity was rumbling dong the
edge of further riots, the city cohorts were beginning to react unhgppily to the unrest and the presence of
what they considered too many foreigners .... None of these latter concerns were Reswen's fault, of
course, but his now-daily meatings with the Arpekh gave him to understand that various of the less senior
Coundillors would have liked to blame him for the Situation. Reswen kept his counsd and let them storm.
They'tt quiet down soon enough, he thought to himsdf again and again, that e”itday, as he went home
later and later from work or the Council chambers. / have other fish to fry.

He spent most of his evenings, as late as he dared, in the cdlar underneasth Haven, ligening to matters
going on upgtairs. They were becoming a matter for some amusement among the H' satel gaff, and there
was some jockeying for the night shift. Krruth had become bored with it, but Reswen spent three nights
ligening to the goings-on in Deshahl’s room and becoming increesingly impressed. He had found his
meagidan ... or rather, one of them.

“That's the one” Lorin had said to him, quite late on the firg evening after the riot. It was another
party—various of the city’s merchants were feting the Easterners as a lubrication to trade. When firg
“eavesdropping” on the medting a the Councillory, and then walking by the rooms in Haven, had both
proven insufficient to give Lorin a clear enough fed for where the magician among the group was hiding,
Reswven had avalled hmsdf of other options. He had suffed Lorin into congtable’s formd kit (much to
the wizard's annoyance) and had brought him adong to the next reception as a young adjutant being
shown the ropes. Reswen made a careful point of introducing Lorin one by one to everyone, and when
they came to Deshahl, Reswen actudly had to brace Lorin from behind to keep him from fdling over.

“Charmed,” Deshahl had said. It was usudly dl she had to say. Since the night of the formd
reception, Deshahl had been working her way through the Arpekh with the kind of steady determination
that one usudly attributed to bricklayers. She had only to look a a mrem, and for hours afterward he
would dote on her, follow her everywhere, do anything she said. What she usudly said was, “Will you
wak me back to the guest house?’—and afterwards, walking was the least of what happened. It was dl
mildy amusing, except when Reswen considered that he had no idea why she was doing it, and possibly
might not till the damage was done.

Thistime, Reswen had let Lorin goggle at Deshahl a little, then marched him away on a pretext. On
the way out, they passed Laas, who was chetting amiably with a Niauhu merchant’s wife. Laas flicked a
friendly ear & him and said, “Business taking you away agan, Reswen-vassheh?’

“Afrad s0,” Reswen said, amiling back, and pushed Lorin ahead of him into the kitchen. There he
gave him firg a few friendly cuffs, then a cup of wine to steady his brains down. This process took a
while, but findly Lorin shook his head and said softly, “Oh, you have a problem. A charismatic.”

“Speak Niauhu, for pity’s sake, not wizard-talk. | don’'t want to hear it.”

Lorin glowered at him, then nibbed one ear. “ She can make anyone who sees her, uh, want her. That
way.”

“l know. | wanted her too ... but it seems to have worn off me. And you don’'t seem particularly
affected at the moment.”



“Don’t be too sure” Lorin sghed, then fished around under the collar of the constable's breastplate
and came up with something that looked like a piece of dried fish on a string, and smdt vagudy like it.
“After | did my ‘eavesdropping,” “ he said, “I began to wonder whether something of her sort was going
on—so | took the liberty of preparing mysdf a nonspecific. It counteracts some of the attractive kinds of
magic. Thisone isT't specificdly for the sexud kind, but it works somewhat ....”

“It wouldn't have worked at dl if | hadn’t gotten you out of there” Reswen said, mildy annoyed,
“and | can't go pulling the Lords Arpakh one by one out of her bed. Neither can | give them one of
these, however specific you can make it, because they're going to want to know what I'm doing fooling
around with magic, and then they’re going to want to know my source, and shortly both of us are going
to have aview of the aty gate that we won't like much. What am | supposed to do about this?’

Lorin said nothing for a moment, only rubbed the cuffed ear thoughtfully. “And I'm dill not sure why
she's not affecting me any longer,” Reswen said.

Lorin shook his head. “It could smply be that she's not interested in you.”

“That won't help me if she becomes interested,” Reswen said. “Can you make me one of these
charms or whatever they are?’

“Of course” Lorin said.

“Then you' d better do it, right away.”

Lorin nodded, then said, “With two of them, you're going to need it.”

“Two of what?’

“Who was that we passed on the way out? The brown one with the gold eyes?’

Reswen stared a him. “Laas?”’

Lorin nodded. “ She's one too. Less powerful then the other one, | think. Or maybe just less obvious.
| caught a clear whiff of it as we went by.”

Reswen stood very dill, caught somewhere between horror and embarrassment. “But why doesn't
she—" He stopped himsdf. Why doesn't she affect me the way Deshahl did? Suddenly there was the
memory of Laas leaning agang the pillar, her arms folded, as they both gazed over a Deshahl, and her
soft remark, “No, subtlety was never one of her tdents ....” And the easy way they had fdlen into
conversation that evening. The way she had seemed dmogt able, sometimes, to hear him thinking. And
the way when he saw her, in the marketplace, with the mob rushing a her, he went briefly out of his
mind—

How do you know she haan't affected you the way Deshahl did? “Less obvious” he said—

But ... no. /( can't be. She's charming, yes, | like her, yes; she has wit, and even though she's honest
about working for some Eagtern cause, she's chearful about it, she—

But suppose that was the spdl working? She was a spy; there was no reason for him to like her. He
hed dedlt with femae spies before, and no amount of liking had kept them from exile, or in severe cases,
the spike—

Reswven went quite cold indde. The thought that he could be made to like someone—made to fed
attracted toward her, emotiondly, even sexudly™—for he was attracted to her, not that he would do
anything about it, of course, but—

How did he know he wouldn't do anything about it?

The loss of control, even the potentia loss of contral, terrified him. An officer of the H' satel mugt,
above dl s, be trustworthy, not be vulnerable to manipulation by others for whatever reason—

And the problem was he liked liking her. Was that part of the spell too?

“Get me one of those things right away,” he said. “Tomorrow morning. Do you need any specid
ingredients?’

Lorin shook his head. “I've got everything | need & home.”

“All right.”

“Ligen, Reswen—"

Reswen looked curioudy at Lorin. He had an odd tone to hisvoice. “Whet isit?’

“There s something else about her—" Lorin broke off, looking dubious.

“What?’



“I'm not sure yet.” He shook his head. “There may be another magic-wofker, that’s al—working
through her. Someone a lot more dangerous.”

“May be? You're not certan?

“l was—at leadt, | thought | was. But | can’t find any traces of the other wizard' s workings now.”

Reswen sighed. This was one of the things that annoyed him most about dedling with magic; There
seemed to be nothing about it that could be depended upon ... Stuaions changed without notice, and
seamingly without reason. “Wdl, look, never mind it for the moment. Jugt let me know if you find out
anything further.”

Lorin nodded, and Reswen saw him safdy out of the place and went out himsdf, the back way,
determined not to see the she-mrem again until he could be certain that his mind was clear and his own.
But her laughter floated out one of the open windows after him. Without thinking, he turned to go back to
the party.

Then Reswen cursed and headed for the office.

On the third day after the riot, he sent for the scarred mrem who had indigeted it. Reswen had a
philosophy about incitement to riot. If it was an impulsve thing, and the inciter had never done anything
like it before, three days in the damp cdllars under the constabulary would make sure he never did
anything like it again. On the other hand, if the inciter were part of some plot, three days in that cdler
would render him that much more willing to talk about it. The cdlars were not damp enough to have
dripping water—the dimate hereabouts was much too arid for that—but they did have absolute,
tomblike slence, being dug far below the norma Niauhu cdlar level. The rock was porous enough to
admit air, but not enough o to tranamit sound. The doors were solid; the constables who served the
place were slent. Far from having other voicesto rall a or harangue, the inciter would have an unsdttling
three days with his own heartbeat, and nothing else. Excepting, of course, his own waste. The sanitetion
down therein the cdlls was primitive, and Reswen intended that it stay thet way. It led to serious thinking.

When they brought the gray-striped mrem up, Reswen kept hm gtanding between a couple of
congtables for a couple of minutes, while fussng with papers and pretending to ignore him. It gave im a
chance to look the creature over surreptitioudy, and Reswen was annoyed to find the mrem neither
abject nor frightened, but sullen, glowering around him. He said nothing, but he was tense in the
congtables grasp, not resigned. He dso amndled awful, which was naot in itsdf diagnostic. Even innocent
people tend to become loose of the bowels when thrown in a dungeon.

Reswen looked up, findly—"You can let im go,” he said to the congtables. “Wait outside.”

They looked dightly reluctant, but obeyed him. When the door shut, Reswen picked up a paper and
looked at it Speculatively. “Nierod, your nameis?’

No answer. “St down,” said Reswen, indicating a chair.

Nierod stood and glowered.

“Stand, then, it's dl one to me” Reswen looked again a the paper. “You're an assgant to one of
the chandlers over in the Bricks, you have a room a few doors down from where you work, top floor
rear over the Sun and Hag.” It was one of the worse of the innsin the Brick Quarter, a regular problem
for Reswen’'s people Legd drugs like lash were sold in the back rooms, but no tax was paid on
them—and over the past few years a few mrem had died there, overdoses modtly, or barroom brawls
with doctored drink at the bottom of them. “ Sometimes they pay you a copper or so to be bouncer when
the usud oneisoff hisfeed, or drunk.”

Nierod spat on the floor.

“Youll clean that up before you go,” Reswen said matter-of-factly. He lad the paper face down,
then, and met the sullen green eyes full on. “I know why you were sanding down by Mud Cross a an
hour past midnight four nights ago,” he said. “I know who met you, and why you went into the Dicer’s. |
knew what he paid you, and | know how much he paid you.”

He paused after saying that much, and saw what he had been hoping for: a flicker of fear, quickly
covered over. Notwithstanding that the last sentence had been a lie, and the second partly one. The
business about Mud

Cross had been true enough, and about the Dicer’s; pieces of information brought to light by good



police work and a bit of extra gold dipped into One-Ey€e's paw up on the Northside. The rest of it was a
guess. But the parts that were public information were nothing that would cause anyone fear. Reswen
was exultant, but he sat on it tightly.

Nierod, though, grinned: not a nice look. “If you know so much, then y’can find out the rest for
yoursdf,” he said.

“Oh, bold, bold,” Reswen said, very softly. “That was whet he told you, then—that the police would
guestion you, but would let you go if you kept quiet. And then there would be more gold afterwards.
Wel, let metdl you atruth, my son, and it'sthis Once you're through that door,” he pointed at the way
into the office, “you’'re mine. The Arpekh themselves can't touch you if | decide not. Oh, there are
procedures for appedal, but no one in the Arpekh is going to start them for a mucky little hegp of gutter
scrgpings like you. Do you serioudy think one of your fine friends is going to come here with gold, and
S0l his paws and his reputation bailing you out? Poor fool.”

He let that gnk in for amoment. Nierod looked alittle less certain, not so much a changeinface asin
posture, a bit of a sag, a bit of pulling in on himsdlf, and the angry tail, which had been thrashing since he
was brought in, had dowed down a great dedl.

“What you need to know,” Reswen said, quietly, “isthat | don’t approve of riots in my city. It poils
people's shopping, and that spoils the city’s trade, and that spoils the amount of taxes the good
townsmrem pay, and then | don’t get my end-of-year bonus. That makes me mogt annoyed. So | make
aure that riots don’'t happen—especidly not to order, not to anyone's order.” His voice began to get
quieter and quieter. ‘To help me see to this, you are going to tdl me exactly what you were told to do in
the marketplace; and what dse you were paid to do esawhere as wel, for the gold we found buried in
the canister under your dirt-box was much more than anyone would pay for one riot, even in a sdler’s
market. And you are going to tdl me who hired the contact who came to you and gave you the money.
And you are going to do this before tomorrow morning, for | have had a bad week and | would love a
chance to take my claws to such a chegp little piece of lickspittle filth as you are, indeed | would.”
Reswen was riang dowly behind his desk, feding no need to act the anger a dl: it was red. “And you
will never, never leave this building until you tdl me what | want to know,” he said, very softly, “bail or no
bail, friends or no friends; you can st down therein the dark cdlar and take root in your own muck, and
bleach like a whitdedf till you go night-blind and die of the cold shakes.”

Nierod said nothing, but he was trembling.

Reswen came out from behind the desk. “And before you do that,” he said, “you are going to clean
the mess you made on my rug.” And before the shocked Nierod could so much as gir, Reswen caught
him by the scruff of the neck, hooked his hind paws out from under him, and tipped the mrem forward so
that he sprawled flat. Reswen scrubbed the rug vigoroudy for a second or so with Nierod's forehead,
then scrambled to his feet, hauling the creature up with him by the scruff, shook him, and flung him away.

“Until tomorrow,” Reswen said in a whisper. “I do hope you keep mum. My claws are itchy.
Congtables,” he added, in anormd tone.

They opened the door and came in. “Gedllav, take him downdtairs” Reswen said. “He has one day to
tdl us what we want to know. Otherwise, don't bother opening the door till it's time to take the bones

Gdlav hudtled Nierod out the door. Reswen nudged it closed and said to the other constable, “Shila,
have him checked three times between now and tomorrow this time. If he hasn't offered to tak, tdl him
I’'m too busy to beat hm mysdf, and then have them leave him shut in for another, oh, five days. Make
aure he has plenty of water to start with. This one may take more scaring than mogt, and | don’t want to
losehim”

“Yes dr,” Shila said. And added, “Beat him, Sr? Y ou?’

Reswven amiled. “I'm a frightful liar,” he said. “My dam dways said it would get me in trouble.
Meanwhile, have the lads downgtairs keep looking for his contact. We need a name and some more
information ... | hope to heaven we can get it from Nierod. Go on with you, now.”

Shila sdluted and left. Reswen sat down behind his desk again, reached in under his tunic absently,
and fiddled with the thing that hung on a ginger-colored cord there: something that fdt and looked and



andt rather like a bit of dried fish. Then he turned over the piece of paper from which he had been
reading Nierod's “crimes” It sad, “Tonight, a the Play House, the Lord Arpakh’'s Men, a Play of
Merrie Contrasts and Humours, entitled The Claw Unshegth'd ....”

Reswen amiled to himsdf, a touch grimly, and reached for paper and brush to send a message to
Lass.

There had of course been some teasing about it, Since it was a congtabulary runner who took the
message to the house in Dancer’s Street, and everyone knew whom it had been addressed to within a
few minutes of the runner leaving Reswen's office. There was this to be said, & least: Laas and Deshahl
hed been so busy working their way through the Arpekh tha the Chief of Police seemed like a perfectly
normd next step for at least one of them. The gossip around the congtabulary, Krruth told Reswen when
he came in to report, was that the two concubines had been ordered to seduce every mgor offidd in
Niau as a goodwill gesture.

Reswen laughed at this, and Krruth looked wry. “It's as good a theory as any, sr,” he said. “Nothing
we ve heard has given us any hints to the contrary. Thisisthe driest surveillance I’ve run in many a year.
And I'm getting tired of thet fat priest’s jokes.”

“If you prefer, | could move you over to some other operation,” sad Reswen. “The Lioghairi
business, perhaps.”

“No, I'll stay with this, by your leave” Krruth said. “A dull survelllance is usudly one that’s about to
break open. Is the business with the Lioahari getting any clearer, though?’

Reswven dghed. “Not very. Oh, the new ambassador has presented his credentids. He's a dull
creature, I'm dafrad. Looks to be the type wholl be a red tal-biter to work with—a
|etter-of-my-ingtructions type who won't find a way to make his ingructions flex, just because he likes
them inflexible”

“Wondeful,” Krruth muttered.

“You don't know the hdf of it. HE' s told the Arpekh that He doesn't expect any ‘interference’ from
the police”

Krruth considered that in slence. Everybody knew that the police kept an eye on dl the embassies.
“What are you going to do about it?’

“Interfere)” Reswen said, “discretly. | have my orders, and | don't take them from any hdf-gaited
housecat.”

“Hdf-gated?’

“He has a“‘war wound.” “ Reswen sniffed. “Funny how the limp comes when he wants it noticed, and
goes awvay when he forgets about it. At any rate, maybe Shdav will be able to tak some sense into them
before she leaves. Some of our people are kegping an eye on the place, very quietly ... well wait for
things to cam down a little before moving in any more closdy. There are enough other problems at the
moment. All those Lloahairi troops quartered around town, the inns are full, some of them are in private
houses—People are getting tense.”

“Don’'t blame them,” said Krruth, getting up. “Wel, I'm for Haven.”

“Have agood time” Reswen said.

“Not as good as you will,” said Krruth. “Don’t keep her out late”

Reswen’s whiskers curled forward as he amiled.

She dtretched, lazily. All around her it was shadowy, the pde light of the overworld’'s evening as it
shaded toward night. For the moment, her surroundings had no festures merdly the palid sourceless
radiance, muted to gold and fading dightly as the light of the real world faded. It would never become
entirdy dark, of course. One of her kind would hardly permit that, for with the dark came the cold, and
the cold she did not have to suffer, not here.

The hunger was on her. It had been growing for some time now. She had never been fond of doing
nothing, of waiting and weatching. True enough, her masters had commanded her to do so until dl was
certain here ... but they were not here, and she was, and the Situation was hardly as dangerous or fraught
as they had told her it would be. None of the vermin here suspected anything

... a least, none of them who were in a podtion to do anything about her presence. And she was



doing well—aready her pets had discovered many things that she needed to know, things her masters
had ordered her to discover before moving her misson into the active phase. Quite shortly now she
would know much more.

But for the moment, she was hungry. Not in the bodily sense—she had spent along time out of body
now, and in such cases on€'s physca needs grew less, not more, with time. But her soul hungered.
There had been no taste of blood for some time now, not even in dream, and something had to be done
about that.

There were of course severd possibilities. Ralling over in the soft warm light, she considered one of
them that had occurred to her: the little wizard she had frightened. His soul had had a most satisfying fed
to it, tha tinf£ when she had so frightened him. Terror rose wdl in him; he panicked nicdy, and
maintained the emation well, however involuntarily. And truly, no matter what her masters might say, he
was no important part of what was going on here. No one would connect his sudden disappearance with
her, that was certain.

But perhaps not, perhaps not. There was ancther thought. She turned time back briefly and looked
through various of her pets' eyes a the golden-colored vermin with the stripes and the insouciant manner.
The policemaster. It would be easy enough to manage him. Very easy indeed, Snce one of her pets was
working on him a the moment. Very easy indeed, to caich hm a an undefended moment—whet
moments of these creatures were not undefended, by her people's standards?—and then spend hours
savoring the screams of his soul as her teeth tore it. He had been asking questions that she found
inconvenient. Such inconvenience was not to be borne, not from something one step from a dumb beast,
something that doubtless had vermin of its own.

She hissed softly to hersdf after a moment. No, it might not be wise, not just yet. The degth of so
prominent a member of this little community of vermin might create more difficulty than it would provide
pleasure, and her masters might prove troublesome afterwards. No, better not to bother ... just now.
There would be time for that particular irritant later ... dl the time she liked. The only questions he would
be asking then would concern why he had not died as yet. And ah, he would desire his death. And in
van.

Her tongue flickered in anticipetion of the taste of fear. Not him. The little wizard, then? He had
tasted her presence atime or two, now. His terror had had good time in which to mature. But it was
aways a temptation, to snatch such a choice mesat before it was high enough. No, let him be as well, for
the moment. Something fresh, this time, something that would not suspect her at al, something that would
druggle most satisfactorily in her mind's gullet, protesting in anguish dl the way down. But something
impotent.

She thought about thisfor atime, then reached out to one of her pets.

It fought her, which dways amused her. She had specific orders not to kill this one under any
circumstances ... which was a pity, Snce its terror was devel oped into something of rare bouquet indeed.
It never remembered her after she left itstiny mind—she saw to that—but every time she returned to it, it
remembered, and it struggled like a winged thing caught in mire, filling the overworld with its screams.
Most graifying, redly. Yes, that one, for the moment. She reached out and filled it, and fdt its pitiful little
lurches and wrenches of soul as it screamed and struggled to get away from her. Shortly its struggles
quieted, as it perceived her and froze in horror and awe. She lay there savoring its despair for a good
while

And as for the one to die ... , she thought. This was aways the best part. A feast lay before her: a
warren of little undefended minds. No great subtlety about them, of course—there was none of the ill
needed that would be required to destroy and kill one of her own kind, and none of that utter satisfaction
of having consumed one of one's own kind againg their will, againgt their best efforts. The efforts that the
vermin could put up were pitiful indeed by comparison with the rich struggles of her own people when
devoured. But the vermin were satisfying enough, if one got enough of them. And one would do for the
moment. It was just amattei 1 of picking which one.

She thought for a moment, and then amiled the terrible amile of her land. She had been watching the
little doings of the vermin for some days now, and there was certanly a way that she could have her



pleasure and yet judify it to her masters as having been for nothing but the good of the misson she had
been sent to enact. Oh yes, yesindeed. That one.

Sheturned her atention back to her pet and dlowed hersdf a while more of its horror. Who knew
how long it seemed to these creatures—minutes, hours—it hardly mattered. Her time was the only kind
that counted, and she had dl of it that she wanted in the world. It groveled before her in her mind,
whimpering as it would have in the body, if it could have moved. Its body was 4ill, held so by her power.
She had learned some time ago that the creatures terrors increased if they could not move—if (even in
mind) they had to gt trapped in their bodies, unable to cry out as they perceived her coming and what
ghe intended with them.

After atime she grew weary of this and turned to the business a hand. The overworld's light was
dimmed to dmodt its darkest, a deep crimson-golden glow. She looked through her pet’s eyes, made it
Oet up, prepare itsdf, and take what it needed. Then she sent it out into the night.

The city looked strange through its eyes—bigger, grander than she actudly knew it to be. A pitiful
placeit was, and pitiful it was that these creatures thought it so grand. It was merdy another indication of
their true nature, which was that of beasts without reason, dduding themsdves to tfaink that they did.
They would find out the truth about that, soon enough. Their little mockery of reason was no metch for
the old subtlety of her people, come among diem again at long lagt for their undoing ...

Her creature did not have to be kept waiting long, once it was near the place where she planned to
assuage her hunger. Through its eyes, down the quiet street, she saw the great rich building with dl its
lights She amiled again and reached out to the building, then fdt about tiiere, delicately, for one mind in
question. She found it swiftly. Its colors burned dark and angry dmogt dl the time; it was one of those
minds most apt to control, and control was not even wha she needed here—just an agptitude to
suggestion. She suggested to it that the vermin it was converaing with had designs on its life, and should
on no account be dedt with. The conversation swiftly erupted into outrage on one hand, plain rage on the
other, as accusations and denids flew. It was not very long before the vermin she desired turned its back
on the one that she had prompted to make the accusation, and started to leave the great house.

Her pet was ready. He followed the vermin, and he caught her, and the cord went around her neck
like atall, denched tight, choked the breath out. That was when she moved, when she positioned hersdf
in the overwork! in such a way that the sruggling soul should see her before anything else, before the
underworld had even finished lading; should see her in her might, revesaled, as she had not been able to
reved hersdf for too long now. The vermin's soul saw her, and screamed in fear—and her wiill laid hold
of it and forced it to Slence even its soul, which under any other circumstances would have been
untouchable now.

But other circumstances had come to pass. She lay before it now. She opened her jaws. It could not
even cry out, now, and its terror filled her like wine, ran hot as blood.

She made it drift closer to her, closer ill. It cowered inwardly, but had no choice. Her fangs
gleamed in the blood-colored light of the overworld, glittered with dl the shades of find severance. No
dterlife for this one—at least, none save one within her. The vermin’'s soul would become part of her,
part of everything it loathed. It might fight and resst at firdt, but not for long. Eventudly it would will as
she willed, for the destruction of its kind, and it would rejoicein that.

All these things she dlowed the vermin’s soul to perceive, and then bathed, walowed, inits terror. It
went on for a pleasant eternity, until she had had an eegant sufficiency.

Then she moved, and her jaws closed, and the soul’ s blood ran, screaming. It dways managed to do
that, somehow. She could not bring hersdf to care. Shelet it, let it swel out, then let it fade, savoring the
sound like the fading taste of the blood itsdf on her tongue.

Silence, then, and the blood-gold light.

She sent her pet home and dismissed it to wait her next need, and then lay there for a long time,
feding the subsding Sruggle in her gullet.

Merdly aforetaste, she thought deepily, as the soul-blood digested dowly and began to run thick in
her vains. Only a sharpener for the paate. Soon enough, this whole den of vermin, in a thousand different
ways, a my plessure.



Soon enough ...
Reswen walked over to Dancer’s Street. He rated alitter, of course, if he had wanted one, but a day

behind the desk aways left him jangly and wanting a good stretch, and it was a pleasant wak over
across town, into the tree-lined avenues of the mercantile and noble quarters, where the evening dipped
in fragrantly under trees hung with lamps burning scented ail, and the occasional soft wind breathed in
whispers through the branches. The moons were up, one low and golden, one high and coal, both at the
hdlf; shortly stars would be pricking through the twilight.

How romantic, Reswen thought, in very ironic mood, and his paw gole to the bit of “dried fish.”
What it redly was, he hadn’t quite gotten up the nerve to ask Lorin, and Lorin had been too busy,
rushing off to pick up something he would not specify from someone he would not specify. (*Just don't
loseit,” Lorin had said. “I’'m out of lizards” And oflFhe had gone, leaving Reswen open-mouthed.

Reswen dropped the thing. And what if it doesn’'t work? he wondered as he turned the corner of
Dancer’s and srolled down toward the lanterns hanging in front of Haven. What happens to me then? Is
she going to leave me helpless, hanging on her every bregath, like Aiewa and dl the rest of them, like
Mrad ... For even the Senior Lord had spent a night in her bed now, causng wild merriment among
Haven's H'satel staff. The report had been full of references to people being tied to couch legs and
ridden around the room. Res wen had had to forbid the discussion of the report even in the congtabulary,
and had threatened to pull a few tals out by the roots if he found out who had lesked it outsde the
H'satel proper.

Wel. Whatever, he had to find out as quickly as possible whether his own trustworthiness was 4ill in
danger of being compromised ... if it was, then figure out Something to do about it, for he could hardly
amply resign from the force and the H’satel. There was a amdl maiter of a promise made many years
ago to aking now dead. Now that he had findly reached the position and power he needed to keep that
promise, to protect Niau, and through it, the kingdoms of Ar, he could hardly just give up that power on
asugpicion. And even without the promise, no one presently in any daff postion whatever was capable
of handling the Situations going on at the moment; they were difficult enough to handle when one had had
ten years experience. But what am/ going to do?

At Haven's gateway he sghed, paused, and brushed a himsdf. It was a pleasure, however
nerve-racking the mesting itsdf might be, to get out of uniform and into something more informd,
something with a little more dash. For Reswen that meant a kilt of crisp cool ivory-colored cloth that
perfectly picked up hislighter points, and no jewery but one perfect ivory ring in his ear, and his father’'s
heavy gold sgnet, back in place where it belonged. A very understated effect, indicating someone
somewhat conservative, but someone sylish ... and if it dso indicated someone wdl off, there was surdy
no harm in that. He took one moment to preen down the difficult fur behind his ears, then straightened
himsdf and headed into the courtyard.

This entrance was a little different from the last one. This time people were watching for him. This
time the Eagterners sarvants met him at the door, bowed to him, and censed him with smokes of
swvest-amdling spices, and offered him wine. This time the Haven d&ff lingered in the background,
bowing him honor, and otherwise acting as if they had never seen him before. He did the same with them,
took a place on an offered couch, leaned back and sipped wine and ate dainties that were brought to
him. Hortolans were much in evidence. He amiled a bit, and ate them without wondering too much who
had noticed the preference.

She came down the white gairs a the end of the guest hdl after a few minutes. At the sound of her
footstep he looked up dowly, bracing himsdf, as he had with Deshahl before, for the inner seizure, the
dutch a the heart. But there was nothing: only a she-mrem in dlk velvet the color of peat water and as
fine as air, drgping softly about her and caught to the shoulder with a stone the same yellow as her eyes.
She laughed at him, very gently, as she came down and sat on the couch beside him.

“l would offer you another cup,” she said under her breath, putting her paw on his “but Hiriv is
threstening to come down here and start thanking you again for saving his life. If we hurry, we can miss
him”

Reswen bowed over her paw and said as quietly, “Right. We're avay.”



They hastened out the front door, Laas chuckling softly as they went. It was a reaction that Reswen
had not heard in some time: honest laughter from a she-mrem, not round eyes or nervous giggles or Slent
amiles Behind them the cries of “Where did they go? Policemagter!l—" faded away in the whisper of
wind in the trees.

“So where are we going, and are we going to be followed there?’ Laas said. “Or do the police
consder that having the chief of police with the person being followed is enough of atal?’

“One too many, perhaps,” Reswen said, and chuckled himsdf. “As to where we're going—" ¢
“Already you start evading,” Laas said, her voice scolding but humorous. “A poor beginning. How do
you expect me to do anything but evade back at you when you start asking me questions?’

“I'll give it dl the congderation it's due” Reswen said. “Meanwhile, I'd thought perhaps we might
takeinaplay.”

She looked a him with an odd combination of surprise and delight. “Somehow | hadn’t thought of
you as a paticularly rdigious mrem,” she said.

He looked at her in some confusion. “Pardon?’

“Rdigion. A play—you don’'t have playsin your temples? Then where do you have them?’

It took them a few minutes feding their way around the subject for Reswen to redize that in the
Eadtern cities, at least, plays existed only as rdigious ritud, as solemn drama enacting the legends and
desires of the gods. “Goodness,” he said. “No comedy?’

“What's that?’

“Oh, heavens” Reswen said, and began to laugh uproarioudy, and Lass Started to laugh too.
“What's so funny?’ he said, when he could get his breath.

“You, laughing for no reason!” Laas said, and started laughing again.

It took afew moments for both of them to get control of ther laughte—though Reswen was a little
sorry when it happened. She has alovely laugh ... Is this thing working? If it's not, I'm going to skin
Lorin tomorrow ... “I can see | have some explaining to do before we get to the theater. Would you like
adrink of something?’

“Yes, but no wine, please,” Laas said. “I've had so much of it in the past few nights that my head
swims just thinking of it.”

Yes, I'm sure, Kanesh for example is something of alush—

“Wha's his name, Lord Kanesh,” she added, after thinking for a moment, “he' s aterrible drinker.”

Reswen breathed out as they turned a corner onto one of the main streets leading down toward the
finer shops in town and the theaters. “Wel,” he sad softly, “we're spesking very plan. Since you
mention it, | dare say he is. So are some of the other people you've been with nights, of late. | wonder
that you mention it to me o fredy.”

Laas looked sdewise a him as they walked, not ady look, but a confiding one; her paw on his arm
tightened allittle. “1 have no desire to play games with you,” she said.

“Because they wouldn't work?’ he said.

“Hardly.” She was slent for a moment, then said, “1 Smply saw that you were someone with whom
deceit would be a mistake. Y ou know what | am, and what I’'m doing. Anyone with eyes would know it.
But so few mrem have eyes ....”

“Trug” Reswen said, and amiled a little. It was one of the things about life that ill astonished him.
Since he had fird started seeing things—occurrences, motivations—and redlizing that other people could
not see them, hislifeé's course had been laid out for him. But & the same time he found it astonishing that
people could not see the facts and images laid out right before their eyes, and in fact sometimes would
not; and it lso amazed him that it was necessary to have a job, an offidd position, for people who saw
things to report on them to people who did not. “But if you chose to play gameswith me” he said, “they
would work?’

She glanced down, refusing to meet his eyes. And this time he fdt it, the clutch, the dmogt panful
redization that he would do anything for her, anything at dl—

Then she met his eyes again, and the feding passed off, leaving him shocked, breething hard. “No,”
sesad. “Asyou see”



He was dlent for a moment.

“You are a magidan,” he said, quite badly. “A charismatic, my adviser cdls you. Don't you know
we have laws againg that, in Niau? | could have you put to degth.”

“And precipitate a pretty little diplomatic incident,” she said, with kindly scorn. “I rather doubt it.
Besdes, you have no proof. All you could say in a chancery would be that everyone who sees me wants
me. And since you want me too, and other people have noticed it, that would hardly be a charge that
would be taken serioudy. Besides, I'm a courtesan. Everyone is supposed to want me”

Was that a touch of bitterness, Reswen wondered? He opened his mouth to ask, then paused. There
was something so fragile about her—"Should | gart the interrogation now,” he said, “or shdl | wait until
we eat? Y ou would like dinner, wouldn't you? There s time before the play.”

“Do wait, please,” she said, and turned a look on him that was a mockery of the coquettishness he
hed seen her use on, say, Kanesh. “1 daresay your patience will be rewarded.”

He took her to the Green Square. They knew him there, but never made a performance of his
arivas Their discretion suited him; it was better that the head of the H'satel should not become too well
known, as he was to the common lag of people. They waited in the doorway for a moment for the host
to come over, and Laas looked around her with obvious ddight. It was an eating-house et in a waled
garden, lush with big trees that had more of the scented-oil lanterns hanging in their branches, and there
was agmdl firein abrazier a the middle of the seeting area, burning sweetwood to take off any chill that
might set in later. In fact, cdling the place an eating-house was a misnomer, snce everything was
outdoors. There was only a sort of rustic woven reed avning over the pits and hearths where the cooking
was done, to keep the rain and the wind away. Chairs and tables were made of the same reed, woven
together with curioudy carved wood, the tables topped with wood highly polished. Off to one sde,
agang the wdl, atiny stream ran down over sones to a pool, and there was the occasiond dint of blue
or glver from the fish smMimming in it.

Ishoa came over from a table when he saw them standing there: a big honey-colored mrem, pausing
a another table Here, tossng a word over his shoulder to a patron there, hurrying without making it
obvious. “The owner,” Reswen sad in Laas ear. “Discretion’s own soul, wrapped in fur. Sometimes |
wish he worked for me”

“You mean there's someone in this town who doesn't?’ Laas said.

Reswen amiled as Ishoafindly got to them. “Y ou should have let me know you were coming tonight,
gr,” he said. “1 would have saved you the good table by the pool.”

“l didn't know if | was going to be able to make it until late, Ish,” said Reswen. “There aren’'t any
bad tables here. Just give us the best you've got.”

“Absolutdly. If the charming lady will come this way?’

Severd minutes later they were seated in what was certainly the best table in the place, no matter
what 1shoa might say, under one of the wide-leaved lass trees, a slver filigree lamp on the table to maich
the ones hanging above them. The murmur of the other diners voices mingled with the rudle of leaves.
Laas leaned on her elbows, looked about her. “Thisis very lovey,” she said. “The right neighborhood
for a seduction.”

“Or an interrogation?”

“That'swhat a seduction usudly entails,” said Laas. “I find out whet you like ... and then | giveit to
you.”

Reswen made awry face. “And then / find out what you like ... and giveit to you.”

“Equable, don't you think?’ she said. “What shdl we drink? Interrogation is dry work.”

“A sherbet, perhaps?’

“What's a sherbet”

Rewsen looked a her with mock astonishment. “How can you live next to a desert and not know
whet a sherbet is?’

“What makes you think I live next to a desert?’

“No far your asking the questions” said Reswen. “Hdf a moment.” One of the servingmrem came
over to the table. Reswen ordered, then turned back to Laas. “You'rein for atrest.”



“That'swhat Deshahl said,” Laas said.

“Oh, indeed!” Reswen had occasondly heard rumors about various of his lady friends comparing
notes about him in private, and that favorably; but this mesting was something of a different business.
“And how would she know? She's never been closer to me than arm'’s length.”

“Nather have |,” said Laas, “but | don't have to be. If one has the ddility to ... atract ... one ds0
knows when interest is returned. And to some extent how it would be returned, and in what coin.”

Reswen flushed hot, opened his mouth and closed it.

“Yes” Laas said, “when she looked at you, she would have fdt the response somewhat. One feds,
do you see, what will increase the response ... what kinds of things”

“Youfind out what | like ... ,” Reswen quoted.

“Yes. It's not hard. Sometimes it's as clear as if words had been spoken. Other times, more like
pictures, or fedings”

“Wait, wait, | haven't begun the interrogation yet,” Reswen said, only hdf in jest, as the sherbets
arived.

They drank, and Reswen had the pleasure of watching Laas's eyes go wide. Some bright creature
hed had the idea of making a sherbet, not from fruit and ice, but from wine with the spiritous portion
cooked off. The resulting drink was like a frozen wine without any of the drawbacks. “Why, thisis like ...
| don't know what it's like” Laas sad after the firg long drink, and then put her paw to her head. “It
makes my head ache.”

“Snow,” Reswen said. “It’s like snow. Take it dowly.”

“I’ve never seen snow,” she said.

“l have once,” Reswen said. “ Some time ago, when | was jugt a recruit in the dity cohorts ... dl the
police are recruited from them, you see ... some of us were sent North to aid a city we had an dliance
with. There are whole mountains covered with it.” He shivered a the memory. “We marched in it, we
deptinit ... sometimes we made houses out of it. We made bals out of it and hit each other with them.”
Reswen dghed. “Some of us were buried iniit. It fals off the mountains dl a once, sometimes, when the
westher warms too suddenly ...’

“A bad memory,” she said, watching im go grave. “I'm sorry—"

“What for? It wasn't your fault.”

“You should not be sad,” she said. And then added hurriedly, “Not during a seduction, at any rate.”

“Yes, right,” Reswen said, and waved for 1shoa again, wondering a little a that last response. “And
we can't have a seduction without food. May | order for us? Is there anything you don't like?’

“Being bored,” Laas said, and the amile she gave him was very wry.

Reswen thought about that, too, and when Ishoa came over, he ordered severd of the most unboring
things he had ever eaten there. 1shoa went off rubbing his paws, as wel he might, Reswen thought,
conddering how much he was going to make off this dinner. It was jugst as wel the congtabulary was
paying. “Now,” he said. “The interrogation—"

“Yes. Do you ever think of going back there, to those snow mountans?’

Reswen shook his head. “No ... there’ s too much to do here, and besides, that old dliance is broken

“They do seem to come and go, don’t they?” Laas said. “How do you get the snow here, then?’

“We dill have some trade agreements. War may go on, but it doesn't necessarily have to stop trade
.... We buy the snow afew times a year; it comes down to us buried in hay, and we store it in cdlars ful
of sawdust. You'd be surprised how long it keeps.” He paused then. “Buit thisis my interrogation.”

“All right,” Laas sad, putting down her sherbet and leening toward him again. “Ask me some
questions.”

“What have you been up to?’

She raised her brow-whiskers at him. “What | hope to be up to with you, later. Shdl | go into
details?”

Reswen cleared histhroat. “Very funny, madam. Why have you been doing it?’

“Why should | tdl you?’



“Becauseif you don't, I'll throw you in geol.”

“No, youwon't,” she said. “We ve been over that.”

“It would be a very nice prison,” said Reswen.

“Itisdready,” Laas sad. “Indeed, do you think | haven't noticed?’

He wondered briefly exactly how much she knew about the nature of that “prison” ... but it would
have to wait. Reswen sghed. “Very well. You should tdl me because | don't trust your people, and if
you should tel me why you're doing what you're doing, | might trust them more, and save us dl a great
ded of time”

She laughed gently a him. “I don’t care if you don't trust them! Or me ... and it doesn't matter
whether you trust me or not, epecidly with that fishy-amdling thing around your neck.”

“Goodness,” he said, “isit that obvious?’

Laas shrugged. “I've amdt it before,” she said. “It’s farly wdl known, back East, where there are
more of us”

“And does it work?’

“Of course it does,” she sad.

Reswen sat back, then, and didn't care whether hisrdief showed or not.

She was looking at him oddly. “Has it occurred to you,” she said, “that perhaps | would like not
to—" And then she fdl dlent, for the firg plates of food arived: cold spiced ydlowfruits in an
innocent-looking golden sauce. She took a bite, then paused with the tongs in her hand, looked
agtonished, dropped the tongs, and took along drink of sherbet. “My mouth!”

“Interedting, iST't it?” Reswen said. “Bored yet?’ The conversation went off onto the topic of why hot
countries tended to have spicy foods, and by the time the next one arrived—minced bunorshan cooked
on aged plate, with steamed spiced grains and another hot sauce—Reswen had decided on another line
of attack. “Let'stry this—"

“What I'm doing,” Laas said, while attacking the bunorshan with great pleasure, “is trying to get your
high-and-mighty folk to tdl me certain things that | have been ordered to find out. Isn't that what you
were thinking?’

“It would be hard to think anything else.”

“May | have some more sherbet? Oh, not yours, please, how can you eat this without something to
drink a hand?’

“Habit. One gets used to this suff. Take mine Ishoa will bring me another. Do you suppose you
might consder leaving off what you' re doing with the ‘ high-and-mighty’ 7’

“For whét reason?’

“Wdl,” Reswen said, “I might pay you better.”

Laas put the tongs down carefully on her plate and looked up at him, and there was such anger in
those ydlow eyes that Reswen had to restrain himsdf from pulling back as if he had been struck. “What
makes you think I’'m doing this for mere gold? Y ou are utterly ignorant, and insulting as well.”

“I'm sorry,” Reswen said hadtily. “You may be right. But the interrogation hasn't got far enough to
tdl what you were doing it for.”

She eyed him, then the plate, and picked up her tongs again. “Do they pay you wdl?’ she said. “As
wedl as you think you deserve?’

“No,” Reswen said.

“Then why do you keep this job of yours? Long hours, being on cal day and night to your ridiculous
Arpekh—well, | have not known them as long as you have, perhaps they are wiser than such short
acquaintance would indicate—"

“No,” Reswen said, rather resigned thistime. It might be treasonous, but it was aso obvious.

“Then why do you keep this job?’

“I likeit.” He thought for a moment. “And it does something important for Niau, something | can do
better than anyone else presently senior enough to be in the pogtion.”

“An honest interrogator,” Laas said, bowing a little to him where he sat. “So. Your reason is the
same as mine, policemaster. That iswhy | do it.”



Reswen was quiet for a moment, while Laas ate another couple of bites. “1 have given my word,”
Laas sad findly, “to do something that | fed will make my part of the East safer in the great world, where
there are many interests that do not have our interests a heart. Ah, don't look askance a me. | know the
thought: How can a mere courtesan possibly be knowledgesble about grest matters of policy?” She
looked at Reswen with scorn, “If she is not knowledgeable, how can she know what to ligen for—and
how can she direct her questions to matters of importance when she hears them? If your agents
schoaling doesn't extend to such things, | must say | don’t think much of them.” She ate another bite. “In
any case, my word isgiven, and / & least count it to be worth something. | will not stop doing what I'm
doing until I’ ve finished my job.”

“Wdl. Will you tdl me what these matters of importance are? What information you' re looking for?’

“No,” Laas said. She put the tongs down again, having made a clean sweep of her plate, and sighed.
“There” she said. “Now you do not have to take me to this play, if you don’t want to, and tomorrow
you can send for me and throw mein geol, and create a great ded of trouble for yoursdf. Or not. In
ather case, you don't need to trouble yoursdf with me any further.”

Reswen turned his atentions to his plate for a little while, then put his own tongs down; his appetite
was somewhat abated. “Tdl methis, then,” he said. “Can you give me some assurance that the things you
have been directed to discover will do no harm to Niau?’

“Would you take me a my word, if | could?’

He took along moment to congder it. “Actudly, yes” he said. “You've been open with me so far. |
doubt you'd bother to lie. In fact, | think you'd tel me the truth to spite me.”

“I would,” Laas said, and was dlent a moment hersdf, seeming to consider. “Truly,” she said, “the
things I’ ve been told to find out strike me asfairly usdess. | can’'t imagine how they would hurt your city,
or any other. But | won't tdl you what they are. At leest—"

Reswen waited.

“No,” she said. “My word ismy word. Wdl? Will you wak me back to the gilded prison?’

“One morething,” Reswen said. “What about Deshahl?”’

Laas astonished him by burgting out in laughter. Around them Reswen saw various heads turn and
amilein approvd a the lovdy she-mrem and the handsome young mrem, her lover perhaps, being so
merry together. He flushed hot, then recovered somewhat as she whispered, “Surdy you know she's my
cover. She's a courtesan, yes, and one of the best in the East, | believe. But she hasn't a brain in her
head. It'sjudt that her ... tdent ... is so overwheming, and she turns every head that looks at her ... she
attracts much more atention then | do. She's a distraction.”

“Sheisthat,” Reswen said, and was mildy rdieved, because if this was true, it saved him the trouble
of throwing Deshahl into one of the damp quiet rooms under the constabulary to try to get out of her the
information that Laas was withholding. Of course, | could aways toss her in there—But the thought was
awful, and not just because of the palitica ramifications—

For about the tenth time, he wondered whether the charm againg her “attractiveness’ was working.

“Wdl?" Laas sad. “Prison? Gilded or otherwise?’

Reswen looked at her. “1 think well take in that play, if it'sdl the same to you.”

She gazed a him, amiling, through lowered eydids. “A oy who doesn't talk to you today,” she said,
“may talk to you tomorrow, if treated kindly ... isthat it?’

“Yes” Reswen ad.

She reached out and patted his paw gently. “Don’'t get your hopes up,” she said. “But you're an
honorable creature, and HI remember you kindly when I’'m gone. By the way ... did you like the knife?’

He looked at her, astonished again. “That came from you?’

She amiled. “I have alittle spending money.”

“A litle—! But Laas, how did you know? | never spoke of it to anyone—" He paused. “Then
agan—if you were able to fed what |—"

Laas chuckled. “1 may be a bit of ameagidian, but | can’'t work miracles. When we were waking into
the marketplace, that little cutlers shop was on the way. We stopped to look, and the shopkeeper
boasted to us that the knife had been admired by none less than Reswen-ocossliefi himsdf. Afterward—"



She shrugged. “You didn’t have to do what you did in the marketplace; 1 was't ‘working' on you. |
don’'t know—" And Laas looked away.

Embarrassment? Reswen thought. Or something else?...

It didn't matter. “Thank you,” he said.

“You're more than welcome.” She sat up draight. “Now, do we have to go right away, or is there
something ese you' re going to burn my mouth out with?’

“Thereis, actudly.”

“Crudty,” Laas said, and laughed again. “Subtle punishments for not tdling you everything you want
to know. Give me another sherbet, you torturer.”

They burnt their mouths out hgppily in company awhile more, while Laas talked about life in her city
in the East, which was on a mountaingde some ways from the desert, and Reswen told her about the
gloriesof Niau, dl harmless banter. When the gong at one of the nearby temples struck the hour, they got
up together, and waved good-bye to Ishoa—Reswen would get the hill in the morning, and probably
have to do some fancy talking to the mrem who handled the constabulary’ s accounts. It seemed a naturd
thing to walk arm in arm, tails curling lazily together, friendly enemiesif not lovers. Though it was true, the
Speculation had occurred to Reswen, What if she feds she needs to keep up appearances for her
masters, whoever they are? | might gill get lucky ... ,

But when they walked out of the gateway, out of the light of the lamps and the sound of the running
water, there was a runner from the congtabulary, waiting patiently.

“| thought | told everyone not to be able to find me”

Reswen said, resgned, and took the paper that the runner held out to him.

Sorry, dr, said the runner, gazing longingly at Laas. Reswen made a face and opened the paper.

It said, Shdav dead. Draper’s cord. K.

Damn, Reswen thought, and “Damn!” Reswen said, and turned to Laas. “Ancther night, lady,” he
sad, and bowed over her paw.

She stared a him and nodded. “When you have time”

“Escort the lady Laas back to Haven,” he said to the runner, and was off down the Street, swearing
dl the way.

Chapter 8

They found her in a gutter, not far from LJoahairi Embassy: lying in the street, sprawled, the upper
half of her body facing the sky, moonlight dancing through the leaves of the trees on her face. Her tongue
was swallen, her eyes bulged, and they were completely brown-red except for the bloated pupils, blood
vessds had broken in them with the pressure, and blood had leached into the iris, blotting out the cam
green that Reswen remembered so well. The cord was found around

— her neck, embedded so deeply in the swollen throat that

— die srangler probably had amply not been able to pull it out. It was the same sort of cord as the
previous srangling, but a different color thistime.

Reswen went over the scene with his people. Krruth, as most senior on duty, had been caled there
fird, and Thallh had come hotfoot after him, away from his wife and children and dinner: heaven only
knew what they thought of it dl. Reswen and Thailh and Krruth were there until well after moonset, while
the shocked people who lived on the street peered out between drawn curtains a the torchlight and
gpeculated. Ther speculations, Reswen suspected, were no more informed than those of the frusirated
police. Thalh had been investigating drapers since Reswen last spoke to him, but had not yet found
anything of help

Also not of much hdp were the Lloahari Embassy officdas The worst of them was the new
ambassador, Maikeg. He turned up in the street making a nuisance of himsdf dmogt ingantly: asmdl grey
mrem without any markings or other distinguishments, and a colorless way him, except when he railed.
He did that very wdl, and Reswen found himsdf entertaining suspicions that that was what had gotten the
creature this job. If that was the casg, it did not bode wel for the Lloahairi’s opinion of the Niauhu.



“Thisis a scandd, an outrage, and | demand action!” Maikej shouted.

Reswen looked wearily around the area, which was crawling with policemrem, literdly crawling, for
Krruth and Thailh had them face down on the ground, hunting any dightest piece of evidence, any scrap
of doth or fur or other Suff, any mark on the exposed earth beside the street which might give them some
hint as to where the murderer had been or how he had come a Shdav. “Ambassador,” he said, “look
around you, if you would. If this does not look like action to you, perhaps you would describe to me
something that does.”

“You know whet | mean, vassheh,” Makg sad. “1 want the cresture who did this found and
executed! Publidly, so that the scum of this godsforsaken city can see what happens to those who defy
the immunity of diplomats and the rule of law! If there is law here! Such a thing would never be dlowed
to happen in Lloahal, and we don't intend to let it go unpunished! And | want to know from the Arpekh
why you dlow common criminds, murderers and worse, to walk your streets when important people are
about!”

“ Ambassador—"

“And more,” sad the little mrem, panting. { Reswen had a passing thought thet if he was lucky, the
new ambassador might expire of apoplexy, or some draper’s cord. Ah, shameful ...) “1 want to know
what your policemrem are doing wadting ther time hanging about my country’s embassy, asking
impertinent questions which are none of their business, when they should be out supposedly protecting
your none-too-innocent dtizens and—"

“Ambassador Maikeg,” Reswen said as quiglly as possible, “those officers whom you complain of
are part of the force detailed to you to see that this kind of thing does not happen—"

“They’'re doing afinejob of it, aren’t they? If you—"

“If you,” Reswen said, much more loudly, “had not aready complained to the Arpekh and the
constabulary about the ‘oversaffing’ of the embassy compound area with police, and the ‘shadowing’ of
your gaff by my gtaff, and thereby caused a sgnificant reduction in the number of policemrem assigned to
you and your suite, this perhaps would not have happened, because the honorable former ambassador
would have had an appropriate escort with her when she Ieft the embassy, so don't use that tone with
me, you—"

Reswen caught himsdlf just short of saying something that might have proved actionable in chancery.
It did not stop the ambassador’s outrage. Maikeg waved his claws in Reswen's face. “Be 4ill! You're
nothing but a gate-guard with ddusons of importance, my man, and I'll see you broken if | hear another
word from you! | want to know who killed the honorable Shaav, and | want to know the firg thing in the
morning, and | want to see the miscreant’s head off and its liver and lights nailed to the city wall before |
have my lunch! Now be about your busness” And Makg stalked off with histal lashing, and severd of
his attaches close behind. His police escort hung back a moment, looking to Reswen. He sighed, and
waved them after the ambassador.

Krruth came up quietly behind him. “A night down in the quiet rooms in the cdlar might do him
good,” he said.

Reswen shook his head. “A temptation.”

“Interfering with police work,” Thalh suggested as he came to stand with them. “Breach of the
“Beng apaninthetal,” Reswen sad. “No, that's not actionable yet, das. Is there anything a dl to
show for dl this but the cord?’

“A pawprint. But no way to tdl whether it's anything significant.”

“Take acast of it,” Reswen said. “Look carefully for another, too. I'm for home”

They looked a himin something like shock. “Not back to dinner?’

Reswen looked at them wryly. “Maybe there€' s something to what Maikeg was saying after dl. Who
was taling us?’

Krruth and Thallh both looked innocently a one another, then at Reswen.

Reswen laughed at them. “Oh, come now. | know there were bets on when | would bite her neck,
and how, and where. How anyone in the constabulary would have bet on it hgppening in Haven, | don’t



know, but you can tdl them they’ve logt their money. | like the beds there, but not that much. You two
get back to work now, do wha you can here, aid then early to bed. Tha's what I'm doing, for
tomorrow isgoing to be a horrible day.”

They sdluted him as he walked off. Reswen twitched his ears back.

“Tomorrow night?’ he heard Krruth say softly as the two of them turned back to the strangled body
and the cravling congtables. “The play, and then—"

“You'reon,” sad Thailh.

Reswen smiled sourly and went home,

But Reswen was surprised to find himsdf wrong about the next day. He went into the office
expecting an angry summons from the Arpekh, but there was no runner waiting for him, and nothing of
the sort happened dl day. Reswen became mildy unsettled.

He turned instead toward other concerns as the day trailed towards its end, sending off a message to
Laas asking for another date. Then he sent for the young constable Shila. “It's dmaost a day now since
we locked our friend from the marketplace in the root cdlar,” he said. “Any revelaions?’

Shila snook his head. “Nothing yet, Sir. HE' s doing a pretty fair imitation of a groundroot himsdf.”

Reswen leaned his head on one paw. “Someone mugt have threstened him with something thet Hill
seems worse than being starved to deeth by the police,” he mused. “Shila, how long has it been since
you did any undercover work?’

The young congtable practicdly trembled with excitement. “Sir, I’ ve had the training, but no one ever
asked meto do any.”

“That may be to your advantage,” Reswen said, “snce no onewill know you .... Do this for me. My
compliments to your section commander, and tdl him that I'm relieving you of your usud duties for a few
days. | want you to do some smdl-sdling in the market, with a pushcart or a tray, Sarting tomorrow.
Y ou might go into scents, possibly. There are enough apothecaries and others working out of home who
come to the market on a sporadic basis, and you shouldn't have any trouble passing for such. Check
with the quartermaster; he has to order these things every now and then, and can put you onto a discreet
source. Once you have what you need, get busy sdling, and move around the market, and listen. | want
to hear anything about the riot that you hear. Report to me once daily, but don’'t come here to do it. The
inteligence officer downgtairs will tel you how to set up a drop or a meeting with one of the other
undercover people.”

“Yes gr!”

“You trained with Krruth,” Reswen said. “1 don’'t want you to drop a word you hear, understand? |
want to know everything you can pick up. Can you do tha?’

“Sr,” Shila sad, earnes, “try me”

“I will. And if you mess this up, you're going in the root cdlar to keep the other vegetables
company.” Shila grinned alittle. “Now get out of here”

The youngster got, and Reswen had to gamile a little a the aght of him, ful of the excitement of
dressing up and doing something mysterious and important. “Runner, please,” he said to the open door,
which Shila had I€ft gjar in his hurry.

A runner poked hishead in. “Go find Investigator Thailh for me, if you'd be so kind,” Reswen said,
“and tdl him | want to see him as soon as he' s free”

“Yes, dr,” sad the runner, and no sooner was he gone than another one put his head in. “Wdl, what
message?’ Reswen said.

“Sir, the lady Laas wasn't there, and the mrem | spoke to said she was out and wouldn't be back till
late tonight. Should | take back some other message and leaveit for her?’

And read it on the way, more than likdy, Reswen thought, wry. “Don’t bother,” he said, and started
going through the paperwork on his desk. It was turning into a shocking pile. “No, wait,” he added then.
“Goover to

Underhouse and tdl Krruth that | would like his report on the movements of the Easterners over the
past couple of days. | dso want to know what’s going on over at the Lloahairi Embassy.”

The runner nodded and was gone. Reswen sat there, saring a the papers and tablets, but not redly



seaing them. He was seeing the golden eyes across the table from him, and hearing that soft voice say, a
litle angrily, Has if occurred to you that perhaps | would like not to—He folded his paws together, put
his head on them. Not to what? And then later, You didn't have to do what you did, | wasn't ‘working
on you—It certainly implied that, as Reswen had thought, the talent was controllable; it wasn't just a
meatter of whomever a charismatic looked at, smply fdling in love with her. There was intent, and lack of
it would turn the enchantment off. But the words aso seemed to imply that Laas might possibly wish that
she was rid of the talent. Why, though? Reswen thought. He had seen enough people who would have
killed for power, had killed for power, sometimes very mediocre kinds compared to this Wanting to give
up such an incredible advantage over people hardly made sense—

He fingered the charm Lorin had given him. He had naothing but Lorin's word, and incidentdly
Laas's, that it was working. Certainly he was not head over heds with her, not doting, the way other
mrem had been with Deshahl. But he couldn’t shake that memory of her with folded arms, that firg night,
and the cdm voice: Subtlety was never her syle .... Wasit Laas s? Was he being used after dl?

There was only one way to find out, but he couldn’t do it tonight ...

Later the runner came in with the report from Krruth. 1t was quite specific, quite dry. Reswen ran
down it quickly, seeing nothing particularly surprisng about any of it. The various priests had been touring
the town, seeing the temples; they had been to the market and the shops severd times now, buying such
things as tourists might buy ... wools, loca delicacies, and so forth. They had aso been shopping pretty
aggressvidy for loca meat and produce, and wines, snce they had started holding receptions for the
locd merchantry, to make connections with the wholesdlers and show off ther wares. The chief
merchant, Rirhath, had been heavily involved for a couple of days now with setting up thes® receptions
and researching whom to invite, and had hardly left Haven except to go confer with the herald Tehenn
about the town’s notables and ther businesses. Tehenn, with his usud courtesy, had let the constabulary
know that he was being given handsome presents for this service, but that he had not been asked by the
Eagterner to do anything out of the ordinary. Krruth noted as wdl, in an aside, that there were no
indications that Tehenn had been bribed by any of the town merchants to give them an unfair advantage
with the Easterners. “That is” he said, “they have tried to bribe him, but he has refused.”

Meanwhile the lady Kirshaet had been atempting to amuse hersdf by attending the theater, the
public sessons of the Arpekh, and doing other culturdly oriented things, “possbly,” Krruth noted, “to
annoy her husband, who detests everything about being here except the business” She had found the
theater substandard and the state of art and entetainment in the dty “provincid.” Nevertheless she
continued going out, in an attempt to find something worthy of her atentions, and made enemies
wherever she went. This morning she had attempted to have a jewder flogged in the marketplace for not
digdlaying dealy marked prices on his wares. Easterners, Reswen thought in annoyance; it was a
problem with them that they expected fla rates on everything sold retail, and were ignorant of the finer
points of bargaining. The report indicated money spent in the market, anong other things and Reswen
noted that they were baing marvdoudy overcharged for dmost everything because they did not think to
quedtion the prices. He shrugged his tall. If they won't take the time to find out the customs of a place
they want to trade with, they’re going to have to find out the hard way ....

But Kirshaet was hardly his mgjor concern, nor her children, who had been continuing ther effort to
wreck the rooms given them. Reswen was much tempted to hill their parents for the torn tapestries and
the damage to the plumbing, which they had gone to greet pains to stop up.

But thoughts of the Arpekh’s comments restrained him. Deshahl, now—She had been out and about
today: lunch with Bachua, a merchant in the wool trade, Laas, meanwhile, had been discreetly followed
to the corn-factors guildhdl, and after that, to lunch with about twelve of them. “The merchants seem
uncommonly taken with both these ladies” Kmith's report commented dryly, “as indeed is dmost every
other made mrem in the area; and the lady Deshahl in particular ....” She's my cover, the laughing voice
ingsted. But what Reswen found himsdf paying more attention to was the laughter ...

/ mugt find out who she's reporting to, somehow, Reswen thought, and turned to the next report.

It was sparse. Since the Lloahari ambassador had formaly requested that the police withdraw ther
presence from around the embassy, that was what they had seemed to do, but Reswen had had no



intention of leaving the matter there. The street-sweepers on the Old Wal Road had been replaced by
plainclothed policemrem, and a servant who had fdlen ill was replaced with a scuflery-mrem who was
one of Reswen’s best undercover operatives. Though, Reswen thought, Thabe is probably going to want
overtime for having to scrub pots. Well, el get it. | need to know what’s going on in there. So far his
agents had nothing sgnificant to tell, and he was not surprised. Not even Reswen's best people could
produce results ingantly. What did disturb him was that there had been no answer to the note he had sent
to the Lloahairi firg thing that morning, requesting interviews with the embassy daff regarding Shdav's
actions in the hours before her desth. What's the matter with Maikg? One minute he's howling for
blood, the next minute, nothing—

One of the runners Reswen had sent out poked his head in Reswen's office door. “Sir,” he sad,
“Invedtigator Thailh is with one of the Lords Arpekh at the moment. He sent to say he doesn't know
when they’ll be done.”

Reswen's ears went forward. What are they doing consulting my people directly, instead of through
me? “Which lord isit?’

“Mrad, Sr.”

“All right. Thank you.” The runner went off, leaving

Reswen feding uneasy indeed, but there was nothing dse he could do today, not without some
agreement from the Lloahairi or some word from the Arpekh. Oh, wett, he thought, getting up to go
home, thingswill draighten themselves out tomorrow—

He found out otherwise,

The messenger came for him, not at the office the next morning, but at his house, when he was bardly
off his couch, dill grooming himsdf, and had put no more down him as yet than a beaker of hot herbmix.
“The Lords Arpekh summon you, Sr,” the runner said, and stood there palitdy but pointedly waiting a
the door.

“I'll be right dong,” Reswen said irritably.

“Sorry, gr, but | was told to wait and bring you,” said the runner. Reswen growled softly under his
bregth, threw his good uniform kit on, and went out.

The atmosphere in the Arpekh’s megting room was unfriendly, to put it mildy. When Reswen came
in and saluted, the Lords Arpekh looked at him with an uncomfortable assortment of expressions ranging
from resgnation to annoyance to embarrassment to outrage and anger. That it was Mraal who |looked
angriest bothered Reswen; he was usudly the most even-tempered of the lot.

“Reswen-oossfcefc,” he said, too formdly for Reswen's liking, “we have been recaving some
complaints about you.”

Reswen restrained himsdf from saying what he thought of the source, and merdy assumed a look of
extreme receptivity. “Lord Arpakh, if you will describe the complaints to me, 1 will do my best to satisfy
you regarding the problems involved and what actions are being taken.”

Mrad blinked alittle. That was apparently not the reaction he had been expecting. He harmmphed a
little, trying to recover his stern and angry mien. “I spent most of yesterday morning,” he said, “with the
honorable Maikej, who has replaced the late and much-lamented Shdav as Ambassador to Niau from
Llogha—"

“And is the honorable Maikg ready to asss the congtabulary with inquiries about the late Shdav's
death? sad Reswen. “I sent hm a note inquiring about that yesterday morning, but received no
response.”

“You received no response because he does not desire you to conduct the inquiry,” said Mradl.

Reswven dlowed himsdf an astonished amile “Lords, whom are you suggesting should conduct it if
not the congtabulary?’

“Invedtigator Thailh has been—"

“The invedtigator is on the congtabulary gaff,” Reswen said, “unless someone has moved him to the
Department of Public Works overnight.”

“Reswven,” sad Mrad, and the anger was not being concedled now, “the Lords Arpekh are
requesting that you keep well away from this investigation. It isin the hands of the officer to whom you



yoursdf gave it. With the murder of Shaav, it has become a very sendtive matter—’

“Since when have | not been trusted with sendtive materid?” Reswen said. “Lords.”

“Since you inaulted the new Lloahairi Ambassador, and practicdly caused a war by yoursdf with
your rudeness—" Aratd said. “There have been changes of extraordinary delicacy in the government of
Lloaha, and until we have the matter wel in hand, we don’'t want some crude young fire-eater making
métters any worse—!”

Reswven kept quiet. Kanesh looked up at him sympeatheticdly from across the room, and said, “It
seems that die new government has had most of the old one executed—"

“Kanesh, tha is a gross misstatement,” Mrad said. “There has been an uprisng, a change of
personnd among the Council of Lloaha. Unfortunately there was some regrettable violence, and most of
the old sests have been—"

“l understand,” Reswen said. “And there have been policy changes. All our treaties with the Lloahairi
are going to have to be renegotiated. And since this changeover in the councl occurred with, as you say,
violence, we may assume that most of the changes are going to be hodtile, or at least difficult for us to
ded with and unpleasant to accept. Cuts in trade, | would imagine ... less capitd moving out of Lloaha
into places like, say, Niau. Our intdligence had been hinting for some time that the new codition moving
into power in Lloaha was extremdy isolationist. Naturdly the new ambassador would welcome the
discrediting of your primary source of in—

teligence. Y our primary non-Lloahairi source, | should say.”

There was a dlence, during which the Lords looked a one another uneesily. “Your
intelligence-gathering has dways been superior, Reswen-vassheh,” said Mrad, “but of late, some of your
behavior has been very questionable. Cdling out the city cohorts twicein one eightday without consulting
the council—"

“Of the firg time, Lord, we have dready spoken, and the second time there would have been no
need to cdl them out if the Lords Arpekh had not themseves dismissed the cohorts before it was clear
whether they were needed on the walls any longer. Had one of my gaff on scouting duty not discovered
them coming, the Lloahairi would have arrived unexpected and unannounced, and would have walked up
to our wdls and found them unmanned.”

“Asif it matters,” Aiewi muttered. “Easy enough to send someone to open a gate when you see there
are people outsde—’

“Lord Aiewi,” Reswen said, very gently, asif to an idiot, “which city would you rather think about
invading? One with walls full of soldiers pointing spears and arrows at you, or one where you can wak
right up to the gates and knock before anyone notices you want to come in? Our rdaionship with
Lloaha has not dways been peaceful. It has been a lot more peaceful snce we warred them down, 4l
those years ago, and now we greet them with spears every time they arrive. Spears held a attention, but
spears nonetheess. They have been very palite. | cannot help but think that there is a connection.”

Some of the lords pulled long faces at that. Kanesh stared a the floor with one paw to his mouth,
hiding a amile, and not well. “In any case,” Mradl said, “the precaution we took with the Easterners turns
out to have been unnecessary. They are of peaceful intent and are negotiaing treaties with us that are
vary podtive in terms of trade, and we intend to give them everything they ask for, one way or
another—"

Reswen was shocked. He had seen the text of the main treaty: one of the “deaning Saff” in Haven
hed carefully copied for him the draft treaty left in Rirhath’'s room. It was another of the things he had
wanted to tak to the Arpekh about. But something more immediate was on his mind. “Lord,” he said,
“gbout the stone and water—"

“Bash on the stone and water,” said Aiewi. “Let them have it and welcome.”

“But, Lords, we have not completed inquiries—’

“If you would spend less time with courtesans, perhaps you would have completed them,” sad
Aratd. “Thiskind of dilatory and inappropriate behavior is exactly what we are finding intolerable. But in
view of your long and fathful service—"

What have you dl been doing of late then? Reswen thought about saying, and decided againg it. It



would make things worse. There was more to think about, for he knew what the phrase Aratel had used
would mean: adigmissa or arase ... and he didn't think it was the latter. “Lords—"

“The matter needs no more discussion,” said Mrad. “We are in the process of working out other
Oetals of the trading treaty, and that particular detal is aufficdently minor that it will be handled
immediatdy. Tomorrow, in fact, in the man square, to please our guests”

Reswven's heart turned right over in him. With that decison he could fed something ‘bad garting to
come toward him, toward the whole city, and there was nathing he could do to stop it. “And wha dse
are we going to do to please our guests?” Reswen said, his anger beginning to show in good earnest
now. “Lords, have you given thought to the caravan scheduling they are proposing? The numbers of
vigtors during the peak periodsin the soring and fdl are in the hundreds, not the tens that one expects of
a caravan—and those are exactly the times when an attack is most viable because of the easy desert
crossing and the favorable weather. The treaty sets no limits on how they may be armed, and no limits for
how many large carts over a certain Sze may be dlowed—carts that could transport Sege engines or
other devices for attacking a city’ swals—’

“You are overconcerned,” Aiewi said mildly. “They intend us no harm.”

“Perhaps not these people, Lord. But who knows when their governments may change? And when
they do, if this treaty remains unchanged as it sands a the moment, someone who did intend us harm
could do no end of it. An amy at your gates, indead of traders.” Then Reswen saw the closed faces,
and understood. He schooled himsdf to keep His voice levd, for he needed to convince them more than
he needed to sdve his own annoyance. “But you've become concerned about our trade with the
Lloahairi, have you not? You see in worsening rdaionships with an unreasonable Lloahari government
the end of dl the old agreements, and s0 you are determined to make another, more lucrative ded with
the Easterners while the buyers are so fortuitioudy at hand in your market. Then you will let the Lloahairi
go to thar preferred hdl in ther own way. And anything | could think of to say, no matter how
reasonable, would be van & this point.”

Some of the lords looked at him, and away. Some would not look at dl.

“Lords” Reswen said, suddenly thoroughly disgusted, “my postion requires me to give you my
advice. | have done so. Having so done, may | have your leave to depart? | have a police force to run,
and various other business to attend to.”

“Not the murder investigetion,” said Mrad.

“I will make no move to interfere with Investigator Thailh, or even to contact him,” Reswen said.

“Go then,” said Mrad. “Fair day.”

Reswen bowed and went out.

When he got to the office, dill fuming, he opened the door and found Thailh Stting there waiting for
him. “I don’'t see you,” Reswen said, tossing his cloak over achair.

“That's good,” Thailh said, “because I'm not here”

Reswen smiled, and the motion of his whiskers going forward fdt asif it might crack his face. “Those
idiots” he said softly. “Those chop-licking, tail-waving, lie-by-the-flre—"

Thallh's resigned and humorous expression as he folded his ams and sat back to lidgen made
Reswen laugh out loud. “All right,” he said. “It was preity annoying. But I'll live What have you found?’

Thailh shrugged histail a bit. “Not much. But thisI’m sure of: if our srangler hadn’t killed Shdav, the
ambassador would have done it himsdf.”

Reswen sat down, his ears forward. “Tdl me” he said, and bent down to rummeage in the drawer for
ahit of dried meat. “And be quick about it. You can’t be seen here”

“One of our people sumbled across some of Malkg’s briefs from the Lloahari government,” Thailh
sad. “Thanks, don't mind if | do. There were some pretty letters, | can tdl you that. Notes from the
party now in power tha this bitch-mrem has to be gotten rid of by whatever means. And Maike
goparently has a good motive to see to it, for the two of them have apparently been enemies, in the
politicd sense, for about ten years. She got him dismissed from some other post, a minor one, for
incompetence.” Thalh paused a moment to chew. “According to the embassy’s own daff, there were
some horrendous arguments between Maikg’s ariva and the last night Shalav was dive. Shdav had had



a change of mind, and was refusing to be relieved of her post; she and Makg amogt came to blows”
Thalh amiled wanly. “The daff were rather hoping they would fight; no one can stand Makg but the
people he brought with him. The feding was that Shdav would have ripped his ears and tal off and
shoved them where the moons don't shine”

“Fity she didn’t,” Reswen said.

“We agree on that. Anyway, she was last seen dfter another argument with Make, a red
fur-puller—seems he accused her of planning to have him assassinated.”

“Shdav? The mrem’'s afool. That's not her Syle at dl.”

“| agree, but that’s what he accused her of, and she wouldn't stand for it. The new embassy daff say
dheleftinahuff. The old gaff ether won't talk, or say that Maikg ordered her out and told the gaff to
lock the gates behind her. The porter refuses to say anything at dl ... someon€e's thrown the fear into
him”

Reswen thought about it for a moment. “In ather case, she goes out ... and fortuitoudy runs into the
grangler.” He looked a Thallh. “ Does that strike you as alittle strange?’

Thailh broke out laughing. ‘ To put it mildly.”

“What are you going to do now?’

“Set my assdants to asking some more questions of these people” Thalh sad, “and in the
meantime, go back to the drapers and keep asking questions. At least now | have two pieces of
evidence”

“May they be of use. Keep in touch, if you can.”

“There shouldn’t be any problem.” Thallh laughed again. “1 mean, we're the secret police, for gods
sake! WE Il manage something.”

Reswen amiled a bit as Thailh dipped out of his office, and began meking a new lig of things he
wanted his people in Haven to start ligening for. When it was done, he brushed another message to
Laas, and sent it out after Thallh, with certain ingructions. And then he set to work looking very busy ...
while he waited.

Chapter 9

Je waited a couple of days.

It wasn't easy; but fortunatdy he had enough matters to keep him busy in redity and not just in
seeming.

“Sr?’ the runner said, poking his head into Reswen’s office on the second day. “Constable Gdlav
says to tdl you that the mrem you had put in the quiet cdl a few days back is shouting for you. Says he
has something to tdl you.”

Reswen gmiled and got up. ‘Tdl him I’ll be right there.”

Outside the cdl, nothing could be heard, but young Gdlav was sanding there in a state of great
excitement. “I’ve been gtting over the ligening-pipe for about a year, it seems like, dr,” he sad. “When
he started to shout, | was so surprised | dmogt srangled mysdf with my tail. What do you want to do
with him?’

“You're going to do it,” Reswen said. “He's had a bad few days in there, and we don't want to
remind him of who put him there, not just now; it might make him sullen again. Take a lamp in with you,
and a couple of stools, s0 he doesn’t have to St on the floor while you tak. Get another congtable to
gand outsde the door, and get a flask of wine. Don't water it; if it goes to his head, no harm done,
epecidly if it makes him talky. Give hm some dried meat as wdl—that makes a hungry mrem even
more talky than wine. And be kind about it dl. Y ou’re going to be the good constable, as opposed to the
nesty wicked policemaster who threstened poor Nierod and put him through dl this. If he reviles me, you
hdp him at it, and never care who's ligening. Y ou remember the questions | asked him?’

“Indeed yes, gr.”

“Wdl enough. I'll ligen to you, and if | want informetion about anything when you're done, Ill
scratch on the other end of the ligening pipe so that you can check with me and then finish. You know



the sound | mean?’

“Oh yes, dr, we use it as a 9gnd sometimes oursaves, to let each other know when another cdl’s
ready for someone being moved.”

“Fne. And when you're done asking the questions, if he's answered what we want to know, put him
in one of the upgtairs cdls. Tdl hmif he remembers anything e se, we might—might—find a way to let
him out and let im work for us. But no guarantees. Can you hold that hope low enough to make him
jump for it?’

“I think so, ar.”

“Sodo I. You manage it, my lad, and I'll see about getting you something worth jumping for. Now
off with you.”

Then Reswen went upgairs one levd, to the regular cdl blocks, and positioned himsdf over the
ligening tube to Nierod's cdl. There was a sort of low moaning going on in there, a hollow noise, like a
mourning ghost. Reswen nodded, satisfied.

Gdlav gathered his props and went in, and for a litle while Reswen heard nothing but frantic
thank-yous, and the sounds of doppy and hurried egting and drinking. Then Gdlav began asking his
questions, and it was as Reswen had thought: The wretched Nierod had some thought of trying to suborn
the young officer firgt, and offered him a bribe. Someone ese would pay the good congtable wdl if he
could only be got out of here, everybody knew constables didn't make much money, hey, what about
some money—Gdlav was firm, though, quite firm. And he didn’'t have to be firm for long, for the sudden
food and wine after deprivation turned ‘Nierod giddy. His mood swvung from momentary craftiness to
miserable, weeping despair a not being able to bribe the congtable, and from that to patheticaly
desperate desre to tdl Gdlav anything he wanted to know. And now Reswen leaned close to the
ligening-pipe, as Gdlav said, “Who wasiit hired your contact, man? Tdl me, then, and it may be | can do
something for you.”

Nierod's voice dropped as if afrad tha someone ese might overhear him. “He said it was a
foreigner, he said, a great mrem, a great mrem, with gold, gold enough for alot of jobs. He wouldn't tell
me whét foreign parts the mrem came from, he said he didn't know dl the names of the places. He said
he thought the foreigner had been here a few tens of days, maybe more, he started to see the mrem
around the market and the shops, dways buying, dways asking where things came from. He sad, ‘I
went to sdl him some lash, | thought he was one of those foreigners who wants forbidden things, drugs,
golen things, you know—and | thought right. He has business, a lot of business, and there’ s enough for
ustoo.” “

“Where would he meet thisforeigner? There s alot of them in town.”

“Don't | know it, dirty things, what do we want with them? The Whites, he came from the Whites
somewhere, one of the big guesting-houses.” Reswen breathed out softly. “The Whites” was dang for the
well-to-do area between the mercantile quarter and the embasses and good marble houses of the
Eagtsde: The houses there tended to be finished in white stucco. He made a mentd note to have
someone go around and make inquiries at al the better guesting-houses for travelers who might have
comein during the last thirty or forty days. There would be alot of them, but he didn't care.

“All right, then. What wasiit that this foreigner told your contact to have you do?’

A noisy durp a the wine. “He says, ‘People are riled up about the strangers coming in, the Arpekh
doesn't tdl anymrem anything, their own people, let’'s show ‘em that they have to tdl mrem what's going
on. Get people mad in the marketplace, tdl ‘em about an army coming, an amy of sranger mrem, these
Eagterners coming to take over the city, ‘cause that’s dl they want to do redly, they’ll try and trick us
and buy the Arpekh to get ‘em to do the strangers will.” And | did that, | did it, nothing wrong with it,
you can't have foreigners coming in and doing suff like that, we fought ‘em and beat ‘em so they
couldn't!” There was ared sense of outrage in the dulled, thickening voice.

“Wdl enough. So you did that. What ese were you supposed to do?’

“Unnngh ... My head hurts”

“l know, poor creature. Come, tdl me what | need to know, so we can put you updtars where
there' s a bed and awarm place for you to get clean. Come, now. Maybe even better than that. Maybe



out of here entirdly.”

“Out, yes, just let me out and I'll never—"

“Ah now, make no promises you can't keep, nor I'll make you none” Reswen amiled to himsdf a
little at the dangy, country accent working its way back into Gdlav's speech, from who knew how many
years back. The recruits tended to lose it in academy, and some of them swore a that loss much later
when they could have used ther milk accent for undercover work. “What else were you after doing,
then?’

Nierod's voice dropped agan. “It was a worse thing, a worse thing than just making people mad.
But there was more gold for it. He gave me a gring.”

Reswen's whiskers stood sraight out.

“A qring? said Gdllav.

“Like this, a samooth shiny gring. Thislong.” The voice dropped even further. “My friend, he said,
“There’'s someone who's cheated the great mrem, cheated him in the market. Well tdl you who it is
when he' s ready. Y ou need to waich them and when they go for a wak in the dark one night, come up
behind ‘em and use this gring on ‘em. Choke ‘em dead, and leave the gtring there.” A lot of gold he gave
me, and there would be more when it was done. A lot more, even. And the foreigner said, wouldn’t
nomrem ever find out about it, because the police, they thought they knew who was doing it, somemrem
ese, and that other mrem would answer for it, he'd get the spike. And I'd have my gold.” The voice
suddenly broke out in wesping. “My gold ... my gold ...”

There was a pause. “Let methink if there are any other questions | need answered,” Gelav said, and
fdl dlent. Reswen grinned slently at the listening-pipe and did nothing.

“Come on, then,” Gdlav said. “Come on with you, mrem. Puli, give me a hand with him.” And the
noises of scuffed straw and weeping faded away.

Now then, Reswen thought with immense stisfaction. Now thenl

He left the cramped little listening-room and loped off upgtairs.

She rolled over in the golden warmth of the overworld at a sudden feding of chill. There was nathing
that caused such a feding but trouble or danger, and she had no idea what could be gaing on here that
could possibly endanger her. The vermin were quite blind to her doings.

She blinked, trying to trace the feding, but it was gone. The merest chill ... Still, even the occurrence
of such atiny thing, such a minuscule breach in the walls of her peace of mind, was intolerable to her. She
could dlow nothing to interfere with her work here; her masters would be furious, and more to the point,
her status—her potential status—as one of them would be endangered. / must look into this ....

She willed the overworld under her into solidity, and around her the brightness of day increased with
her interest. There were ways to keep track of what one was doing with—meagic, a way to track the
effect of chance and event on one's plans. They were dightly strenuous, but they were worth it.

She began the spell. 1t was not one that could be done offhand, even for her, even out of the hardest
skin. The careful, subtle pattern of hissng was one of the lagt things her old master had taught her before
she had reduced him, in an unguarded moment, to bloody fragments. She performed the Nine Circlings,
meking very sure of the usud ritud movements with the tail, and then began the chant, with great care for
the intonation of the sounds. Pride rose in her as she recited: pride in her own ahility, in the flawless way
she wove and hissed the spell, pride in the magic itsdlf, a sort of magic endlesdy more delicate, complex,
and involved then the crude shout-and-wave guff that the vermin did. This was the great at of her
people, which truly had set them apart from the beasts since time was young, and continued to do so,
though the vermin might prance and ghill ther little cantrips and mock the maesty and power of the
Eldest People. Let them prance as they liked; they were no match for the Eldest, as they would find now,
and continue to find.

She paced and hissed her way through the spell. Light gathered around her, the many-colored light of
the overworld, hot like fire, but the heat was not hurtful. It exdted, it darified the ,mind. Thelight, in dl its
colors, swirled, parted, knotted about itsdf, parted again in strands and tendrils, seeking a shape,
exparimenting with junctures, bresking them when they did not work, trying others. She paced and
hissed, and dowly the light knitted itsdf into a webwork around her, a frame of throbbing connections.



Sowly she brought the firg part of the spell to conclusion, stood in the center of it dl, and looked abouit.

The spdl had wrought a representation of what she had done with her magics snce she began her
work here. Pressure on a mind here, a death there, everything showed: and each mind she had touched
or influenced or controlled showed here, with its connections and conversations with other minds 4l
indicated as well. She looked around at it dl with some dight haste, for the spell drew on dl the live
minds to which it referred, and even she could not hold it there for long.

There were no overt indications of trouble. She turned dowly, gazing at the lines of light as they
burned and faded, burned and faded again. They dl led to her, of course, through numerous primary
connections—her pets. One by one she examined them. There seemed to be nothing out of place—

But wait. There, dong that thread that had been most recently touched—the pet who had killed the
ambassador-vermin’s body for he—a thread led from that one, and a second thread from the firs, and
the second thread pulsed fantly with a color that meant danger. It had made a secondary connection to
another thread, and that thread to yet another one—the policemaster who was in turn connected, at the
moment, to one of her pets.

Perhaps this aspect of the game was in fact becoming too dangerous. Perhaps she should do
something abot it.

At firg she scorned the thought. They are only vermin, after dl, she thought. What harm in letting
them do their little worst? ...

But then it occurred to her that this course of action, in her masters view, might be perceived as
laziness on her part—or greed. There was no use letting them get any ideas about that. Supposing they
should demand she be removed from this misson? She could not bear the thought of the splendid feast
that awaited her going to any other of her kind. Hers was the work so for, dl this careful groundwork lad
down. Hers should be the reward. She would become one of the masters hersdf.

And once she had done that—

No, there was no use being anything less than conscientious about dl this. Let something be done
about that new connection, and right away, before it should have a chance to mature into something
dangerous. Stll, she thought, / need not be hasty about it ... | may dill draw this business out
congderably for my pleasure. Aslong as | an seen to be doing something useful, if suddenly | am
investigated, that is sufficient. And there witt be satisfaction enough indeed, when | bring the matter to the
concluson that | widh ... yet another interlude, before the grand dimax.

She amiled with dl her teeth at the thought of the taste of the policemaster’s blood ... and reached out
into the spdll to the mind and eyes of one of her pets.

When young Gellav had finished his report, Reswen sent him off to tel Thalh what had transpired,
and when arunner came in and handed Reswen a message with the Easterners’ peculiar wax sed on it,
he amiled dl over hisface. It was definitdy his day. He broke the sedl. Tonight, it said, just one word, but
the one was enough. Getting the message was amogt enough to distract him from the disasteful spectacle
he had to watch from his office win—

dow an hour later. His office view was normdly one of the glories of the place: 1t looked out onto the
man sguare and across at the Law Courts on one side and the Arpekh’s House on the other. Today,
though, rather than being able to gaze out the window and let his eyes rest in their dasscdly perfect
contours while thinking about things, he had to watch the white stone square fill up with curious
townspeople, and his own men on crowd duty; and findly, to not too large a turnout, the Eastern priest
Hiriv and the merchant Rirhath received “the bones and blood of the city Niau” from the hands of the
Arpekh, in the person of Mrad. Reswen watched it dl, watched the priest sweat and smile and bow,
rather diffidently, watched Rirhath stand there asif he would much rather be somewhere else. And so he
would, Reswen thought, knowing from the listeners at Haven that the man was off for another mesting
with the corn-factors, as they played with what the price of Niau's gran was going to be in the Eastern
markets.

Reswen craned his neck alittle to see what Mrad held out: a glass bottle in one paw, in the other a
stone, sharp-edged, doubtless chipped out of the wal—Mrad had a keen eye for symbaoliam in some
ways. Hiriv took them and spoke some words that Reswen couldn’t hear, something ceremonid that he



sounded bored with. And then dl went down from the steps of the Arpekh’s house together, probably
off to Haven to continue the negotiations.

Idiot, Reswen thought, and picked up a sheaf of parchments he had been waiting to see. It was
young congtable Shila’s report of his firg day in the marketplace, and there was a lot of it; he had
dictated it to one of Krruth's people last night, and a note at the top of the report stated that the dictation
hed taken amogt two hours. Reswen was pleased; Krruth had told him that Shila was another one with
“the gift,” the adility to remember everything heard. And here it dl was, gossip, backbiting, news useful
and usdless, or ssemingly useless; faces remembered and described, sometimes in dmogt lyricd detall,
sometimes in hasty abbreviations that suggested that the talk going on had fascinated Shila into not caring
about the face. Reswen plunged into it, feding exhilarated ahead of time. Since ligening to the interview in
the cdl, he had a feding that the annoyances and hdts and sumbles of the last couple of days were
suddenly beginning to dissolve in front of him. Things were suddenly beginning to connect, to make sense.
It was not a sense he paticularly liked. The dity isin danger, he thought, worse danger than anyone
thinks But it didn't matter whether he liked the sense or not. At least it was there. He began reading,
expecting to find gold.

It was there, though wdl buried in dirt, as gold tends to be. Nitchash (tanner's assstant) taking to
Kolu (meatcake-sdller). N: There goes that one again. K: Which one? Oh, him. The big spender. N: He
was over a the skin-sdler’s this morning—K: Oh, old Vunun. N: Not him, he's off today, his wifeés
kittening. K: Again? At his age? The mrem’s amazing. N: Oh aye, the only way héll stop is if someone
cuts them off. | meant Biha. K: Oh, right. What was that mrem after this time? N: Not skins, that's alJ |
know. Taked to him for dmost an hour. Every time customers came near im Fihal would shoo them off.
Fndly the mrem points a one skin and gives him a claw of gold and doesn't take change back, just
walks off] K: Gods, wish he d do that for me. N: You and me both, brother, from your mouth to ther
ears, you know what I'd do with a change of aclaw? I'd—

Reswen skipped past some intriguing and humorous plans for what might be done with one of the
joy-shes from one of the uptown pleasure-houses. He made a note to himsdf that if one redly could get
such sarvices, the place probably needed raiding again, then passed on to Shila’s description of the
dleged “big spender.” Large mrem, burly, brown-striped, cream front and paws, cream patch beside
nose, kink in tail, green eyes. Well-dressed, brown kilt, brown/cream cezhe—(that was the hdf cape,
half throw that Niauhu of both sexes sometimes wore in summer or winter for warmth or to keep the sun
off, depending: in summer it would be made of something lignt and usudly bound around the
head}—clothing of good quality, no jewelry, no other identifying characteristics—

Reswen scanned down through the rest of the document, finding nothing further of interest except a
prim little note at the bottom: Sold: three bottles essence of sparkflower, one large bottle decocted
washing-herb, one amdl bottle white lotion of hed-leaf, two bottles of dectuary offurweed, one boil
smple, one amdl bottle lose-scab, seventeen bottles ail of mangebane, one claw-buffer.

Reswen amiled at that and wondered whether there was another srain of mange going around dl of a
sudden. Redly mugt ask the Chief Physic about that. There' s dways a rise in the crime rate when a new
grain hits—Purring, he pulled over a tablet and scratched on it a copy of the Shila’s description of the
“big spender.” Beneeth that he added a note to Krruth: Find out where this mrem lives | want
information on dates of arriva, stated business, dl socid and business contacts. Frequents marketplace,
makes large purchases or andl ones with large payments for information. In light of interview with
prisoner Nierod (see attached), | suspect subject is agent for foragn government. Query: which one?
Query: source of subject’s funds? Reply soonest. When subject is located, start leve two surveillance but
do not otherwise gpproach. Notify me immediaey on location and identification. Coordinate with Thailh
re nature and provenance of murder weapon in the case he' s working on. Connection? R.

Reswven cdled in a runner to take the messages away, and then stretched luxurioudy. There was
nothing else but routine business to keep him occupied for the rest of die day ... SO he went about it with
agood heart. But the thought kept intruding, the thought of the one word:

Tonight ...

He spent more time than usud over his grooming, that evening, and left home early for Haven. This



was not entirdly a matter of eagerness to see Laas (or so he told himsdlf). There was another amdl matter
that was bothering him.

He walked in and found things much as they should have been, the g&ff, both the Easterners and his
own, bowing and scraping as usud. Reswen accepted wine, and more hortolans—with something of a
smile—and reclined and made amd| talk with two of the Eastern merchants while he waited for Laes.

Shortly he heard what he had been hoping to: the tight, rather astonished voice from upgtairs. “Oh, he
has findly come to grace the house—" And down the dtairs, in a amdl storm of bells and robes, came
Hiriv the priest. Reswen, looking at him, il found him rather pitiful: his earlier extreme didike seemed to
have passed off a bit. Perhaps it was aresult of the aftermath of the riot, having seen Hiriv's glossy cdm
broken by something genuine.

Reswen garted to stand to greet him, but—"Oh no, please, | beg you,” sad the priest, and took
both his paws and sat down beside him, dasping them both enthusadticdly. This is embarrassing,
Reswen thought, but he managed not to pull away; there was no point in offending the mrem.
“Reswen-vassheh, | have been waiting for a chance to thank you again for some time. The lagt time you
were here, you left so suddenly—"

“It had been a bad day, Hiriv-c/iagoi. | had had nothing to eat dl day ... | confess my stomach was
rather on my mind. And then that night, the murder, you'll remember. | was unable to bring the lady Laas
back as | would have liked, when | would have had a chance to tak to you a more lesure; and naturdly
my time since has been very circumscribed. But | trust you' ve taken no hurt from that afternoon.”

“No indeed, nothing at dl, but what a fright! Nothing of the sort ever happened to me before” The
pries fanned himsdf with one of the many objects hanging from his robe's bdt, a fan of folded
parchment. “ Such things do not happen in the Eadt, I'm afraid. Why, the last person to try to creste such
apublic disturbance had his—" And Reswen had to listen to an energetic description of an old-fashioned
execution, and had to nod politdy dl through it. “I trust,” Hiriv said, “that something Smilar will happen to
the miscreant who incited the mob againgt us”

“Something amilar,” Reswen said, feding a pogtive pleasure in lying. If there were some way that
Nierod could be turned to his benefit in this whole business, he would much sooner do that than hang the
poor creature up to feed the winged scavengers that waited patiently around the spikes and hooks on the
Punishment Wall.

“Youwill invite us, | do hope,” Hiriv said.

“Infdlibly,” Reswen said, “if our justices are through with him before you leave for home.”

“Judtices?’ Hiriv said, somewhat surprised. “Certainly justice is too precious to spend on scum like
that. They would never appreciate it; they haven't the education.”

“Perhaps our arimind classes are better educated,” Reswen said, in a moment’'s sarcasm, and was
vadly relieved when Hiriv laughed heartily, thinking Reswen had made a joke.

“Oh, very good, very good indeed,” said the priest, and laughed harder. “It is true what we hear of
you, that you're awit as wdl as a clever officer.”

Reswven shrugged gentedly. “Rather than clever,” he said, “perhaps say thorough. As in, ‘I am
thoroughly enjoying thiswine.” Will you take some?’

“Always” Hiriv said, laughing again as Reswen poured him a cup. The priest made some smdl sgn
over the cup and drank it straight off with a speed that astonished Reswen.

“You bless your wine before you drink it?” Reswen said.

“Ohno,” sad Hiriv, “the 9gn merdy drives away the influence of Enuib the False, the bad genius of
wine. Excuse me, our rdigion probably bores you, and certainly you have your own. | don’'t meen to
prosdytize”

“Oh no, indeed, it's not boring,” said Reswen, for this was what he had been trying to think of a way
to get Hiriv to talk about. He poured another cup. “I had thought, though, that you served a grain-god.”

“Ssamos the Fair, yes, but wine is part of his busness as wel, one might say,” Hiriv said, and he
went off on a rather roundabout explanation of the Eastern pantheon. Reswen filed it for later use, but
privady thought it was a pretty confused Stuaion: a party of “good’ gods and another of “evil” gods
eterndly arguing over the domingtion of the world, and none of them totaly contralling anything.



“So let me get this sraight,” Reswen said, when there was a pause in the flow of exotic names and
taes of bizarre attributes and, to put it gently, peculiar relaionships. “ Ssamos rules the grain and the wine,
their good aspects at least—’

“That’sright. And Enuib rules their bad aspects, and the two of them fight in the nature of each. As,
wine may make a mrem merry, but it may dso make him brutd. Or bread may satidy, but too much of it
may aso lead to gluttony, or make one discontented with hislot.”

Reswen nodded, thinking privately, Aha the starve-your-poor-and-keep-them-in-their-place school
of thought. “Very wisdy put. What I’'m curious about is exactly what a priest of Ssamos does.”

Hiriv fanned himsdf with a pleased air, obvioudy flattered by the interest. “Well, he conducts the rites
of Ssamos, of course, the usud seasonal observations, and sees to it that grain and wine are not misused,
or used to excess, and counsels the merchants gji how this may be done—"

“l see,” said Reswen. / do indeed. Helps control the prices paid and the amounts bought, so that the
nobles and priests get enough of the grain and wine, but the lower classes don't have enough made
avalable to get out of place .... et they’re arranging to buy more from us a great ded more than we had
thought they needed, considering our inteligence about their buying habits in other markets closer to the
Eadt. Isther population expanding suddenly? Or are they preparing to have it expand suddenly? ...

Hiriv went on for some time, and Reswen didn’t try to stop him, just let him rattle. Ssamos was
goparently another of those gods who got themsalves killed once a year, and then came back agan, to
the astonishment or annoyance of other gods and the ddight of their worshippers ... who overindulged in
bread and got very drunk on wine to celebrate. “—And of course since the wine and the bread are
blessed, it's a very holy occasion,” Hiriv said, describing one of these fedtivds, but Reswen considered
that the fees the priests charged for offidaly blessng bread and wine probably contributed a great ded to
the atmosphere of rgoicing in the temples, at least on the priests part. There were aso faging periods
during the year, during which one was not supposed to use grain or wine, because Ssamos was buried
under the weight of the world, struggling to rise again, having been killed by Enuib the Fase ... though
Hiriv mentioned that those who for hedth or other reasons could not refrain (say, mrem too poor to
afford meet more than once in an oct of Jays) could ill buy an exception to the rule at the temples.

“Very compassionate,” Reswen said.

“Oh indeed, for the people mugt not suffer. At least, not more than necessary.”

“Indeed not,” Reswen said, thinking, This is what Lorin told me to beware of? This petty hypocrite,
this businessman in priest’ s clothes? Reswen had never considered himsdf particularly rdigious, but what
reigion he had was better than this. At the same moment he heard a sound he had been waiting for, a
light, laughing voice saying something to someone upstairs, and he was intensdly relieved.

“But I’ ve been doing dl the talking,” Hiriv said, asif just naticing it. “You haven't told me which gods
you worship, Reswen-vassheh.”

“Our expengve friend Jugtice, modtly,” Reswen said, restraining himsdf from tdling the priest that it
was none of his business, and he wasn't going to get a chance to sl hm anything, thank you very
much—"And mogt dfinitdy Truth.”

“Right you are, very right indeed,” said Hiriv, but Reswen paid no attention to him as he rose to greet
Laas and bowed over her paw.

“l didn't keep you waiting too long, | hope,” she said as he straightened up.

“Oh, no indeed, the good Hiriv and | have been having a fastinding discusson,” Reswen said, and
was inwardly amused to see the quirky look in Laas's eye, an expression that said, Oh redly? and was
gone again. They turned together to the priest, and Reswen said, “And Judtice requires that a lady not be
kept walting, though Justice hersdlf, being a lady, takes as long as she pleases. Please excuse us,
Hiriv-c/luzgoi.”

“Of course,” Hiriv said. “Y ou two have a good time”

Reswen and Lass went away together, Reswen with some rdief; Hiriv's pseudofatherly manner
annoyed him. “Is he going to wait up for you?’” Reswen said in an undertone to Laas, as they dipped out
the front door together.

“l doubt it,” she said. “You know his habits, | suspect.



He worships Ssamos pretty enthusadticaly before he goes to bed.”

“Now how should I know his habits?” Reswen said as they swung out of the courtyard and down
Dancer’s Street together.

“Oh come” Laas said, and laughed a him, a sweet sound but a wicked one, and the conspiratorid
note made Reswen laugh too. “Do you redly expect me to believe that you don’'t own everyone in that
place? Or some of our own people, at this point? | have ears—" And she flicked one of them a him
maost charmingly; the jewd init, deep red like blood, flashed a himin the lamplight from a nearby tree.

“So | see” Reswen said. “Tdl me He obvioudy takes his rdigion no more serioudy than he feds,
necessary. Are dl your people that way? What do you bdievein?’

Laas shrugged her tall gracefully. “We' re no different from your people, | would say. I've met some
here who bdieve in nothing but money, and some who worship and sacrifice as if they were afrad the
gods would notice if they didn’'t, and stop them breathing, and many in between, who honor the gods
when they think to, and honor the ones they like and ignore the others. And what about you?’ she said,
close to his ear. “You gtting there taunting poor Hiriv, whose brains are in his purse, or other mrem's
purses, rather. And he not smart enough to hear you doing it. What do you believe in, scornful one? You
with your fine talk of Truth and Justice.”

Reswen thought about that, then smiled dightly. “I'll show you, Jater,” he said. “Meanwhile, what
shdl we do tonight?’

“| thought you had made plans?

“Various posshbilities, no decisions. We could go see the Games. Ther€ s a sesson tonight.”

“Wha games are these?”’

He paused for a moment, wondering how to explain it. Niauhu shared the ddight and fascination of
mrem everywhere with dance: the flow of it, the expression possible in bodies pefectly married with
minds, dancing rage, delight, lug, pain, joy, in language that could not be mistaken for anything ese. But
the Niauhu, left somewhat to themsdves, matiad by habit and necessity, and eventudly by habit and
preference; they had evolved dance into forms that some of thar Western kin would probably have
found barbaric. Let them, Reswen thought; they were not Stting on the edge of the world with only the
sword's edge between them and invasion, with only a pocket of kindly weather and a few precious wels
between them and the pitiless desert.

Fumblingly, he tried to explain how in the Games, dance had become the expression of the spirit of
war, with dl its daring, danger, grace, power, and sudden death. The dancers who danced the Game
were wagered on, mobbed in the streets, dmogt revered; the beasts who fdl to them were honorably
buried when they lost, had honorable revenge visted on them when they killed a Game-dancer. There
were mrem who bet their whole incomes on the Games, lived for nothing else; some were ruined, and
counted it worth it. Some made great fortunes, and were dmog as revered as the Game-dancers for
their skill—for indeed the betting pools were labyrinthine in their complexity, and a rightly placed
scrap-of-claw bet could become a thousand cdaws-weight of gold ... dways asuming that the
Game-dancers put their paws right, and the gods were kind. The Gods were dways invoked by the
Game-dancers, and sometimes even remembered afterwards, if one survived. But the important question,
in many parts of the caity, was “Do you fdlow the Games?’ Reswen followed them as a hobby, not a
passion; but as a hobbyist, when he had time to spare for it, it interested him intensely, and he could
discuss the Game-dancers  datigics and habits in depth that might have surprised some who accounted
themsdlves specididts.

Laas ligened to dl this as they srolled into the city, and when Reswen trailed off after a while, she
walked gazing quietly at the flagstones for alittle ways before answering. “1 have had so much laidy,” she
sad softly, “of life-or-death matters, and grest wagers ...."” She looked up again. “Perhaps something
lighter?’

Reswen dhrugged. “ There' s dways the play.”

“Tdl me about it again.”

He reached into his belt pouch and brought out the broadside for her to see. The printing on it was
rough and smudged in places, spesking of printing done hedtily from a ruddy carved ironwood board, on



one of the cheap presses bdonging to asmdl criers firm. It said, in greet fa |etters,

TONIGHT

a the Play House the Lord Arpekh’'s Mrem playing a Play of Merrie Contrasts and Humours a
Pretty Fine new Fantestical! Satire entitted THE CLAW UNSHEATH'D

(—and here there was a rough woodcut picture of a claw, with a drop of blood pendant a the end
of it—)

with Marvellous new Masks & Costumes,

Never Before seen dsoe Musick Songs and Dances wrought for this Play and No other.

The Play to begin about the Ninth Stroke on Tezhrue's Bdl ground Level 1 minm Galleries 2

chars 1 minm ea.

wine Vz minm the Stoup and smdl Beere 1A

No Passes for this Engagement

Laas laughed again. “I think we should go see that,” she said. “Besides, you intrigued me. I've never
seen anything a a play but something like The Passion of Lord Ssamos, His Betrayd By the Wicked
Enuib the False, and Ssamos His Rising.” She chuckled a bit.

“Sounds like rather heavy theater,” Reswen said.

“l wouldn’'t know,” Laas said, thoughtful. “I’ve never seen any that was light. But surdy | could use
some lightness ... it would be a pleasure.”

Reswen was &fire with curiogty, but for the moment he said nothing. “What shdl we do, then?' he
sad. “Wak till time for the play? Or est fird?

“Food, please” Laas sad. “ Can we go where we went the lagt time?’

“Heavens, yes,” Reswen said. “You don't have to tak me into that! But Ishoa will be cross with me
for not letting him know to expect us”

So off they went to the Green Square, and Ishoa did indeed scold Reswen at the Sght of him, but
bowed to Laas as he might have bowed to a queen with a misbehaving courtier, with an ar of chearful
complicity. She amiled and played the part, and Ishoa put them at the same table as before, and sent
them wine. It was early yet; there were few diners, few heads to turn at the Sght of the policemagter.
Reswen thought that just as well.

Laas laughed again, looking around. “What' s funny?’ Reswen said.

She gestured dightly with her head in a direction behind Reswen. He turned, casudly, and saw two
of the table-waiting staff, who had been looking at them, turn suddenly away. “ So?’

Laas looked a him with a wry expression. “I don’'t think they’re used to seeing you bring the same
lady in here twice” she said.

Reswen went a touch hot, then cooled down again. “You may have a point,” he said. “Bear in mind:
When on€'s policemadter, it doesn’t do to become too wel known ... it can be used againg you, or by
others, againg your partner ....”

“But when your companion’'sacrimind ... well.” Laas watched him, then smiled, letting him off. “No
meatter. How' s your bit of *fish,” my friend?

Reswen patted it under histunic. “Intact.”

“Would you believe me” Laas sad, “if | told you | would not use ...” She traled off”. “That |
wouldn’'t use it on you?’

“I would be very curious why,” Reswen said. “But | might just believe you. Convince me.”

She looked & him, and sghed. “No,” she said. “Tdl me now: What are we going to eat tonight?’

They went off into the inconsequentiads of deciding about food. Reswen cdled Ishoa over, and Ishoa
and Laas promptly got into a most animated discussion about spices, Eastern and Western, and how hot
one could make mest if one tried. Reswen began to suspect that he had created a monster. When Ishoa
threatened L aas with the prospect of baby bunorshan in firespice and verjuice, Laas tossed her head and
dared him to go ahead and do it. Off went Ishoa, rubbing his paws together, and Reswen began to
wonder whether he was going to survive dinner or not.

“You redly like that, don’t you?’ he said.

She beamed a him. “The meat tastes of something, here. 1t's not bland. One can get weary of



blandness. A little spice makes alot of difference ....”

Reswen laughed out loud, and then choked stopping himsdf. “What's funny?’ Laas said.

He made arueful face. “One of my ... never mind. Someone | know described you, at firs Sght, as
‘aless highly spiced sweetmesat.” “

Laas looked atouch rueful too, for a moment, and then chuckled. “Than Deshahl? Heaven, yes,; but
that was the point. No one looks twice at the second-class courtesan, not redly. That makes her much
the more effective of the two.”

“Doesit indeed?’” Reswen said. He sipped at hiswine. “Y ou've been busy with the corn-factors,” he
sad. “A boring lot, most people would think ... but apparently you found them otherwise. They certainly
found you s0.”

“Your eyes and ears are everywhere, I'm sure” Laas sad, and drank her own wine with an
abstracted look. After a moment she put the cup down and said, “Why should | tdl you anything?
Convince me”

Part of Reswen’s mind began shouting, Thisis it, she's about to talk! but he pushed that part of him
away for the moment. “1 can't, | suppose,” he sad at lagt.

She amiled a him alittle. “I could have sworn you were about to say, ‘Hecause | could throw you in
geol.”

“l was,” he sad to his surprise, “but | decided that would be a slly thing to say. What about the
corn-factors?’

“l could be killed, you know,” she said, “for tdling you anything at dl. They would make it look like
an accident, I'm sure”

“I"d investigete your murder, though,” Reswen said, trying to make it sound light.

“That wouldn't be much consolation to me at thetime” Laas said.

“Wdl, | suppose not ...."” He pretended interest in hiswine for a moment, then said, “But how would
they ever find out?’

She gazed a him over the rim of the winecup. “You think you're the only one who has hired ears?’
e sad. “We have our own ... or so I’ve been warned.”

Reswen considered that. He had long suspected it, and now found himsdf wondering about the big
spender in the marketplace, and other such matters. “Wel,” he said. “I can't convince you. | won't try.
I’'m doing my job as best | can, protecting what matters to me”

“Soaml,” sad Laas.

Reswen drank his wine and was dill. Something hung in the air, baancing like a winged thing in an
updraft, wavering, pushed up on awind, pushing againd it.

“Reswven,” she said. She had never cdled him by his name before, or at least not without the title.
Now, & the sound, something like a shock ran down through him, up again, rooted in his spine, and lifted
the hairsdl dong it. Histal brigtled in darm. “Reswen,” she said, and dl the hairs that had begun to lie
down stood up again. “1 don't know what to do, truly | don’'t. There are odd things going on. | don’t
understand them.”

He held ill and concentrated on breathing until his fur camed down somewhat. “Tdl me what your
honor permits” he said, “and maybe | can help.”

She drank wine, then looked up and smiled brightly. 1shoa had arrived, carrying a tray with bowls of
something Seaming on it; some sort of broth. Both of them made anticipatory noises as the broth was put
down in front of them. It was aromatic, and quite clear, except for dices of some tiny green pod floating
init. For afew minutes, while Ishoa hung about waiting for a reaction, they made appreciative smdl talk,
and then Reswen made the mistake of hiting into one of the little green pods instead of merdly swalowing
it. His mouth went up in flames like some tenement in the Shambles after an arsonist had gone by, and
Ishoa went away in satisfaction, rubbing his paws again. Laas gave Reswen bread and otherwise made
compassionate conversation while he recovered himsdf.

“l am never coming back here again,” Reswen sad findly. “The mrem’s a sadist.”

“Reswven,” Laas sad again, and Reswen swore softly, for there went the fur again.

“You said you weren't doing it,” he said, aggrieved.



“I'm not,” she said, just as aggrieved, and then they both looked a one another and fdl abruptly
Slent.

“All right,” he said, “go ahead. I'm sorry.”

“The corn-factors,” she said.

“Yes, right” He was il eating bread, trying to kill the fire.

“Why should | be asking them if they would like not to have a crop next year?’

He looked at her, bemused. “That's no great mydery,” Reswen said. “I have an idea that one ofthe
main respongbilities of our friend Hiriv's priesthood is to limit the grain avalable to your cities so
that—wel. He limits the available supply, and the price goes up as a result. Didn’'t you know that?’

“Surdy,” she said, and drank some more broth. This time she was the one who bit down on allittle
green pod by accident. “Oh, gods!!” she said. Reswen looked resigned and handed her bread.

A few minutes later she said, “It dill seems very odd to me. We came dl this weary way to set up
quotas for grain shipment. Now I'm told to see who would be willing to have an ‘accident’ happen to
their crop. Fire, drought, blight, just crop falure, explainable in any way on€likes. They get paid, dmost
aswdl as they would for growing the crop.”

Reswen thought about that. “ Another way to force your grain prices up,” he said. “The priests get
even more for ther bread at festivas—extort more from those they dlow to grow it or sdl it successtully,
for the privilege of doing so. It' s dirty, but not dl that strange.”

Laas shook her head. “1 think theré's more to it.”

They both played with their soup for a couple of moments more until it was gone, both of them
daying very clear of the little green pods. A server came to take the dishes away, and for the moment
they touched paws, while they sipped their wine, to confuse anyone who might be watching.

Reswen, after amoment, said, “l was going to ask you: Why are you tdling me this now? You said,
not until your job was done—"

“Itis” shesad, “or so I'mtold.”

Reswen considered that. “Who are you reporting to?’ he said.

Laas eyed him. “| redly think | should leave you some things to find out.” There was a waning glint
in her eye, though; no anger about it, just caution.

Reswen nodded, sipped at hiswine again. “Apparently the trade tresties are about to be sgned,” he
sad. “Your merchants and ours seem to have reached agreement on just about everything.”

“That'swhat | hear,” Laas said. Rut she dill looked faintly troubled.

Reswen said nothing, and was rescued from having to by the arrivd of the bunorshan on a platter full
of gran, fird toasted, then boiled. Ishoa stood nearby while the servers put the food on the plates, left
amdl grain-scoops next to clean tongs, and retired. Reswen tried the bunorshan, then ate grain, very fag,
for saverd minutes, while Laas laughed a him. Ishoa very genidly brought over a flask of iced wine. It
helped ... just barely.

For a while Reswen and Laas ate and suffered happily, the tears running down ther faces from the
sheer heet of the spice. “I’'m going to make that mrem the city torturer,” Reswen said between cups of
wine “How | never noticed this hidden gptitude ...”

“You're an innocent,” Laas said, “that’s the problem.”

Reswen gazed a her in astonishment, “Pardon?’

She waved the tongs at him, fighting to get down a particularly violent mouthful, and then said, “You
do look for the good in people, Reswen. I've noticed. It's rather unusud in a chief of secret police”
Reswen, astonished, took another mouthful of the bunorshan and once more spared himsdf having to do
anything but fight the food down. It put up a vdiant struggle and made him pay dearly. “Your younger
officers worship you because of the way you ded with them. You may make them work ther tails off,
but you give them chances—’

“l am a bundle of suspicions and fears, most of them well-founded,” Reswen said in an I-deny-e very
thing voice, “and | beat my junior officers every day. But they're dl masochigts, that’s the problem.”

“You are ful of fur bdls” Laas said. “Tak truth to me! You just like excitement and disguises and
doing secret things that's al. So by hard work and careful planning, you've gotten yoursdf into a



position where that' s dl you have to do: dress up in rags and snesk around, or hide behind curtains and
eavesdrop—yoursdf, or others working for you—" She chuckled at his discomfiture. “Reswen, | told
you ... one with my brand of, ah, talent, can fed the response. Something underneath the basement a
Haven responds very wel tome.....”

, Reswen covered his eyes. No wonder the reconnaissance had been, as Krruth said, “so dry.”
“Who dse knows?’

That cautious glint again. “Those who needed to.” Then the glint died away, and Laas looked dightly
somber. “At least, those whom | thought needed to. I'm beginning to wish | hadn’t told them.”

There was alittle slence, and they went back to the bunorshan and fought the last scraps of it down
them. “If dl bunorshan tasted like that,” Reswen said at last, wiping away the last of the tears, “they’d be
safe from mrem forever. At least from mrem without your fondness for hot food ...”

Laas poured out a last cup of iced wine for them from the flask 1shoa had left. “Look there” she
sad, “you've drunk it dl.”

“I've drunk it dl? Look at you, you could teach afish!” They laughed crazily, perhaps a litle more
crazily than necessary. “No ham init,” Reswen said, “as long as whoever may be watching us thinks
we're drunk. Not that we are, of course.” He hiccupped decoroudly.

Laas looked chearful mockery at him. “When isthis play we' re going to, O sober one?’

“Oh heavens,” Reswen said, “when did you last hear agong?’

“Some time ago. An hour, perhaps.”

“Lae agan,” he said with resgnation. “I’ve never been on time for a play in my life No reason to
gart now, | suppose. You didn't want a swest, did you? No, of course you didn’'t. Come on, we're
going to be late!” He got up hedily from the table, caught her by the paw.

“If we're gaing to be late anyway, why shouldn’t | have a sweet?” Laas said, laughing, but there was
no point in it, they were hafway out the garden gate dready. Ishoa waved a tolerant good-bye to them.

They ran. Reswen had forgotten how out of breath one could get, running; it was something he didn't
do much these days. But Laas kept up with him with no problem, and shortly it turned into sort of a race,
each of them grimly determined not to have to stop before the other one did. They laughed a great dedl,
and mrem in the streets stared at them with some surprise as they went by. Reswen was rdieved that it
was night; at least he was spared being widdy recognized.

They took shortcuts Reswen knew, dodged through aleys where the reek made them both laugh and
soit in disgust. Then suddenly they were there, and both of them stopped and put ther clothes to rights
and grolled into the crowd outsde the Play House as if a litter had just let them out. Only their gasping
gave them away, making the mrem standing about turn to stare at them again. Reswen glanced a Laas,
who was playing the high-society she-mrem for the moment, her head high and haughty for dl that her
chest was heaving like a sprinter’s.

“Vey fine” Reswen said, under his breath, in her ear.

“If these good people want to think—" she said, smoothing her soft robes, “that my handsome
escort—has been epawing me in a—back dley somewhere—then let them—" She gave him another of
those wicked amiles

He gave her one back, and said, more softly if possible, “Do you think we made it here quickly
enough to have logt whoever was falowing us?’

“Entirdy possble,” she said. “Why? Do you mean us to go somewhere dse before they arrive?’

“Only if you want. But | thought you wanted to see the play—"

“Of course | do!”

“Theninwe go.”

They went up to the ticket kiosk together. The Play House was a rude old joint, origindly a travelers
tavern. It had been expanded when plays had begun to be performed there, a couple of hundred years
earlier. Galeries had been built onto the tavern and around the big courtyard, and the stables for the
burden-beasts had been turned into dressing rooms for those more interesting beasts, actors. A big stage
had been built in the middle of the courtyard, more or less backed up agang the main tavern building.
People gaying in the tavern sometimes got to see the plays whether they wanted to or not; some of the



windows had players gdleries running right outside them. The mrem staying on the second or third floors
might look out from an early nap to see Girul and Oviah from the old story fdling into one another’s
ams, hdf mad with passon, or Lishawi and Neahan of The Poor Mrem'’s Tragedie raging up and down
the ba cony with swords drawn, trying to cut one another into collops. Occasiondly, particularly dozy or
drunken patrons got into the play themsalves, hallering in surprise or outrage & the lovers or fighters,
sometimes dimbing out the windows to try their own hands at loving or fighting. The crowds took it dl in
good part, and the management of the tavern usudly remitted a little of the patrons lodging-fee,
epecidly if the actors had had to beat them up.

Reswen bought them tickets and dso a couple of hillets for chairs. “You needn’'t go to the expense”
Laas said, at that: “I don't need to gt, redly.”

“Sit? We may want them to stand on. Or hide under. The crowds can get pretty rough.”

She chuckled as he ushered her past the barrier which was lifted for them to enter the courtyard.
There were about three hundred mrem jostling about in there, drinking, laughing, and shouting excerpts
from the play a one another. Reswen found a good spot far enough away from the stage to make sure
that they would see dl the action, took possession of it by standing on it, then waved for one of the
courtyard's servers and gave the seet-billets to the mrem when he came over.

“And two wines” he said, and the mrem nodded and hurried off. To Laas, Reswen said, “You've
got to try thiswine”

“Isit that good?’

“Good's not exactly the word, | suspect,” Reswen said, “but you have to try it anyway. Your
experience of this place would be incomplete without it.”

“Oh dear,” Laas said, and looked around her with fascination. She glanced up at the gdleries on
dther sde of the courtyard, where numerous fashionably dressed mrem were stting and chettering to one
another.

“You wouldn't want to st up there” Reswen said. “It's dl rich mrem, dumming; they don’t want to
mingle with us groundlings. They're going to St up there and gossp dl night about who's biting whose
neck and whose clothes cost more. Y ou can hear what' s happening much better down here, believe me”

“And besides that,” Laas said, “someone up there might recognize you.”

Reswen amiled. “The odds are actudly about the same down here as they are up there)” he sad.
“But | have more on the mrem down here ... so that if they do recognize me, they’re more likely to keep
thar mouths shut.”

Laas looked around her with renewed interest. “There are redly criminasin here?’

“I'm standing next to one. Oof! | could have you arrested for that, you know.”

“Go ahead. Brute. Oh look, here are the chairs—"

The name was more a courtesy than anything ese they were actudly stools, and desperately
well-worn ones, in Reswen’'s opinion long overdue to be fud for someone's fire. The stools were made
of hard woven reed, rather than wood, on the principle that it was harder to do someone serious damage
with a reed-and-cane chair during a brawl than with a wooden one. Laas sat down on one; it creaked
ominoudy. “Wonderful,” she said, as a second server arrived with two wooden cups of wine.

Reswven sat down beside her and drank, surreptitioudy watching her expression. Her eyes went
wide She low—

ered the cup and actudly stared into it. “OH come now,” she said, “you said thiswas wine”

Reswen gmiled gently. “That's what they cdl it” he said. “Rather a lot of water, though. Oh, they
don’'t want ther patrons getting too drunk. Disturbances start that way.”

“l wonder that there aren’t disturbances over the way the wine tastes!”

“Yes, there are,” Reswen said a bit ruefully, having policed some of them in his time, “but mogtly the
groundlings avoid that problem by bringing their own. It'sillegd, of course.” There was a sudden burst of
noise, of clapping and mrem shouting unlikey suggestions. “L ook there,” he said.

He pointed toward the back of the stage. Something could dimly be seen moving upwards through
the roped-together beams of a somewhat rickety-looking tower. “What isit?’ Laas said. “Looks like a

pulley—they’ re hauling something up—"



“They’re aming the thunder,” Reswen said. “What? Don't you have stage thunder at your plays?’

She looked a him with cockeyed bemusement. “Usudly we leave that to the gods.”

“That's the Niauhu for you,” said Reswen. “Wait for gods to send thunder during a play, and you'll
be gtting and waiting for weeks. And who wants to wait for the rainy season to have plays? Not that we
have much rain at the best of times”

Laas nodded at that, looking briefly thoughtful. Then a gong sounded: Tezhrue's Bdl, in the old
temple down the road from the Play House. The audience in the courtyard got louder, if anything, with
more clapping and yowling and cups being thrown. A group of chearfully drunken mrem in front of the
stage began reciting, rather raggedly, and at the top of ther lungs

“Come dl good Mrem who seek to hear a Tde of citties in the West, for bliss or bae, Of how the
land of Ythun logt its wedl, for lack of anymrem who knew to stedl; And how a mrem by gold did set
great store, and how hisladie made him so no moare—"

Laas laughed softly. “They seem to know the play pretty wel dready,” she said. “Why do they come
then?’

“Because they know it wdll, | think,” Reswen said. “I don’'t know. Why do people in the East go to
the plays? Since they're rdigious, they must know the stories”

“They go because they have to,” Laas said, with a wry look. “The ‘donation’ to the temple is
required.”

“And what if you don’'t go?’

“Theré safine” She looked resigned. “They get you one way or another, I'm afraid.”

Reswen had his own thoughts about that land of religion, but for the moment he kept them to himsdf
A lone mrem, impressively dressed in dathing of a hundred years before, stepped up onto the stage and
began reciting the same prologue that the overeager groundlings had been. “Who's he?’ said Laas.

“The Chorus”

“But there' s only one of him.”

Reswen shrugged and grinned. “Y ou did want to see acomedy ...."

Laas eyed him with mild perplexity, then shrugged too and drank her wine, and listened. It had been
along time since Reswen had seen the Claw: probably one of the slliest plays in the Niauhu repertoire,
ful of dy village “idiots” ludicroudy mercenary merchants, amorous serving-mrem, clever thieves,
philandering ladies, a Hero-Thief who robbed “according to his conscience” (which changed hourly),
wadre lords gaming ther livings away, crooked gamblers only too willing to help them do it, country
bumpkins, drunks, fools, raunch-dancers, and a Chief of Police who Reswen was secretly ddighted to
find had been patterned on him, and who was portrayed as a buffoon in fancy clothes with an
overfondness for the table and the couch.

He settled back to enjoy himsdf, and tried hard not to stare a& Laas and wonder when she would
gart laughing, She started soon enough, around the time the two Village Idiots find the burden-beast and
dressit up as the Lady of the Castle, intending to put it in therich Lord's bed, “for sure hell never know
the difference,” and their efforts to get the two actors dressed as the uxan up into the second leve of the
proscenium |eft her weak with laughter. Reswen was no good for much of anything himsdf, for the Police
Chief had been on stage just before, lying in a welter of splendid overindulgence on his couch, being fed
choice tidbits by favning raunch-dancers, while pontificating about the Public Good—he was nervous
that someone might try to sted it, like other kinds of goods .... The play itsdf was in the commonest kind
of rhyme, but it was fiercdy topica, and had been rewritten, as usud (probably that day), to indude
themes invaving unwelcome visitors with spears, and more welcome ones, with money that the dert and
honest ditizens of a city might inveigle or stedl, and never get caught. Laas fdl sdeways onto Reswen,
snorting with laughter a something that looked dangeroudy like Hiriv wearing a cross between a priest’s
robes and an uxan-harness with bels dl over it.

Reswen put an am around her, purdy to keep her from fdling down and being trampled by one of
the wine-servers, and glanced up, then down again, quickly. He had had a flash-image of someone in the
gdleies alarge mrem, burly, brown-striped, cream front and paws—

He put his head down beside Laas's. “It isfunny, isn't it?’ he said, having to raise his voice a bit over



the happy yowls dl around them, as the She-Thief made her overly sultry entrance. “Laas, we have
company.”

She was 4ill gasping with laughter, but she managed to get it under control, or at least reduce it to
sheking shoulders and a grin. “What? Who?’

“Someonein the gdleries. I'm not surewho it is, or who he works for, but 1 don't think he means us
wel. We have to get out of here when the act is over, and lose him.”

She kept laughing, more for effect than anything else, Reswen suspected. “All right. How long do we
have?”

“About another twenty minutes”

“I'll manage to enjoy mysdf somehow,” she said, turned her atention back to the stage, and went off
into more pedls of laughter at the She-Thief s attempts to pretend to be a courtesan.

Reswven had a little more trouble rdaxing, but another glance upward, stolen during the generd
hyderia atten-jjant on the line “You mean she's not your sster?” showed him the mrem leaning on a
raling, scanning the crowd with the air of someone who has not seen what they're looking for. He might
not have seen us, Reswen thought, but | don’t want to take the chance. Who knows whom he may have
pad to do alitle murder tonight—It was annoying; Reswen’ s chances of finding a constable to follow the
men home seemed dight, at least combined with die problem of needing to get out of the Play House
without being seen.

He breathed out, then; there was nothing to be done abouit it. He would just have to trust Krnith and
his people to be on the mrem’s trail dready. Meanwhile, there was at least the happy dght of Laas
enjoying hersdf, laughing so hard the tears were raling down her face. Reswen amiled a bit a the sght,
then heard someone say, “But you dropped your—,” and looking up, los himsdf in the action as
someone dropped an uxan out of the second leve onto a bag of gold and the Priest bent over to pick it
up. / don't remember that being in there, he thought, wiping his own tears of laughter away a few
moments | ater.

And then the Chorus came out, and the groundlings started to get restless a the prospect of getting
out to the tavern across the street during intermission, for some better drink than they had been getting,
and Reswen glanced up and saw the mrem in the gdlery watching the crowd with great care. “Here we
go,” he said, not bending his head down, for fear it might attract attention when everyone dse was
looking up. “You ready?’

“Yes”

The Chorus spoke hislast words. The crowd got up before they were done, and there was the usud
rough-and-tumble rush for the gates out to the street. Reswen and Laas ducked low and et it take them,
Reswen baing careful to keep the talest people he could between them and the keen-eyed figure in the
gdlery. He dared not look up again to see whether they had been seen or not, but once out the barrier,
he put an arm around Laas and hustled her off to one sde of the Play House and down a
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amdl, ill-lit street on which the back of the origind tavern gave.

Laas was dill laughing; Reswen joined her, and they made something of a play of being drunk
together, swaggering down the little street, swaying, haf-supporting one another. “ “You mean she's not
your sster—'!1" Laas gasped, and laughed again.

Reswen chuckled, and in the soirit of the thing, began to sng the song about the mrem with the
crooked tail, and what die gods left him in his watering-trough. The choruses were smple enough that
Laas was able to join in after the first one, and together they staggered out of the dley behind the tavern
and back up toward the high town, the exclusve digtrict where Haven and the various embassies lay.

After severa blocks Reswen thought it was safe to stop staggering, and besides, he was running out
of verses for the song. He guided Laas over to a sheltered spot, awadl of someone's garden, and they
paused there to get their breath back.

“Oh, ohmy,” Laas sad, leaning againg the wadl. “I never saw anything like that. Y ou mrem are mad.
How often do you do that?’

“Every night.”



“Oh, surdy not!”

“Sometimes twice a day, on market days and feasts when people come in from the townlands.”

Laas was speechless for a moment. Then she said, “How do they manage it, the actors? Where do
they get the energy?’

“From the other mrem appreciating them, | suppose. You can do alot if you're appreciated.”

She looked a him quietly. “They don’t, much, do they?’

“Don’'t what? Appreciate me?’ Reswen shrugged his tail. They stepped away from the wal and
began to walk down the quiet street, into a neighborhood where lamps hung from the trees again and not
everything amdt of sweat and ilt beer. “I’'m the establishment, after dl,” he said. “Enemy to many of
them who fed that the only way to succeed isto chest. I'm the one who catches them ...

the symbal of dl the people who stand in their way. No reason | should be popular.”

Laas nodded reflectively as they went. After amoment she looked up. “Now what?” she said.

Reswen looked a her. “I was going to show you something,” he said. “Come on.”

It was alongish walk, but a peaceful one, and pleasant this time of night. The moons were up again,
and ther light dipped siverly onto the paving through trees and past the surrounding buildings More
moonlight began to fdl on the paving, after a bit, as they started to dimb, and buildings got less in the
way, being fewer. The city had only one hill; it was modly left as parkland, with some few prey-beasts in
it, living reminders of the earlier days of Niauhu history, when anymrem might have needed to catch one
with his own claws rather than let the paid hunters do it for him, rather than buy it in the market. Reswen
pointed and showed L aas, as they climbed, the old places where the wal had been built out, and built out
agan, as the dty grew too large for it a set of lopsded circles, one offsat this way, one that, and
scattered within the circles, lamplight, torches, here and there a sngle burning oil-soaked reed in a
window initslittle iron holder—a scatter of melow lights, asif stars tired from too much risng and setting
hed come to rest.

Before them the hill bulked black, and on top of it, something rose up that refused the moonlight and
lay under it obstinately darker than the night overhead. “No one comes here any more,” Reswen sad, “a
leest 1 don't think so. Tourigts, perhaps, in the daytime. Not that we have that many tourists. But |
thought | would show the one that | have with me what the best thing in the city is”

“Not the Green Square?’

Reswen laughed softly. “Much better then that.” They walked up a path so rough it wasn't even
paved, merdy a scatter of gravel winding around the top of the hill. “I used to come here alot,” Reswen
sad, “when | firg got to Niau and was trying to understand this place .... Sometimes | got in trouble with
my superiors for being late on post ... when | had been here and had forgotten the time”

Laas looked up at the darkness in slence. “I saw this from along way off,” she said, “as we were
coming in. | wondered what it was, but no one could tdl me. And from the city, | kept forgetting to ask
people—this can’t be seen from most places.”

“Yes” Reswen said softly. “That's a problem.” They turned the last curve on the path. The building
stood up before them, huge, dark, ruinous. Where a door or gate had once been, now there was an
empty maw of somewhat paer darkness. “Watch your foating,” Reswen said. “There are loose stones.”

They went in. There were crumbling steps leading up onto the wadls of the place. It was a fort of
some sort, very old, long abandoned. Grass and bushes grew in the middle of it. Some smdl creature of
the night lairing there squeaked a the Sght of them, a disgruntled sound, findly settled down to muitering,
then to Slence. Reswen led Laas over to one sde, toward one of the flights of steps. Together, carefully,
they made their way up. The slence was totd, except for the occasond clatter of a didodged pebble
fdling down the steps, or into the shattered, overgrown courtyard. Findly they came up to the wall, and
started to wak around it—and Laas froze, seeing someone standing on the old baitlement before them,
someone with an arm raised—no, a sword rai sed—poised, dangerous, dill—

Reswen patted her am. “Yes,” he said, “she looks that way, sometimes. Come on.”

They waked toward the waiting figure. She did not move. A she-mrem in middle years, she was a
little thick about the middle, nothing specid as regarded muscles or grace, but there was a danger about
her that no amount of mere physca training or prowess could have given her. Reswen stopped a few



yards from her, leaning againg the waist-high battlement.

“It was the origind fort,” he said. “When they built the fird city, they abandoned it, Ieft it outsde the
wadls. Now it'singde again. But this was the fird Niau. And Sorimoh there,” he gestured with his head,
“dhe saved it. She died, of course. But here she stands”

Laas leaned besde him. “Tdl me”

Reswven gazed at the dtatue reflectively. “She was one of the fird settlers who came from down
North, wanting a place to live that was a little less safe than the kind of place that the housecats lived in,
up there” A amile in the darkness. “Nothing specid: she was a weaver, with a few kits. They grew up
down here—it was nothing but grasdand then—they grew wild, as kits will. Everyone grew wild down
here, until someone suggested that they should build a aty of ther own. There was argument among the
people who had made the trip. But she said’—he nodded at the statue—"that there was no reason we
couldn’'t livein a city and be hunters too. ‘ Others can forget, she said. ‘But some of us can remember.
They, and I, will remind you.” “

Reswen shifted pogtion a little. He saw the moons glance cold firein Laas's eyes as she shifted to
watch him. “ So they built this place. They had to drag the stones a long way, from the south. Word of it
got around, | suppose; word aways gets around.” He breathed out. “The liskagh, the lizards, came to
rad the place. That's how long ago this was. There weren't many of them, but there didn't have to be,
gnce they were sorcerers. One of them was greater than the rest. He threatened to throw the fort down
gone by stone and kill everyonein it unlessthey left it to the lizards for their own.” A breeth of laughter.
“They would dl have been killed, they knew that. A lot of the settlers were tired and afraid, and wanted
to do what the lizards said. But Sorimoh there, she told them to buy time, to bargain. She gill knew how
to hunt, she said, and how to hunt for her kits. And she stole out by night, and she went into their camp,
a the cold time before dawn, when they were dowest, and she killed them one after another, with their
own swords, and when the chief of ther sorcerers woke up, the one who was protected agangt any
wound any sword or spear or knife might give, Sorimoh went for him and tore his throat out. He killed
her too, of course,” Reswen sad softly. “How not, with those claws they had? But it did him no good.
Not one of those lizards ever went home again to tdl the tale. And it used to be said that that was why
they never came back—that they had alegend after that about how this part of the world is protected by
demons, and will never fdl to their kind.”

Laas nodded, said nothing.

“So here sheis’ where they put her, along time afterwards,” Reswen said, “with one of the lizards
swords, see how big it is? No one of our people could manage such a thing normdly, with that strange
grip. But Sorimoh could manage anything she said. And what she had said was, ‘1 will take care of my
own.” And o she did.”

He hunkered down on his forearms next to Laas. “I would come here” he said, after a while, “and
be with her, and | would say to mysaf, ‘Hereisthe heart of it dl. Here iswhat being amremisdl about.’
“ Hefdt Laas s soft breath near hisear. “Silly, | suppose. But sheis the best thing in the city.”

He looked at her for a little while, and then out at the city, under the moonlight, with dl its mellow,
fdlen stars, and then he held quite till, as something touched him.

Vey gently, Laas began to wash his ear.

He did not move. He hdld quite ill, feding the warmth move about his head, and after some time he
shut his eyes and bent his head sideways and asmply sank into the warmth, the sweet touch, and the way
his own warmth began to answer it. All the night held its breath. There was nothing but the gentle siroking
and the warmth of her breath and the subtle scent of her, nothing se at dl.

Findly he said, “Shdl we go home?’

Her purr in his ear was his answer.

How long the wak home took, he never knew. He had never cared less whether he had Ieft his
clothes dl over the furniture, what state the couch was in, that there was no fire in the grate. They lit no
lamp. The moons' light came in the windows and lay warm on the floor; that was enough. The warmth
built in him was heat, was blood; he fdt fur between his teeth, he clutched with claws, was fought, was
welcomed, both a once. Ferocity and desire, mingled, rose up and clutched a him in turn, pulling him



down to the couch. She offered hersdf to him and he took what was offered as it was offered, roughly,
needing it now, taking it now, abrupt, hungry, as she was abrupt and hungry. They rolled, they fought;
claws were bared, claws drew blood. And then there was her cry, and his, again and again; and then the
panting, the rush of breath, the snking down, both spent.

Later there was time for gentleness; later her tongue touched him everywhere, and his, did the same
for her. Later they dept tangled, later they woke again to wash, and love, and love, and wash again, and
deep. But even in dreams, there were claws, sometimes unsheathed, sometimes hidden.

Reswen awoke from one such dream to fed the daw digging into him, hard, just above his heart. He
fdt of his chest and found something there, something on a cord, smdling vagudly like fish.

He tore it off his neck and threw it across the room, into the cold grate, and went back to deep in
Lasssams.

Chapter 10

J jaas dept late. For Reswen, it was impossible he woke with the sun, as dways, and lay there
blinking, rather astonished that there was someone elsein his couch and he was at the same time so cdm
about it. Normally Reswen liked to be more in control of a Stuation than he had been last night; now he
lay there curled around her, gazing about him at the morning light on everything—the clothing dropped or
lad negtly over furniture, the paperwork that he had brought home with him last week and which now lay
on the floor in the corner, gathering dust and looking a him accusngly—and wondered how he had
gotten himsdlf into this, and discovered to his asonishment that he had no desire to get himsdf out of it.

Vey quietly he extricated himsdf, got up, got dressed in his ordinary uniform kit, and picked up a
note tablet from a dugty table. This place is a mess, he thought regretfully, as on the tablet he scratched in
the dusty wax, Stay. Back shortly. He I€ft it on the low table by the couch, and paused there to look
down at her as she dept. Laas lay curled like a kitten, her mouth a bit open, breathing softly, a sound that
rested on the borderline of a snore but never quite became one. / wonder if | snore? Reswen thought. It
had never occurred to him before to wonder if he did, or to care what anyone ese would think of it.

He glanced briefly at the shriveled-looking little fisn-amelling thing lying in the grate, its thong tralling
helf out onto the floor.

Reswen Ieft it there. He went out, locking the door behind him, and walked sedately to Constables
House, heading up to his office. Krruth was waiting for him there, looking rather disturbed; he jumped up
from a seat as Reswen camein.

“We have your mrem,” he said, and held out a shesf of papers.

“| thought s0,” Reswen said, leening over his desk and rummeaging through some other parchments as
he looked for a note he had made for himsdf. “I saw him last night; he looked nervous. Where is he
now?’

“Goldamiths Street, in the Whites” Krruth said. “That's where his rented lodging is. His name is
Choikea; he' s atraveler, a merchant’s agent, supposedly, from the Western dities ... the last one he was
inwas Raihok, according to his papers. He's been here about two months on this trip. That's dl we've
hed time to find out so far.”

Reswen found the piece of parchment he was looking for, scribbled on it, and folded it up. “All
right,” he said, “get on him. Be cautious. What kind of placeis he saying in?’

“A house, rented. He paid cash up front for four months rentd. In that neighborhood, that’s quite a
bit.”

“Fnd out how he paid it,” Reswen said. “1 want to know where his money comes from. | want to
know everyone he taks to, everyone he sees” He waved in a runner who was peering in the door,
handed the mrem the scrap of parchment, shooed him out. “How is Thailh doing?’

“He s a the drapers agan.”

“When our friend Choikeaisout of his place,” Reswen said, “bribe the landlord or the housekeeper
or whoever and get in there. | want it searched, but have the lads and lasses keep their claws in when
they doit. | don’t want them to leave any Sgn we ve been there. Make sure Thalh iswith them.”



“Yes gr,” Krruth said.

“One more thing. Anything from Haven?’

Krruth shrugged. “Nothing but the continuing adventures of Deshahl.”

Reswen grinned allittle. “ Getting bored with her, are your

“Bored ign't exactly the word, sr ....”

“Ah” Reswen said, “we're logng daff through exhaudtion, eh? They can't keep up with her? Or
rather, with the effect she has on them ....”

Krruth looked alittle nettled. “They’re doing the best they can, ar.”

“Better than they need to, | suspect. Take her off the watch ligt, Krruth; I'm convinced she's a waste
of our time”

Reswven thought Krruth looked fantly relieved a that. “As you say, Sr. But begging your
pardon—who do you think isn't a waste?”

| don't have to tdl him, Reswen thought, and then breathed out a little. There was no point in playing
the great mrem detective with his senior gaff. “Old jingle-bdls Hiriv, for one” he said, “and madter
Rirhath, our closemouthed merchant prince. | only have hints as to the whys, though. I’'m working on it
dl; I'll let you know as soon as things start to fit together dosdy enough to hold an accusation.”

“Andthelady Laes ... 7’

Reswen looked sddong a Krruth, then amiled dightly. “The lady Laas is assding the police with
their inquiries” he said.

Krruth's face didn't move, not by a whisker, and Reswen had to admire his restraint. Gods, with
contral like that, the mrem ought to be promoted. Except that the only place to promote him to would be
my job. “I'm taking today off,” Reswen said, “and possibly tomorrow. You and Sthen can handle the
office between you, yes? Or is Haven keeping you too busy?’

“Indeed not,” Krruth said. “They're having parties every night, but the saff have thar ears open as
usud. They'll send for meif anything of interest comes up.”

“Very wel, then. See you tomorrow, or the next day, it might be.”

“If we need to reach you—"

“Don’'t,” Reswen said, waved, and hurried out the door. He could fed Krruth garing after him.

Hedidn't care.

Lorin sat in his house, bent over the books, muttering to himsdf. He had dways had difficulty with
books, that was another reason why he had never made more than an indifferent wizard. There was
nothing wrong with his scholarship—in fact, he was better with languages than most—but his eyes hurt
himwhen he tried to read in any light but daylight. And he was not about to take these books out in the
street and read them—indeed not.

He groped sideways for the damp doth that he had been usng to wipe his tearing eyes, dabbed at
them, tossed it asde again. The parapherndia of his bookmaking business had been pushed off to one
gde of his rough table, and a hegp of books lay atop the ledgers and the little piles of cash money
wrapped in notes that told for whom they were intended. The books were for the most part not as
old-looking as wizards books were usudly thought to be. That was protective coloration, and a very
purposeful thing. People tended to suspect ancient tomes at first Sght, or at least to be interested in them.
But books in a modern hand, that 1ooked like accounting ledgers—no one cared particularly about those,
especidly when they were labeled as accounts for the past ten years, and the fird ten or fifteen pages of
them seemed to bear out the labding. It was awizard's business, Lorin's father had told him, to copy out
dl the reference works that had been left to him, and destroy the old ones. Lorin and his sore eyes had
rebelled at this, but Lorin’s father had not been interested in the complaints, and Lorin's ears had ached
from much cuffing when he started the long business of copying his father’s books.

Later he had begun to wonder whether the “protective coloration” explanation was dl of the story,
for copying the spells and stories and legends out was certainly a good way to learn them. His father had
not had that many books, but Lorin had begun to pester him for more books to copy after the first ones
were done, and as discreetly as possible, hisfather had gotten him more.

That was what had gotten him and Lorin’s mother executed, &t last, in that other city along way from



here. Lorin's firg reaction had been to decide to burn the books, dl of them. But then he redized that
that would have made everything his father had gone through count for nothing. So he had loaded up the
books, taken them elsewhere, finished the copying, and burned the last ones that had not been in his own
hand.

Lorin suppressed the old inward gripe of pain that the memory dill brought him, and went on turning
pages. Nowadays these books had a dightly different form of protective coloration: Lorin's handwriting,
which was dmogt illegible even to him. He squinted at a paragraph in which he had paused to doodle in
the margins TTiere was a picture of a mrem with a long tall, badly out of proportion and definitey
femde Who was | thinking of ? he wondered, and scratched idly a the parchment as he tried to read
what it saild. Hmm. “Aninfdlible cure for Themm that hath a suppuration of the fur, or Mange—"

He swore softly to himsdf—there were more spdls in this book purporting to cure the mange then
there were for anything else. And everything was al jumbled together out of order: taes of the older
days, legends, and (supposed) naturd history about the animds of the world; old stories, in which the
usages of magic were rooted; the actud spells which grew out of the stories (or the actud events of
which the stories were age-corrupted remnants); chants, discussions on the theory of magic, discussons
of the discussions, commentaries, jokes, the occasond piece of poetry. It made fascinating browsing. It
aso made it impossible to find anything quickly. Lorin's father had often said that “one of these days’ he
was going to do dl his copying over and this time add an index and crossreferencing, but dl Lorin's
father's days had abruptly come to an end on the walls of that other city, and Lorin had never had the
heart, or the time, to do the job himsdf. Now, as usud, he was wishing that he had.

He went past two more mange cures, muttering. He was not satisfied with his results for Reswen on
the stone-and-water front. He kept having a nagging feding that there was something about the business
that he was missng. And worse, there was the matter of that brooding presence that he had sensed in
dream and soulwak: that dow, crud, subtle presence that had been eyeing the dty with increasing
bloodlugt. Tlie sense of it had broken into his dreams twice more recently, and there was no sense thet it
was even aware of him at that point. That meant that it was somehow exercisng its power. But the kind
of power that would indicate meant a wizard of greet taent, far greater than any wizard Lorin had ever
heard of—certainly far greater than himsdf. And far greater than the Eastern priest, if he even was a
magic-worker—for he had shown no Sgn of it when Lorin had looked him over. That, though, by itsdf,
was not diagnodgtic. So ether there was another wizard—or there was something ese. Lorin was looking
for the “something else” having had (as with the stone and water) a feding that he had missed something
inhis hurry the firgt time around.

He turned more pages, skipping past a dissertation on the teeth of the akoos and the uses to which a
wizard could put them. Lorin clucked his tongue in annoyance; he had no time for love potions. There
was too much of that kind of thing going around a the moment anyway, without potions even bang
involved. Those two a the police house—L orin shuddered a little, wondering whether Reswen knew
what he was getting himsdf into, having anything to do with one of those a dl. A charismdic in a bad
temper could drive a mrem to his death without even trying, and their tempers, supposedly, were variable
and unpredictable things. No, indeed, Reswen would be wel away from the Stuation, but he seemed to
be getting deeper into it instead. Lorin Smply hoped that he wouldn't get his paws burnt off.

Lorin turned another page and sighed. It was tiring work, this, and he was getting hungry, and he had
no guarantees that he was getting closer to anything. Copying these books out had not given him
immediate memories of where everything was. There was a chapter on sympathetic magic that he was
hunting that could have been in any one of fourteen different volumes. This was the sxth. Of the
purported History of the Old Goddes of the East, sad the paragraph on which his eyes fixed. Lorin
grunted with vague disgust. Eastern gods, he thought, filthy things can't keep ther hands off each other,
aways rutting around—

He turned severd more pages, stopping once or twice to indulge his disgust: The Suff redly was
pornographic, and it rather astonished him that anyone serioudy worshiped gods who did anything like
that. Then again, heaven only knew whether they did, any more. This might dl be ancient history, for dl
he knew. There might have been war in heaven, and dl the old Eastern gods might have been replaced



by a deaner-living bunch who married out of their families occasondly and let the resulting children live
past the age of reason, whatever that was for gods.

Disgudting, Lorin thought, turning over another page, past severd chants intended to draw game
closer. Wonder if these even work—

Of the great Terorr caused by Them that worke Wizardryes from the distance, said a paragraph
hafway down the page. Lorin glanced at it, started to turn the page, then on awhim stopped, and looked
a it more closdly, scanning down it.

—yet truly it be said that no wizard nor Worker of magic may work to death or other great effect
from any distance greater than one thousand times theyr Bodi€'s length, and it takyth great Power and
Puissancie to overpass this Limitt: yet such hath been done, it is said, though not since the ancient times
when ye Devills from beyond Desert came often to plague the Mremm of the Common Lands, and
walked about the Lands and threw down dl who opposed them with their subtile Sorceryes, and with
Fires yet thisislong Ago, as the Tde tdleth, and whether there be truth in the Tdling, it bee not now
known. It is said that the Devills, that bee dso called Lishkesh in the tales, did go gretely and easily about
in the Next World and wreak mickle spels upon them that suspected them not, being in Dreme or
otherwise Unsuspecking: and they might Dwell in folke's Minds in their Dremes, and turn them to theyr
Will, and cause them to do Evil: so that Mremm who were under the Clamour of the Devills did betray
their towns and cities, and other Mremm who were Slaves and Servitors unto the Lizardes did take those
towns, and endave those withyn them, or kill dl they did finde and take dl things for their own. And
Mremm who knew Magic said, Surdy these Lizardes need not be soe Close as our wisdom heth
heretofore tdl’d us, but are yet far away, and by theyr great and Wicked Sorceryes do do theyr will
upon us, to our woe. And it was thought that there was no defence againgt their Wreeking, so tha
Mremm speered there was neither hope nor help for them, and many a Prowd ity fdl to the Devills that
were Lizardes to beholde, and grest and fdl .... Yet on atime did a Wizard come uponn one of the
Lishkesh at its Sorceries, when his City was besieged by Mremm of the Eagt: and dl thought that the City
was log, for great Magics were done by day and night, and yet it could not be so, for these Mremm had
not the Power to do such works: and dl said, It is the Devills, that doe kill us so. Yet that could not be
50, for no Liskesh were with the Armie, and dl tha kind of Devill were far avay. And Night and Day
mremm in that City did die. But this Wizard by chance did one night putt Wardes about his bed, to keep
off the dremes that had troubled him: and that night there were none that died. And the Wizard did come
to know that the Devill did Use him, and therefore he Layd a trap for the Lishkesh, and it Came to
possess him, and he Gripped it to him with magic, and together they died in soul: and that war went awry,
and the Mremm that did besiege his aity fdl away thereat and were beaten off” with great Saughter. And
when that Wizard' s friends did seek him, the body of that Wizard was founde empty of him, and lived a
while without his soule within, and right so died. And Where the Devill’s body was, none did know ....

Lorin sat very 4ill.

Thisis crazy.

But there was no arguing what he had fet. Something dow, and crud. Something different. Not
mrem—~not mrem at al, never mrem, from the very beginning of his senang of it. It was only his refusd to
consder any other posshility that had been blinding him until now.

But there are no more liskash. They died out hundreds of years ago.

Didn't they? ...

All his common sense rose up in him to take that position. Of course they had. If there were dill
lizards, surdly they would ill be overrunning the world, as they had been dl those years ago. But the
mrem had been victorious over them, at the end of the great wars of which the legends dl spoke, and the
lest lizards had been exterminated off the face of the world. Their bones whitened the deserts for miles
the ories said.

But those are Stories.

What'sin your dreams, then? Are those stories?

Something dow and crud and subtle. Something hot. Something with an odd smdl. Metdlic.
Something that amdllslike claws. Like dry skin. Likefire



Lorin shuddered dl over. This was worse than any mere mremmish wizard, if it was true. And it
would explain why sometimes he fdt magic-workers around, and sometimes didn’t. If there was a liskash
somewhere about, and it was controlling mrem in the area, then sometimes the magic would be obvious
... and sometimes there would seem to be nothing there at dl.

Which was exactly what had been hagppening.

Oh, thisis worse than anything | could have thought up. Reswen is going to pull his fur out—if he
even believes me—

And how can he? Everyone knows there are no such things as liskash any more—

.. except me ...

Yet if liskash were involved somehow, then perhaps there was some hope of finding out what was
going on around here ... for the sorcery in question would not be merdy an Eastern one, as Lorin had
thought. Some little was known about the sorceries of the liskash—or rather, some little was reported of
their syles of sorcery, in the records of the old wars that had been fought againg the “Devills’ in the
ancient times.

Hurriedly he grabbed for a piece of parchment, found none, picked up one of the piles of money,
shook the cash out of it, stuck the parchment into the book a that spot, tossed it aside, and went
burrowing among the boxes for another. / know it's here somewhere, | saw it before .... Dust clouds
rose up; Lorin sneezed heartily, getting excited. For the moment, the excitement was drowning out the
fear. Now he knew what he was looking for. Later, when he stopped to think about it dl, then he would
dart sheking in earnest.

But at least now he had adue ....

“Thisplace,” said the degpy voice from the couch as he camein, “isa mess”

Reswen sighed and sat down on the couch, brushing Laas's whiskers gently. “I know,” he said. “I
was cherishing some sort of faint hope that you might clean it up while | was gone.”

“Dream on,” Laas said, laughing, and stretched long and lazly. ‘Tin a courtesan, not a servingmrem.
And from the looks of the place,” she said, gtting up on the couch, “you're not likdy to keep yours long,
if you keep leaving it hdce this”

“l don’'t have a servant,” Reswen said.

Laas looked a him mildly. “Well,” she sad, “I guess | can bdieve that. Why not? Too many private
papers laying around?’ She glanced a the pile in the corner. “But anyone who wanted to read those
would have to work their way through the dust first.” She wrinkled her nose, then sneezed at the thought.

Reswen laughed softly. “I took the day off,”-he said. “There were just some things to check into
firg”

Laas sat up, then, and looked a him. It was a cool sort of look, a weghing, assessng expression,
and Reswen found himsdf trying to understand it and failing. “What kind of things?’

“Busness” he said. And then thought, Gods, why shouldn't she know? “You know about the
Lloahairi ambassador?’

“The old one was killed the other night, wasn't she? Strangled. | heard it from a crier.”

Reswen nodded. “1 have reason to bdieve that the killing wasn't just another random murder,” he
sad. “I

believe the mrem we were avoiding last night has something to do with it.”

“l didn't seehimwael,” Laas said. “Infact, | didn't seehim at dl. Him? Her?”’

“Him. His description matches information given me by the mrem who started the riot the other day.
Nierod, that’'s the loud lad in the marketplace, said that this other mrem put him up to it. He was certainly
wdl enough paid for it. | want to find out who was paying, and why. For that riot, and for the murders.
This other mrem is someon€e' s agent, I'm certain of it.”

Laas shook her head, and then shivered a little. Reswen put an am around her. “Are you cold?’

“No,” she said, and looked thoughtful for a moment.

“Hungry?

“No, no.” The thoughtfulness was turning somber. “Reswen, I’ ve been shdtered, | suppose .... I've
Seen enough nadtiness, but rarely the kind that causes mrem to drangle each other. At lesd, it's never



come near me before ....”

He looked at her quizzicdly. “ Somehow it seems strange to hear a courtesan describing hersdf as
‘sheltered.

She leaned back agang his am. “But we are” she said. “Cosseted, | suppose. Polished like a
wegpon ... kept away from the wet and the paws of people who might smudge it. Used, then put away
sae ....” She looked up a him. “But I've never been in a crowd of drunks, urtl last night. Well, richer
drunks. But I’ ve never dmogt been trampled, or had cheap wine like that, or heard people say what they
redly think about something to each other, and laugh ....”

“l bet you've never dmogt been killed in ariot, ether.”

“No,” she said, thoughtful, “you have a point there ....”

He looked down into her face, and logt thought. Everything went away but the clear sense of the
warmth building in him again. “This can wait,” he said. “Can’t it?’

Laas looked at him.

“Unlessyou don’'t want to,” he said.

“I've rardly had anyone ask methat, ether,” she said. “They tend to assume that because they want
to, | must want to as well.”

“And s0 you said,” Reswen said, “» ‘If only they wouldn't dl react to me that way— “

“I never said that,” she said, looking shocked.

“You gtarted to,” Reswen said.

She was slent. “Are there times” Reswen said, “when you can't stop ‘working' on someone?’

Laas sad nothing.

Reswen put his other arm around her and smply held her for a moment, then let her go. “Are you
hungry?’ he said, getting up.

“l could eat something,” she said softly.

“All right.” He got busy with the grate. It was one of those that was split between the two man
ground-floor rooms, the kitchen and the degping and entertaining room. Hooks were postioned in the
chimney wadls a various heights to hold pots and pans, and a large fla plate on a semicircular handle
hung down from along swinging hook to Szzle meets on. Some said the thing was descended from times
when only rich mrem were dlowed to eat meat, and the poor had to grill it in the fidds, in secret, on
plowshares, if they wanted it.

Reswen pulled out dried sods from the basket by the grate, and kindled a splinter form the fire pot to
get them started. Lorin's cham he left congpicuoudy in among the sods, though later he was going to
wigh he had just buried it instead:; it burnt with a fearful stink. He saw Laas react to the amdl, turning to
see the lagt flames run dong the burning thong. She glanced a him, a look of concern on her face,
another expresson he couldn't understand. He ignored it, rummeging in cupboards and among
sideboards in the kitchen for the one decent knifein the place.

“Resven—"

The name made his fur stand up again. Damn, he thought, but I'm beginning to likeit ...

“Something to drink?’

“Yes, please. Reswen, who gave you that?’

“A friend.”

She looked alittle nonplussed. “Then there are—I mean, we heard—"

“The offidd pogtion,” he said, “isthat there are no magidansin this city. Magicians of whatever kind
are evil, perverse, and bent on our city’s destruction and that of dl mremkind. If someone was found to
be a magician, | would be hard put to confine their execution to the spike. There would certainly be a
drawing and quartering, with the victim shown his heart after it was cut out. Y ou follow me?’

“I'm afraid 0,” she said, and her laugh was a touch shaky.

“So. The Chief of Police can hardly be seen to openly employ a magic-worker. All the same, there
have been times when he's comein handy ....”

He found the knife, and went back to the meat safe a the back of the house, a cool-box with an
ornate bronze screen portraying the creetion of the uxan by the god of herd-beasts. It was a ridiculous



antique, overblown in syle and hard to keep clean; he wondered for the thousandth time why he'd
bought it, but he could not imeagine the kitchen without it any more. He pulled down the leg of uxan he'd
been hanging from its hook, and sniffed it. By amiracle, it was perfect.

“It sjudt that | have afeding,” Laas said, “that you might need him.”

Reswen put the meat down on the chopping block and began the usud argument with himsdf about
how to cut it up properly. “Tdl me your thought, if you will,” he said, “and if you fed it's something you
can tdl me without your honor giving you trouble.”

She looked a him with a dightly confused expression from the couch, then got up and strolled over
to the other sde of the counter to watch him. Reswen caught his breath at the sght of her moving, the
grace, the way that sweet body moved—then took a couple of more deep breeths to try to get back to
acting normally. “I have to explain,” she said. “It was redly the grain that did it.”

Reswen looked up, confused. “Did what?’

She breathed out, folded her arms on the counter, and rested her weight on her elbows, weatching
him. “This business with asking people to sabotage their grain crops,” she said, and was slent a moment.
“l grew up poor, did you know that?’

Reswen shook his head.

“Very poor,” she sad. “My mother, five brothers, four ssters. Mother was a weaver ... there was
never enough food. If sO much as a measure of gran came our way in an eghtday, we counted the
kernels, Reswen, we boiled the husks and made soup of the water. Meet ...” She looked at the leg of
uxan, which Reswen was attempting to dissect in something like the traditiond manner. “We would have
... | don’'t know what we would have done for meat. But it wasn't just us. There were a lot of poor
people. To hear that one of the neighbors had starved to desth was a common thing. You shrugged & i,
it was too bad, but what could anyone do?’ Laas breathed out angrily. “Sometimes rich people would
come down to the poor parts of town and give us grain, ‘of ther charity’ ... it never tasted as good as
what we bought ourselves, somehow, but my mother said, “You take it, you take it and don't you ask.’
And we would ... but | remember one of these high-and-mighty people saying to another one, ‘What's
the use of this anyway? They breed like dunghill worms. The ones who survive will just kitten as fast as
their dres and dams, and more of ‘em will die. Why bother? “ Her voice cracked with rage and pain.
“Did it ever occur to the. pretty housecat that it was't our fault that we were there, that we didn't enjoy
the fact that our bdlies screamed at us at night so that we couldn’t even lie ill? That we didn’t want to
bother the rich people, that dl we wanted was a chance to live and be happy, and not just lie down and
die and be out of their way? ...”

Reswen chopped meet and shook his head. “Fools” he said, “are in no shortage in the world. It
would be nice to believe it's otherwise esewhere.”

Laas brooded a moment, then lifted her eyes to Reswen’s, and the gold of them shocked him afresh,
not with its beauty, but with its anger. “That's what this is, again,” Laas said. “There are 4ill hungry
people, ill poor. In our cities, and inyours. | see themin the street. | can amdl it through the curtains of
the litters, no matter how they’re perfumed—that stink of hungry mrem. And here are people willing to
burn their crops, lose them, for money. While there are mrem lying around ther doorsteps who would
crawl to the rich mrem’s paws and weep on them for enough grain to keep ther kits dive. And believe
me, there are plenty of rich mrem don't care. Either they’ ve never been without food for more than a haf
day in their lives ... or ese they have, and they don't care who dse is, jud as long as they aren't any
more.”

Reswen cut the meat and said nothing.

“l can't bear it any more,” Laas said. “Intrigue ismy meet and drink, but not starving people for gold,
no indeed. | did my job ... but | didn't like it, and | haven't done it as well as | could have, and if they
don't like that—"

She broke off, her anger choking off her words for the moment. The fire snapped and sparked to
itsdf under the brailing pan.

“Where does the magician come in?’ Reswen said, severing the shinbone from the leg, and looking at
it ruefully. The job was not exactly nest.



She glanced up a him again, the anger ebbing. ““I'm not sure” she said. “Only, someone sad
something that | overheard—"

Reswen looked up, waited; when she mentioned no name, he nodded at her. “1 can find out one way
or another,” he said. “ Said what to you?’

“The discusson was about the shortages of grain that there would be here, if dl the merchants
shorted ther crops,” Laas sad. “One mrem said, ‘Buit if they change their minds about doing it, dl this
planning and paying we ll have been doing will be usdless” And—someone—said to me, ‘ They won't be
able to change thelr minds, natural means won't make a difference to what will happen, and they don’t
beievein the other. And it's hgppening adready.” *

“Where did this conversation happen?’

“In the back garden, in Haven.”

Reswen swore softly; it was the one area of the place that could not be covered completdly. “They
hed sent the servants away, | take it

“Ves”

“Damn.” Thiswas for the meet, not the Stuation: Reswen was cutting steaks out of the upper leg, and
one of them had cut poorly. “Wel. What would they be doing that wasn't ‘ natura’—"

And the thought of the stone and water came back to him, and he froze.

“l wonder,” he said.

“What?’

He looked at her speculaively. “You'll find out later,” he said. “But tdl me one thing. Has anyone
mentioned anything to you about the ‘ blood and bones of the city’ that was asked for?’

She looked a him blankly. “No.”

It's hgppening aready.

Oh gods, gods ...

But the gods helped those who helped themsdlves. He finished his cutting, and thought. “I told them |
was taking today off,” he said. “Quite frankly, | wanted to lie around here and ... wdl.” He glanced up a
Laas, her gaze rested on him for a few moments, unreadable, and then she dowly smiled.

“Maybe later ... if you like. But today 1'd like to go around the dty and see about some things.
Would you come with me? Maybe help me?’

Laas nodded. “If | can.”

Reswen put aside two of the steaks, thought a moment, and sawed off another one. “I'll never make
a butcher,” he said. “No matter. Tdl me the truth, firs. Is this going to get you in trouble—that you're
missing for a day without reporting?’

Laas cocked her head and thought. “1 doubt it, redly. They'll assume I'm doing what | was
supposed to do: seducing you, findly. They may even be pleased—you were scheduled before the
corn-factors.”

Reswven smiled. “My wounded pride and | thank you. Then after we're done, we can amuse
oursalves. | can get usinto the Games tonight. Would you like that?”

“From what you've told me, | think so. All right.”

“Wdl enough.” He carried the meat out to the grate, smung the grill-plate out to load it up, then
swvung it back over the fire. “How do you like your meat?’

“Alitle rare”

Reswen pulled over achar and sat down to keep an eye on the mest, poking it occasondly with a
two-pronged meat prod that hung by the fire. In the middle of turning over one of the steaks, he paused,
and his heart began to hammer. Someone was breathing in his ear.

“Y ou were redly much better than the corn-factors,” Laas whispered. “I’'m sorry it took so long.”

He glanced a her, Sde wise, then shut his eyes as very softly she began washing him again.

Reswen burned breakfast.

Ealy in the afternoon two mrem were seen dralling into the market: one veiled in the manner of a
Winu she-mrem from the far west, head to hind toes, only the eyes showing; the other, her companion, a
fine bold swaggering young bravo, black as night, in Slken kilts and jacket and an eye patch, with a fine



dim sword belted at his Sde. Together they ambled among the ddls, pointing a fine wares, pricing
things, often buying. The Winui never spoke, only signed to her companion, as the she-mrem of that city
do when traveling abroad. Her bravo was expansve with his gold, a cheerful, laughing sort, and she had
only to point but he would buy something for her. The shopkeepers didn't even bother sending their
apprentices around to beseech them to buy, for the couple had hired one of the market urchins to carry
their goods for them, and it seemed likdly that every gdl in the place was going to sdl them something
sooner or later.

Therefore no one found it strange when the two happy buyers stopped a roving sdler, one of the
people who go about with trays or baskets rather than working from a gtdl, and asked what he sold, and
on finding that it was scents, asked him to stop and show them what he had. The young scent-sdller
propped histray on a broken haf wal near one side of the market, and the three of them pored a long
time over the scent jars, the she-mrem pointing a one, then another, and sgning quickly with her fingers,
while her companion asked questions about the ones she pointed at.

Naturaly no one expected to hear speech coming from under that veil, Winui mrem being the way
they were, so no one did hear it, or if they did, they attributed the murmurs they heard to the handsome
young bravo. Which was just as well, consdering what was being said. “You're sure about that, Shilai?
Thiswill be a life-or-death matter for some of our people.”

“That's mangebane,” Shila said to the handsome young black. “More expendve than the hair-grow
ail, but inmy opinion it works better, gr.” And then he whispered: “I'm sure, Sr. He bought at least five
bottles of the goldwater—you know, that liquor with the gold leaves floating in it?>—and had them sent to
the Lloahari Embassy. | heard hm say something about a party there tonight, after the Games, and
another one tomorrow night, in honor of the new ambassador.”

“Do you have anything for the itch?” said the young black, poking among the bottles on the tray with
one claw. Very softly he added, “This dye is enough to make you want to dimb out of your skin.”

“You think you' re suffering,” Reswen whispered, “it' s like a tent in here.”

Reswen paused for amoment. “So,” he said then, *our mystery mrem has made an gppointment, and
we know about it. Thisis good news. And the Games, indeed. Look, Shila, get word to Krruth by your
usud drop. Tdl him to send the reports from the Lloahairi Embassy Stuation over to my house tonight,
before the Games. | want to see what the ingde crew has to say for themsdves. And | want that mrem’s
house searched tonight, if it has't been dready.” He pointed a another bottle.

“Yes, ar. Ol of dayflower, madam, good for the aches and for open scratches. Smels good on a
wood fire, as well, and the smoke drives away insects.”

“You've redly been sudying this” Reswen said, impressed. “Good for you. WE |l take a bottle of
that, and—what isit with the mangebane this eightday?’

“l don’t know, gr. It' s ill sdling well.”

Reswen chuckled a bit. “Keep this up, and you'll be a commander by the end of the moon,” he
whispered. “Or an auncient at least. Pay him, Laas.”

Coin changed hands, and the two of them draightened up and drolled away; behind them, the
scent-seller picked up histray again and went off, crying his wares.

“So now we're on our own. What shall we do?’ said Reswen, very softly.

Laas scratched hersdf absently, then swore, a word that Reswen hadn’t thought a courtesan would
know. “Home to get this dye out of my fur. And then—"

There was a Slence, as of aamile, from under the vall.

“Shdl | burn lunch?” Reswen said.

He held her. He held her. He could not let go of her. It was an agonishing thing, how suddenly his
body seemed incomplete without her, without the touch of her, a arm’s length a least, and preferably
much closer. If she left his embrace, it was only temporary; that was the best part of it. She would be
back. Now teeth closed on the back of his neck, and he lay there and loved it, the reversd of roles, the
surrender, the brief pain sweet with anticipation. He knew the reversd wouldn't last. It hadn't lasted
before.

Why was | so worried? he thought. What was | afraid of ?



Theteeth leehimgo. Ah, dont stop, he said.

“I have to, for afew moments anyway,” she said, and lay down beside him again, panting a bit. They
hed closed dl the blinds, and pulled dl the coverlets and pillows off the couch, and lolled in front of the
low-burning fire like a couple of kits just discovering the ddights of rut. There was wine, and some meet
not quite so overdone as breakfast.

He stroked her side, from shoulder down to breests, reflective, astonished dl over agan a the
softness of her fur. He had aways prided himsdf on his own fur's softness, but Laas's was so soft that
you couldn’t quite tel when you started to fed it. ‘Tired?” he said.

“Alittle”

“Regt then,” he said, and pulled her close, stroking her. She lay againg him, her head on his ches,
and purred.

“Why was | afraid?’ he said.

“Of what?’

“You.”

Shelay slent for amoment. “Lack of control,” she said. “At least, | suppose that’swhat it is. We see
it alot, when we're not usng the tlent. One day a mrem wants you ... the next day, unless you're sure to
use the tdent on him, he' s terrified of you. He doesn’t know why he wanted you, he doesn’'t want you
now ... and he does't want to want you. So you must use the taent, again and again, on so many people
... She opened her eyes; there was aweary look inthem. “A curse,” she said. “Sometimes it's a curse.
| never wanted to frighten anymrem. | just wanted to live....”

“How did you find out about it?” Reswen said. And then added, “Maybe | shouldn’t ask.”

“It'snot a problem.” She closed her eyes again, content to lie there and tdl it in afaraway voice, as if
it was a gtory. “I didn’t know until | was ready to have kits. That firs week the bleeding came ... with it
came the he-mrem. At the door, in the market ... My mother was scanddized.” Laas dretched a little
“None of them came offering marriage ... they just wanted me. My mother beat me. She thought | was
leading them on. But after a while it became clear to her that | had nothing to do with it ... or rather, it
was me, but nothing | was doing.”

She sghed. “Then later it began dowly to change. If | worked hard at it, the he-mrem would only
want to do what / wanted, though of course they wanted me physcaly too ... and the Stuation got a little
esder to control. The worst offenders, | could tdl them that what would make me happy would be for
them to Stay away. But sometimes it worked too wel.” Her eyes opened, grew cool. “One or two of
them killed themsdlves for want of me, while | was youngest and the power was strong.”

Reswen was dill, and held her close.

“I grew into it with time,” Laas said. “1 began to get a sense of the ways that it could be controlled ...
| Had no choice; if | didn’t control it, there was no peace for me. Then aminor lord of the city saw mein
the street. He ‘loved’ me a firg 9ght, of course ....” A dightly bitter laugh. “I had thought life was too
complicated .... I'd never seen anything. Bardly ready to kitten, and suddenly plunged into the intrigues of
a court, and suddenly being the one that everyone wanted ... everyone mde, a least. While the jilted
she-mrem plotted and schemed, and thought of ways to poison me. My control dipped again and again. |
was dill so young .... It was a bad time. Duds fought over me, and lovers lolled, and me passed from
paw to paw like a war prize. | had little money of my own then, and no way to control what was going
on.”

Reswen shuddered at the thought of it. “Didn’'t you ever think of running away?’

Laas laughed softly. “When hdf the lords of a court would think one of their rivas had stolen you,
and thus insulted them? | didn’t dare. | had seen the insuit fdl on the she-mrem in question once or twice,
seen her staked out or spiked up, or taken down into the Undercastle in Cithiv city, where no one and
nothing came out but cries, once someone had gone in. No indeed,” she said. “I did dl | could: |
contralled it. | learned. | found a wizard—or rather, he found me—and he taught me something about
how to handle mysdf In return for favors a court, of course.”

There was something about the way Laas said “favors’ that made Reswen shudder. “I see)” he sad.
“l think | see. But | don't see how a wizard prospered openly in a city, unless your people do things



differently from ours.”

“Ohno,” Laas said. “He wasn't openly awizard. But there are dways things, you know, that the rich
want done for them that aren’t quite legd. But they find their ways ... and Usd was one of them. If you
wanted someone to come to grief, in some way that couldn’t be attributed to some specific person, you
went to Use. He would manage it for you. Your enemy would die of a fever, or fdl from some wadl or
ba cony when no one ese was near, and no one would think anything odd about it. Except those who
knew ... and alot of mrem knew. Usd had alot of businessin the court at Cithiv. And some of it got to
be mine. He would want to get someone under his daw ... so he would send me after them, and they
would want me, and the price would be some little favor they could do for Usd. He had long since
taught me how to not be a playing-piece for the lords any more, how to turn them againg one another
and make them drive to grant me favors” She said it with the utmost matter-of-factness, as one might
tak of making a bed or washing adish. “1 was afarly rich mrem, then, and | got richer ... from their gifts
from other gifts that various lords or ladies would pay Usd for his services.”

Reswen thought of the gold-and-rose-colored knife and said nothing for a moment. “Yes” he sad
findly, “I can see where you would be something of a commaodity, in a place like a noble court.”

Laas was dill, and after afew moments, rolled away from Reswen and lay on her ssomach, her head
pillowed on her arms, gazing into the fire. “A commodity,” she said. “Yes”

“But you stopped doing it,” Reswen said.

“No,” Laas sad, “I'm ill doing it.”

Reswen was quiet.

“But free-lance,” she said. “I moved out of Cithiv to Hazik and settled down there. There was no use
trying not to be what | was. | did the only thing | knew how ... | turned it to advantage. Findly various
people in Hazik got wind of my taent and approached me about this trip. | took the opportunity. I've
seen enough of the Eadt. | thought the West might be different.”

He had to say it, no matter how the possible answer frightened him. “And has it been?’

She rolled over on her back, stretched her ams above her head, stretched that deek and lovey
body before him. Reswen’s mouth dried with desire. “Mrem are the same here” she sad in that cool
voice that upset im 0. “Your Arpekh, the corn-factors, dl gluttons, gorging themselves on a dainty,
never noticing that the dainty has a mind. They are fools, and ther faly may be the end of them. | don’'t
know. | can’t bring mysdf to greetly care about them.”

And then she looked up a him. “You are the only one” she said, dipping her ams around him,
drawing him down, “the only one not to look a me as a perquisite of your office, as some kind of prize
that you have aright to, or some kind of business bribe that you expect and don’t give a second thought
to. The only one”

Reswen had to hold off, despite the fact that the heat was rigng in him again, threatening to sweep
hm away. “I looked at you as ajob,” he said. “It's not much better.”

“At least you saw someone there when you looked,” Laas said, “ingead of something .. , indtead of a
complimentary gift” She gmiled & him, a smdl gmile that gradudly grew broad. “ ‘An honest
interrogator/ Y ou were never less than that, with me”

The heet rose, but he hed. “I think,” he said, “I think I'm fdling in love with you. And you're not
doing anything. Are you?’

She shook her head dowly; the amile faded, leaving something better behind it, a sweet somberness.
“No,” she sad.

“It may be a stupid thing to do,” he said. “Almog certainly.”

Shegazed & him. “Yes” she sad.

Reswen buried hisface in her fur.

“Let us be supid together, then,” Laas said.

He raised his head in astonishment. She looked at him slently ... then bit his neck, made the hesat rise
out of bounds, made him take her.

/am logt, .Reswen thought, as they moved together.

But at least I'm not afraid any more ...



That evening they went to the Games. It was dl too rardly that Reswen had an excuse to take a night
off and indulge himsdlf; he was walowing in the ddight of it. I'm walowing in everything, he sad to
himsdf as they walked over to the Hills the high ground just ingde the main city wal where the,
Enclosure lay. And | don't want it to stop ...

Before the Games had developed, the place had been the dte of the rudest kinds of
entertainments—the baiting of wild beasts, predators like kofomo and tarleth that made the grainlands
unssfe for mrem and uxen dike. There had been gladiatorid combats, too, until such things went out of
dyle as being barbaric, nether aesthetically pleasant nor a preparation for war and combat, as some of
its proponents clamed. What had supplanted the beast-baiting and the gladiators was something that
combined dements of both of them: the hunt, confined in a smdl area where mrem could watch; a
warrior, pitted againg the beasts, who could not leave the Enclosure without winning; and the dance.
Perhaps that obsession with movement and grace had come a little later to the martiad-minded Niauhu of
earlier times than it had come to mrem elsewhere, but when it arrived, it did so with a vengeance. The
Games became the primary obsession of the dity for days, months a atime.

They waited outside the gates of the Enclosure with the rest of the crowd. It was a rowdy gathering,
drinking having dready begun in earnest. Wine-sdlers and beer-sdllers and mrem carrying sacks of
stronger spirits we' re going among the crowd, each with his Sngle cup from which a drinker would swig
if he hadn’t brought his own. Sanitation was rather Ieft to the gods in these cases: the better wine-sdlers
hed a cloth to wipe the cups with afterwards, but Reswen saw one smply picking up the end of his tall
and usng that. He rolled his eyes a bit. Laas laughed.

“And | thought the other crowd, at the Play House, was rough,” she said softly, watching a brawl
dart aways across the crowd. “Half these mrem look like they want to be in afight ... the other haf look
like they want to bet on it.” For betting had indeed started on the fringes of the crowd, mrem cirding in
for a better view, exchanging odds and smal money on the two mrem who were scrapping. The fight hed
not yet got to claws-out; the two were only boxing, but Reswen saw two of the constables routindy
assgned to gate work at the Games watching the Stuation dosdy. Claws-out fighting, or fighting with
wespons, was theoreticdly forbidden in the ity streets, but fase arrest was dso a problem, and Reswen
had more than once cautioned his people to be careful about how they broke up fights

Then suddenly blood flowedand the constables moved in, and so did the crowd, ydling at the sSght,
changing the odds, passing more money back and forth. Reswen was grimly amused to hear odds being
lad on his congtables, and better ones than on the two who had origindly started the fight. But abruptly
the gong went off that sgnified the opening of the gates, and the mob dissolved away as quickly as it had
appeared, except for the two mrem who had started the fight. Reswen turned from his place in the ticket
lineto see that the constables were dready taking them away, ignored by the rest of the crowd, many of
whom were hurrying in past the gate-guards in the usua rush for the chespest viewing areas. Others, able
to afford better, headed in more dowly.

Laas looked around her with interest as they got their tickets and went in. “Do we have to ask for
charrsthistime?’ she said as they went up the sairs to the first leve.

“No, they come with, for once,” Reswen said. They came out on the landing. The place was a short
ovd, with tiered seats close to the “fidd’ a the bottom, and fences between the seats and the much
larger sanding areas behind them. “Standing” was filling up rapidly, as usud; the seats tended to take
ther time, dnce they were expensve enough to be modly affordable by the dumming wedthy, or by
middle-class mrem who didn’t care to mix much with the brawling unders “up among the gods.”

They seated themsdves in one of the better areas, dong the wide side of the ovd. “Not quite the
best,” Reswen said, a hit gpologeticdly, “but then | can't afford those.” He indicated the boxes a the
ends of the ovd, large cordoned-off areas that contained actud chairs rather than benches, and tables on
which food and wine were being laid out in preparation for the arriva of guests.

“Isthat where you think the Lloahair will be?’ Laas said quietly.

“More than likely. Those boxes are moslly the Arpekh’'s, and some of the richer families They've
probably lent them out to our friends” Reswen grinned alittle “A ‘business bribe,” as you say.”

Laas glanced a him, bemused. “If this—sport—is as plebeian a thing as you make it sound, |



wonder that such people have seets here at dl.”

Reswen amiled. “A consortium of them owns the place” he said, “and they dso own some of the
better players contracts. Oveuw, for example, and Aele. They like to see tha their investment is making
money as it should. And believe me, this place makes money. Some of the worst corruption in the city
has centered around it, a one time or another. Mogtly before my time, of course, but every now and then
some merchant lord gets it into his head to fix a Game, or to try to get control of someone elsg's interest
by way of blackmail or some such. Very nasty.”

Laas nodded. “Yes, | would expect that. Gold dways draws such, sooner or later ....”

“But as for plebelan,” Reswen said, “it’s nothing of the kind. Some of the origind players were noble,
But that done has nothing to do with its nobility. Thisisn't just agame; it's an at in itdf. It's a matter of
great srategy and skill, of nicety in judgment. One must kill the beast, but one must also dance it. And the
beast doesn't care about the dance, of course. That's one of the things that makes it a beast. The player
must mind his weapons, and not kill too soon, or too late, or too brutdly, or with too much ease; he's not
a butcher, or a torturer. The beast has its own priorities, its own tactics and graces, that have to be
respected and properly exhibited before it dies. Otherwise the marks are bad.”

Reswen looked across the ovd. “ See there, the judges are here dready.” Sx or seven of them were
seated behind their long table; severa others were conferring off to one side, holding open parchments,
rolled ones tucked under their arms. “They have to make sure that the players are properly matched to
the available beasts,” Reswen said. “If a beast haan't been aufficently evaluated, it's not played at dl—"

“‘Evduated 7’

“Oh yes, they test them carefully for ill and strength and ferocity and so forth,” Reswen said.
“There sawholelig of qudities, and a point system for rating them. Apprentice players dance the beasts
in rehearsd time, during the day, so that the judges who manage evaduations can see how they perform.
Those dances aren't to the desth, naturdly. Except sometimes for the apprentices ... but it's rare that we
lose one. They’ve gotten very clever with padding and armor and so forth for the players who haven't
had sufficient experience in the Enclosure.”

Laas looked at him with mild amusement. “I see” she said, “that | have made the mistake of going to
see a sport with an enthusiadt. | knew | should have let you be; you looked like trouble from the start, but
orders were orders—"

“Hush, my kitten. I'm pontificating.”

“You cartanly are. Get me some of that cheap wine, please. | have afeding I'm going to need it.”

“Certainly—Over here, youngster! A wine for the lady, and one for me. And a clean cup—But
there' s a reason for dl this. You couldn’t put, say, Ade, up agang some poor nosuk that when turned
into the Enclosure would try to run back down the tunnd, or dig a hole and hide in it. You want one
fearless and wily, as they properly are in the wild, one that knows to some extent what it's up agang,
and can ded with it. An educated beast, if you like. Then when Ade comes in to dance it, ther€ll be
some competition for both of them. A nosuk is faster on its feet than dmogt any beast dive, but Ade
specidizesin nosuk and knows how they tend to react, knows how they move in the attack. She would
want one that would properly stretch her, make her work a little—no player wants it easy, or @ least no
good player does. An easy dance makes for.low marks, and low marks pull down your yearly average,
do you see, and then a the end of the year your point bonus is lower than it should be. Not to mention
the matter of honors and so forth, which are dl based on score averages, with suitable handicgps—’

The young mrem sdling wine came huslling over. “All right, two wines” he said, “and which of you
gets the clean cup?’ He snickered.

“Son,” Reswen said, “that joke was old when Sorimoh’'s eyes were dill closed, and if anything is
living in either one of these cups, you're in trouble. Get out of here. And here, take this. Get yoursdf
something to drink, and | hope whatever’s at the bottom of your cup bites your nose” The lad hastened
off, till snickering. Laas laughed hersdlf.

“Cheeky kit,” Reswen said. “But never mind. Now, if someone like Ade is dancing, as she is
today—"

“Oh? How do you know?’



“Oh, a crier comes around in the morning and lets everymrem know.”

“Don't tdl me” she said, “that you were paying atention to anything some crier said this morning!”

He amiled at her. “Would it ruin your day to think so?’ he said— Laas pummeed him, dlaws in, but
just barely.

“Peace, peace,” he sad. “I heard it last eightday. They do a summary as wdl.”

“And you remembered it dl thistime? Y ou mugt be very fond of dl this”

“Very,” Reswen said. “And besides, a policemrem never forgets”

“I'll make a note.”

“Anyway, about Adle. She has a handicap of nearly eighteen points, these days, which means she's
congdered too good to handle anything less than a prime bull nosuk, or maybe a chieshih older than, say,
five years—"

“Your hunters” Laas said, “mugt have decimated the countryside. Where do you find dl these
beasts?”’

“Hunters? Heavens no, we breed them. There are severd breeding farms outside the city. It's very
lucrative ... some of the Arpekh own sharesin them as wdl.”

“Is there anything your Arpekh don't have their claws in here?’

“Precious little” Reswen said, and made a snide remark about where ese ther claws might be in
between times

“Tsk. If we're being watched again, or listened to, you' re going to get in trouble.”

“I'mintrouble dready,” he said, “or didn’t | mention? But never mind that. Look, they’ re ready—"

There was a gtirring and exchange of papers among the judges, and then one of them stood up and
sgned to someone high up on the Enclosure wals. The gong rang out again. It was dmost immediately
drowned out by the shouts and yowls of the eager crowd. Onto the bare sand of the “fidd” came
walking one lone figure, atal, dender, white-and-patchwork mrem wearing a light lesther apron, nothing
else; and the roar that went up to greet him was considerable.

“It'sOgov,” Reswen said. “Not a bad player, even though this is only his second season. Probably
the last year hell be darting; he's getting too good to go on firg, these days. Lovey hand with the
sword. But he hasn't got one today. Can you see a sword, or aknife?’

“No,” Laas sad, sounding rather distressed. “Surely he's not going to take something on with just his
teeth and claws—"

Her question was answered by a cresking of machinery, and Ogov turned to face in the direction
from which the sound came. All eyes turned to asmdl door inthewdl of the Enclosure, and there was a
muffled grumph noise from indde it. Sowly, cautioudy, something came oLt.

It was dun-colored, about hdf as tdl as the mrem it faced; it went on four legs, and its tal lashed
behind it like awhip. “Akoos,” Reswen said. “Do you have them back East?’

“No, and I'm glad of it.” Laas said, sounding relieved. Reswen could understand why. He had never
quite beieved in the way an akoos looked—that huge head, dl those teeth, the saggy skin dl around.
This one was gpparently youngish; when it opened its mouth to roar, he could just bardy make out that
its second and third rows of teeth hadn’'t grown in yet. But the hungry little eyes, buried in ther rolls of
flesh, were looking around it with a sullen anger that suggested thet it was willing to work fairly hard to
make up for the lack of them.

It saw Ogov and gave tongue again, that curious cutoff grunt-cum-roar. He moved cautioudy closer
to the akoos, and the crowd roared.

“It's an interesting match,” Reswen said, having to raise his voice a bit to be heard. “If he manages it,
itll drive his season’s average up consderably. Akoos score farly high on maneuverability, but that's
Ogov’s grong suit asit stands. If he can—"

Reswen forgot what he was saying as Ogov moved closer and legpt at the beast. Beside him, Laas
watched, but more with curiogty than interest, and Reswen fdt a quick stroke of sadness. He couldn’t
explan to her, not quickly, what the Game meant to one expert in it—how the combination of grace and
ferocity and danger dways moved him. He got the sense, too, that it bored her; not the combat itsdf, but
the business of it, dl the surrounding statigtics and jostling among players for rank, the things that were



megat and drink to him. But there was nothing he could do about it. Besides, things were getting exciting.
The akoos had a weak spot, the vertebrae in its neck were partidly fused, and to attack by hiting, it had
to go draight ahead. Ogov was fanting at it again and again with a dancer’s grace, dmost indolently, then
oinning around to get behind it. The akoos had avoided him the firg two times; this time it missed, and
Ogov was behind it in one move, hdf leap, hdf roll, and dinging to its back, biting at the neck. The akoos
shook him, screaming, trying to didodge him; but Ogov was not letting go. With such a young besast,
there was nothing to be gained by another pass withit. It had done dl it knew how to do—there were no
other tricks to be coerced from it. He dung, he bit. No dawing: A clean kill scored more points than
merdy ripping a beast indegantly to ribbons—

“Reswen, look,” Laas hissed from beside him. Reswen tore hmsdf away, feding something of a
pang as the crowd’s shout went up for something he had missed. But there was movement down in the
empty boxes, aline of bright-colored robes filing in from one of the private gates—on the lower leve. It
was the Lloahairi. Reswen could make out Maikg’s color from here. Then, “Indeed,” he sad softly, for
the mrem who had been watching them at the Play House, the “big spender,” was seating himsdf severa
seats behind Maikg. “Laas,” Reswen said, “that one. See him? The green kilt.”

“Gods” she said, and stared.

Reswen looked at her in surprise. * *Gods what?’

“Masgih,” she said. She sounded utterly shocked.

“Who? What? Do you recognize him from somewhere?’

“Yed No, no, not the one in the green. Behind him, a couple of rows. Blue robes, with the striped
cezhe”

Reswen searched the box for the mrem she meant, then found him: a big mrem with gray-blue fur of a
kind he' d seen afew times before, though it was rare in Niau. He had seen the description of this mrem
inthe summary that Krruth had sent him of the names and descriptions of the new Lloahairi Embassy. “I
see him. Who isit again?’

“Masgih. He's a wizard. He's farly wdl known, though not as a wizard. Something of a court
fixture”

Reswen looked at her. “1 didn't know you'd been to Lloaha.”

“I have been,” she said, “but that's not the point. HE's not Lloaha, Reswen. He's from Cithiv, from
one of the aitiesin the East. Another one like Usd. Occasiondly one of his cronies, in fact.”

Reswen was shocked. “Then what's he doing pretending to be a Lloahairi?’

“How should | know? But Reswen, he makes hisliving the same way Udd did. ‘Quiet work’ for the
nobility. And he' s nathing to be toyed with. Many mrem are dead because of him, and no one could lay it
a his doorstep a dl. Those who tried—" She shuddered.

Reswen sat there, having logt dl taste for the Games ... amost unusud occurrence.

“Let’s head out of here when intermission comes,” he said. “We've got red problems now, and
We ve got to start doing something about them ....”

Besde him, Laas hugged hersdf as if she was cold. Reswen put an am around her ... and was
troubled to see that it didn’'t seem to help.

Chapter 11

Th, lere was little that could be done, though, as Reswen soon discovered. Most of his constabulary
daff were out about the various businesses he had set them; there were no messages waiting for him
when they got back from the Games. There was redly only one thing left to do ...

Someone hammered &t the door. Reswen cursed.

“Such words, darling one,” Laas said softly, biting his ear. “Who taught you language like that?’

“You're afine one to be taking. | heard you this afternoon. Give you a sword and you turn into a
ruffian.” He got up and threw akilt on for the looks of things, then went to the door and shouted, “Who
iSit?’

No answer. Reswen reached behind the door for the gold-and-rose knife, hanging on one of the



clothes hooksin the wal. Then he threw the door open.

Lorin stood there, looking smdl and hunched in his poor tattered robes.

“Get in here, you idiot, why didn't you say who it was?’” Reswen said, pulling Lorin in and damming
the door to behind him.

“Do you redly want me shouting my name so the whole street can hear?’ Lorin said, putting his
shabby hood back. “Are you busy?”

“Reather,” Reswen said, “but | know you wel enough that you wouldn't be troubling me unless it was
something important. Come in.”

Lorin walked past the screen into the Stting room, which looked rather more like a lying room at the
moment, especidly with Laas lyingin the middle of it, propped on an indolent elbow, drinking Reswen’s
dark sweet wine and looking at Lorin with interest.

“Thelady Laas,” Reswen said, as Lorin goggled.

“Wevemd,” Laas said, “that day at the party, when you brought this young gentleman by to have a
look a Deshahl. And he sniffed me out, too: most perceptive.” She looked a Reswen for aname.

“Lorin neh Thibaha-chir,” Reswen said. “An honest bookmaker of this city. And other things as
wdl.”

“Erah ivilhih ren ssshmeth,” Laas said, indining her head to Lorin gravely.

If possible, Lorin goggled at her harder than before, then clutched at something under his robe—his
own fidhy-amdling charm, Reswen supposed—and sad to her, bowing a little, “Na erath ssshmeith usgy
ld-iviih.”

Reswen raised hiseyebrows at Laas. “ ‘“Workers sometimes have way's of recognizing one another,”
she said, “that have nathing to do with feding one another from across a crowded room. Though that
was certainly how Lorin recognized me. You are trained, then,” she said to Lorin, “in & least one of the
Eagtern disciplines”

“At least one” Lorin said nervoudy, “avery little, and right now, | wish | was trained better.” He
looked at Reswen, arather hepless expression. “Policemaster, how much—"

“—can you say? Anything necessary. This lady isin my confidence, and anything she hears will be
used in honor.” He glanced sidewise at her; Laas shut her eyesin agreement.

“All right.” Lorin flung off his cloak, one-handed. Under it he had a tight roll of parchment, and what
appeared to be a potted plant.

“What in the world—" Reswen said.

“I found the pell you were curious about,” Lorin said. “1 wish | hadn’t. Look.”

He put the pot with the plant in it on the floor, and sat down beside it. From one of the pockets of his
tunic he removed alittle flask, and a rock. Reswen'’s fur began to stand up at the 9ght of them, and the
memory of the other day in the square. “What'sin the pot?’ he said. “Jugt grass?’

“It's enough,” said Lorin. “The formula you gave me was a blessng, once. But it depends on your
turn of mind exactly what results are produced when you use it.” He put the water and the stone down. “I
was outsde the city wals thismoming,” he said. “This grass comes from out by the river. This stone was
under it. Thiswater isfrom therivulet that fed it.”

Reswen sat down on a pillow besde Laas and watched as Lorin opened up the tightly-rolled
parchment he was carrying, then glanced around him. “All the windows are shut,” Reswen said. “Go
ahead.”

Lorin said, rather weakly, “Can | have something to drink, please?’

Laas handed him over her cup. Lorin was gpparently so shaken tha he took it from her without
hestation of any kind, and drank it sraight off. Then his eyes goggled again.

“It'sgood wine” Reswen said. “I'll have you sent a skin. For pity’s sake, Lorin, get on with it.”

Thelittle mrem’s fur was standing up dl over him. He put the cup down—it fdl over, his paws were
sheking so badly—and unralled the parchment, and began to read. “Irheh ne betno ra pagoh’ dichhev la
losheh echin ...”

It sounded like nonsense, as the gregting—if it was one—that Laas and Lorin had exchanged had
sounded to be. But there was an uncomfortable rhythm about the words, and then Reswen turned his



atention to the fire, which seemed to be drawing poorly. It looked dim, and was giving little heat. Indeed,
there seemed to be a frightful draft in the place. Was there a window open? And wha was such a cold
draft doing thistime of year anyway, when it was just cool enough at night to make afire pleasant—

Lorin kept reading. Reswen put his paw out to Laas, found her shaking dightly. He gathered her
close. The soft, inggtent rhythm of the words continued. It got colder; even the light from the fire seemed
to be less wam ... what there was of it. The rhythm of the words kept thudding harder and harder,
shutting away sound as ringing in the ears does, getting louder and louder, and the light throbbed dimmer
with every beat. Soon there would be nothing but the dark, the cold, everything gone, everything dead—

The words stopped.

Theair indantly seemed clearer. The warmth of the fire and the darity of the ar flooded back, until a
second later Reswen wondered whether they had ever redly been gone. Laas was shuddering in his
ams, he cuddled her closer, if he could. Lorin had dropped the parchment and was hiding his face in his
hands and moaning.

That, when Reswen looked up from comforting Laas for a few moments, was when he noticed that
the grassin the pot was dead. Blasted dead, wilted and withered; some of it was rotting where it lay, as
he watched.

“Ohno,” hesad.

“That's wha you wanted to know about,” Lorin said, and actudly wept. “Hlthy suff.” He sagged
where he sat, asif exhausted, and scrubbed at his eyes with his ragged deeves.

Reswen was dricken 4ill. “Oh no,” he said again.

Laas looked stricken too, but rather confused. “It’'s just grass, though.”

Reswen turned to look at her in miserable redization. “But grainis grass, Laas. That'sdl itis, redly.”

Lorin was recovering himsdf alittle. He sat up straight, sniffling. “It wouldn't do you any good to say
any of that,” he said. “You could say it a hundred times a day, but you don't have the power and you
couldn’'t fud it. Magicisthefud ... the spel directs. Nothing happens without both. And to do any larger
harm, you'd need alaot more power than | have, alot more tdent, more training. And more ceremony—"

“But they have the magic,” Reswen said. “The talent. Someone has it.” He turned to Laas. “Our
friend, there. Masgih.”

Lorin looked blank. Laas nodded, looking very shaken indeed. “ So that was what they meant.”

“*It's happening dready, “ Reswen quoted, getting up and beginning to pace. “Lorin, if you had the
gone and water from a city, and did this—what would happen?’

He looked shocked. “Y ou’ d need such power—"

“What if you had it?’

Lorin blinked. “Everything that grows could die,” he said. “For miles around.”

“And it would look like this” Reswen said, pausing to look down at the pot. “Anyone who saw that
would migtake it for blight, rugt, rot, haf a dozen other things. But not magic, because who thinks of
magic?’ Helooked a Laas. “ They don't bdievein the other,” he said. Whoever ‘he’ was.”

She nodded.

And, “Hiriv,” she said after a moment, gazing down and refusing to meet Reswen’s eyes.

“| thought so. But thank you, dear one. Thank you for meking me sure” That jotty bastard, Reswen
thought. Now | know why | didn’t like him on sight. “Trust your ingincts” they aways said to me, but |
adways had to reason things out, | could never let them smply be true—"You warned me” he sad to
Lorin. “And you were quite right. But | had too little evidence—"

“At leagt, about this” Lorin shuddered again.

Reswen looked a him uncomfortably. “What's the problem now? What ese have you found?’

“l haven't ... | mean, I've been having ... encounters. In dream and out of the body. With
something—" Another convulsive shudder. “ Something that isn't mrem-kind.”

Reswen'’ s fur began to stand up. He stared at L orin.

“There's just nothing else it could be” Lorin was darting to babble. “I didn't want to mention
anything until 1 was certain. | didn’t think you' d believe me—"

“Lorin—"



“—it has to be, the affect and the aura are too typicd, the power istoo great—"

“Will you please speak Niauhu and tdl me what you' ve found!”

“Liskash!” Lorin said, dmost moaning, and fdl Slent.

“Impossible” Reswen whispered.

“No, you've got to beieve me, it's red—"

“l don’t mean impossible that way, shut up, of course there are liskash!” He became aware of Laas's
eyes on him, and added, a little absently, “Unofficdly, of course. Offiddly, there's no such thing any
more ...." He turned to Lorin again. “I meant, where is the thing?’

Lorin shook His head. “I don’'t know.”

Reswen began to pace. “So now we have a wizard, and a liskash somewhere—and a el that can
destroy every green thing that grows outside the city. At lesst it sounds like it. What would have to be
done?’ he said to Lorin.

Lorin looked bemused. “To do so much damage—there would have to be considerable preparation.
You couldn’t just doit like that.” He gestured at the pot. “ There would have to be circles drawn, the right
influences ... cdled.” He shivered dl over, asif that cold draft had come back into the room and run right
up under hisfur.

“How long would it take?’

“Days, et least.”

Reswen paced. Two days, since they got the damn stone and water. Damn the Arpekh, damn the
whole lot of them!

Lorin was dill sheking like a frightened kitten. Reswen paused by the table, leaned down to pick up
the overturned cup, refilled it, then handed it to Lorin. “Drink,” Reswen said. “You're a wreck, and |
need you functioning. Tdl methis” he said, and paused while Lorin drank the wine with what looked like
desperate haste. “Without the stone and water, can they do that?’

“No, of course not! The stone and the water are the bones and the blood of the city. That's the
point. Without them, willingly given, no wizard could do anything.”

“But you just took that stone, that water.”

“Different Stuation. | went beyond the city’s boundaries, where the land owns itsdlf, and anything
taken isgiven willingly.”

Reswen considered the implications of that for a moment, then shook his head. “All right. But if
trickery was used—"

“It doesn’'t matter,” Lorin said. “The stone and water were given willingly. It's too late now. And you
say they’ve got awizard? Oh woe—" He started to weep again, then stopped with comica abruptness.
“Wat amoment. They couldn’t do it with just one wizard.”

“Areyou sure?’

“Of course | am. There would have to be more than one.

Reswven went to stand over Lorin, and glared down a him. “How sure are you? Come on, Lorin,
look mein the eye. Thisisimportant.”

Lorin looked up a Reswen indignantly. “One of them might die in the middle of it,” Lorin said. “Or
do something else, even just dip, just say the wrong words and break the circle. There has to be another
one, to back up the principa worker. Otherwise the backlash—" Lorin shuddered. “Don’'t even ask.”

“Wonderful,” Reswen said, pacing again. “Another wizard. Can you amdl that one out too?

“No,” Lorin said, sounding aggrieved. “ She' s—begging your pardon, lady—"

“No ofiense taken,” Laas said.

“She's a charismatic. You can smdl them without much trouble if you're close enough,” Lorin said.
“The tdlent just boails off them. Other kinds of workers, they need to be working for you to notice. You
have to have afire to have smoke to amel. I’ ve been trying for days ... but | haven't found out athing.”

“All right,” Reswen said. “Lorin, as far as the liskash goes—if thereisone ...” He Sghed. “I wouldn't
order any mrem dive at one of those things. Find out what you can. But keep your skinin one piece; you
have other business. Especidly other business than taking bets, just now. | want you to drop whatever
else you might be doing, until you hear otherwise from me. | want you to do nothing else but ‘smel,” you



understand me? Nothing ese whatever. You smdl smoke—I want you to get word to me, wherever |
am. lll show you how to do it: there are runnersin various placesin the city, avalable for mrem who need
to contact me quickly.”

“All right,” Lorin said.

“I’'m going to give you a lot of money,” Reswen said. “So keep your nose open. And by the gods,”
he added, “I’m going to buy you some new clothes. Now go home. And thank you, old friend.”

Lorin seemed glad to go. He pulled his robes about him and bowed to Laas and was gone, damming
the door behind him. Reswen watched him through the dightly parted curtain, a shabby, hurrying figure,
bright as he passed the torchlight of one of the neighboring houses, then shadow, a shape in shadow,
gone.

“And then what are you going to do?’ Laas said quietly.

“I'm going to take back the stone and water,” said Res wen.

Laas looked concerned. “But the Arpekh—"

“Let them try to stop me,” Reswen said.

“They'll fireyou,” Laas said.

“Hreme? They'll spike me up as atraitor,” Reswen said. “But only if they can catch me doing what
I’'m doing. There are some advantages to being the chief of the secret police, you know.”

Laas amiled & him. It was a amdl, dowly growing amile, but it heartened Reswen nonetheless. And
that was good, for the word “traitor” rang in his mind like a bell, a leaden stroke, one that lingered; and
he could use heartening.

Laas stood up and put her am around him as he stood in front of the fire. “And how much of this are
you going to tdll our friend Hiriv, when you see him tomorrow?’ Reswen said. “For surely you've got to
go back. They're going to get suspicious.”

Those golden eyes gleamed a him. “I can be quite circumspect when | choose,” she sad. “I can tdl
hm a great ded of the truth ... but nothing that will do him any good.”

“Oh? Such as what?’

“Such as the fact that the chief of police likes his pleasures, likes his food, and his Games, and his
plays” She chuckled. “And his she-mrem, especidly.”

Reswen gathered her close. “ ‘Likes 7’ he said.

“And is an outrageous lover,” she said, nestling her head into his shoulder.

“‘Likes?’

Laas laughed softly. “Loves,” she said. “Loves”

Reswen hit her gently.

“Loves” she sad, and this time, and for some time thereafter, Reswen knew she was spesking for
hersdif.

Shelay in the midgt of the gleaming webwork and hissed.

She had not Ieft it for some time now—not since she found that things were no longer running as
gmoathly as they had been. The Stuation could not be permitted to continue ... but it had continued,
despite her attempts to stop it.

The problem, as usud, was subtlety. She dared do nothing that was too obvious. Obvious actions
attracted attention, and could ruin a wdl-lad plan. But on the other hand, some of the vermin were
coming too close to her plan, and were beginning to perceive the generd drift of it.

The little wizard, for example. That was a bad one, but if she killed him outright, or had him killed,
she would perhaps betray more than she wanted to to the policemaster. At the thought of him she hissed
agan. The wretched meddler! He was entirdy too intdligent for a beast.

Now perhaps he might be killed. But no—that might do damage to the group which she had been
usng and guiding since their arrivd here. And it was not subtle. She rebdled agang any action so
obvious.

Control?

Possibly. Possbly. But with dl her other pets, she had had time to practice fird. It was just as well,
for some of them had struggled mightily when she firg took them—and though she had swiftly recovered



them, even a moment’s escape, in circumstances as perilous as these, could be fetd. Not only to the
plan, either. Her masters opinion of her mugt not be dlowed to suffer.

That was another thing. Who knew if, even now, they were watching her from some more hidden
part of the overworld, as she was watching the vermin? It was entirdly possible. There were some things
they could do that not even her power showed her how to manaege. If they saw her taking unsubtle
action, there would be no reward for her a the end of dl this ... no sweet flow of blood. There might
even be recal—shame, and possibly worse, would befel her. No indeed ... she mugt conduct hersdf as
if she were baing watched every moment, for possbly she was. She must make no unwise or precipitate
move. Killing the policemaster, therefore, would have to wait. It was a pity.

Thelittle wizard, though ... the policemaster could do nothing without him, a least nothing that would
serioudy thresten her. And perhaps there were other ways to strike at the policemaster. She would have
to congder these.

Her pet, for ingance. The policemaster was too close to it to percelve thet it might be a danger. It
would be smple enough to use that pet to put a knife into him, some night ... But no: That was just as
unsubtle as anything ese she had been consdering before her annoyance steadied down.

Certanly her pet could feed hm misnformation; that would be Smple enough to arrange. Or perhaps
decoy himinto danger that he might have avoided ... except for her. She hissed softly, a pleased sound.
That was not a bad idea a dl. Her humor rose a the thought of the ridiculous little rdationships that
arose between these creatures with <o little trouble. They were certainly no match for the relationships of
her own people, with their complexity and their splendid crudty. “Worm grows not to dragon till worm
eats worm,” the saying was, and though it gpplied to one of the lesser kinds, it was true as far as it went.
One could not truly grow without devouring others. She watched the vermin try to pretend otherwise,
and watched too with amusement as they so often proved it true no matter what they did.

So then—her pet. But firg she must cdl out another of them: the only one she ever deigned to use
words with. It knew how honored it was, she thought. It dways groveled mogt satisfactorily when she
became apparent to it ... and that was quite as it should be. That other pet must be apprised of some of
the things that were going on. In its smal way it could be quite efficient, and it had handled most of the
busnessit had been sent to the city for, anyway. It might as well have something ese to do now.

She glanced at the webwork for the strand that led from her to that particular pet. It burnt low at the
moment; he was adegp. So much the better, for messages passed on in degp were that much more
effective

She reached out with her will and touched the strand—sent a line of fire down it swift and hard, to
communicate her impatient and perilous mood. The glow of the overworld dimmed somewhat to show
her the pet’s perception of it in dream—a shadowy redm, full of places to hide, slences, protecting
darks. Her intention flared through that darkness like hest lightning, and the creature perceived her and
very prudently fdl at her fedt.

She amply loomed over it for a few moments, enjoying its terror. Because she deigned to speak to it,
it had an idea that it was somehow favored among its kind, because it was her dave willingly. It was
favored, in a pitiful, crawling sort of way, but it little suspected what result wooing her favor might have. It
would find out, some day, when she had trained a pet that could better do her will. Its inflated little ego
would crush wonderfully in her teeth.

But for the moment it lay there on the floor of the redims of dream, face down, quaking, its colors
shading through dl the vividest tones of fear, with here and there the dightest thread of pride or ambition
showing. Priest, she said at last, when she began to weary allittle of watching its fear.

Great one, command me, it said.

/ have atask for you.

Ah, great one, you honor me beyond my worth—

Yes, | do. Bedlent and lisen. Y ou have the stone and water | commanded you to seek.

Yes, great one.

The time has come to turn them to our advantage. Cdl out your colleegue and tdl him to begin
preparations for the spdl itsdf. In the meantime, we will use the “bones and blood” to produce some



results which will aid what you mugt do. Here she ingtructed the pet at large in what had to be done, and
it agreed fulsomdy with everything she suggested. That was just as wdl; certainly it suspected what she
would do if it had dared to disagree.

Have you dl the other ingredients you will need for the spell? she said.

Yes, great one, everything is prepared.

Then see to it. | will be watching you ... and it will be the worse for you if anything is done
improperly. Death will be the firgt and least of the things that will happen. Do you understand?

It blubbered on the floor of its dream. That was most satisfactory. This one had few fears except of
itsown death, or of an unnaturd one ... and she loved to inflame that. The pet little knew what she had
planned for it some day ... and there was no poaint in its finding out just yet; that would jeopardize its
effectiveness.

Go, then, and do my will. Remember that | see and know your every thought.

It blubbered more, and she withdrew, her tongue flickering in amusement at its tiny horror of her.
W, it was the best the creature could do. It would never achieve the greet fear, the complex and
terrible terror that one of her kind could have of another that was stronger or greater than itsdf. That was
another thing that set her people apart from these dightly-more-than-beasts. She amiled dightly as she lay
down again in the webwork, glancing about it.

Was this web drawing tighter? It looked asif it was.

No, surdy. | am growing, thet isdl.

She settled down in the golden slence to watch the flickering fire of her power run dong the tendrils
of the plan ... about to come to fruition &t last.

He swung into the office the next moming rather early, having made his good-byes around dawn,
knowing that work would be piled up, and it would be as wdl if he was there to start handling it before
too many questions were asked. In the aftermath, it turned out to be just aswell; for at least he was there
when Mrad came rushing into the office, a a most unusud hour for an Arpakh, and cranky to boot.
Behind him came Krruth, looking most disturbed.

“Your usdless policemrem,” Mrad shouted. “What's the point of them if even they can’t defend
themsealves againg what' s going on in this city? What are you doing, Reswen? How are we supposed to
guarantee protection to the embasses and this city’s guedts if even the police can't take care of
themsdves—’

“Lord Arpakh,” Reswen said, redraining his temper with some difficulty. Being shouted at, especidly
infront of his saff, had never been one of hisfavorite things Mrad fdl slent, looking at him with surprise.
“Please start at the beginning of what you have to tdl me, rather than in the middle”

“Don’'t you get amart with me, my mrem,” Mrad said with heat. “If you had better control of your
folk, we wouldn't have these problems—"

Reswen controlled himsdf again, then turned to Krruth. “Two of our plainclothes people were very
bedly beaten early this morning,” Krruth said. “They were dumped down the road from the Lloahairi
Embassy.”

“l see” Reswen said. Damn them. Damn the Lloahairi! How am | going to get a those people to see
what they’re up to with that wretched Easterner? “Lord Arpakh,” Reswen said, “it is entirdy possble
that if you had not ordered me off” the invedtigation of Ambassador Shadav’'s murder, and had not
ordered me to withdraw the normd survellance of the Lloahairi, this would not have happened. They
done of dl the embasses in the dty have chosen to protest agang the survellance that everyone
understands goes on when another country has an embassy in a city not dlied to them. And now, as a
result, their people have ther spies out anong our own, and we have none to keep an eye on what they
are doing.” He caefully neglected to mention Thabe and the others posng as servants indde Hie
Lloahari Embassy at the moment, without the Arpekh’s knowledge.

“You have dlowed the Arpekh to be browbeaten into this stance, out of a desire for the Lloahairi’s
goodwill while you renegotiate al your precious trade treeties, but no good will come of it, nor is coming
of it, as we see dready. Those people outsde were doing the Lloahairi no harm: they were on security
duty to make sure nothing such as happened to Shadlav happened again without our knowing about it.



And you come complaining to me about the effect this assault has among the embassies? Who do you
think did it, my lord? The Lloahairi are tdling you loudly of their contempt for you, even while they extort
new settlements from you ten times better than any present circumstances deserve, even while they wait
to see whether they can extort yet better ones from you over this ugly little matter, which | have no doubt
they engineered themsdves. Oh yes, my lord,” Reswen said, seeing the
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unnerved look replace the look of anger in Mradl’s face, “I know about the negotiations, and how
they have been proceeding. The chief of the H’satel would be rather a poor mrem about his work if he
didn't; knowing such things as make this city safe are my responghility. So don’t come laying the blame
for these poor mrems begtings & my door, master Mradl, or thers ether. You and your spindess
brethren are at fault, and you are welcome to tdl those poor mrems families as much, not that you will.
And if you want my resignation,” Reswen said, getting into the heat of things and activdy enjoying the
gorm and confusion of rage and unease and other emotions chasing themsdlves over Mrad’s face, “you
may haveit on the spot, for I'm tired of trying to keep this city out of the worst danger it'sbeeninin a
century, while lapcats and dilettantes and sit-by-the-fire milk-lappers tdl me how to do my job and then
prevent my doing it!”

Mrad stared at Reswen, speechless, for severd breaths, and then turned and went out in a furious
rush, damming Reswen's door behind him. “Well,” Reswen said, “that’ s that, Krruth; I'm ether in a great
dedl of trouble, not that that's unusud, or ese I'm not Chief of H'satel any more. Either way, you had
better tdl me your newsin ahurry. | can seeit’s no better than Mradl’s.”

“Thabe” Krruth said. “We found her down in the ricketies, with her paws cut off and her tongue torn

Reswven had to st right down on his desk at that. Little gingery Thabe with her merry ways?
Sweet-voiced Thabe of the wicked dirty jokes, and the wit that could leave a whole room ralling and
gasping, helpless with laughter?“Ah, no,” he said. “Oh, Krruth, that's crud.”

Krruth nodded, expressonless. He had trained Thabe himsdf, had worked with her often. “I would
imagine they found her ‘meddliing, “ he said. “Careful creature that she is even in that plight she
goparently took hersdf sraight off to the ricketies after they dumped her, to try to makeit look unrelated.
We traced her blood trail, but she had purposdly defaced it from the spot where they dumped her.”

“How is she? Where is she?’

“She lives” Krruth said, “and she's hanging on. More than that the physcdan can't say. She's
down in theinfirmary.”

“I'll go there,” Reswen said, and sivung down off the desk; but as he did, Krruth put a paw to his
forearm and stopped him. “What, then?’

“She'sreding at the moment. They've got her full of snoreweed, and if she should wake up enough
to notice you, she'd be in greet distress that she couldn’'t report. Let her be, Reswen. | think you have
other concerns.”

“l have indeed. Sit down, Krruth,” he said. “This may take a while” And for the next hour or so he
filled Krruth in on the things that Laas had told him, and that he had. discovered, over the past day or so.
Krruth nodded and listened and committed it dl to memory, looking more and more disturbed as the
account continued. When it was done, Krruth sighed—a pained sound; he preferred his world orderly,
but it never obliged him. “So,” he said, “what are you going to do, Sr?’

“Get back our stone and water, somehow,” Reswen said, “before the rite involved has a chance to
take place. Thisis complicated by the fact that we know nothing about where it now is, though Hiriv was
gven it. | know it was taken to Haven origindly, but the odds that it's lill there now strike me as very
low. Nevertheless, | want dl our people to look for it. If they find it, it's to vanish. They are not to wait,
not to try to make other arrangements. They are to risk discovery if necessary. Nathing is as important as
getting that stone and water back.”

“Very wdl, Sr.”

“What' s the gtatus of our other people in the embassy?”’

“Lying very low.”



“Keep them so0. But one way or another | want someone in there tonight who can snoop around a
bit; there' s that party, you remember. It's impossible to keep proper security during a party, and | mean
to take advantage of that. Meanwhile, what have you found out about the source of the Big Spender’s
money? Our friend Choikea, | mean.”

“Severd fat letters of credit,” Krruth said, amiling dightly, “from one of the merchant banking houses
in Cithiv.”

Reswen pounded his desk in angry ddight. “ Arrest the mrem,” he said, and then immediatdly added,
“No, forget that. Leave him loose. Loose, he can run about his busness. HEll think he hasn't been
detected, and he may lead us to someone ese we want. | want proof he's deeply into this. Have him
watched, Krruth; | don’t want him to so much as go to dirt without our knowing when he did it and what
he did. And meanwhile, I've got to do something about that party.”

Krruth got an darmed expression on his face. “Sir,” he said, “I know that look. You can't possbly
go yoursdf. You're wdl out of favor with them. Nor even in disguise, Sir, begging your pardon. | trained
you, but someone else who was trained could see through your best without too much trouble if they
knew to expect you. And they would, for certain.”

“You are apaninthetal, Krruth, and I’'m minded to fire you.”

Krruth laughed softly. “Do it quickly,” he said. “But even if worse comes to worst, | guess there must
be work out there somewhere for two old toms like us. Private work, maybe, skulking around watching
rich mrem’'s midresses in the middle of the night. Or plainclothes, maybe, with one of the private
companies. The pay’s not what it used to be, but—"

Reswen laughed too. “Get out of here” he said.

Krruth was just turning to go when someone knocked at the door. “In,” Reswen said, certain it was
news of hisfiring. A congtabulary runner came in, handed Reswen a note, and waited.

Reswen opened the note and read it. When he looked up a Krruth again, most of his teeth were
showing in an expression very little like a smile. “From Thailh,” he said. “They searched our friend's
house lagt night while he was a the Games with the Lloahairi. Thalh says, ‘ Choiked' s house has had its
drapes replaced lately. Old drapes found. Some of the cord ismissng.” *

Krruth grinned, and began to purr; but it was the purr one hears when a hunter sees prey.

“Now then,” Reswen said. “Bless our good old Thailh, and there' s his case solved. There's only one
problem. Motive”

“Easy. A hired agent. Hired by the Eagtern cities”

“Yes, but why, Krruth? To have a few paupers and whores killed, and then an ambassador?
Certainly the other killings make a good cover for the last one. Or would, if we hadn’t discovered as
much about this Stuaion as we have. But why the Easterners?’

Krruth thought for a moment. “To ruin the city’s relations with the Lloahairi?’

“l think it'sa good guess” Reswen said. “But we can’t go on guesswork at this point. We' re going
to need a confesson, and we can't get that for a bit yet, not till our friend Choikea has had a little time to
show us some more of his contacts. And anyway, why would the Easterners care about our relations
with the Lloahari one way or the other? And what in the eght hdls is this Eastern wizard doing among
the Lloahairi?’

They looked at each other for a few moments. Findly Reswen shook his head. “We need to have
someone a that party tonight,” he said. “Severa someones. That place has got to be thoroughly searched
and ligened to. Find me away, Krruth.”

Krruth nodded dowly. “I'll do what | can.”

“Doit”

Krruth sketched a amdl salute and headed out.

Ancther runner knocked, then, and came to hand a folded bit of paper to Reswen. “This just came
by a runner from one of the private firms sr.”

It was a scrap of the cheapest paper there was, the land of duff that the public runners companies
provided for ther customers.

Reswen unfolded it and read, Suspect some attention is being paid to me after yesterday—some



questions were asked—so am trying to be circumspect. The objects you were asking about seem not to
be a home, but no one is complaining of their being missng, so assume they are hidden avay somewhere
safe until needed, Reswen nodded to himsdlf. That helped a little, if it was true; the Haven daff would
dart searching immediatdy. As regards the matter we discussed of mrem being requested not to do
certain things in return for payment, a great ded of money has gpparently changed hands over the past
couple of days to this purpose. Wonder whether the demonstra—

tion we saw lagt night could be performed so as not to take effect immediatdy? On this sentence the
fim clear handwriting broke down somewhat, as if the writer were upset or angry. Reswen swallowed,
wdl understanding why she would be. Pay the grain merchants not to bother rasing enough crops to
have a surplus, then work the pdl now, but not for immediate effect; work it in such a way that next
year, when the responsgible parties would be wel out of reach, the crops would fal. AU the crops. No
gran anywhere, no surplus stored up, faming, a whole city gone to ruin as the food beasts die,
too—more than one city, perhaps—

He growled deep in histhroat and returned his attention to the note. On other matters, our group has
been invited to gathering you were concerned about. Will look into matters for you. There was no
sgnaure.

Reswen's fur stood up dl over him. No, oh no! He sat down hurriedly a his desk, scribbled a note
that sad amply, Do not. Under any circumstances, do not. Have to see you. Name your time and place.
R. “Takethisto the lady Laas a Haven,” he said. “Wait for an answer. If she's not there, find out where
she' s gone, and see that she getsit. No one dseisto see the message, you understand?’

“Yes, dr,” sad the runner, and went off in a rush, probably to let the other runners know on the dy
that Old Ginger was in a right lather about this Eastern lady, just as everymrem ese was who saw her.
There would probably be snickering as his mrem |t one another know that Reswen wasn't as
invulnerable and take-it-or-leave-it about the shes as he liked to let on.

Reswven amiled a bit, a wry look; better that mild confuson then tha they should have any hint
whatever of what was redly on hismind. Then he sat back in his char to condder the Lloahari business
in detail, while waiting to see if he was going to be fired.

But he was not fired, and the day jdragged by without any word from Laas. The runner had not
found her a Haven. No one knew where she was, or perhaps they knew and would not tell. And there
was nothing else Reswen could do about the matter but wait, and be afraid that Laas would not do the

Chapter 12

She was not prepared to do any such thing.

Laas spent the day walking through Niau. She had taken some care to dress hersdf as she had seen
some of the quielly well-to-do she-mrem dress in the dty: kilt and cezhe in subdued colors, the long
loose end of the cezhe drawn over head and ears, ostensibly for protection from the sun. That her face
was hidden suited her well. She had a knife tucked through her underbelt, a dender wicked blacked-stedl
one that she had picked up at the same place where she had bought Reswen’s present, the knife of rose
and gold. Indeed she had tried to find another like his, but the cutler had shaken her head. “We see those
only rarely,” she said; “it's not gted, it's some other metd that takes that hard edge, and can take color
like that. It comes from one craftsmrem up north, and he won't tell the secret, and he sends, maybe, four
ayear. You were lucky to find it a dl last time, lady. We rardly manage to keep one in stock for more
than an eightday. Did your friend like it?’

Laas had amiled and nodded, and taken the little knife, long and draight like afang; had paid in Slver
and gold, and thanked the cutler, and gone away. The knife's cool, sharp presence againg her middle
comforted her. Not that her tdent left her feding undefended, but it was hard to ldl with it, at least
awiftly. Not that she had any desire to, of course ....

She walked. She waked the marketplace, ligening to the brawling noise of the place, the cries and
the bustle of mrem buying and sdling, intimidating one another in the friendliest fashion, trying to get the



better of bargains, asif life depended on it. She walked the Whites, among the high houses and the green
trees, where song floated down from the smdl wind creatures in the branches, sweet, undecipherable,
unconcerned with her or anything else, and (as far as she could tel) completely ignored by the passersby,
for dl its sweetness. That astonished her, but she let it pass, as she was letting everything pass, this
morning, letting it dl pass over her to be fdt. She was the stone at the bottom of the river, slent, sseming
cold and dill; it seems not to think or act, but in time it knows the water better than anything else.

She walked away from the Whites, into the middle-class quarters, ligening to the camer business
and bustle of home life—swill pails being emptied in the street, stoops being energeticaly brushed dean
by samdl kits widding overszed bundles of twig, smal herd-beasts blegting from tiny backyards as they
were milked. She waked down narrow, crazily twisted streets where laundry was hung in eegant swags
from the windows of one building to the windows of another across the road, and the housemrem leaned
their ebows on the windowslls and gossiped sex and love and frudtration through the baking afternoon,
across the little gap of ar. Stralling sallers went by hawking water to drink, or lumps of soap or wax, or
aying pots to sl or to mend; litle mrem hardly up to her haunch went running in dhilling, delighted
crowds down the streets, playing games with rules that might seem strange, but were rigidly enforced for
dl that. Old gap-toothed mrem sat on stoops and watched her go by, and made lewd suggestions and
praised her looks with affection wel flavored of the gutter; others, older ill, watched her go by but said
nothing, only leaned their backs againgt cool shady wadls or little flights of steps leading up toward
ramshackle houses, and ther eyes moved and glittered, but nothing else. Laos made no sgn, made no
answer, only walked.

She waked, and tried to think.

Reswen.

Nothing had touched her this way before. Oh, she had had longings, had had crushes, even, but
nathing like this. How is it, she thought, that in a matter of two days—or a little more, actudly—this
mrem can become the most important thing in my life? How isit that so much can change, and againg my
will? Thiswas never my idea. Another flirtation, no more. If he must desire me, no harm in my enjoying
mysdf—

That had been the rationdization for so long, with so many. She knew it for a rationdization; she had
known it for one for a long time. Until now, it had never bothered her. They made my life hard enough
when | was young, she would think. Now it'smy turn to enjoy what's hgppening. I’ ve paid enough price
of pain and trouble in my time. Let them do whet | desire, and let me enjoy it.

But suddenly that coin was no longer current. Suddenly it mattered more whether someone else was
enjoying himsdf than whether she was.

It frightened her. In the background, while her body walked the streets, out of the poor but
respectable neighborhoods and into the ricketies, her heart and mind debated one another and found no
common ground. Thisis not safe, said the mind, pragmatic, practicd. You're never going to be trusted
with this kind of work again.

Fine, sad her heart. 7 don't want it. Nor would he want me doing it, redly. He has been regtraining
himsdf from saying as much, but he' d much rather hislady wasn't a whore and a spy.

There, you see, said the mind, scornful. What does he know, after dl? Y ou're nether.

Oh? sad her heart.

She walked, and the sun shone on the muck in the streets, except where the buildings leant so close
together that the sun missed the dung-clotted gutter entirely and fdl only in a Sngle lean dtrip of light on a
mud-daubed wal. Never mind that, said her mind, retreeting in dight confuson, wha matters is that you
won't be able to live the way you have been. No more travel, no more rich folk hanging on your every
word. You will have to be his only, if you falow through with this foolishness. No more money of the
kind you' ve been used to. Others will desire you—you know you'll dip, every now and then, and let the
tdent work—but the desire will do you no good; certainly none of the only kind of good it's ever done
you—

There' s better “good” than that, said her heart, as she Sdestepped judt intime to miss the contents of
someone's sandbox as they hissed down out of a window into the street. His love is given fredy. He



cares without being made to—Oh miracle, however it happened! Let the money and the attention of the
dupid rich take itsdf esewhere. He's here now—and oh, the thought of losng him by not acting, not
teking what he offers—

She walked, and the argument went back and forth, the mind steedily and desperately being pushed
back agangt awadl of fear. That was what it came down to, at the last. The way it has dways been is
going to change. And you will not be in contral. In the hot sunlight, when she chanced to wak where it
fdl, she shivered. The fear had not been o terrible since the firg time it happened, snce a he-mrem
looked at her in a way no one e ever had, and she knew somehow that it was her fault, and that the
peace of dl her life before that was a an end.

She waked. She headed upwards, helpless hostess to the argument, the desperate plea that things
should stay the way they were. It was not until the shadow fdl over her, not until she looked up & the old
dark wdls and the dill shape standing on top of them, that Laas knew her choice was dready made, and
her doom sealed, and dl the arguing vain. Sorimoh stood there with her sword outstretched over her city;
but more red to Laas, jud then, was the image of Reswen standing between her and the statue, dreamy,
amicable, his eyes resing on Niau with cam love—letting Laas know that his choices were made too,
and letting her know what they were. She could not bear any more than he could the thought of dl this
raucous life sarving to death. Nor could she bear the thought of his exuberance, his fierce passon, his
gentleness, withering away in the aridity of her own fear. It should not be alowed.

Would not be.

Gods hdp me, she thought, / am his, and his city’s, and a traitor to my own people.

She stood under the cool shadow, gazing up at the dark shape slhouetted againgt the bright noon
sky. A breath of wind, the firg she had fdt that day, dipped through her fur.

WeU, she thought, if I'm atraitor, best | get onwith it.

She headed down into the city.

Lorin wasin a great quandary.

He was thinking that perhaps he should be brave ... and he had no idea where to start. He had never
been brave. Not when he ran away and hid after his father and mother were killed; not when he left that
cty, sck of the look of it, fearful of some later pursuit; not when he firg came to Niau and went to
ground as quickly as possible. He had not been brave dl that time ago when Reswen had found him out,
and bought him ... rdaivey painless though that process had been, once he had been reassured tha
Reswen was not going to have him spiked up. And dl the time since, he had stayed amdl and quiet, dunk
about, done his busnessin darkness and as much slence as possible ...

It was looking asif it was time to stop. That was what was troubling him.

There was no doubt in hismind now. Oh, perhaps the tail-twitch reaction continued. There's no such
thing as a liskash any morel—over and over, a desperate denid. Rut the denid wouldn't change the
facts. Something was doing a liskash's kind of magic, with deadly results.

There was only one problem. There are no liskash in Niau!

Lorin had been thinking about that one for a while, and unfortunately, the answers that kept coming
up made him shake like a distempered kit. The books might say what they liked about the supposedly
increased effective range of liskash when doing sorcery, but that ill meant that a liskash had to be
somewhere in the genera neighborhood to do its spells. Even miles away would be too far; it could not
be hidden, say, up in the hills Nor could it be in the town lands—certainly it would consider that too
dangerous, even with dl its power. And besides that, someone would have found it and raised the darm
by now.

Wouldn't they?

Lorin sat in his house with his head in his hands, in the dark. There were wards dl around, now. They
showed no fire, in the red world, but in the next he knew they would be blazing. He did not mind
atracting the attention, at this point, if any was being attracted. He wanted no one ingde his mind just
NOW.

I I were aliskash, he thought, and | wanted to get into Niau, how would | manage it?

Tunnding under the dity walls seemed ridiculous, though the legends seemed rather vague about a



liskagh's ahility in this direction. He thought it rather unlikdly, however. All the stories seemed to describe
the liskash of old as too proud a race to do anything so demeaning as dig hales in the ground. Holes
might be dug for them, but Lorin couldn’t think of any way to do that without attracting attention , .. and
catanly not from anywhere outsde Niau which would enable a tunnd to be made in anything like a
decent time. The town lands, on the hillsde of the city, were notorioudy open, and tunnding through the
desert sand seemed dlly too.

What, then? Tunnding by magic? But it would have been noticed. Smply appearing out of nothing?
Lorin thought about it for a moment, and then snorted at himsdf derisvely. Not even magic could move
ar out of the way quietly when something appeared out of “nowhere” No indeed, the exploson of air
that would have accompanied the appearance of a liskash would have raised more than mere questions.
Roofs would have come off for blocks around.

The amplest way, he thought, would be to sneak the liskash in with something dse ... preferably
something that won't be investigated. Y our persona effects, let’s say. If it came in through the front door

He had heard descriptions of the arriva of the Easterners. There seemed little to go on there; most of
their baggage had been dung over the backs of burden-beasts. But there had been some hig carts,
draped—cages, for beasts from the Eastern countries. Some of them were in the dity beast garden even
now.

All of them?

Lorin shook. What a thought: that possibly there was something down in the beast pits that was a
lined descendant of the old lizards, the ancient master-species of the world, whom the mrem had
supplanted; an angry liskash, biding its time and amiling while mrem-kits threw buns and feedroots &t it,
and keepers, dl unknowing, pushed fresh meat to it once a day on billhooks.

Inany case, it had to be looked into. And there was no use tdling Reswen anything about it, not just
yet. His constables would be helpless. If they tirred up the liskash, there would be death and destruction
past beief. Of that Lorin was sure.

Y e someone had to go find out if the thing was in fact here—and if so, where it was, and in what
condition, and what could be done about it.

There was no one but Lorin to handle that.

He couldn’'t seem to stop shaking. /(would be wonderful, he thought, if there were someone ese |
could givethisjob to-!

But there was no one.

He started to go over the whole thing in his head again—then stopped, swearing. He had done this
fivetimes dready. It was not getting any better.

He got up and moved fast, to minimize the shaking, and got on his cloak. No matter that he would
swdter indde it, this time of year; the concedment would be of use. It would be dark very soon. And
with any kind of luck, there would not be too many people around Haven tonight ...

Now that was a thought.

He flopped down & the bench again and fumbled over the books piled up on the table for one in
particular. | must be crazy, he thought, as he riffled through the pages. He had cetainly never tried
anything quite this daft before. But it was necessary ... or might prove to be. He doubted he would have
the courage, or the opportunity, to pull off twice what .he intended to try at least once.

He found another scrap of parchment from a paid bet, turned it over, hunted across the table for quill
and gdl-ink, dabbed a the inkwel, and swore some more. It was dmogt dry. He scrabbled the pen
around at the bottom of the well and tried to get a glob of ink onto the point of the pen, then scribbled
hedtily, with much blotting and smearing. Damn. Damn, damn ...

Normadly Lorin took more time about his copying than this, but the fear was rattling his bones so that
he had no desire to spend any more time about it than usud. The wording was straightforward enough,
after dl, and the symbology was not of the more difficult kind. He had been tempted, at fird, to try the
Eastern verson of the spdl; it was quicker and more effective. But on the other hand, his enemy would
more likdy be familiar with that one. Better stick to the West ...



His enemy. Oh, this was bad, very bad indeed. The whole thing had gone far past earning a bonus
now. He was involved.

Lorin had sworn himsdf oaths, before, that he would never become involved. His father had become
involved, and look what had happened to him.

But what could he do? There was Reswen, and that pretty lady, so obvioudy in love, and here was
something lying up somewhere in the city—or so he thought—that was going to bring dl the loves, and
hates, and lives, to avery abrupt end. Whatever other emotions and reactions one might suspect from a
liskash, mercy had never been one of them. Either there would not be one stone I&ft upon another, after
the thing was through with them ... or something much worse would be happening. The legends were
obliquely horrific about certain of the lizards' egting habits ... in and out of the body.

He shuddered dl over and finished his copying, tossing the miserable blunted quill aside and ralling up
the parchment carefully, ink side in, to blot the wet bits on the dry back. Lorin stowed the thing in a
pocket and then dipped out his door, locking it behind him, cursing his shaking hands.

He made his way through town unnoticed, as far as he could tel. No passng constable paid any
atention to him, which was just as well, sinceif by bad luck he sumbled across one who could read, the
little writing he carried in his pocket would be sufficdent to see him dtting on top of the wal in a most
uncomfortable manner ... not that

Reswen would let that happen, but Reswen could hardly be everywhere.

There were afew torches outsde Haven, but otherwise the place was moslly dark; the constabulary
presence was minimd. Lorin breathed a sgh of rdief a that. He had little enough idea what he was
looking fo—he hardly needed the constables breathing down his neck. « He dipped through the gates
and made himsdf familiar with the shrubbery for afew minutes, watching the courtyard. There were only
two congables there, one of them leaning in great boredom againg a pillar of the house's portico,
another ganding to one sde of the door. That was just as wdll, from Lorin's point of view. He had no
immediate plans to go into the house—in fact, he was hoping to avoid it.

The congtable by the pillar turned to say something to the one by the door. Lorin dipped out from
between the friendly bushes and stole oftly back dong the Ieft sde of the waled property, down the
passage beside the house that led to the stabling quarters. A few lighted windows threw pools of light on
the flagging and the grass. Lorin avoided them, once or twice having unhappy disagreements with the
thornbushes dong the way.

Down a the end of the flagged passageway lay the stable block, concealed from the house by
various ornamenta plantings and a low wal over which various vines and down-trained trees sprawled
and scrambled. Lorin paused there among the plants, trying to get his bearings. A light breeze sprang up,
and Lorin got awhiff of the dark rich stable amdl; there were soft shufflings and lowings from the beasts
intheir byres.

He dipped quietly around the plantings and headed toward the stable block, more for cover than
because there was anything there that he wanted to see. To the best of his knowledge, dl the beasts the
Eagterners had brought with them had been disposed of. It was ther carriers that he was interested in ...
the big ornamented boxes. They had to be here somewhere ...

They were. He spotted one of them at the end of the stable block, its pull-bar lying on the ground in
front of it with alarge rock placed on top of the crossbar to keep the wagon from ralling. It was redly a
rather large box. It looked larger the closer Hegot tolit ...

Lorin stepped softly down toward it past the doors of the stables. There was some snorting and
suffling as the beasts winded him, then settled down again. His footsteps sounded incredibly loud to him,
but there was no 9gn of any notice being taken of hm from the house its backsde was dmost
completely dark except for one window, high up.

He stopped about his own heght’s distance from the box. It had big doors on one side, which would
catainly make hdl’'s own noise if he tried to dhift them. But there were aso ar dits higher up, and it
would be possible, with some dimbing, to get a them. Fortunately Lorin was a good climber, even as
mrem reckoned it.

Less fortunately, Lorin was shaking like a lesf in a high wind. He paused there for a few seconds,



thinking to try to cam himsdf down—but this was so patently absurd, and he was so terrified that one of
the congtables in front might take it into his head to come around, that he immediaidy grabbed a loop of
rope hanging down from a canvas bound over the top of the cart, and began clambering up as quietly as
he could. It seemed to him that the scratching noises he was making should have waked up the world,
and mogt paticularly the creature he suspected of being indde the box. But if he was correct in his
surmise, that creature would not be awake a the moment. 1t would be out of the body, the better to
keep an eye on things

The better to keep an eye on things like you, his mind screamed at him, but Lorin Smply gulped and
kept dimbing. That other’s atention should be far away from him at the moment ... otherwise he would
never have gotten thisfar, surdy. No, it had its mind on business.

Il'it's here, hismind remarked, sardonic and afraid.

He came to the top of the box and paused there a moment, panting alittle; it had been too long since
he had done any dimbing. When he had recovered dightly, he looked around. The canvas did not cover
the entire top of the box. There was another ar dit showing down at the far end of it, where the canvas
hed dipped asde. Sowly and quietly he crawled down toward it.

There was a degp groaning sound, and the box moved. Lorin froze.

The sound stopped.

Idiat, idiot, he thought, and inched forward. The box groaned again, more Softly thistime. It was only
stling on its springs.

If only the sound doesn't bring the damned constables, Lorin thought, and inched forward again, and
agan, to get the noises over with. Then the ar dit was just under his hands.

He held quite ill to make sure that there would be no more noises, then put one eye down to the dit
with the greatest caution and looked indde.

Darkness, nothing but dark. He held his position. Sowly that eye got used to the dark; he closed his
other eye to help it. The merest trickle of light came in through other arr dits.

Nothing. Nothing but foul straw.

He swore a himsdf inwardly, dl the parts of his mind which had thought this was a bad idea now
hallering dl together, Stupid, let’s get out of here, this is ridiculous, there's nothing here—He ignored
them and for the next few moments made it his business to dimb down as quietly as possible.

There was the crunch of a footstep on the flagged path. Lorin froze in the shadow of the box,
watching another shadow move toward him. If knows, he thought. /( knows I'm here. It's sent
someone—

But the congtable passed him by without even a second look. Evidently this part of the house and
garden was considered secure, and the constables were none too concerned about it.

Lorin bresthed again when he had gone, and looked around him. The stable blocks ended here, but
the exercise yard went on for a ways, and there was a part of it that he could not see off to the Ieft,
shidlded by more plantings and trees. Lorin Sole toward it softly.

Here the ground was just gravel, dotted here and there with beast droppings. Some beast-harness
was hung out here on roofed racks, and there was another of the boxes. It stood dl by itsdf, its pull-bar
held down like the other’s with a big rock. There was no canvas drape over this one, but in dl other
waysit was identical.

Lorin stepped dong as softly as he could ... a difficult business on grave, but he managed. This time
he walked up the pull-bar, scrambling up the front of the box by the pawholds built into it for a driver or
ingpector to use.

Panting again, he paused, then looked down through one of the air dits His heart sank. Nothing.
Nothing but more foul straw. Idiat, idiot, his brain began Snging—

There was amovement ... and the eye was gazing up a him. It was adull eye, ditted ... and about as
big as Lorin's head.

His breath got caught somewhere south of hisribs.

There was the sound of awhuff of breath—then another, and another one, quicker than the second.

It'slesking up!! he thought, and snatched the piece of parchment out of his cloak, and hdd it up ...



and then redlized that it was too dark to read the spell.

Oh gods! he thought, shoving the parchment back into his cloak—no good dropping it where it might
cause questions, or worse, get someone to look ingde this box. Hurriedly he recited the rune. It was a
short one, thank heaven, and he got the intonation right. He dared not look down into that ar dit again to
see what was happening indde. But he could hear the sound of bresthing getting faster in there—

He fdt the spdl’s effect settle down over him, dulling everything, al sght and sound. Lorin didn't
wadte any further time. He jumped down off the box and began to run. And yet he couldn’t hdp himsdf;
he paused to look—

He was sorry for that. He was sorry for the sght of the great towering shape of fire that legpt up out
of the box. The fire was not redl, as most people in Niau would understand red, but it would kill if it once
touched him. The only advantage he had was that he was invisble for the moment, even to the sght and
senses of another magic-worker. The question was how long it would last ...

He ran, ran out of there as fagt as he could. He heard the step of the constable coming, veered to
miss him—then changed hismind and ran full tilt into the poor creature. Better that he shouldn’'t go back
there until things had become quiet agan ... until whatever wards the creature had to keep the
nonwizardly away from there had been reestablished. Lorin and the constable went down together in a
heap; Lorin scrambled to hisfeet and was off again. Behind him he heard the congtable start shouting. He
heard his partner cdl curioudy from the front of the house, then head around after him. Lorin ran into him,
too, on generd principles, and knocked the poor cresture to the cobblestones of the front courtyard ...
then loped out the front gates without stopping.

He did not stop till he was nearly a mile away, and there he sagged againg the garden wdl of some
house in the Whites and moaned softly to himsdf. All hisworst fears were true ... and now he was going
to have to do something about them.

Liskash. Oh gods, a liskash.

He was going to have to do something.

But what?

The Lloahairi embassy, by comparison to Haven, was a rather drab place. It was as big, and wel
enough furnished, but there was an ar of the furnishings being old and not wel tended; gented decay,
Laas thought, glancing around her a the door, soon not to be so gented, if they don’t get someone in
here to do something about the upholstery ...

She was ignored for the fird little while. Hiriv and Rirhath and the other merchants got most of the
atention, and of course there was Deshahl, turning her taent indiscriminatdy on whatever hapless
creature happened into range. Most of the Lloahairi madesin the room were aready gathered around her,
paying her compliments or looking unsheathed claws and messy death a one another behind her back.
She never noticed; but then that was her way, to wak into a room and leave wreckage behind, tempers
and relationships shattered.

But Deshahi’ s thoughtlessness suited Laas for the moment; she had other business. She paused by
the sideboard to eat and drink while 9zing the place up. One large downdairs hdl; toward the back of
the hdl, a gar down, a gar up. She was not used to houses that had cdlars—none of them did in Cithiv,
possibly due to the little earth tremors that were so common. Indeed dl Niau seemed inordinately solid to
her. It was strange to see so much building in stone rather than timber.

By Reswen’s description she recognized Makg: a wretched little sour fruit of a rnrem. Laas sghed.
For some reason, about hdf the mrem she had ever been told to work on matched his description:
sdf-important, full of themselves, humorless, busy about things that there was no need to be quite so busy
about. But it's probably just as wdl, she thought. Full of themsdlves, they are, indeed; o full that they
never bother turning inward to find if there's any more. And since they never do, they never have the
grength to resst me, or the wit to know what' s hgppening to them. Poor fools.

She took a cup of wine and drifted over in that genera direction. She had told Deshahl earlier in the
day that she had business with thislittle creature; she was to say away from Maikg. Thiswas a lie, since
Hiriv had given her no such directions, but Deshahl had long since learned not to question Laas, and for
the moment she was busly holding rapt as many of the junior embassy d&ff at once as she could,



savoring the aggregate of their amdl crude ludts like a plate of chegp sweetmeats. Glutton, Laas thought
scornfully.

There. He turned. He saw her. Now, Laas thought. She hardly had to do anything conscioudy any
more. Their eyes met, she reached out without moving, reached in with the mind, fastened claws deep in
the tender places, tugged. Tugged. And the hot blood of the mind flowed. Maikgj, a number of strides
away, froze ill, and the dits of his eyes dilated round in a breath’s time from the backlash of the force
with which she hit him. Laas smiled, a demure amile, and set the claws in deeper, set them heart-deep,
tugged. Come here. Come here, little mrem, little dave.

For that was it, with this one. She fdt his response, fdt indantly his desire to be made samdl and
helpless by anyone, but especidly by her. Laas kept the rigng revuldon off her face. This would certainly
explain the way he behaved, as Reswen had described it to her: he went about antagonizing everyone in
hopes that some one of them would see through him, strike back at him, reduce Him to helplessness and
expose the amdl frightened groveling mrem he redly was to the world. And that would certainly be
reason enough for him to have hated Shdav so, for she had so exposed him; just because he desired
humiliation didn’t mean he enjoyed it. A dangerous one to ded with for long, Laas thought, as she drew
hm closer, but fortunately, | needn’t; and while he's under my eye, he's safe enough. He won't be long
out of it, tonight, if dl goes well.

He walked over to her. It looked very casud, tha walk, but Laas could fed his muscles trembling
with the sudden desire to cast himsdf at her feet. He was bewildered, dazed, he wanted nothing but to
please her, to do whatever would please her enough that she would somehow do this one secret thing
that would make him dissolve in a glory and ecstasy of abasement. So the key, Laas thought, is to
humiliate him, and inveigle im into letting me have my way by promising perhaps to do what he wants
later. And then later, when | refuse ... that itsdf wil be humiligion of exactly the kind he wants.

So she st about it. She wanted permisson to move about the embassy fredy; she made him give it
to her, luring iminto it, suggesting that she would possibly see his room, later, but not escorted, oh no;
mrem would talk. She would find her way there hersdf. Surely he understood, surdy he would speak to
hisgaff and makeit dl right. And so he would. She fet his muscles jerk to go indantly to do it, and she
murmured the suggestion to him, and he took the request as a command. She fdt his brief spurt of
ecdasy as he did something againg his better judgment, did it because this beautiful mrem told him to and
she had to have her whims gratified if she were to maybe, maybe, do what he wanted .... She steded
hersdf againd it, bowed alittle thanks to him, swayed againg him, let her perfume fill his nodtrils, flicked
awicked tongue againg his ear, fdt the heat fill him and fill im and leave him hel pless—fdt him walow in
the hel plessness, in anguish and desire—

She detached hersdf gracefully from him, and went off to get another cup of wine to wash the taste
of him from her mouth, and indirectly from her mind. That was aways the worst of it. The flavor would
fade as the creature' s arousd did; but for the moment, wine worked very wel to mask the flavor, to
drown it briefly in her own giddiness. Laas had been conscious for some time now that wine was getting
to be too good a friend. It was marvelous, by contrast, to be able to be with Reswen and not need the
anodyne; to drink something innocuous like sherbet, and rest againg a mind that did not smdl of the
sewer, that even in its heat burned clean. Endlesdy better than the swesety, reeking stews she found
hersdf in sometimes. She desperately hoped that the wizard, later on, was not going to be one of those.

The wizard, now. There would be her great problem. There was of course no guarantee that he
would be here a dl; but if he was .... Laas sipped her wine and wondered. Will he recognize me? She
had seen Masgih only a few times, when he was with Usid, conferring on the details of some spdl in the
loft of the little house in Cithiv. Usd had introduced her as “his ward,” but as far as she knew hadn't
bothered to explain any further, and for dl she knew, Masgih thought she had been a sarvingmrem or
some such. And if he did, so much the better. | don’t think he would even remember my name, if he
thought me a dave or a drab; and even if he did remember it, | doubt he would believe that the same
mrem would now be a high-class courtesan. So perhaps I'm worry for nothing—

But more pressing was the question of whether he would be susceptible to her. Oh, such things as
lacknot root, such as Reswen had been given by Lorin, were common enough in the East: but one would



have to know that one was going to run into a charigmdic, to be prepared for the eventudity. What
would make him prepare for such a thing? Unless someone had told him. Spies are everywhere ... But
there seemed to be few spies here who knew or suspected what she was. It was as Hiriv had sad: The
Western people did not much believe in magic, and so were helpless againdt it.

Except for one of them, Laas thought, who believes in tt enough to use it to protect his city. The
prudent, careful, frightened creature—

Laas leaned againg the sideboard, and shook a little 1t was dill much with her, the memory of
Reswen holding her asif to protect her against magic, and how the terror of it burned in his bones until
she could fed it without even the benefit of her talent. How can he care for me, redly, she wondered,
when he holds magic in such terror, such loathing? But there was no question of it; he did. It was most
unseitling.

Then she shook her head, ruefully, and smiled and drank wine. / can’t seem to get him out of my
thoughts .... Maybe there are more kinds of magic than the kind done in dark places, with circles and
mutterings ....

And then she saw him, and her mind cleared, with her own fear this time. Masgih came dralling
down the gairs from the gdlery leve, splendidly dressed in a sky-blue kilt that set off that gray-blue fur
mogt drikingly, and around his wrists were bound bands of slver with smooth blue stones in them, and
aound his neck a collar to maich, heavy and ornate. The green-blue eyes, like gems themsdves,
surveyed the place, lazy, cool, untroubled, opague.

Laas hdd quite Hill, working to cdm himsdf, as Masgih surveyed the room. She looked elsewhere,
drank her wine, did her best to make sure she was part of the background at this point, nothing more.
Masgih walked lazly over to another sideboard, took a drink, and strolled over to where Makg stood
taking to one of the Easterners, dowly regaining his composure.

She watched him from behind for alitle while. His stance and manner were those of complete ease,
perhaps even contempt for most of the company. Certainly there was some contempt for Maikej, and
Laas had to admit to hersdf that the contrast between the two was driking, and not at dl in Makg’s
favor. Placed next to the cool and elegant ease of Masgih, and the sze and solidity of him, the puny,
light-voiced, pompous Maikg dwindled to a smdl thing, an insect ghilling under the shadow of the foot
that could crush it if it liked, but disdained doing so. They were taking, Makg a little hurried and
nervous, trying to sound important; Masgjih nodding, Spping his drink, murmuring occasional comments
that dways brought Maikeg up short and made him sammer hurried answers. / can't think what made
them choose this little bug as an ambassador, Laas thought; he can't say anything without looking as if
he' s hunting excuses every time he. opens his mouth. He must have paid someone off.

But there were more important things to think about. Laas glanced idly around the room, avoiding
looking a Masgjih for the moment, considering how she might manage to get hersdf most innocuoudy
introduced to him. She had |learned long before that for a seduction to be most successtul, the other party
mug think that it was their idea. Laas glanced casudly around her. There were various Lloahairi, some of
her own people—Dbut she didiked mixing with them while she was working; there was a danger of their
€yes or manner giving her avay. Let's see ...

But Laas found then that, dl unwittingly, she had laid just the right groundwork for what she needed
to do. Out of the corner of her eye she saw Makg murmur something in Masgih's ear, saw them both
glance her way. Then, even through the noise and merriment of the crowd, she heard Maikg laugh—that
paticular laugh that makes she-mrem everywhere roll their eyes and want to leave the room. Lasas,
though, turned to the mrem standing near her a the sideboard, some Lloahari culturd attache, and made
brilliant but essentidly meaningless conversation for a few moments, while the stuation between Maikg
and Masgih sorted itsdf out.

The young attache, a stocky young black-and-silver tabby, was flattered beyond bdief that such a
beautiful she-mrem should even look a him, much less speak to him and begin asking him inteligent
questions about hiswork. Laas put forth her taent; she did not set the claw deep in this one, just more or
less drew it down the skin of his mind, a hint and promise of something that might happen later, if time
dlowed and the gods were kind. Dazzled, though not sure by what, the youngster stammered



compliments, offered service in the old courteous manner, and otherwise became visbly far gone in
adorable yearning. Laas amiled a him kindly—he redly was a nice young mrem, another one who, like
Reswen, burned clean when he burned hot—though he was not properly burning a the moment, merdy
inthe early stages of smolder.

Laes let this continue for a moment or so, then turned as if to get hersdf another cup of wine. The
young attache naturaly would not let her do any such thing, and laughing gently at his cheerful abjectness,
she acquiesced and followed him to the nearby sideboard, usng the movement to dlow her a glance past
Maikg and Masgih. They were dill ganding together, and dill both watching her, Maike with a poorly
conceded leer on hisface, Masgih with aamdl secret amile. Laas read that amile, and Masgih's stance,
and needed no confirmation from her taent to know what had happened. Makg had made a serious
migtake in drawing her to Masgih's attention. Masgih had just decided that Make was not going to
tagte this little sweetmest; oh no. He was going to find away to sted her from under Maikg’ s nose.

She dlowed her eye to be caught by Masgih's; she hdd it for a fraction of a moment, as she walked,
then let it go, with no change of expression but the dightest cooling, alook that would say to Masgih, Oh
indeed; you think so, do you? | am not interested.

With a he-mrem who meant well, the look would have cooled him ingantly. It did no such thing with
Masgih, which relieved Laas a great ded. She was dso rdieved that, a least for that fraction of a
moment when their eyes met, there was no least Sgn of recognition. He did not know who she was, he
did not know what she was doing to do to him.

Unless, of course, he has dready sensed my power, and dismissed it ...

There was no way to tell. Lorin seemed to think that one properly trained could tdl a charismatic
quickly, and defend himsdf againgt her, but Laas had no idea whether Masgih had the right kind of
training. She knew him primarily as a spell-worker, not one for deep thinking, but for usng magic like a
hammer or a knife, as a tool, not as a philosophy. So perhaps she was safe. Or perhaps not. It was a
gamble, but at worst, she would use her tdent to no effect, and have a night's lovemaking with no result.
Inwardly she shrugged; that had happened often enough before and it had never bothered her.

Until now, that is, when wha the other person fdt had begun to maiter. At least, when it was
Reswen. And how witt | bear to lie down inthismrem’s armp and find that he is not Reswen, and never
witt be?

She pushed the thought aside, and looked up and spoke brightly to the attach®, even as she fdt the
blue-green eyes fagten on her with purpose, as she fdt thetdl strong shape approaching her from behind.
“But these parties tend to be so boring,” she sad to the attache, and fdt the presence pause behind her,
the heat beginning aready, though she had done nathing yet. And she readied the claw ...

The dispensary and infirmary in Constables House had once been a library, and was ridiculoudy
ornate, conddering its present purpose. The place was paneled and shelved in some old wood, now rare
and expendve; that was.the only reason why Teoi the police physcian had not long since had much of it
ripped out—the carvings, at least, dl dong the caling and floor, which made him furious. They gathered
dudt, Tdoi damed, and were impossible to keep clean, and besides, he hated the fussy carvings, the
learing mrem-faces, and ornamenta plant life Tdoi thought things should be smple, dean, plain; so he
told Reswen every time he saw him, and every time Reswen would have to gpologize for the carvings.

But Reswen wasin no mood for it today, and when Tdoi started, he was brusque with him. “I don't
want to know about it,” he said. “1 need to talk to Thabe.”

Tdo scowled a him. “ “Tak’ is something she won't be doing any more” he growled. “The devild
Have you caught who did it?’

“Not yet. How is she?’

“Awake. | wish she weren't, ether, but | daren’t give her any more sedative at this point. It might
interfere with her breathing. But the pain woke her up, and she keeps waving her sumps a me and
grunting. It's you she wants.

The grunting gets louder when your name is mentioned than it does for anything else. Get in there, for
pity’s sake, don’'t stand out here talking to me and keeping her waiting.”

Reswen nodded and went in, refusng to rise to the bait of Teoi’s well-known temper. He went into



the little curtained cubicle that had been set aside for her, and pulled the curtain closed after him. Thabe
lay there on a soft couch, quite ill, until she opened her eyes and saw him. Her paws, or the places
where they had been, were great swathes of bandage. Her face was drawn with pain—there was nothing
to be done about that wound but to let the place where her tongue had been hed naurdly. Here and
there the ginger of her fur was dill dyed brown with blood—not dl just hers, Reswen suspected; in a
fight, Thabe was a terror. Had been a terror ... for what was a mrem without claws? She was sruggling
to St up. “Don’'t,” Reswen said. “Thabe, lie dill'—" but it was usdess; st up she would. Reswen helped
prop her up with some pillows againg the raised end of the couch. She rested there for a moment, reding
alittle, perhaps an aftereffect of the sedative.

“Thabe,” Reswen said, “I'm so sorry.”

She hissed a him. That she could dill do, and her eyes flashed scorn. Apparently Thabe thought
there were more important things to be tended to than apologies for what was done. At least that was
what Reswen suspected, for Thabe had much of the so-called “ginger” temperament—quick-tempered,
clever, impatient with idiocy.

“You got too close,” Reswen said. “You got too close to what we were looking for, and they caught
you.”
She nodded.

Reswen put his face in his paws for a moment, // only she could tdl us what it was, what she sawv—

Thabe hissed again, annoyed. Reswen looked up at her, a her anger, her tal lashing, and wanted to
weep. This was his fault—

Her tall lashed so hard, thumping the bed, that Reswen was gtartled. He was more startled when he
redlized that he was hearing a pattern. Thump. Thump thump. Thump thump thump—

Reswen stared a her. “Aszh,” he said, “veh, rah—"

Thabe nodded violently, and grinned, then winced; the movement stretched too hard at the place
where her tongue had been. She settled for showing her teeth in asmug snarl.

“Bight,” Reswen said. He put his head out the curtain and said to Tdoi, “Send your runner upstairs
and tdl him to get one of my office people down here. Tdl them to bring wax pads and parchment.
Moveit.”

He turned back to Thabe. “How you can even think of something like this” he said, “when you've
got such injuries—"

She hissed a him again, but it was a softer sound.

“Yes” he sad softly, “I suppose. Before they come in: Magic, Thabe—was it magic?’

She nodded hard, and hissed again, and bristled.

“Bight.” They were quiet for amoment, and then one of Beswen’s scribes came in, with Teoi behind,
inful cry. “1 won't have you bothering her,” he said. ‘What idiotic thing are you up to—"

“Tdai, be Hill,” Beswen said. To the scribe, who was putting down an amload of tablets, he said,
“Cunnek, Thabe is going to give you some transcription, but it's going to take awhile. She can't tak, but
she can use the standard tap code, with her tail. One thump for aszh, two for veh, and so forth. If it gets
tiring, make a chart and let her use her tal to point. Does that sound dl right?’ he said to Thabe. She
nodded.

“All right, then. Get on with it. Cunnek,” he added, and the young black-furred mrem looked up at
him apprehengively. “This maerid is extremdy sendtive. If anymrem but you and Tdol sees it, I'm going
to St you on a spike on the walls and leave you there to enjoy the view. Are you clear about that? When
Thabe is done tdling you what she has to tdl you, those tablets go straight up to my desk, and you Stay
there with them until | come and take them from you.”

“Yes, gr,” sad Cunnek, sounding dightly nervous.

“All right, then. This materid is time-sengtive—get on it. I'll be in the building for a while yet—if you
need me for something that you or Thabe judge important, send a runner for me. I'll be dong.”

“Very wdl, Sr.”

Beswen stepped outside the curtain and listened to the thumping begin. “Thabe was apparently in an
impatient mood, and he could hardly blame her. Tdoi came out of the cubicle and growled, “I don't want



her tired. She gets tired, he goes out.”

“Tdol,” Beswen said with some patience, “she may just have to get tired, snce what she hasto tdl us
may make the difference between this dity sanding where it stands, next year, or being reduced to an
empty pile of stones set in a patch of naked dirt. You let her go on aslong as she feds the need. She'sno
fool. She won't jeopardize hersdf—she understands her own importance in this matter too well. You
give me trouble on this one, and by the gods, you're going to have one of those pointy seats on the wal
yourself.”

Tdo snarled and walked off, which Beswen took, as usud, for agreement. Sowly Beswen headed
out of the infirmary, back for his office, trying to cadm his mind. Laos. She had to be in the Lloahairi
Embassy a this point; the fool mrem, the brave creature, she was going to risk hersdf for what he fet
was important. Oh, don't, he implored her slently, asif she could hear him. Don't, please. Theré's no
need. My mrem are there, they’ll find a way. And these foregn mrem aren’'t playing games any more.
The thought of her suffering something like Thabe's fete—He shuddered. Stay away from them, be
cautious, don't get caught in this, oh love, don’'t—

No answer came, not that he had been expecting one.

He went up to his office, went in, and shut the door.

“Madam,” the voice said in Laas's ear, “surdy you won't do it.”

“Do wha?" she sad, dl innocence, turning around. His eyes met hers. She struck, struck the claw
deep.

For one moment his face lost dl expression, his eyes logt their mocking bite, as his desire rose up and
blinded him, drowned him, choked him. She fdt it rise, fdt the prospect of long dow lovemaking, a little
crud, alittle sweet, now personified for imin her. She breathed out a little as she tightened her hold on
his passion, bound it to her. At least this one was not a Sckly weter of desired shame like Maikg. It
would be an enjoyable evening, at the very worst. She could sense ill and a pride in his ability a
lovemaking, but again, that shade of crudty on the edge of everything, like the bright edge of a knife.
Laas didn't mind. She could be crud too, and by the end of the evening would doubtless fed like it. For
heisn't Reswen ...

“Decamp with sour old Maike),” he said, findly. The words did not come out in the casud tone they
would have origindly, before she set the daw in his heart.

“Why, who told you such a thing?’ she said, demure. “Even were | about to do it, | would hardly
advertise the fact. Nor would a mrem of gentle breeding inquire about it, were he gently bred at dl, or
even Imply gentle. | think you weary me” she said. “Your pardon.” And she turned away.

He turned with her, as she expected. She could fed his excitement rigng at the little stab. There was
no hint of anything el se, though; if he knew she was a charismatic, he didn’'t care. And he was wearing no
protection againg her talent—that at least she could tdl from this close. He stepped in front of her and
bowed, amost insolently apologetic bow, saying with a flourish of arms and tail that she was quite right,
he was a boor—as long as he got what he wanted from her, and not a moment longer. Laas smiled a
litle. “Madam,” he said, “forgive me”

“Posshly,” she said, “but one needs a name to know whom to forgive”

“Masgih,” he said. “A traveler and merchant of Lloaha, for now attached to the embassy as an
adviser on matters of trade.”

Does he then truly not recognize me, Laas found hersdf wondering, or is he merdy keeping up the
pretense for those who would be ligening? ... We Il soon enough find out. Aloud she said, “Ah, now you
seek to impress me with wedth and status. If | liked the look of you wel enough,” she said, shoating him
a Sdewise glance as she turned away, “1 wouldn't care that”—she flicked one ear eegantly—"for your
sdary on your connections. A brisk young mrem should be able to make his way without such crutches.”
She yawned sweetly as she paced away, and he followed. “I think you are too young for me, sr. Or
perhaps | should rather say too old. Catch a mrem young enough, and one can train him out of these
habits and into ones better suited to please alady.”

The seductive twig of tone she applied to the word “pleass’ provoked an ingant response in
Masgih, so that he had to force himsdf to keep his paws down and not saize this saucy she-mrem to



teach her how much he knew about how to please ... if indeed he chose to do so. The response washed
over her aswdl, and dmost kindled her own body’s hesat, but Laas pushed that down and away as she
hed long been able to do even in the most tempting Stuations. There were, after dl, few things more
pitiful in the world than a seduction that boiled over too early, before the things one needed had been
accomplished.

He followed after her making courtly protestations, gpologies, trying to entice her as she had enticed
him. Laas smiled and let im do it, let him follow her right around the room to let him redize how utterly
he wanted her. Skillful, she stopped just before it would have made him angry, just at the point where he
dill found it humorous, and was il thinking ahead to what he was going to do to this infuriating, wicked,
ddightful creature when he got her where he wanted her. She gave him just enough of her eyes, just
enough of her amile, to let im get a sense that she was weakening. She stopped by a sideboard, alowed
him to serve her with food and drink, alowed him to drive himsdf wilder and wilder with anticipation.

Hndly they were slanding in a corner together, he between her and the rest of the room, towering
over her. He leaned in close and said, “Wel then? What about old Maikg?’

She gazed up a him, and smiled. “Who?’ she said, and drove the daw in as deep asit could go.

Hiswhole body shouted at him, Take her, take her! She could fed it. “Come with me” Magjeh said.
“Now.

Oh, Laas, come, come, please come, | will do anything you ask of me—"

Veay softly she dipped her tall around behind him and stroked his with it. All his fur stood on end.
“But what about the party? What about your duties, the people you must megt—"

He was shaking so with desire that he couldn't even make the rude suggestion about those other
people that would have been the natural response. “Laas—’

“Yes” she sad very quigtly. “Yes. Yes. Go. | will follow you.”

He went, in something of a rush, sorming off up the steps. A few people noticed him, particularly
Maikg; the little mrem saw that rush and mistook its hurry for fury. He amiled at Laas across the room,
an expression that was a bizarre mix of sheer mdice toward Masijeh and desire for her. Laas amiled
back, sting the daw deep in him too, for there was no tdling when she might need it. He Started to
come toward her, but she wagged an admonitory claw a him, a “not yet, mrem will tak” gesture.
Rductant but obedient, he turned away, dill amiling an avful amile of ddight that the young upstart
Masijeh had been sent about his busness.

Some while later, feding that the anticipation upstairs had reached that ddlicate point between rabid
desire and rage, Laas moved softly toward the steps, went up them unchalenged, and was gone. She
thought of the expression on Maikg’ s face when he turned, in alittle while, looking for her, and found her
gone. It made her amile

But then she thought of Reswen ... and it took many moments to get the amile back agangt before
she opened the door behind which Masijeh waited.

“Laas” he said. For so softly spoken aword, it was dmost a cry of triumph.

Reswen, she thought, and smiled, and went in, and closed the door.

Reswen sat with his paws folded, and he twitched a bit while he waited. He was trying to keep a ren
on his patience, but finding it difficult. It's just SO anoying, he thought. The place isfull of our people right
now. There are any number of places we could be prying into. But until Thabe tells us what we should be
looking for, | don't dare spail our chances, if we should get caught looking for something else, something
of lesser importance. And Laas, oh, Laas, what are you doing, please stay out of it!

The knock on his door dmaost made him jump out of his fur. It was the scribe, come back up to his
office. The burdened-down youngster put down most of the pile of tablets he was carrying, and handed
Reswen just two of them.

“Good work,” he said to Cunnek. It had to have been wearying work, counting thumps and making
sure they belonged to the right letter, scratching one letter a atime, Sarting dl over again.

“Shefdl adeep, gr,” Cunnek said. “ She was hurting alot.”

Reswen looked a Cunnek suspicioudy. Were his eyes red? And from what? “All right,” he said.
“Get out of here ... you've put in enough overtime for one day. Take tomorrow off, if you like. And find



me a runner on the way out.”

“Yes, dr. Good night, ar.”

“l serioudy hope s0,” Reswen said, letting his eyes fdl again to the tablet. The report was terse, but
then Thabe' s reporting usudly was, even when she wasn't having to spdll it out letter by letter. Oh, poor
kit, what can we do for you now ... ? He Sghed and read the thing.

Investigated most of embassy and was unable to find anything of interest except in subbasement. This
area usudly guarded, door dmogt dways locked except when subbasement is occupied. Persons seen to
enter it: once, Maikeg; more than once, Masgih (dleged trade attache). All entries take place at night.
Took advantage of dack guard to pick lock and enter. Room is large and square, waitts rough, appears
to be a late addition. Lacks supports, probably not dug by licensed workmen, looks ligble to collapse.
Possible building code violation? Contents. bookshelves: amdl box of roll-books on one shdf, written in
numerous languages, some locked, most seeming quite old. Drawing on floor, large cirde with various
letters and numbers inscribed in it, dong with numerous geometricd figures. Some bottles, large and
gmdl, most contents unidentifiable, but one with scentless clear liquid (water?).

At that, Reswen’ s whiskers stood out in a mixture of darm and pleasure.

Three braziers, ashesin them indicating coas no older than two days. Narrow gticks leaning aganst
watt. May be more smatter objects in smdl boxes againg wal, but uncertan since operative was
discovered a this point by aleged attache Masgih: surprised from behind, knocked unconscious, bound.
Guards were not catted in, but subject Masgih declared that operative “would not tett anyone about
this’ and removed paws and tongue.

Reswen shivered a the dryness of the account.

Guards were then catted and instructed to “dump this refuse somewhere. Maybe shéll save us some
trouble and bleed to death.” Was dumped somewhere outside the Whites in the neighborhood of Clock
Lane. Left area, waited for pickup.

Reswen rubbed his forehead with one paw. A little removed from this, dug into the wax with more
than necessary force, were the words,

Kill the motherless bastards, Sr. In some legdly permitted manner, of course. Thabe.

Reswen clenched his figs and thought. Water, then. But no stone. Whereisit? In one of those boxes
she didn’t have time to check? Gods, the place stinks of magic. Lorin has got to see this ... | need advice.
| need more than that. Oh Laas, Say out of there—

He moaned softly to himsdf. No one had ever told him that love was such a terrifying thing ...

Reswen got up to find out where that damned runner was—and then found out, as the youngster
hammered on his door. Reswen flung it open.

The runner was gasping. Reswen recognized her, with an avful snking feding, as one of the ones he
hed attached to the Easterners at Haven for their use. “Sir,” she gasped, “the priest Hiriv says to tdl you
to come right away, the stone and water they were given have been solen!”

She turned and ran out again.

Reswen went out right behind her, svearing.

Chapter 13

One had been about her business, away from her body, watching dl things develop as she had
ordered—and then it happened. Something violated her wards.

Her body had its ingtructions in such cases: immediate return, panful though it was. The tenuous cord
that connected her oversdf to the hardest skin yanked her back and out of the golden warmth of the
overworld, into the cold harsh unyidding shell that was dl she had to wear in the physicd redms. It was
a timeslike this that she hated physicdlity, hated the rough edges of it, the crassness and inddicacy of it,
its lack of subtlety. But pulled back like this, tumbled over and over, dragging protesting through the
aether, to dam down into the hard-skinned shell—this made her curse with her peopl€e's curses, and the
sound was terrible to hesr.

She had not been back for a long time. The body was duggish in responding. Her outrage lent it no



impetus toward its awakening. There was something dill here, something usng magic, vermin's magic,
pitiful little art that it was, and she could not immediately reach up and hook it down from its perch and
day it—

Scrambling noises, scratching sounds. 1t had seen her. Or perhaps not, perhaps something else had
frightened it. No matter. She would give it Something to be frightened of—

Her body dill would not answver her. No matter; in it, she commanded other levels of magic. Her
semblance rose up in fire to swirl about her hiding-place and look about her for the intruder, to drike it
dead.

But there was nothing to be seen—

She swore agan, in a torrent of hissng. She knew the spell, and dso knew that there was nathing
thet could be done about it. No doubt now; the vermin-wizard had come prepared, had suspected her
presence. It never occurred to her, a any point, to accuse hersdf of her own fdly in having taunted the
creature, degping and waking—for this was certanly the same one she had taken such pleasure in
tormenting. But she would make it pay, soon or late. Sooner or laer the creature would deep, and
warded or not, she would have her way with it. It would take a long time dying, the creature would, and
she would rdish its screams, every one.

Meanwhile, there were other concerns. She recdled the fire-form, then reached out in mind to the
one pet she deigned to speak to. Hasten, she said, and ran fire down its bones to impressiit with the need
to hurry. Be about the spell, or it will be the worse for you. Find the other and begin. | am watching.
Indeed, she had to be; without her assistance, the two could never manage to bring through the power
whose assistance her magters desired. That was one of the things about this misson that had angered her,
thet her people’ s own magic wasin this one area insufficent. It took vermin to do it—so Her masters had
indsted. She had not argued with them ... not then, at least ... and she would not, now. But after the spell
was done, she was minded to take matters into her own claws, and show her masters and these vermin
dike what red dedtruction was ...

Gol she cried to the vermin, who 4ill abased itsdf, ligening to her. It fled, moaning in pain and fear.
She settled down into hersdf again, haf of a mind to leave her body again. She was coming to loathe i,
the immobile, ungraceful hulk. But no. She would remain it in just long enough to see Her will done. And
then ...

Fire everywhere, and blood inrivers

Reswven went to Haven and was greeted, if that was the word, by Hiriv. The priest was far gone,
walling and moaning in away guaranteed to wake up the immediate neighborhood at such an awful hour,
wdl past middle night. Reswen found dl the noise and anguish hard to understand, though he said nothing
out loud. He ought to be reasoning that the city could dways give him another stone and another bottle of
water, Reswen thought. Or is he thinking that someone might be urging the Arpekh otherwise? Or more
to the point, would it Smply take too long? Is something going to happen for which he requires the suff
right away?

Or, he thought then, isthis actudly a blind to distract us? Has he dready passed the stone and water
on to someone at the Lloahairi Embassy—our friend Masgih, perhaps?

And if not, then whose was that water that Thabe saw there? If it was water & al—

There were too0 many questions going around in his head, and not nearly enough data to begin
answering them. Reswen put them dl to rest for the moment by beginning to conduct a standard
invedigation for theft, having dl the rooms checked by the constables he had brought with him, touring
the rooms with Hiriv to make sure of where the stone and water had been, veifying that they had not
merdy been migplaced. Hiriv showed him a cupboard and told him that things had been locked in there
when he I€ft for the party. He dways, he said, kept the key around his neck. Reswen knew this was
true—the key was a courtesy to vistors who had goods they wanted to keep locked up. But he dso
knew that Hiriv was lying about the stone and water having been in there, since his gaff had a duplicate
of the key, and the cupboard had been checked severd timesin the past couple of days by the “deaning
gaff.”

At the end of the check, they found nothing. “Good priest,” Reswen said, thinking privatdly thet in



Hiriv's case the terms were antitheticd, “1 will need a lig of everyone whO' Came here today, and of 4l
of your gaff who left for whatever reason, and where they went.” It would make interesting reading,
Reswen thought, checking it againgt the one the Haven staff and the people down in the cdlar would be
compiling for him under Krruth’s guidance.

“You shdl have anything you want,” Hiriv said, sounding very desperate indeed. “Only find them
agan for me. My head will answer for it, back Eag, if you don't.”

Reswen bowed, his best bow of reassurance, and Hiriv swept off, gill more or less tearing hisfur.

Then Reswen cdled his people together out front in the courtyard and gave them ther ingructions,
wdl away from the Easterners ears. “I want you dl to be very busy here)” he said. “Do what you like,
but keep this place a-bustle as late as you can. They want an invedigation; investigete them. Ask every
supid question you can think of, practice your interrogation technique—no knives, Gishitha, you wipe
that look off your face. Turn the place indgde out and upside down. | want them to think we're running
med for their sakes. | want you to seem like a hundred constables instead of twenty. While you're & it,
keep your eyes on these people. | want to know where they go, what they do. One exception: Should
the lady Laas turn up, give her this immediatdy’—he handed one of them a folded note—"and give her
whatever assistance she requires. She's working ingde for us, my dears, so stop looking at Old Ginger
asif he's gone into his dotage at lagt.” There was some much-subdued snickering at this. “All right? Be
about it, then.”

They went about it, leaving Reswen in the lamplight by the front gates. He grinned to himsdf, and it
was not a pleasant expression. It'll be awvhile before anyone leaves the place, he thought. Time enough to
go home and change. Then | want to find Lorin. And then ...

Reswen went off, amiling dill, and melted into the darkness. It had been awhile since he'd had a good
night'sfield work, and this one promised to be more interesting than most.

It was late when Laas awoke. Everything was very dill with the quiet of late night in a degping house.
The party was gpparently over, the guests dl gone. She turned over deepily, and found the other side of
the couch empty.

She yawned, stretched, sat up in the darkened room. Her evening with what's his name, Masgih,
hed been enjoyable enough, as she'd thought it would be; otherwise, nathing spectacular. Certainly not,
in comparison with Reswen ...

Laas glanced around the room, splendidly but rather shabbily furnished, like the rest of the place.
Now what would he be doing, so late at night? Rdieving himsdf, perhaps—But she put out her paw and
touched his sde of the couch, and found it quite cold. Not that. Wl then, | will find out. That's whet dl
thisis about, anyway ....

She shut her eyes for amoment and fdt for him. This was not dways easy; after sex, the attachment
of the “daw” of her mind in a subject’'s sometimes weakened. But more usudly there was a trace of a
bond remaining, enough to lure the subject back if she wanted him again. The bond could serve as a
directiond sense, in avague way. It did so now. He was somewhere in the area, thought not close. Not
on thisfloor, certainly.

Laas got up, dressed—easier to explain that she was going home, if someone should come upon
her—and dipped to the door, eased it open, peered out into the dark corridor. Nothing. Fantly,
intruding of her sense of Masgih, she could get alessintrusve sense of Maikej, across the hdl, perhaps,
vay much awake, very much frustrated. She shrugged her tal gently and padded out into the hdl,
shutting the door slently behind her.

At the head of the dtairs she paused. Down, the sense said, so down she went. The feding of lazy,
blurred fulfillment got stronger. The hdl was slent, dark, the drapes dl pulled. Only the fantet light
sreamed up into it from a torch fixed somewhere down the second flight of dtairs, the one to the
basement. Laas turned and went down tha flight. The torch was not actudly fastened there, but
somewhere further down yet. Its reflected light shone on the wall as she went down.

Cdlars, she thought. I'tt never get used to them. Especidly at night.

At the bottom of the second flight she paused and looked around her. Where there should have been
afla wal, there was a doorway, and it stood gar. Laas peered through it. The torch was fastened indde,



by aniron bracket, to awal that looked to be of rough stones embed—

&’

ded in amdler stones and dirt; .-Steps of date went further down. A cool damp ar breathed up them,
dipped past her hind paws, and chilled them.

‘Laas hegtated.

But then, she thought, thisiswhat | came to do ... and what Reswen needs to find out.

In utter silence she eased the door open enough to take her body, pulled it back as it had been, arid
dipped down the stairs, around a corner from the torch, and into shadow ....

The only advantage to the reduced police force around the Lloahari embassy was that they were
forced to use their own people for security, and their own people were not very good. They didn't like
daying up late a night, and their watch dacked off consderably then. They dso seemed to have tha
regrettable tendency of temporary security people to believe that they are redly unnecessary, thet they're
being paid for someone' s paranoia, and that no one would redly try to comein that window.

Reswen found this a ddightful tendency, and one he intended to explait to its fullest. He crouched
under the far side of the blank back wal of the Lloahari Embassy’s garden, bregthing the sweet cool
night air and thinking cheerfully wicked thoughts. No one was patralling outside this wal; an oversight,
but an understandable one, snce the Lioahairi in generd were uncertain about their welcome in town, and
some of their forces posted here some days back had been set upon by townmrem and beaten up fairly
severdly. Reswen would not have admitted to encouraging such behavior, of course, but he had had a
gmdl conversation with the divison-leved constable who handled this area, and both of them together, in
meking up the duty patrol rosters, had forgotten to post any policemrem at dl in the area. Careless of us

He was perfectly in his dement, as happy as he could remember being for a long time. Reswen had
firg achieved his reputation in the constabulary by inspired “lurking and skulking,” as his commanding
auncient had called it. He hadn't logt the talent. He could ill move like a shadow when he wanted to,
and the black hair dye he had used on Laas had more than one use. Now, instead of ginger fur, no torch
would find anything of him but darkness. He was dl in dark street clothes, an overcloak and tunic that
looked unassuming enough at firg glance, but would reflect no light whatsoever. At Reswen’s bdlt, the
bottom of the sheeth tied round his leg with a thong, hung the rose-and-gold knife, for luck, and adso
because it had one of the wickecjest edges he had ever seen on a piece of cutlery.

Behind him crouched Lorin, in his own ragged dark cloak, muttering softly to himsdf. “Oh, be ill,”
Reswen said for about the tenth time. “We |l be fine”

“Thisisillegd,” Lorin muttered.

“You're with the chief of police,” Reswen whispered. “It'll be fine”

“Not as far as the Arpekh are concerned. And we have other problems”

Reswen breathed out and put the thought of the Arpekh for from him. It was a good thing the old
mrem hated to be waked up for what they considered insuffident cause; otherwise, he would probably
have to be with them now, in late session, answering stupid questions, rather than ready to go over awall
and break into diplomaticaly protected ground. But then again, he was the one who usudly decided
whether the cause was sufficent ...

At least, | am for the moment. Who knows whether | ill will be in the morning? Mrad’s last medting
with im came up for consderation, and Reswen had to push that unsettling memory away too. Never
mind that. As for Lorin's “other problems” about which he had babbled when Reswen firg picked him
up, they would have to wait. He had a lot of trouble beieving that Lorin had seen anything that wasn't a
product of his own nerves. Anyway, one thing a atime—

“You ready?’ he said softly to Lorin.

“Of course not, what a supid—"

Reswen ignored him, hdf rose from his crouch in shadow, and threw the clawhook over the wall.
There was the softest chunk as it fdl againgt the wall’s opposite sde, then a soft ratchety noise as he
pulled on the cord to snug it in place under the wal’s top course. Reswen tested it, gently at firdt, then
with a good hard pull, and there was no dippage. “Come on,” he said, and went up the rope.



For dl that Lorin was a good dimber, this was another matter. It was apparently a ded too far from
the ground for him. FHinally Reswen, perched on top of the wal, had had to reach down and pull him up
by the arms. Lorin clutched the top of the wall, wild-eyed, like a kit afraid of faling from a height. “Come
on, come on,” Reswen said, ready to jump down, and redized from Lorin's frozen posture that the poor
mrem was afraid of haghts And a a moment when delay could be fetd, with the two of them perhaps
dlhouetted againg some chance light. Under the circumstances he did the kindest thing possible He
pushed Lorin off. It dl happened so suddenly that Lorin had no time to do anything but grunt when he hit
the ground. It's not as if it was more than twice my height, Reswen thought, a little guiltily, and jumped
after.

When he landed, Lorin was saying agtonishing things under his breath. “Oh, shut up,” Reswen sad,
and glanced around them.

The garden was as deserted as it ought to be, thistime of night. They had come down in a merafully
conceding patch of spikeweed, some parts of which had speared them in passng: Lorin was pulling one
paticularly impressve diver of the suff out of his right haunch. Reswen looked out between the wide
leaves. Nothing but a perfectly mowed sward, a amdl forma herb garden, some tables set about on a
paved belvedere, and then the house itsdlf, its gdleries dark. A few windows were open, probably due to
the heat. Reswen amiled.

“There)” he whispered, pointing to one of them that was farly easy of access, up a trdlis heavily
covered with vines,

“You want me to dimb up there??’

“Anymrem old enough to have his eyes open could manage it. And besides, from wha you were
tdling me, you've had a nice warmup for your dimbing aready tonight. Come on, we can't St here
forever!”

They dipped across the empty garden, Lorin limping dightly from where the spikeweed had caught
hmin the pad of one hind paw. Under the trdlis Reswen paused, looked up, and then said to Lorin,
“Youfirg.

Lorin snorted very softly. “You're just afraid I'll come to my senses hdfway up and go off”and leave
you.”

“You'd never do athing like that. Epecidly with me to catch you if you fdl.”

Lorin growled softly in his throat and began to dimb.

To do him judtice, Reswen thought, he was better with vines than with ropes, and he resolutdy
refused to look down ... which was probably wise. Once Lorin was amog leve with the floor of the
gdlery that ran past the rooms, Reswen yanked on Lorin's leg to make him stop, then clambered up
besde him as quietly as he could.

The window that was open was actudly a large glassed door, about hdfway gar. Insde, hangings
dirred in adight flow of ar out of the room. Reswen hoisted himsdf up with utmost care between two of
the balusters, then came to his hind paws and balanced there slently, out of direct Sght of whoever might
be in the room. He glanced down. Lorin was hanging on grimly, nothing but eyes and ears showing over
the massed foliage. He gestured him up, made a“But softly!” gesture, and turned toward the door.

Reswen ligened hard. No sound. No, wait: sound, but very dight. Snoring?

Lorin came up behind him with only a dight thump.

There was a catch in the snoring. Reswen froze, glanaing at Lorin. Lorin's eyes were wide with fear.

The sound steadied again. Reswen leaned around the open door to peer in. There was nothing to be
seen but the dark shapes of furniture, clothes thrown over a chair or two, a huge bed with a canopy. In
the middle of the bed, amid a welter of the bedclothes, lay the source of the sound. A particularly loud
snore rose up, caught on itsdf, expired in a wheeze.

Come on, Reswen motioned, and stepped into the room.

Once in, he paused just long enough to let his eyes get used to the deeper darkness. There was a
fant scent of nightflower inthe air. Now let’s see ... whereé sthe door ... ?

Lorin stepped in quietly behind hm and hdd ill too. The form in the bed turned over, snored,
paused, snored agan—



And woke up, looking sraight at them. All Reswen got was a glimpse of terrified eyes—

He threw himsdf a the bed, snatched for a pillow, and stuffed it down over the wide-mouthed face
just a breath before the yowl of terror came out. It came out muffled, if at al.

“Sorry,” Reswen breathed. He fdt around for the vase full of nightflowers on the bedside table with
one paw, took the pillow away with the other, and smashed the ddlicate vase on the mrem’s head. Water
and flowers went everywhere, but the unfortunate snorer was unconscious a second |ater.

Reswen tossed the pillow away and looked at the mrem with resignation. It was Maike.

“We d better find something down there” he said softly, “that’s dl | can say. Get me one or two of
those tunics on the chair. I'll tie im and gag him.”

Reswen worked quickly, ripping the expensive cloth with a sort of bizarre cheerfulness. After dl, he
thought, if he' s going to get me executed, & least I'll have destroyed a couple of his best shirts ...

He finished. Together he and Lorin padded out of the bedroom of the ambassador’s suite, toward
the door into the halway. There they paused and looked around them. Everything was darkness and
quiet; nothing else. Reswen knew the layout of the place, and led the way toward the stairs. Coming to
them, they looked down and saw a hint of light, uncertain, wavering, somewhere below.

“Come on,” Reswen said, “and let’s see what we can see”

Laas hdd very, very dill, holding a rough wooden door shut dmost againgt her nose, and trembling.
The corridor of rough stones had some rude storage rooms cut into it, tiny places perhaps meant for wine
a one time. Now they seemed to have nothing in them but old moldy rags and ancient broken scullery
tools that hadn’'t been used for years. And one of them had Laas in it. She was not a brave mrem, no
meaiter what other people might think, and the sound of a voice ssemingly repesting some—

thing over and over, in angrier and angrier tones, frightened her badly enough to make her jump into
one of thefilthy little cupboards asif it were lined with silks.

Sowly, dowly her thudding heart began to stop trying to shake its way out of her chest. Laas
breathed in and out very softly, very purposefully, trying to find her cam again. The voice down the hall
seemed to be getting angrier and angrier. Or was it just increedng in volume? The way the corridor
carried echoes made it hard to tdl. And what was it saying, that voice? Laas leaned a little againgt the
door, pushing it ever so dightly further open—

The sound of footsteps shook her as vidently as if she had been stepped on hersdf. But she had
enough presence of mind not to move the door any further, to stay perfectly dill. 1t was possible she
hadn’t been noticed. Laas held her breath, and wasn't even aware of it. Not three inches from her nose,
alarge shape waked hurriedly past the door and off down the hall to where the other voice chanted. She
fdt the ar of the mrem’s passng brush againg her eyes. Laas closed those eyes, just for a moment,
breathed, gasped ar in again, and tried to recover.

But there' s no use in my being here unless | find out what's going on, for Reswen, she thought, and
ventured to push the door just the dightest bit open. It made no sound. She took courage, dipped out of
the little cupboard, and went gedthily down the hdl in the path of the mrem that had walked past her.
There were other cupboards to hide in if she needed one, and besides, the bend at the end of the
corridor would hide her—

“About time you got here.”

“You'reafineoneto tak.” Laas drew shocked breath at the sound of the voice, for it seemed to her
that it was someone she knew—She came to another cupboard much nearer to the bend in the corridor,
tried the door to make sure it wouldn't squeak, and secreted hersdf in it. She could hear much better
here.

“Ah, leave off | was with someone.”

“Our little Laas, hey? That heat-crazed little piece, | should have her—well, never mind. She had no
idea we two had business, and | suppose she's due a little skarking on her own time. No matter. | just
wigh you'd been where you were supposed to be when | wanted you there. | had to start the idiots
looking before you even actudly had the things. Here, take them. Let’s be on with it.”

“Areyou sure they're distracted?’

There was a laugh, and no migiaking it. Oh gods, Hiriv—"Didtracted? They’re crazed. All Haven is



adir with their spies and constables. And just as well, snce that way, no one will be bothering us here.
Come dong, let’s finish the business. | want to get out of this foul place, and the sooner the better. We
have other work to do.”

There was a pause, some shuffling around, the sound of something heavy being pushed somewhere.
Laas was burning with confusion, and terror, and an odd sort of rage. What in the world is Hiriv doing
here? With Masgih, for pity’s sake? Hiriv it a—

“Have you got the book—"

“Yes, here. Come on, come on, this makes me nervous”—at least | didn't think he was a
magic-worker—

A laugh, loud and sdlf-assured and inaulting. “You? | thought you were older in power than ‘that,
priest. Can't you ded with what we' re doing, even now? It’'s not asif we' ve never done it before.”

The anger was building in Laas, and for which cause, she could hardly make up her mind. That little
heat-crazed piece, Tim? she thought. This from the mrem she had served wel and fathfully? And now
who knew what filthy work he’ was about. She wanted to find out—not just for Reswen: for hersdlf. She
pushed this second cupboard door carefully open—and gratefully, for the place was reeking with a smdl
of vegetables dead of extreme old age—and stepped out, slent-footed. There was one more, very near
the bend. In fact, she could look around the bend itsdf for a moment, perhaps. Torchlight fdl there from
the room around the corner, where Hiriv and Masgih worked, but it was very fant. Perhaps she
wouldn't be seen if she kept quite dill. Light blinds those who're sanding in it, after al—

The sounds of some kind of preparation went on down in the room, as Laas stepped softly closer.
“By the way, | talked to our friend this evening. The police were around his place, it seems. Snooping
around after something.”

“Sent them on their way, | hope.”

“He wasn't there at the time. Found out about it |ater.”

A snort. “Not that it matters. By the time they figure out what' s been going on, we'll be long gone on
our way to Vezai ... and they won't give us so much trouble about the same trick, I'll warrant. No police
there. *A peaceful aity.” “

There was laughter from both the voices not particularly crud, just as if they found the thought of
peace rather afunny thing. Laas paused in shadow, held her breath, and looked around the corner.

The room was rather bare, except that she could see a couple of upganding braziers, ful of some
sort of gticks or twigs ready to be ignited. A rushlight burned on the floor, its little ydlow star of light
sseming bright and steadfast despite the draftiness of the place. Hiriv was there, in his robes, but they
were tied up out of the way, and he appeared to be sorinkling colored chaks on the bare rammed dirt of
thefloor, in a very steady and busnesdike manner. Laas shook her head to hersdf. She had seen Hiriv
dl lands of ways—drunkenly jolly, hilarioudy pious, serious when he was being made fun of and couldn’t
tell—but “businesdike’ was no word she had ever thought to gpply to him. Masgih was there too, in his
nightgown, but stepped out of gght dmost as Laas got a clear glimpse of him. He was working with
another jar of powder, in another corner. “Looking forward to this one” he said. “I dways prefer to
work with two. The results are alot better.”

“Mmmf,” said Hiriv, and sraightened up for a moment from his sprinkling to rub his back. He had
adways had trouble with it. And how many times have | rubbed that back, for kindness sake, Laas
thought, now for the firg time feding angry about it. What's going on—

“It does work better,” Hiriv said, as he bent to his work again. “You get more than twice the
reection: Y ou get about four times, for some reason. And it's going to be more fun than usud, watching it
happen. These damned pagans, anyway. And these two deserve each other. Damned posturing, noisy
Niauhu with therr little toy army, and the blowhard LIosha—" There was a pause. “Damn. Out of yelow.
Do we have another one?’

Laas saw some amdl objects in one of the two corners of the room that were within her view. There
were two little bottles of water, and two rocks. “/ had to start the idiots looking before you even had the
things—"

Laas repressed a growl. Did that mean that he' s told the police theat the stone and water were stolen?



When dl the time he had them himsdlf, in fact brought them here to Masgih? And that means Reswen is
with dl those people he mentioned at Haven—oh no!'—

She breathed deeply again, caming hersdf. And where did this other stone and water come from?
Lloaha? What are they doing??

“All right,” Masgih said, from out of dght, “that should do it for the physcds Shdl we gart the
verba preparaion?’

“Right. Where' s the book? | had the place marked, what happened?’

“Right there, the mark fdl into the rall. Come on, old mrem, | want to get this over with and get back
tothe ‘piece.” “

“Enjoy her while you can,” Hiriv said, sounding unconcerned, and then began to read. He sounded as
if he was conducting some particularly boring service. “Hear then, dl Powers and Principdities with
power to hear and to wreak for good or ill; by the Elements here concatenated and with their will we call
your might to hear or to speak, to do or to let be as we command, and we declare oursalves for this time
your goodly and lavful magters, saving aways the eye and paw of the Name beyond Names, which
hears you not and knows you not;”—along breath here—"wherefore it is good and proper that you own
us your one only and most excellent magterstill thet we let cease this binding upon you, which we bind in
the names Diqid, Otg, Elov Nenepu the Hall of the Dark Gods, Chigue and Puzoth and Shecifa
Fewchance, Amug and Chil Thettig, Eshehkegi and Fazmad—"

Thelig went on for quite awhile. It was a spdll, no doubt of it, and something about the cadence and
the bizarre names made Laas' s nape-hairs stand up. But a the same time there was an odd slliness to it,
coming perhaps of the way Hiriv read the gpdl asif it were a grocery ligt. Laas inched alittle closer, to
see what dse she could see. “—and thereby we request, require, and command that you present
yoursalves in such form as shdl do us no harm but shal be proper and fitting to carry out your deeds of
power, invulnerable to iron and fire and the holy things of the world, and having so manifested yoursdf
and done service, you shdl be wel thanked in the ancient ways, and honor be done to you before you be
sent to your own place; therefore for your wed and the swift fulfillment of our desires, hear our bidding,
and obey. Aratha, aratha, aratha—"

There was arudle as the book rolled shut, and Hiriv tossed it to the floor. “Fine” he said then. “Get
ingdethecirdle”

Masgih moved into Sght to pick up something from beside the wall: some kind of black wooden
dick. “All right, light them—"

Hiriv bent down to pick up the stones and flasks of water, carried them out of sght, then returned
and bent down for something else, a common day fire pot. He opened it and dumped its cods into one
of the braziers, blew on them to help them catch, then picked up a burning twig and walked dmost out of
dght to the other one. Laas waited, amogt burdiing with impatience. She had seen Usd do enough meagic
that she was no longer crippled by the smpleirrationd fear of it, but she wanted to know what they were
doing—

Thetwigs and wood caught, and there was a smdl of scorching, and then a stronger one, the scent of
spices burning, a sweet-sharp reek that provoked one to sneeze. Laas restrained hersdf.

Some shuffling sounds ensued, and a clunk. “Dammit,” Hiriv said, “don’'t be knocking things over
while I’'m spdling, or—"

“Don't say it. Not now. It's unwise even to joke about it.”

Hiriv snorted again. “Afraid, are you? Never mind. Just pay attention now, we have to be finished
before the burning stops—Now we cdl upon you, great Nufiw, master of devourings, ruler and
acceptor of dl midnight murders, firg anger of the song of loss; lord of waste places and despiser of the
rank growth thet mars the sweet barrenness of the face of the world; be caled by us, grest Lord Nufiw,
Lord of the emptiness before life and the dry Serility after it; who looks forward to the day when al
worlds shdl be bare stone under the deadly fires of heaven, and the inault of life be gone; hear us now as
we cry out upon you. Hear our offer of these fair stones, once yours, now to be yours again; this water,
once trapped forever in the ice of the longest night, now soon to be boiled away in the rage of your
fires—"



It was getting dark, and cold. Laas thought of what Lorin had done the other night, that petty
sorcery, that had dill been so overwheming. If I'm not going to miss anything, she thought, / had better
get closer. They won't be in any condition to notice me while they’re right in the middle of it, and the
darkness will hide me—

“—take now, we beg you, these offerings, and devour them, and by ther joint devouring, devour
aso the fruit of the lands of these places, to the least blade of grass, to the last drop of water, save where
we beg you spare; blast and destroy the livelihood of the fidds, and the beasts of the land, and the trees
and herbs, and dl things that fly and creep and run and move, save only the mrem thereof. And when this
is done, let the mrem of these cities be bound by your devouring of their stone and water together, and let
them refuse not to fdl upon one another in red war such asis pleasing to you, and leave these lands dean
for your fathful servants who shdl come into them to worship you in after times, after your revenge is
fulfilled—"

The darkness grew. The torches in the room quarreled weskly with it, and dowly began to lose the
argument. Laas shook like a lesf in a sorm of black wind, in the feding that some other presence was
leening over dl these undertakings. So. No wonder they wanted to know who was willing to lose part of
their grain crop. Everything will be destroyed, everything in Niau and Lloaha dike, except those amdl
crops necessary to keep the barest few people dive. And then the two will go to war. Easy enough to set
it up; probably evidence is being provided right now that the Lloaha are respongble for it. Surdy the
Niahtt wil think so, since this is happening in their embassy. | daresay the same evidence will be
provided for the Lloahairi, againg the Niauhu. The two cities witt destroy each other. And the Easterners
will movein as they dways wanted to, and take these dities for their own ... without having been seen to
have done anything but behave properly. In the aftermath of the wars, they’ll move to “protect the
interests’ of their dlies on Niau's and lloaha’s borders. After dmogt everyone in them has died to glut
this half-dead god, of course. And if they happen to annex one land, or both, or more ... weU, these
things happen ... ,

Laas was indignant. There would be no more garving, no more dying that way, not if she could help
it, not for gods or for anyone else. But what could she do?

Sheinched closer—

Thewhole circle was vighle now, as much as anything was visble through the darkness settling into
the room like some dark, heavy liquid stirred into water. The torches gave up. Only the braziers glowed
unchoked, and the lines of chak sprinkled on the floor glowed too, a smoldering chilly light pae as
corpse fire. Hiriv stood reading from the book with Masgih looking over his shoulder, most concerned.
It was a standard practice, Laas knew: In the more dangerous sorceries, a fdlow sorcerer could act to
say aword properly or turn a page when hisfdlow celebrant faled, and so save their lives.

“Therefore come, come, O come, magter of the barren places;, come accept these offerings, and
meake our desires truth; O comel—"

Dakness swirled in the circle. The two wizards backed away from it, Saying carefully indde the
cirde's confines. Hiriv resolutdy refused to look up. Masgih looked up asif he enjoyed it, but shaded
hiseyes as if gazing into something blinding bright. The swirl of darkness tightened, gathered, the way a
dust-swirl gathers and tightensin a closed courtyard, only half seen, but there enough to fed if one waks
through it and dares the dinging dust in one's eyes. And then there was something there, dowing from its
soinning. Eyes Laas saw, the same corpsdight color of the lines of the circle, but horribly piercing, as if
light did not have to be bright to do harm. A shape formed around it, something that stood upright, but
crookedly so. Great long ams hung to the ground, gestured vagudy, with dow madice hunched
shoulders, crooked spine, long thin limbs, head fastened to the body by a neck that looked like it should
snap under the head' s weight; dl these spoke of starvation, but something that enjoyed suffering hunger,
with a horrible vitdity, and fdt dl others should too. The eyes looked around. They looked at Hiriv, who
stood with eyes downcast, and at Masgjih, who bowed asif overwhemed by maesty.

And they looked at Laas, and her heart froze, and her breath froze in her lungs and every musde
froze, unable to move. She could not even cry out.

A voice spoke. It did not speak in any mrem language, but Laas understood its meaning. It was dl



hunger, and pleasure at the Sght of a dainty, a tredt.

Hiriv and Masgih looked up in astonishment and saw her.

I’'m undone. Ah, Reswen!! Where are you?

She could not even cry out. No satisfaction, that, whether or not she had considered hersdf past
aying out for anyone's hep, mae or femae. Now she would have cried to anyone who passed, but
could not so much as grurnt.

Masgih waved with the black stick he was holding. A swirl of corpse light went up from the circle,
parted like a gateway to let hm out. He waked toward her, dowly, reaching into the pocket of his
bathrobe for something.

He came close, came out with it. Laas could not even move her eyes, could only just make out what
it was. It was a cord, a cord of something silken, such as one might find hanging from drapes.

“These ceremonies,” he said softly, as he put a paw under her arm, “commonly work better with a
desth. Y ou are most welcome.”

Reswen and Lorin went down the steps as softly as they might. 1t wasn't easy, especidly for Lorin.
He was never the most courageous of mrem; now that he fdt certain he was implicated in the death of the
Lloaha ambassador, he shuddered like a fish out of water dl the way down to the man floor, and one
step before it, he sumbled and fdl flat on hisface.

“Come on, come on,” Reswen whispered, picking up Lorin in the darkness and dusting him off with
inaccuracy but good intentions. “Don’t give out on me now.”

Lorin said things under his breath as they turned the corner of the stairway and headed down another
flight. Then he stopped, Imply stopped like a statue and refused to move.

Reswen heard the footsteps behind him cease. He stopped, turned, shook Lorin. It did nothing.
From down the gtairs he could hear some sort of speech, a garbled sound. “Come on,” he said. “Come
on'—" And he refused to pay any attention to Lorin's rigidity, Smply dragged him down the dtairs like a
board of wood. At that, some of the rigidity wore off. Lorin, perhaps, had not been prepared for the
posshility of being dragged like baggage. At any rate, he began gasping. “No,” he sad, “Reswen, you
don't—"

“Don't bet on it,” said Reswen. He was certain, now, that Laas was down there. Reason had nathing
to do with it” He had more or less given reason up for the evening. Besides, congdering her stubborn,
wedl-intentioned ways, where ese would she be? She had doubtless tried to seduce the wizard—and
whether she had failed or succeeded, this was the result: lights and chanting in a celar—

Reswen plunged on down the dairs with Lorin in tow. “Reswen,” he hissed, “don't you get it?
They’reright in the middle of some kind of binding. If you disturb it you'll get caught init—"

“Shelscaught init,” Reswen farly snarled, and down they went together, past the rude door Thabe
had mentioned, down the rude corridor, past the cupboards—At the corridor’'s end, where it bent,
caution hit even Reswen. There was a darknessin the ar that came of more than lack of torches, and that
dark ar throbbed, faster and faster, asif with an expiring pulse. He gave Larin a lagt wake-up shake, let
go of him, and peered carefully around the corner.

And saw it—and yowled, a mrem’s battlecry, spitting; and with his knife drawn, ran sraight into the
heart of the darkness—

Laas could not move of her own will, could barely breathe, could hardly think with terror, but one
thing she could ill do. As Masgih took her by the am to lead her away, she set the claw deep in him
and pulled, pulled harder than she ever had before. Want me, she cried inwardly, want me, you poor
creature. Mdt where you stand, go limp with desire, be able to do nothing but stand and look at me—

Masgih's paw on her trembled. Just freshly come from her embraces, he was easy prey, and she fdt
the claw settle deep and turn his blood hot. He stared at her, only her, and shook dl over; the murderous
look on his face had for the moment dacked into vacuous lugt. But how long can | hold it? Laas thought,
shaken. She gill couldn’t move. And she needed to run, to get away from there—

Ancther flicker of pale fire from that circle. Out of the corner of her eye she could see Hiriv coming.
And Masgih twitched too; just from that tiny break in concentration, her hold on him falled somewnhat.
He gripped her am harder, began to pull her toward the circle. No, she commanded again, setting the



caw in as deep as she ever had with anyone, until the force of it made her head ache. Be iU, just stand
there and worship me—

Masgih subsided again. Laas turned her attention to Hiriv—too late; her head rang with the dap
from behind, her concentration fell apart, and there was another paw on her. “Meddling little bitch,” Hiriv
snarled. “You want to know, about magic, we ll show you—samadl loss to us—"

Then he reded as Laas drove the dlaw into him. She fdt utter stisfaction. How many poor mrem
hed she done this to, on his orders? Let him see how he liked it now. Hiriv sagged, a great bloated bag of
desire, and looked & her with moon eyes. Laas thought longingly of the way Reswen looked at her, dl
directness and merriment, and gulped back a sob, and concentrated on holding both Hiriv and Masgih
dill & once. It could be done. She had done it before—

—But before, that horrid dark presence had not been lowering at her, bedting a the walls of its
confining circle, as eager to get hold of her as she was to be out of there. It was more eager for her by far
then these were, for dl the hold she had on them at the moment. A little movement came back to her.
She glanced up at the thing, in the process of turning her head to look down at the halway—abut then she
froze agan as those eyes rested on her, swalowed her, drowned her in cold pae light, willed her into
nothingness, hungered for her asit hungered for the stones and the little flasks of water bound at its feet in
the circle—

She fought it. It was a lodng fight, and she knew it, as firg Hiriv and then Masgih came free of her
godl, and they dragged her toward the circle. They went across the floor in a srange hdting sort of
parade, as she would drike firs one of them, then the other with desire for her, and one or the other
would hat, would gaze into her eyes or gtart to take her into his arms. There would be a struggle as the
fird one tried to pull the other and Laas dong. And then she would fed that anvful dark regard pressing,
pressing on her, and she would lose her hold, and both of them would become ther own mrem again,
and pull her onward again—

And then they crossed through into the circle, and her tdent left her entirdly. Laas collapsed to her
knees, freezing cold, frozen giff, a the feet of the dark thing. Claws reached down toward her; she could
do nothing to prevent it, could not even scream. She could only stare in ultimete horror into those pae
cold eyes as the cord came around her neck from behind and squeezed, squeezed, squeezed everything
black—

Reswen saw her: saw the hideous dark shape bending over her; saw Masgih behind her with the
grangling cord, choking her life out; saw Hiriv with his arms raised, chanting dmogt in an ecstasy of evil,
and be saw the stones, and the bottles of water, and understood what was happening. But worse, he
understood what was happening with Laas, and that was much more important. He legpt out of hiding
and raced for the circle.

The priest and the wizard paused, stared a him expectantly, with what might have been incpient
laughter on their faces. Reswen drew the knife and ran a them—and bounced away from nothingness,
and fdl on the floor, swearing—

Ancther voice was raised up, crying Reswen had no idea what words. As he rolled to a ganding
postion again, he looked over his shoulder and saw Lorin standing there behind him, looking more
terrified than even Reswen had ever seen him, eyes squeezed shut so that he wouldn't have to look at the
looming terror in the middle of the circle—but standing with arms raised, chanting. Can words look like
something? Reswen thought, for there seemed to be bright movement in the dark, throbbing ar where
Lorin stood, bright shapes lancing away from him amost too fast to see. They arched through the arr like
fired arrows and buried themsdlves in the barrier that had stopped him. 1t wavered, flickered with pae
light and with colors, asif the two kinds of words warred with each other—

Perhaps they did. Reswen saw the look of amusement turn into fear on Hiriv's face, and the priest
fumbled what he was chanting, fatered, began chanting something else, a hurried sort of litany. Pde fire
began to drive out the colorsin the circle barrier. But Lorin kept on chanting, louder; and Hiriv made the
mistake of looking up at the dark thing that lowered over him, seeing the mdice and baked hunger in its
eyes—

There was suddenly a patch of barrier that wasn't pdlid at dl, but dl colors. Reswen took his



moment, dove through it, and crashed into Masgih, knocking him over and away from Laas. She fdl to
the patterned floor, choking and coughing, her eyes bloodshot with the near-drangling and her face
bloated out of itsusud shape. All this Reswen noticed with the anguish of love, but he had no time to do
anything about it. Cold pale eyes were on him. He rose up and put himsdf between the lowering shape
and the stones and bottles of water.

It bent its eyes on him, and he started to freeze with terror. The thing smiled a him, a gmile that
promised worse than death, much worse—a long, leisurdy sucking—

dry that would leave him a little dried-out husk after what would seem centuries, but would actudly
be only minutes. And after that it would do its will on Laas anyway. There was nothing he could do to
stop it—

Its am reached toward him. Reswen, sick with fear, dill did what he could to protect his dty: one
last blow—it would not get a the stone and water without at least that. The rose-and-gold knife swung,
gleamed in the paleness, drove into the thing'sarm—

And with the quick jolting hestation of a perfect stroke, it went through! In astonishment Reswen
heard its high, awful scream, watched it flal and bleed darkness in great gouts. Its face was full of rage
and agtonishment. It reached for him with the other arm; he dashed thet too, & the ingde ebow where
the blood vessdls are closest to the surface—

Something grabbed hisarm. “You can't do that, it'simpossblel” Masgih screamed. “Invulnerable to
iron and fire—"

Reswen, bemused, looked at the knife with affection despite dl the madness going on around him.
“It snot iron,” he said. “But it does work as aknife” And to prove it, he put the knife right up to itshiltin
Masgih, undernegth the collarbone—an incapacitating strike, not a killing one. HE |l lice long enough for
questioning, anyway, Reswen thought, and turned his atention back to the dark shape in the circle.

It was writhing and screaming, an awvful high thin sound. Good, Reswen thought, and crouched to
pick up the stones and bottles of water. He pitched them out of the clear patch in the circle. The stones
shattered; the bottles smashed and the water ran out, blots on the rammed dirt of the floor.

The screaming that began now made dl the rest look pdtry. It came to Reswen that this was an
extremdy good time to get out. He picked up the dill-gasping Laas and hdf hauled, hdf carried her out
of the circle through the narrowing patch of color. Masgih’'s going to have to take his chances. “Sed it
up! Sedl it up!” he shouted a Lorin. Lorin Smply stopped chanting.

And the circle was dl pae fire again, and the dark, screaming shape in it looked for someone to
wresk its vengeance on. It threw itsdf againg the bounds of the circle, found' there was no way to get a
Reswen and Laas and Lorin—then turned, and looked long and lovingly at the two who were trapped
ingde with it.

Laas was kneding retching on the floor; Lorin was running up the corridor and out of sght, dl his
courage done with. So only Reswen saw what happened to them. He didn't stay for more than a few
breaths, just enough time for Laas to recover hersdf. But it struck him as amazing how much blood a fa
mrem like Hiriv had inhim ...

He picked her up, then, and ran as best he could. When Laas sruggled in his arms, he put her down
and let her lean on him, and they ran, or rather staggered, together. The screams coming from behind him
were getting more and more terrible. They lurched up the dtairs together, out into the main hdl on the
ground floor levd, found one of the windows onto the garden unlaiched by Lorin, and tumbled out
through it. The urge to Smply lie there, in the cool green grass, in each other’s arms, was very strong, but
Laas thistime struggled to her feet and helped Reswen get up. They ran for the back of the garden.

They were barely on top of the garden wal when the front haf of the building amply shattered itsdf
like a beer keg with too much ferment in it, knocking them down on the other side. The explosion rained
stones and glass and wood down on hdf the city. All around, after the initid terrible roar, they could hear
the clatter of stones hitting cobbles, hitting houses, the occasionad distant scream as they hit mrem, or
amaog hit them. One thing went up and did not come down: a pae-eyed shape like a black wind, black
even agang the night, which went up screaming with satiated hunger and vanished, mdted into darkness.

Reswen and Laas sat there on the pavement and put their arms around each other, and Smply wegpt.



Strength would be required tomorrow, but in the meantime, this was more important ...

She rose up in her wrath. She fdt the spdl which she had commanded her pet to enact come apart
like an old torn skin, she saw her misson go to tatters, and worst, she fdt her pet die, devoured by the
wretched little vermin-god. That should have been her prerogative, none other’s. The rage rose up in her,
blotting out even her terror a what would happen to her now that she had faled her masters. She would
wreak her vengeance on this place & leadt; they would wish, those few of them she might leave dive, for
the fete which was now denied them, that of ample dow Sarvation. They would beg her for ther lives
yet, and she would deny them dl—

“Get up,” Lorin said. “Oh, for pity’s sake, get up. Thisisno timefor it. Come on!”

“If you don't shut up,” Reswen muttered into Laas's fur, “you're going to go to gaol, do you know
thet?”

But Lorin wasin no mood, apparently. “Reswen, get up!! You've got to do something!”

“About what?’

“About that\”

Reswen looked up, unwilling, and then became befuddied. There seemed to be a pillar of fire risng
up from somewhere across town. “What the—"

“Theliskash,” Lorin said—and his voice dropped to awhisper, asif he was afraid it might hear him.

Oh gods, he did see it, Reswen thought. All hisfur stood up on end a once. What the hdl do we do
about that?

“Comeon,” hesaid to Laas, and helped her up. “He sright, we do have to do something—"

She looked off toward the sudden violent brightness in the sky, and shuddered. “How could it be?’
she said. “They’'re extinct—at least, we thought—"

“We were meant to think so,” Reswen said, brushing himsdf off hurriedly. “Come on, we have to get
out of here and do something about that thing—"

But what? he thought, as together he and Laas and Lorin picked ther way over and through the
rubble that had showered down from the Lloahairi Embassy. The place was a dead loss, the Lloahairi
were going to have to rebuild it from scraich—and this time, Reswen thought, I'm going to inds they
build it on bedrock, by the godsl The street in front was knee-deep in rubble. Mrem were running
around and screaming, and other mrem, far enough off down the street not to have been involved, were
danding in their gateways and saring curioudy at the uproar. A few constables were trying to dig about
inthe mass of fdlen stone and masonry. Reswen’s heart tightened in him as he saw a hdf-crushed leg and
tal underneeth a stone. But he fet no qualms whatever about grabbing the am of the young constable
who was trying to pull the stone off the extremely dead mrem undernegth it.

“Forget that just now,” Reswen sad. “It's Miav, isn't it? Miav, leave this and get you down to the
constabulary. | want hdf the available force here. Everyone else who can be spared mus go draight to
Haven. No oneisto try to ded with what they find there. Just surround the place and keep people out of
it. Understand me? Then get going!” He pushed the youngster hard in the back. Miav sumbled, and
headed off. “And cdl out the city cohorts!” Reswen shouted after him. “ Get them there too!”

Miav waved, didn’t stop running, turned the nearest corner leftward and dashed out of sght. “Come
on,” Reswen said. “We have to get there fire.”

“And do what??’ Lorin cried.

“Youtdl me” Reswen said, grabbing him by the arm and garting to run himsdf. Laas legpt after him,
lithe and easy even after everything she had been through. “What can you do about a liskash?’

“Me??’ Lorin laughed as he gasped, and started running dong in earnest. “What makes you
think—there’ s anything | can do? Thisis a liskash—thisis what dmaost made an end—of our people—"

“But they didn’t,” Reswen said, gasping too, and not caring, as they turned the corner and pounded
down through the Whites. “We must have—done something right—"

“They died out!” Lorin said, panting, desperate, as they turned a corner. “They just died—"

“Nothing just dies! There had to be a reason! Magic—"

Lorin shook his head desperately. Laas came up on the other Sde of him from Reswen, took his arm,
helped him run. “Their magic is more powerful than ours, they’ve mastered fire—"



Reswen was watching the glow in the sky ahead of them grow, and was secretly wondering whether
there might not be something to this. “And we have other magteries. Don't we? Why would a liskash
have come here a dl unless we had something it needed?”’

Lorin panted and ran on a distance between Reswen and Laas before gasping, “Possble. Our gods
are different—"

“And our magics are different. Aren't they, Lorin? Here's your chance,” Reswen said, and gasped
for ar himsdf as they turned another corner. Was the ar hotter here? Certainly the light was growing
ferocious ahead of them. All of Haven might have been on fire. Oh, my people undernegth ... please be
out of there, get out!'—"Here' s your chance to legitimize magic forever in this city. Get rid of this thing
and no one will say a bad word about it again, not ever. You can practice your trade in the open—"

“Get rid of it! What do you think thisis, some kind of bag | can swat? Lorin said, nearly laughing
with his desperation, and then coughing. “ These things ruled the world—"

“Rut they don’'t any more! Lorin, | mean it—"

And then they turned the last corner, into the street down which’ Haven lay ....

The smoke billowed out a them. Trees burned like candles. Stones were blackened with smoke,
gates of houses nearer the burning meted. Haven was dl one great blaze. The cries of mrem could be
heard in the background, but none in that street dared cry out, or make any sound at dl.

She lay there in the middle of the road, in a nest of flame, like one of the fabulous beasts of myth; the
gtones themsalves burned under her. There was no doubt thet the cresture was femae. There was no
doubt, ether, of its power. Hame wreathed and coiled about her, and left her unhurt. In the heart of it al,
her skin, when she moved, glittered dimly asif it were gemmed. Eagly eight times the Sze of a mrem, she
wes like one of the tiny lizards of the desert, but writ large: Her claws were curved like knives, and as
long as knives, the fangsin the jaw she dropped in an awvful mockery of a amile gleamed in the light of the
fire Her tall twitched and coiled dowly, thoughtfully, as her eyes rested on them.

Reswen fdt his blood literdly running cold as the liskash looked a him and contemplated his degth.
Hisfur stood up on end, and it was with the greatest difficulty that he ressted the urge to run right back
around that corner again. The thought occurred to him that if he did not do it right away, he might not
have the chance. But he was damned if he was going to run from a lizard, from something whose day in
the world was over, no matter how many of his people it might kill—

Laas's paw crept into his. He gripped it tight and looked the liskash in its terrible eye, and would not
look away. He could think of nothing ese ussful to do. He glanced over a Lorin—

Lorin took adow step forward, asif fascinated. And another. Reswen would have put out a paw to
stop him, but suddenly found it too much effort to even raise the limb—

Lorin shook himsdf dl over. “Nay then,” he said, very loud, his voice sheking, “you can do better
then that. | chdlenge you, child of fire”

There was along dow hissng from the liskash. “What sort of chdlenge do you think to fidd againgt
me? she said, and Reswen shuddered dl over a the sound of that voice—cold and lesurdy and
humorous, the hissng wrapped dl around each word it spoke, like the hissing of a struck gong. “You are
one done. The Three know nothing of you, and will not help. They cannaot. Y ou have forged no links with
them before this, preferring to hide, and it is too late for that now. What do you think to do?’

Lorin sad nothing at al, merdy walked right forward into the fire.

Reswen watched him with astonishment. He fdt heat, smelled the smoke of burning, but the flames
thet legped and curled about the liskash, and flowed down the Street, blackening the stones, did not
fasten on Lorin. They wreathed about him and did him no harm. Reswen thought he could see Lorin's
mouth moving as he walked, but whatever spdll he was saying didn’t carry.

The liskash watched him, amiling 4ill, a terrible, oblique look. It lifted up its head, and suddenly
Reswen found that he couldn’t move. Beside him, he fdt Laas's musdes trembling with the effort to
shake off the sudden pardyss. But up there, in the fires, Lorin just shook his head, and paused a
moment, and made a gesture like someone scattering something dong the ground.

Reswen never saw how it happened, but suddenly he could move again—and the street was awash
in water. A foot deep, it came rushing out at him like a flash flood, and he pulled Laas close to him to



brace her againg the rush of it. The liskash looked about it in sudden astonishment, its tal lashing; the
fangy mouth closed, logng the parody of aamile The liskash hissed in anger as its fires went out, and the
only burning left in the street was that of Haven.

Quite suddenly the liskash was not there. Reswen staggered to one side of the street through the
water, pulling Laas with him out of the flow of it. Over its rushing he could hear Lorin shouting, “You
make light work of contralling those who don’t know about you, snake, but when someone faces you
down, you run and hide! You can't bear direct opposition, can you! We're dl supposed to just fdl over
and shake at the Sght of you—or walk into your mouth like frightened birds—"

He just managed to jump aside from the gigantic clawed foot that came damming down into the
stones. The water went away as suddenly as the fire had. Lorin scrambled to one Sde of the Street on
paws and knees as the huge fanged maw came down, hunting him dong the cobbles. “Two can play a
that,” he gasped, packing himsdf up—and suddenly a titan reared up over the little Street, Sdestepping
the trees, stepping over walls as if over curbs a mrem a hundred feet high, glowing faintly as if lit from
within, feinting with bared claws at a liskash that could have eaten dl of Haven at one gulp. Jaws snapped
and the huge golden eyes glinted, terrible with rage, but Lorin in his ragged clothes legpt and swiped and
batted, and the liskash jerked its head back as he struck with his claws a the hypnotic eyes, and they
grew tranducent with fear.

The liskash was curang in words that hurt Reswen's ears. “Barbarian.” it shrieked, findly, “vermin,
unsubtle insect—"

“Not subtle, no,” Lorin said, driking a her eyes again. “But direct. You can't cope, can you, snake?
One Vermin wizard is enough for you, in the body! Oh, out of the body you're big Suff indeed—walk
the overworld, make yoursdf cleverer and prettier and stronger than you redly are—but in the body,
where red magic is done, where it counts, you can’t do it! You daren't!”

“Liar!” The liskash shrieked, and two more houses down the street exploded into flame. “Vermin
liar!”

“Ah, there we see how drong you are,” Lorin said, gtriking at the liskas's eyes again, and agan she
pulled back. “Very brave you are a burning poor mrem in their beds that can’t fight with you. But you
can’'t do anything about me, can you! You dare not meet mein the body, just as you won't come to grips
with me here—"

She snapped a him, a snap that should have taken Lorin’s arm off, and instead modly got his deeve.
Like a gutter scavenger the liskash worried the giant deeve until it tore, and flung it away, and dill Lorin
laughed. “You don't dare!” he cried. “Lizard! Lizard!”

And suddenly the giant shapes were gone, and there were just Lorin and the liskash, drding one
another inthe street. He's going to die, Reswen thought, terrified. And | drove him to this—“Lorin!” he
shouted, and as Lorin turned, he threw him the rose-and-gold knife. Maybe it'll do some good—

Lorin turned, caught it out of the ar with the practiced motion of someone used to catching thrown
money a the fighting pits, and turned back to the liskash, dl in one fluid motion. The liskash had no more
glow about it; its magic was confined for the moment, from anger or perhaps exhaugtion. Its sdes were
heaving. Its jaws were open, no more in a amile. It circled Lorin, and he it, and Reswen mourned a the
gght. The thing was eght times Lorin's Sze, and the knife, glinting in the light of Haven burning, looked
likeadlly pin—

“Come on then, lizard,” Lorin was saying. “Come find out why your kind died out. Come find out
why you livein damp caves now, when your kind once lived in cities and ruled the world. Come find out
about mrem!”

The liskash was beginning to hiss again, a sound like water pouring onto fire. “Come find out,” Lorin
sad, asthey circled closer. The thing was three times his height. It could surely fal on him and crush him,
but it did no such thing. “Come find out what we have that leaves us free to let magic be for the mogt
part!” The rose-and-gold knife glinted. “I fed you feding for my mind; but maybe The Three know more
about me than you think, en? Maybe you're trying to get out of yoursdf even now, into the overworld,
but you find the way is blocked! Maybe you're stuck in your poor body, and you're going to have to
discover that we're better at livingin our bodies than you are—!”



He dipped in and struck—to dash, not to stab; the rose-and-gold knife went black dong that vicous
edge. Reswen hdd onto Laas for dl he was worth, hearing, with one ear, the sound of the fire brigades
coming—the rumbling of their big water carts dong the cobbles a couple of blocks away. Lorin was
shouting again, now, but this time shouting words that Reswen couldn’'t understand, another spell,
Reswen thought. Next to him, he fdt Laas shuddering. He pulled her closer. To his surprise, she pushed
hm away.

“No,” she said. “He's going to die, Reswen! He's binding the thing with his spell, it's a death spell,
hesgaing to let it kill him, and his desth will sedl its own—!" The tears were ralling down her face. “We
have to stop him—"

Reswen hdd her regardiess, and his face grew hard, though his heart cried out in him. “No, we
don't,” he said. “If he can kill it that way, let him—it's more than we can do. He's got it bound into its
body now. Don't distract him—if it gets loose again it'll burn dl Niau.” And the tears ran down his face
too, but he dared pay no attention to them. “Let him do what he's doing. It's his choice—"

Lorin kept chanting, backing away from the liskash. It followed him, its eyes dways on him, hateful,
waiting its moment. And then he stopped, and looked up at the liskash, and opened his arms, the knife in
one paw, and held quite till.

Sowly it reared up on its hind legs before him, the huge tall bracing it, the greet jaws opening, the
terrible front claws outstretched—

The bolt thudded into its back with a wet thick sound dmost too large to believe, and then another,
and another. A cranking, ratcheting sound came from down the street, by Haven, as the liskash screamed
and rose up and up on its hind legs, and then turned to face what had struck it—turned into the teeth of
the repesating “ginger” catapult set up at the end of the street. Two more bolts hit the liskash in the gut in
the time it might take a mrem to breathe, and then three more, one through the chest and two through the
head. The liskash fdl down, writhing, and kept writhing for along time after it should have been dead.

Lorin dropped the knife and smply sat—down on the wet cobbles and started to cry.

Reswen and Laas went to him, bent over him. “I'm dl right,” he said, sobbing, and wiping his nose
on hisdeeve. “I'madl right.” And he cried harder.

Reswen patted him, leaving Laas with him for the moment, and picked up the knife. Then he went off
dowly down the street to where the repesating catapult stood, with the mren who had armed it and fired
it, and the beasts who had drawn its big cart down the little streetsin such haste, and Sachath, leening on
the frame of the thing, and amiling at Reswen.

“Been waiting to use this thing ever snce we bought it” Sachath said. And he poked Reswen
good-naturedly in the arm with his baton. “So much for the Arpekh,” he added. “Let ‘em tdl us anything
about defense spending, en”?’

Reswen smiled and went back to Lorin, and Laas.

Epilogue

T he explanations naurdly were not over in a day, or ten days. Reswen began to think he should
smply move into the Arpekh—put a bedroll on the floor of the council chamber perhaps.

They were outraged with him at firs, especidly Mrad, and on the day immediaidy after the
exploson, Reswen thought he might be in for that famous view from over the city gates. The evidence
was, he had to admit, a little damning. The Lloahairi Ambassador assaulted, the embassy broken into,
and then blown up by means no one understood—Theories for this among the Arpekh ranged from the
opinion that Reswen had gone mad, to the rather more cockeyed idea that he was himsdf some kind of
wizard who had been planted in the Niauhu police force by the Easterners.

But Reswen produced his evidence dowly, carefully, and in good order, and dowly the Arpekh
began to redize that they were not going to get to spike him up, that they in fact had a hero on their
hands. About the firg thing he had said when getting back to the congtabulary in the middle of the night
was, “Go arrest Choikea.” His people had done that, and had been ddighted to find the mrem in the
process of packing to flee the city by night. His papers indicated he was heading to Zashikeh, where (as



intdlligence had recently reported) there was another Eastern group requesting stone and water of that
caty. Choikea had proven most amenable to questioning; he was the sort of mrem to whom you merdy
show the knives and irons, and dl sorts of fascinating things start coming out. He confessed immediately
to Shdav’ s killing—for his memory of it was much more complete than the liskash had suspected—and
aso to having set up the previous ones to cover himsdf, snce it had been his intention (and mission) to
murder various Niauhu mrem anyway. The liskash had merdy made use of what was dready fetile
ground. Choikea independently confirmed that by this and other means, the Easterners had long been
intending to set the Lloahar and the Niauhu a one another’s ears. With the two of them warring, ther
lands would be easy pickings for an expeditionary force.

The naturd result was that the Sgned agreement was torn and torn again, ceremonidly, in the
presence of the merchant Rirhath, now senior surviving member of the Eastern delegation, and he and his
(those that were left; some had died in the burning of Haven) were told to be out of the city walls within
five days. All the Easterners became quite quiet, especialy when Rirhath inquired about Hiriv, and was
presented pointedly with the severa scraps of dashed and singed fur that were gpparently dl that
remained of him. Reswen discussed the plot rather scathingly with the Arpekh, and got many sheepish
looks and a commitment to a much stronger armed stance. “There's no chance they're going to stop this
kind of thing,” he said. “ Sooner or later, they or the liskash will try it again—if not through magic, then by
war. | would prefer to be ready, my lords. | wouldn't want to see wha happened to the Lloahari
Embassy happen to the Arpekh ....”

The matter of the Lloahari was aso on ther minds, and Reswen's. Their soldiers were packed up
and sent home, with messages for the Lloahari government that implied they had better look to their
relations with the East—some cities gpparently thought of Lloaha as nothing better than a pawn to be
used in thar expansonist schemes. There was dso a polite request for another ambassador, since the old
one seemed to have been logt in the explosion that the Easterners had engineered.

Reswen sghed over tha, late one night some time afterwards. “We may have another war on our
hands” he said to Laas. “They may not believe us” He toyed with his cup of sherbet, and sipped alittle
“But well dedl with it when it happens.”

They sat in the Green Square together again. It was evening, and they had just finished a smdl haunch
of ennath, one of the little desert beasts, with a sauce so hot it had practicaly pardyzed their mouths.
Laas drank alittle of her sherbet, put the cup down, and looked & it widfully. “I'm going to miss this”
sesad.

Reswven's heart ached ingde him. It had been aching for days now, and dl the busness and busile
hadn't distracted him from it. “ There mugt be some way | can change your mind,” he said softly.

She shook her head. “I have to go with them,” she said. “Reswen, what would | be here but a
housecat? Thisis no place for a magic-worker to live”

“No one would bother you, not after—"

“Ah, but they would, specificaly because the chief of the police, not to mention the H’satel, can't be
married to an Easterner, who might be a spy, or something worse ... like a charismatic. No one here is
gaing to give up ther prgudices agang magic so quickly, no matter what Lorin did the other night.
Otherwise you'd have cdled him up before the Arpekh to be rewarded by now—isn't that so? But
you've been playing it quiet so far. Sooner or later the truth about me would get out, and then mrem
would start saying that you were usng my tdent to influence people on your behdf—or even that | was
doing it without consulting you.” She shook her head sadly, squeezed his paw. “Daling one, no. | have to
go.”

Reswen held slent for the moment.

“Beddes” she sad, “the Easterners are ill going to try this kind of thing, with other cities. You
know it as wdl as | do. Someone has to be in a pogdtion to stop them, to keep it from working. My
people think | was out messng around, that night. No one but the Arpekh knows | was there, or what |
was doing, and they certainly won't tdl. I'm in a perfect podtion to foul the works for a long time to
come.” She gpped her sherbet again. “No more garving,” she said. “No indeed. Someone has to keep it

from happening.”



Reswen fdt like shouting, Fine for them not to starve, but what about how | fed about you? Aloud,
he said nothing for a moment, then nodded. “I suppose | see your point,” he said. “But Laas ... | ill
don't likeit. I want you to stay here and be my mate.”

“l know,” she said. “I want to stay and be your mate, too. But what | want and whet | need to do
seem to be two different things at the moment ....”

He stared at the cup, looked up again. “ Stay with me tonight?’

“Of course”

And she did.

I’ve got to stop this crying, he thought a one point. I'm the Chief of Police, for the gods sake. But
somehow he couldn’'t seem to stop. Thefeding of her in hisarms clashed so horribly with the knowledge
that tomorrow, hisarms would be empty, and probably forever. Oh, she might vist. But how often? Who
could tdl whether she would be spared more than once every couple of years? And what if some
accident happened, whet if she died—

Oh, gtopit. You'll get over her. But it was alie He never would. Nor would he find anyone dse, he
knew. Reswen was stubborn that way. He was not one to find a jewd and thenceforth make do with
glass. He would sooner go through the rest of hislife with empty paws.

Which was exactly what would happen ...

“Reswen—darling, what are you thinking about?’

“Nothing,” he said. But he knew she heard the lie. He bit Laas's neck gently, starting to make love to
her again, and hoped she wouldn't notice that the fur was getting wet.

In the morning, the Easterners Ieft. They tried to leave early, since the feding againgt them in the city
was now as high asit had ever been, if not higher. But even though they were a the city gates just after
dawn, there was dso a crowd there to heckle them. So no one found it particularly surprisng that a
contingent of constables should be there, with the chief of police to supervise.

There were few courtesies to observe, nothing to be done but open the gates and see them out. The
chief of police stood in his worn, everyday harness, watching the loads on the beasts being checked,
watching the litters being hoisted to the shoulders of the bearers. One litter he did not look at, and &t thet
early hour, no one remarked on it.

The gates svung open, and the firg litters went out, followed by lowing beasts and the Easterners
servants, leading or switching the creatures dong. One by one the party passed out, and one last litter.
The police chiefs eyes seemed to linger on it, with an uncomfortable look. Mrem standing around thought
that he was glad to see the back of it, and he turned away briskly enough when the gates shut behind it.
Briskly he walked off, and mrem standing around muttered to one another thet it was good to have a
decent police force, even if you couldn’'t dways get them to look the other way when you were lifting
something ...

He leaned on his elbows on the old crumbling black wal and looked down &t the city, a the desert
beyond it. He could see them down there, atiny group againg the immengty of the desert. The night had
not been very cool, and aready the day was hot; waves of heat shimmered, made the little figures down
there look somehow unred. 1t would be an hour or so before they would be out of sght. He would
watch them from here, with only Sorimoh for company. She wouldn't care if he wasn't up to meking
conversation.

His eyes were dry a last. He had his own work, after dl; married life would be something that would
have interfered terribly with his schedule. He was married to Niau, he supposed, and that was sufficient.
There was going to be so much work to do in the days to come. After this mess with the Easterners,
about twenty peoplein the department were due promotions. He was going to have to work out where
to dot them in, how to supervise them. And his star seemed somewhat in the ascendant with the Arpekh
a the moment—there were hints about increasing the number of congtables, adding more people to the
H’ sstei—He rubbed his eyes wearily. More work, but at least it would be interesting.

He glanced down &t the departing group, and rubbed his eyes again. They paused, or seemed to—it
was hard to tel, with the shimmer of heat that had come up. Going to be a hot one today, Reswen
thought. Then they went on again, but one of them seemed to have turned back. Probably forgot



something.

One of them had turned back—

He was down from the walls in a flash. He was out of the old fortress and pdting down the hill and
down to the road to the city quick as a kit chasing string. When he got to the gate he was panting and
gasping for ar like a mrem about to die of a heart seizure. He didn’t care. He cared nothing for the looks
of the guards on the wal. He gestured the gates open like a king and stood there, panting and impatient,
as they swung dowly toward him.

The litter stopped in the gates. Laas flung hersdlf out of it, dismissed the bearers, ran to Reswen, and
threw her ams around him. “I’'m anidiot. You're anidiot,” she said. “I forgot something.”

“What?’

“To marry you, you fool,” she said, and bit him on the neck right therein front of al Niau.

An admiring cheer went up from the soldiers on the wadls, and there were yowls and cheerful
suggedions about Reswen's prospective sex life Reswen glowered a them dl—it was a friendly
glower—and said, “ Shut the gates, you haf-wits. There's only one of her, and she s ming”

If there were more cheers then, he ignored them. “Come on,” he said, “let’s go see the Arpekh about
awedding license”

And paw in paw they went off together, to Sart therr lives at ladt ...

Be sure to look for Volume 111 of Guardians of the Three
Wizard of Tizare by
Matthew J. Costdllo

In the years after the greet battle at Cragsdaw, Tdwe has risen to many the princess Smss and
become King of Ar. Unaccustomed to the privileges of royaty, however, Tdwe has gone soft—and
become vulnerable. Under the sway of a decetful wizard, he banishes the courtesan who carries his
child, achild fated to go on a dangerous quest and, accompanied by a young ruffian, a two-bit magician
and a beautiful noble, finds himsdf holding the fate of a city—and possibly the world of the mrem—in his
hands.
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