The Bl ack Bouquet

Book 2 of The Rogues series
A Forgotten Real ms novel

By Richard Lee Byers

Proof ed by BW Sci Fi
Ebook version 1.0
Rel ease Date: August, 10th, 2004



CHAPTER 1

Aeron sar Randal grinned as the caravan cane through the gate. He'd spent
tendays preparing for that noment, and he could hardly wait to watch the trick
unf ol d.

The travelers' cloaks were brown with dust, and their boots, caked w th nud.
They | ooked weary fromtendays on the road. O was it nonths? Aeron, who'd
never in his life ventured nore than two days' wal k from Cebl e, was vague on
matters of geography.

No matter. The inportant thing was that the wayfarers had spent the journey
wat ching for banddits, orcs, and all the other perils infesting the Border

Ki ngdons, finally swinging wide around Oeble itself, a notorious nest of
robbers and slavers in its own right. Having finally reached the Paeradddyn, a
wal | ed compound on the southern edge of town that was supposedly the city's
only "safe" inn and nmarketplace, they were starting to relax. It was natural
inevitable, and he could see it in their faces.

Clad in a beggar's rags, vile-looking sores nade of tallow and paint nmottling
his |l egs, Aeron sat on the ground near one of the horse troughs. Fromthere,
he coul d survey the entire bustling courtyard, and every menber of his crew
could see him He turned toward the inn and nodded.

Sl ouchi ng and scratching, Kerridi cane through the door a nonment |ater. She
was a big, brawny woman, but pleasant of face, and possessed of a merry,
generous nature. Aeron thoroughly enjoyed the occasional nights he spent in
her bed.

Behol di ng her there, though, few would have envied himthe experience. The
brown stain on her teeth and | ayers of paddi ng around her m ddl e made her
uglier than nature intended, but it was primarily her ferocious scow that
transformed her into the very inmage of a shrewish wife

She cast about until she seemi ngly spotted Gavath sitdting at one of the

out door tables. The scrawny little man had nmastered the art of |ooking |like an
ass, the better to cheat, swindle, and lift the purses of the unwary, and he'd
exerci sed that peculiar knack to the utnost for the job at hand. Hi s garish,
straw stuffed doubl et proclaimed hima woul d-be fop devoid of any vestige of
taste. Pomade pl asdtered strands of black hair across his crown in a
ridicudlously inadequate attenpt to hide his bald patch. Gens of paste and
glass twinkled on his fingers. Smirking, he was chatting up a pretty,

fl axen-haired serving maid young enough to be his daughter. She was no doubt
enduring the clumsy flirtation only for the sake of a generous tip. Gavath had
paid the lass a great deal of attention over the course of the past few days,
much to his supposed spouse's di sdpl easure, the two of them making sure that
everyone stayding or working at the Paer noticed.

Thus, few but the newy arrived travelers were particudlarly startled when
Kerridi started scream ng invective and abuse. Most of the folk in the
courtyard nerely grinned and settled back to watch the next scene in the
ongoi ng donestic farce. Kerridi advanced on Gavath, who quail ed and goggled in
dread. The serving maid scurdried for safety.

Gavath attenpted to stanmer out sone sort of excuse, or perhaps sinply a plea
for mercy. Kerridi lashed himw th the back of her hand, a neaty smack that
knocked himoff his bench. She kicked himuntil he rolled away and scranbl ed
to his feet. Then, still shrieking, swinging wildly, she chased hi mabout.
Everyone began to | augh, and though the scene truly was comical, that wasn't
the entire reason. Dal, who was loitering near the well munching on a pear
deserved some of the credit. Clad in a sinple brown | aborer's snock and
breeches, his nose and cheeks ruddy with broken veins, the old tosspot didn't

| ook I'i ke nost people's notion of a wi zard, but when sober, he was a hal fway
decent one, able enough to use his magic to influence the enotions of a crowd.
Kerridi connected with another solid buffet, or so it appeared. Gavath hurtl ed
backward and crashed through the side of the pen containing the inn's

popul ati on of goats, whose flesh and mlk served to feed the patrons. At that
same instant, Dal, his timng inpeccable, surreptitiously cast a spell to
alarmthe animals. Bleating, they bolted fromthe enclosure and raced nmadly



about, bunpding into people and tables, frightening the horses and poni es,
reducing the entire courtyard to chaos and confudsion. Except for those
unfortunates who were knocked off their feet, drenched in spilled beer
struggling to control fractious nmounts, or scranbling to catch the escapees,
everyone | aughed even harder

Aeron gl anced around. Nobody was | ooking at him so he pulled a small pewer
vial frominside his shirt and quaffed the bitter, |ukewarmcontents. It was
the [ ast swallow of the potion, and he rather regretted the final expenditure
of a resource that had extricated himfromseveral tight spots. But Kesk
Turnskul | was payi ng hi m enough to make using the draught worthwhile.

Sor cerous power tingled through his veins. He could still see his | ower body
as clearly as before, but from past experience he trusted that he truly had
becorme invisible to the eyes of others. Dodging the scurrying goats, he rose
and stal ked toward the caravan

Kesk had told himwho to | ook for, and he spotted her easily enough. She was a
femal e scout or guide, slender, long | egged, sun bronzed, clad in |eather
arnor dyed forest green. A broadsword hung at her hip, and she had a bow and
qui ver of arrows strapped to her saddle. Even with her curly chestnut hair
cropped short, she was conely in a stern sort of way. She was snmiling at the
conmdnotion in the yard but not |aughing outright, and didn't ook as if she'd
entirely rel axed her vigilance.

Well, that was all right. Aeron was confident she wasn't as able a guard as he
was a thief. He'd been surprised when Kesk hired himfor that particular job.
He' d thought the tanarukk still disliked himfor his refusal to join the Red

Axes. But really, it made perfect sense. The outl aw chieftain knew that no one
in his own crude gang of cutdthroats possessed the finesse to snatch a prize
fromw thin the confines of the Paeraddyn.

Suppressing an idiot inmpulse to kiss her or tweak her nose, Aeron crept by the
ranger. Her head didn't turn, reassuring proof that she didn't hear or

ot herwi se sense him He exami ned the baggage | ashed to her sorrel nare.

She had a couple scuffed old saddl ebags, but only one that, fromthe di stended
shape of it, looked to contain a box like the one he was seeking. He started
to unbuckl e the flap, and everythi ng went w ong.

The saddl ebag shrieked |ike a thousand teakettles sounding at once. G een
[ight pulsed around Aeron's linbs, outlining them He was sure the radi ance
was plainly visible to others as well, that he was a phantom no | onger. The
gui de spun around and started to draw her sword.

One di sadvant age of such a long blade was that it took a nonment to clear the
scabbard. Like many folk in Ceble, Aeron was a knife fighter, and coul d have
used that second to throw one of his hidden daggers of fine Arthyn steel

But he didn't. Though adept with a knife, he had little taste for bl oodshed.

It was one reason he'd always comdmitted his thefts by dint of trickery, and
perhaps it was why he tore the screeching saddl ebag free and risked a
desperate |unge forward.

He reached the woman in green a bare instant before she would have readied the
br oadsword. He punched at her jaw. The inpact stabbed pain through his

knuckl es, but she fell backward. He kicked her in the head in hopes of keeping
her down.

Aeron whirled and sprinted for the open gate. Spears |leveled, two of the
Paeraddyn's own guards scranbled to bl ock his path. Another, stationed atop
the wall-walk with its nerlons, cocked a crossbow Dal's enchantnent had

di sposed the warriors to mirth, but only within lints. The deafening scream
of the saddl ebag sufficed to recall themto their duty.

Aeron cast frantically about for another way out, even though he knew none

exi sted within easy reach. He wasn't supposed to need one. If the theft had
gone as planned, he, in his guise as a hunble beggar, would have |inped out
the front entrance before anyone realized aught was am ss.

The crossbowran pulled the trigger. Aeron tw sted aside, and the quarrel just
m ssed him Half a dozen of the ranger's fellow wayfarers glided toward him
fanning out to flank himas they cane.



Then two of them swayed and crunpled to the ground. Aeron surm sed that Dal
had surreptitiously thrown a spell of slumber. But why had the magic only
affected a pair of thenf? Apparently they were seasoned warriors, strong in
spirit, or else they carried talismans of protecdtion. Either way, it was

di scour agi ng.

Aeron still had nowhere to run. He gave ground, trying to keep skittish goats,
horses, and pack mules, all thordoughly spooked by the keening saddl ebag,

bet ween hi ndself and his pursuers. Meanwhile, he prayed for nore nagica
assistance, a brilliant plan, or something that could extricate himfromhis
fix, and he snatched a | ong, heavy, single-edged "Arthyn fang" fromits
sheat h.

H s prize finally stopped scream ng, though his ears still rang fromthe
clanmor it had raised. The green light died, too, but it didn't matter
Fighting, even if it was just a punch and a kick, had ended his invisibility.
That was the way the cursed potion worked. Wiy, only mages knew.

An instant later, he discerned that he'd run out of anidnmals to interpose

bet ween his pursuers and hinself, which nmeant it no longer mattered that he
didn't like slicing and stabbing people. There was nothing to do but crouch
and await the assault. He took a deep, slow breath to steady hinself. Some of
the Paer's servants and patrons shouted encouragenent to his foes.

The outl ander in the lead swng his sword in a vicious head cut. Aeron twi sted
asi de and sprang forward in a single notion, bringing hinself so far inside
hi s oppodnent's reach that the |long bl ade ceased to be a threat. The range,
however, was exactly right for a knife, and he sent the traveler reeling
backward with a sl ashed belly.

That was one man out of the fight, but Aeron had to keep noving, spinning,
dodging, for if he faltered for even a heartbeat, one of the other three would
kill himfor certain. Mdst |likely they would anyway, but at |east he'd make
themwork for it. Ginpsing novement at the corner of his vision, he pivoted
and snapped the knife across his torso in a lateral parry. Fortunately, the
Arthyn fang was heavy enough to brush aside even the thrust of a spear

But for all its virtues, it couldn't block out two attacks at the sanme tine,
and when he saw a bushy-bearded guard in scale arnmor hacking at him he felt a
surge of terror. Remarkably, though, the stroke wobbled and flew wi de, and the
warrior collapsed. Kerridi had buried a falchion in his back. Gavath cane
runni ng up behind her with his own fighting knife in hand.

Aeron was pleasantly surprised at their reckl essness, and Dal's, too, conme to
that, though the latter was still doing his |evel best to make sure no one
noti ced he was the one casting spells, relying on magic that didn't burn any
sort of trail on the air. Up until that point, no one had known they were
Aeron's acconplices. They could have allowed himto fight and di e al one, and
had a good chance of stealing away unhi ndered, but evidently they were too
fond of himto abandon him O else they were hungry enough for the paynent
Kesk had promi sed that they were willing to take a considerable risk to get
it. Either way, Aeron was grateful for their aid.

The spearnman started to pull his | ance back for another jab. Aeron cut him
across the face, then kicked himin the knee. Bone crunched, and the guard
fell.

Aeron whirled to fight alongside his partners. Armed nmen rushed in at them
too many, but then three of them staggered and tripped as though sick or
blind, victinms of Dal's wi zardry.

Aeron, Kerridi, and Gavath stood fast against the foes who did reach them
Steel flashed and rang, the thieves hurled the next wave of guards back, and
for an instant, Aeron dared to hope that somehow they m ght all escape. Then
across the courtyard, the willow scout dragged herself to her feet.

She lifted her fingers to her |lips and gave a piercing whistle, and even
though it was wide eyed with terror, the sorrel mare heeded the call. The
steed trotted to her, and she snatched her yew bow fromthe saddle.

Aeron was sure that meant trouble, but another guard lunged at him and that
kept himfromeven trying to do anything about it. As he and his opponent



shifted and feinted, he saw the ranger whip an arrow from her quiver, then
stunble. Dal, bless him had evidently assailed her with a spell
Unfortunately, she didn't fall down. Shaking off the effect of the magic, she
caught her bal ance and pivoted in the wizard's direction. Despite his efforts
at stealth, she'd discerned he was the source of the unseen attacks that kept
hi nderi ng her allies.

Dal babbl ed and sl ashed his hands through a mystic pattern, not caring who saw
anynore, just trying to throw the next spell quickly. Even so, he was too
slow. The woman in green nocked her arrow, pulled the gray goose-feat her
fletching to her ear, and let fly. The shaft slamed into Dal's chest. He

bl i nked as if puzzled, and his knees buckl ed, dunping himdown in the dirt.
Aeron felt shocked. Astonished. He'd seen plenty of men die violent deaths.

I ndeed, Ceble yielded such a steady crop of slaughtered corpses that the
Facel ess Master, ruler of the city, enployed the freakish "gnarl bones" Hul m
Draeridge to drive the Dead Cart through the streets every norning and coll ect
them But that was Dal!

Per haps sensing Aeron's horror, his current opponent cut viciously at his
flank. Fortunately, the thief's reflexes sufficed to twitch back out of range.
Then, before the swordsman could swi ng his weapon back into position for

anot her chop, Aeron sprang in and stabbed him The warrior fell.

Aeron peered around. Mre guards were charging toward the outlaws, or rushing
out of the Paeraddyn's narket to see what the fuss was about. The ranger
strode through the mlling horses and goats, plainly seeking a clear shot at
the remai ning thieves. A gash bisected Gavath's bal d spot, and bl ood stai ned
his face and ridi cudl ous puffed doubl et.

Aeron realized he and his conrades had no hope of escape, not wi thout Dal's
magic to aid themor a clever idea presenting itself in the next couple of
heart beats. He cast about once nore, and finally, it came to him

The sandstone wal |l s encl osi ng the conpound were high, but not

i mpregnabl e-ci tadel high, only about twenty feet. Assuming a man could rmake it
to the top, he nmight have a chance of surviving a junp.

"Cone on!" he shouted.

He and his partners fell back, defending thenselves as they retreated. They
reached the patch of cool shadow at the foot of the wall, flung their current
assail ants back, and Aeron led them scranbling up a flight of stairs. Gavath
was in the mddle, and Kerridi brought up the rear

Unfortunately, their frantic ascent gave all the bowren clear shots at them
"Surrender!" the guide shouted.

Had she been talking to some other scoundrel, Aeron night have | aughed.

Per haps, since she was an outl ander, she truly believed that a man in his
situation mght inprove his circunstances by giving up, but he knew the sort
of unpl easantness awai ting any prisoner who' d tried to commit a robbery in the
Paer, particularly if he'd carved up a guard or two in the process. A quick
denmi se was much to be preferred

Crossbows cl acked al nbst before she finished speakding. It was hard to dodge
on the narrow steps, but Aeron flung hinself down, and luck was with him No
shaft touched him though they smashed into the stonework all around.

"Ch, sheltering shadows of Mask," Gavath whi npered.

Aeron | ooked back. The small man had a quarrel and one of the scout's
gray-fletched arrows protruding fromhis torso. Hs throat rattled, and he

sl unped noti onl ess.

"Keep noving!" Kerridi snapped.

She reared up as if she didn't realize she had a crossdbow bolt sticking in
her too, then swayed, fell over backdward, and tunmbled down the stairs,
knocking into the pursuers who'd started up after her

Aeron sprinted on. There was nothing else to do. For the next few seconds, he
had little to fear fromthe cross-bowren who'd just discharged their weapons.
It took them sonme tinme to cock and | oad. The scout, however, was a different
matter. She was already pulling back her bow

He wondered how many arrows she could | oose before he nade it up to the



wal | -wal k. Too many, he suspected, for himto dodge themall. G ven her
mani f est conpet ence, he wondered if he could even evade the next one.

Her bow junped, straightening itself, but the arrow didn't streak at him It
sinmply dropped at her feet. For an instant, he didn't understand, then he
realized the string had broken

He dashed on, fast as he'd ever noved in his life. A swordsman net himat the
top of the steps. He dodged the fellow s bl ade, then slashed hi macross the
wrist. The guard dropped his weapon, his eyes and nouth gaped open w de, and
Aeron bulled himout of the way.

He gl anced back. The ranger already had her bow restrung and anot her arrow
drawn back.

He di ved over the crenellations, and the ground rushed up at him He told
hinmself to roll, but he smashed down so hard that afterward he wasn't sure if
he'd actudally done it or not. Tinme skipped, and he was spraw ed on his back
He heaved hinmself to his feet. Evidently the desperate | eap hadn't broken any
bones. He hurt all over, but that didn't matter any nore than the fatigue
inmplicit in his pounding heart and gasping lungs. He had to run before sonmeone
t ook another shot at himfromthe ranparts, or other foes cane strean ng out
of the gate.

He dashed north, toward the heart of the city with its |eaning ranmshackle
towers, seeking to lose hinmself in the maze of tw sting all eyways. Eventually
he found a thin, unmarked flight of stairs at the end of a narrow cul -de-sac,
and after descending into the earth, permitted hinmself to hunker down, utterly
spent, and rest. H s eyes stung, and he knuckl ed them angrily.

Bow i n hand, guiding the sorrel mare with her knees, Mri Buckman forced her
way down the congested lane until it becane clear that the thief had

out di stanced her.

Coul d she track him then? Through a forest or across a moor, al nost
certainly. But in the city, creaking carts, drawn by oxen and rmules, rolled up
and down the avenues to erase whatever sign her quarry m ght have left.
Pedesotrians mlled pointlessly about to conplete the obliteradtion, and

nor eover, some of the w der thoroughfares were cobbl ed.

She cursed under her breath. She wasn't fond of cities in general with their
crowds, dirt, and stink, and crumbling Ceble seenmed a particularly obnoxi ous
one.

By the Hornbl ade, she thought, the spires look as if they m ght collapse at
any second.

Every other person on the street seemed either to slink furtively or to affect
a bravo's strut and sneer. |ndeed, every third passerby was a pig-faced,
olive-skinned orc or sone sort of goblin-kin. She woul d have had no trouble
believing the town was as foul a nest of villains as runmor maintained even if
she hadn't suffered an overt denobndstration of its | am essness.

She wheel ed the mare and cantered back to the Paerdaddyn, where sonmeone had
already found a couple heal ders to tend the injured warriors. It didn't |ook
as if the outlaws had actually killed nore than a couple of her wardriors. She
supposed that was good, though in her present hunor, she was half inclined to
cut down a few of them herself. Stupid, inconpetent-

She took a deep breath and let it out slowy, controlling the anger, or at

| east redirecting it toward the proper target. She had no business scorning
the nercenaries for failing to protect the treasure. Utimtely, it had been
her responsibility and, nmaddeningly, her failure, just a few scant ninutes
bef ore she nmight have divested herself of her charge.

Host egym Longstri de hobbled up to her with a falterding gait that belied his
surname. Not seeing any blood on the burly, azure-cloaked nmercenary, Mri
surm sed that one of the thieves had scored on himwith a shrewd kick to the
knee, a stanp to the foot, or some such

"Most of our |ads should survive," he runmbled. "Mst of the inn's guards, too
if you care."

"How about the three thieves who didn't get away?" she replied, sw nging



hersel f down off her horse. The notion made the top of her head throb where

t he fraudul ent beggar had kicked her.

"Al'l dead," the mercenary captain said. "The arrows and crossbow bolts killed
the men outright, and it [ooks like the big wench broke her neck bounci ng down
the steps.”

"Piss and dung,"” Mri swore. She'd hoped to question one of them

A hostler, a pinply, gangling youth, scurried up to her.

"Madame ... mmadane ranger?" he stammrered, as if uncertain of the proper way
to address her, or else sinmply afraid she m ght take out her frustrations on
him "A gendtleman inside the inn wants to talk to you."

"I"'msure he does. Take care of my nmount." She handed the boy the reins, then
gl anced at Hostegym and added, "You m ght as well come along, too."

They headed into the common room of the inn. Judgding by the babble, the dozen
or so voices shouting for the taverner's or a serving maid' s attention, the
excitement of the robbery and brawl had engendered quite a thirst in those
who' d sinply stood and wat ched the show. A white, soft-1ooking hand beckoned
through a curtain of yellow glass beads. The scout and nercenary passed
through the glittering strands and down a little passage lined with private
chanmbers. The door to the last one on the left was ajar. They stepped through
and seated thensel ves on the opposite side of a scarred, rectangular table
fromthe nman they'd cone to neet. The small w ndow was cl osed and shuttered,
and the dim confined space was stuffy with the trapped heat of a warm autumm
af t er noon.

Catching a first glinpse of that clean, well-tended hand, Mri had imedi ately
guessed it had never performed any task nore strenuous than guiding a quil
across a piece of parchnent. Seeing its owner up close reinforced the

i npression. Plunp, clad in an unpretentious yet well-tailored tunic and
breeches, dove gray with brown accents, he had the | ook of a chief clerk or
steward, a highly placed functionary who spent his days assigning work to

ot her people. Yet the set of his fleshy jaw bespoke a certain resdolution, and
his brown eyes, a wy intelligence, that perdsuaded her to defer the contenpt
she generally felt for such citified parasites.

"So," he said.

"You are ... ?" Mri pronpted.

"The man you were supposed to neet," he said. "The fell ow who woul d have

exam ned the item then gone and fetched the coin and letters of credit if
everything was in order. W don't need to throw nanes around. Certainly not
now. "

"I thought this Paeraddyn place was supposed to be safe,” Hostegym grunbl ed.
"My naster's house is safe,”" the Oeble nman replied, a thin edge of anger in
his mld, reasonable baritone voice, "but your enployer insisted we make the
exchange on neutral ground, no doubt so I'd have difficulty sinply seizding
the itemand refusing to pay the bal ance due."

"The folk of Ceble," Mri said, "even the nore repdutable ones, enjoy a
certain notoriety."

"And sonetines," the pudgy man said, "a man spends so much effort |ooking over
hi s shoul der for dragons that he wal ks right up on a bear. But | suppose it
will do no good to debate what we ought to have done."

"l assune,” Mri said, "that even Oeble has some sort of watch, or
constabl es. "

The man across the tabl e nodded and said, "The G ay Bl ades, and | daresay
they' Il make a genuine effort to find a robber who cormtted an outrage in the
Paer. Indeed, ny patron can take neasures to encourage themto do their
utnost. But let's not tell themwhat the rogue stole."

"Surely if they knew how valuable it-"

"Wthin a day, every scoundrel in town would know it, too, and that m ght be

| ess than hel pful. We can still reclaimour property if and when the G ay

Bl ades actually recover it."

Mri scowl ed and said, "You don't seemconfident they will."

"They're conpetent, some are even hal fway honest, but they only nunber about



thirty. Oeble is a big place and, | nust concede, a rogue's haven, where every
day dozens of new crimes conpete for the law s attention. We'll just have to
hope for the best."

"That's not good enough,” Mri said. The warm stale air was oppressive, and
made her head pound. She irriotably tugged at her green |l eather arnor, pulling
it away fromher neck to help her breathe. "W'Il find the wetch ourselves."
Host egym grunted and said, "I wonder if that's a pracdtical idea."

"I'ma scout,"” she said. "A tracker and hunter. It's what | do."

"I't's what you do out in the woods," the mercenary | eader replied. "What nakes
you think you'll have the same kind of luck in a warren |ike this?"

"Your friend may have a point," the functionary said. "I don't nean to

di scourage you. As | understand it, your enployer has his own probl ens, and
urgently needs the rest of his coin. To say the least, it's in everyone's best
interests that we recover the itemand conplete our transdaction. But it won't
hel p anybody if you, M stress Buckman, nerely wind up getting tossed on the
Dead Cart."

Mri made a spitting sound and said, "You nust be joking. It's only one man
who got away."

"If you truly mean to do this," the functionary said, "you'd better get that
notion right out of your head. Ceble is full of knaves who'll resent strangers
aski ng questions about one of their own, or about anything, really."

"Fine, point taken. But surely they're no match for a band of trained
warriors."

The Cebl e man arched an eyebr ow.

"Al'l right," she said, "I admt, the four rogues made us |l ook like idiots, but
only because they had magic and luck on their side. The wi zard's dead now, and
t he whoredson who junped off the wall has surely run through all the good

fortune the Lady Who Smiles was willing to grant him™"
"That's as may be," Hostegym said, shifting uncondfortably in his chair, "but
| have to tell you, Mri, if you go ahead with this, you won't have that 'band

of trained wardriors' watching your back. The lads and ne, we're done."
"What ?" she cried

"Now, don't glare like that. W signed on to get your mysterious saddl ebag to
Ceble, and we did. W fulfilled the letter of the contract."

She | aughed and replied, "Do you honestly expect me to see it that way, and
meekl y hand over the rest of your coin? | couldn't even if | were willing. |
was supposed to pay you out of what our contact here was going to give ne."
The beefy warrior frowned.

"Quch," he said. "That's bad news."

"So | take it we're still in this together?"
Host egym sat pondering for a heartbeat or two, then finally shook his head and
answered, "No, | don't think so. You know what the boys and | are good at.

That's why you hired us. W understand fighting on horseback, watching for
bandits and trolls in open country. W' re not thief takers, and | don't think
we'd fare well playing at it in a place as tricky as Ceble. Fortunately,
caravans |l eave fromhere all the time, and | reckon the smart way for us to
make nore coin is to take another job as guards. Come with us if you |iKke.
W' d be glad to have you."

She glared at himand said, "You mserable, treacherdous coward..."

"Call me all the nanes you like. It won't change anyéthing. The fact is, the
"item is |ost because you nmade a ni sdtake. When the thieves were on the
steps, you could have shot the fellow with the saddl ebag first, before your
bowdstri ng broke."

He was right, of course. It had been the only sensible thing to do. Yet she
hadn't, and didn't quite know why. Perhaps it was because she'd recognized
that, a minute or two earlier, the bogus beggar could easily have killed her
yet had contented hinmself with knocki ng her down and ki cking her. Thus, she'd
felt obliged to give himone |ast chance to surrender

Seei ng she had no answer, Hostegym heaved hinself to his feet, wincing as his
bad | eg took his weight.



"I guess we'll stay here at the inn until we | and another job," he said. "If
you see reason, cone find us."

He nodded to the plunmp man, then |inped out the door

"Does this change your m nd?" the functionary asked.

"No," Mri said. "In nmy guil dhouse, they teach us to honor our comm tnents.
"Il recover the itemby nyself."

"Do you have any idea how?"

"Well, at least | got a look at the thief." The wetch had been lean and fit,
with green eyes and keen, intellidgent features. Gven his agility, she
assuned the sores on his |l egs were fake. Perhaps his goatee was, also. "But
beyond that..."

She shrugged.

"Well, | know nmy master will want ne to give you all the help | can," the
functionary said. "Unfortunately, we don't have many contacts anong the gangs
and other outlaws. No matter what outsiders may believe, Ceble does have sone
citizens who don't work hand-in-glove with the robdbers and snuggl ers. But at
the very least, | can provide sone general information."

Mri nodded and said, "Tell me."



CHAPTER 2

Aeron skul ked up the twisting stairs with the saddl ebag tucked under one arm
keepi ng an eye out for anyone who m ght be lurking there. The risers, a nunber
of which were soft with dry rot or broken outright, would have creaked and
groaned beneath nost people's feet, but were silent under his. He knew where
and how to step.

As usual, he reached his own door without inciddent. Considering that his
father was a cripple, some mght think it ridiculous that after all those
years they still lived on the uppernost floor of a dilapidated tower. But it
was marginally safer. The average housebreaker wouldn't clinb so high just to
break into such hunble | odgi ngs. And in any case, N cos sar Randal refused to
nove. He liked the view

In fact, once Aeron stepped inside the small, sparsely furnished room | ocking
and barring the door behind hinmself with refl exive caution, he saw that his
father was enjoying the vista even then. The ol der man sprawed in a chair on
t he saggi ng bal dcony with its broken railing, |ooking out over the River

Scel ptar. The sunset stained the water red and burdni shed the three bridges
arching over the flow The floods carried the spans away every spring, and
Ceble rebuilt themevery sumer. At the monent, they were likely the only
spanki ng new structures in all the ancient city.

Ni cos was gaunt, and no | onger young, but younger than his frailty nade him
appear. Hs scars, the creases on his face and skinny |inbs and the noose-nark
around his neck, |ooked as purple as plunms in the failing |ight

"Come watch the sun go down," he rasped.

Once upon a time, he'd possessed a voice as rich as a bard's, but the rope had
taken it.

"In a minute," Aeron replied.

G umas he felt, he would have preferred solitude, but didn't have the heart
to say so. He peeled off his beggar's rags, tossed themon the floor, poured
water fromthe porcelain pitcher into the cracked bow, and scrubbed the bogus
sores off his legs and the brown dye fromhis coppery hair, eyebrows, and
beard. That acconplished, he pulled on one of the slate-gray borato shirts he
favored, found a bottle of white wine in the little wought iron rack, and
carried it and the saddl ebag out onto the bal cony.

He opened the sour vintage with a corkscrew, and he and his father passed the
green gl ass contai ner back and forth until the scarlet rimof the sun cut the
hills to the west.

Ni cos said, "What's wrong?"

"What makes you think anything' s wong?"

"I know you, don't 1?1 can read it in your face and the way you carry

yoursel f."

Aeron sighed. He sonetines tried to avoid telling his father about his various
j obs, because it nmade himfret. But somehow he generally wound up confiding in
hi m anyway.

"I stole something this afternoon.”

"I assuned you didn't buy the pouch,” N cos replied, "or what's inside it."
"No. It was a conmplicated kind of job. |I needed hel p, and things went awy."

Ni cos nodded sonberly. Probably he was remenberding times when his own thefts
didn't go as pl anned.

"I take it one of your helpers cane to grief."

"Not one. Al three. Kerridi, Gavath, and Dal."

"Dam. I'msorry." N cos took a slug of wine, then passed the bottle and
asked, "Are they dead, or did the G ay Blades take them alive?"

"I think they're all three dead.”

"Well, that's sad, but likely best for you and them both."

"I know. It's just... | had to dry Dal out to make himfit to work. | had to
buy hi m new powders, trinkets, and whatnot to cast his spells. | felt

snug- proud of nyself for being a true friend and hel ping himout that way. Now
it turns out what | was really doing was digging his grave."

"You can't blanme yourself. He knew the risks. They all did."



"l suppose.”

Ni cos hesitated, then said, "You needn't feel guilty, but you can learn from
what happened. Rethink the path you' ve-"

"Pl ease,"” Aeron snapped, "let's not argue about that all over again. | relish
stealing as nmuch as you did in your day, |I'"'mjust as good at it, and | can't
t hi nk of any honest work | could do that would bring in enough to pay for al
your poultices and nedicines."

Ni cos spat, "Don't put it on me. | never asked you to risk your neck just to
ease ny aches and pains."

"You didn't have to."

"Anyway, if you're such a clever thief, why did your plan turn to dung?"
"Because | dared to steal sonething inside the walls of the Paeraddyn, |
suppose. "

Ni cos blinked and said, "You're joking."

"No. Kesk Turnskull hired me to do it."

"The tanarukk? You're even madder than | dreaned. |'d better have the story
qui ckly, before you take it into your head to junp off the bal cony, just to
find out if you can fly."

And so, as the sky blackened, the stars twinkled into view, and the fishernen
plying the river in their skiffs lit the colored | anterns hanging fore and
aft, Aeron told the tale. N cos hunched forward, intent, fascinated despite
hi nsel f. He might worry about his only son's nanner of living, but he enjoyed
heari ng about his escapades. Aeron knew he renmained a thief at heart, and
woul d still be robobing folk hinmself if only his broken body woul d al | ow.
Perhaps it was his father's grudging adnmiration, or sinply the w ne warm ng
his belly, but as he related the events of the afternoon, Aeron's sorrow
receded sonedwhat, making way for a swelling of pride. Because, though he'd
paid a heavy price for his boldness, he'd taken oot fromw thin the
Paeraddyn, and in all Ceble, what other knave could say the sane?

The story and the wine finished together. He set the enpty bottle down
carefully. Put one in the wong spot, and it would topple over and roll off
the slanted platdform perhaps to brain some |uckless soul passing in the
street bel ow

H's scars and infirmty veiled in darkness, N cos sat quietly for a few nore
seconds, evidently pondering, then asked, "If you'd known, would you stil
have tried?"

"Known whi ch?"

"That someone cast spells of warding on the saddl ebag. That it had so many
able warriors |ooking after it."

Aeron shrugged and said, "Probably. If we'd known about them naybe Dal could
have neutralized the other mage's enchantnments. Then, using the potion,

could have stolen the prize without anyone noticing, and it wouldn't have
matt ered how many guards were hangi ng around. But of course, we didn't know.
I f Kesk had any notion how well protected the prize would be, he didn't see
fit to warn ne."

"Maybe for fear you'd pass on the job."

"Maybe," said Aeron. "I certainly wouldn't put it past the ugly bastard to

wi t hhold vital information."

Aeron pul | ed open the nobuth of the scuffed ol d saddl edbag, slipped out the
steel |ockbox inside, and hefted it in his hands. It weighed several pounds,
and didn't clink or rattle when shaken. Al nbst any sort of treasure mght rest
i nsi de.

He rose and fetched his pigskin pouch of picks and probes.

Ni cos gave a disapproving grunt and asked, "Do you think Kesk would Iike you
openi ng t he box?"

"Since he specifically told ne not to, | doubt it, but | want to see what ny
partners died for."
"Well, if you nmust do it, at |east make sure you don't break the lock, or-"

"Or leave any telltale scratches around it | know "
Though he wasn't as adept at teasing open | ocks as some thieves, Aeron thought



he coul d manage it.

As soon as he inserted a fine steel rod in the keyhol e, however, a thunderclap
boomed. The bl ast of sound jolted pain through his bones, kicked the strongbox
out of his lap, and sent himtunbling backward in his rickety old chair.

Wrse, it set the whole bal cony bouncing up and down. Aeron lay perfectly
still, terrified, certain that the platformwas about to tear free of its
nmoorings at | ast.

Gradual 'y, though, the oscillation subsided, and he lifted his head. Nicos's
seat had remai ned upright, but scooted to the very brink of the bal cony, where
luckily the ol der man had fetched up against an intact section of rail ding,

whi ch sufficed to keep himfromfalling over. Aeron scranbled forward and

haul ed his w de-eyed parent back fromthe edge.

Then he thought to look for the case. It had slid to the brink as well, and he
felt a sudden inmpulse to kick it off. Naturally, though, he picked it up

i nst ead.

Ni cos spoke to him but he couldn't make out the words through the ringing in
his ears. The day had been hard on his hearing. A few nore such nmagica

m shaps, and he'd likely be deaf.

"Say it again," he requested.

"I said, another ward," the scarred man repeated. "Wards on the bag and the
coffer, too."

"Do you think that was the [ ast of then®"

"I"'mnot a wizard. How would | know? | wouldn't count on it."

"You're right," said Aeron. "I'll leave off trying to open it. But damm it,
the thing got Kerridi, Dal, and Gavath killed, and now it alnost did the sane
to us. To be so well defended, it must be incredibly valuable.” He sniled
slowy. "Too valuable to hand over for a single bag of gold, even a big one."
"Don't talk crazy. Nobody crosses the Red Axes."

Aeron smiled and said, "I won't. Kesk can have the booty. But first he's going
to have to renegotiate our deal."

Sefris Uuthrakt sensed that something was abroad in the night, sonething,

per haps, spawned in the fanously abom nation-haunted Qurth Forest to the
northeast, but no matter how she tried, she couldn't yet pinpoint its

| ocadti on. Perhaps she woul d have had better luck if she stood still, but that
she was unwilling to do. A task awaited her in the city ahead, and one didn't
dawdl e when the Lady of Loss called her to serve.

So, trusting in the skills she'd worked so hard to master to protect her if
necessary, her legs tirelessly eating up the nmles, she sinply jogged on down
the trail that wound across the hilly grasslands. Her one concesdsion to
prudence was to pull a cestus, a leather strap |loaded with iron pellets, onto
t he knuckl es of each hand. She was supposed to | ook |ike a nmeek and

i noffensive traveler, a pilgrim perhaps, seeking a shrine of the Mrninglord,
t he Bi nder of What is Known, or some other weak and contenptible deity, and

t he enchant ed weapons rather spoiled the illusion. But at the nmoment, she had
no conpanions to remark on them and in any case, certain creatures existed
that even the naked fists of a nonastic coul dn't damage.

She was passing a stand of tw sted el ns when sonedt hing cracked |ike a whinp.
She pivoted, dropped into a fighting stance, and peered, using the periphery
of her vision. At first, she saw nothing. She was an initiate of the night,
yet human, and despite her training, darkness could still hinder her to a
degree. Finally, though, she spotted the source of the noise. For an instant,
it looked like a long strip of black cloth caught in the branches. Then
however, she realized she was | ooking at a living creature crouched on its
perch, its wings spread and poised to flap.

The flyer's round eyes glared, and it bared its fangs. Cone on, Sefris

t hought, either attack or clear off. You' re wasting ny tine. Then she felt
somet hi ng rushi ng at her back.

She spun to the side, and a second creature, its foanding jaws gaping wide to
bite, hurtled through the space where she'd just been standing. The tip of one



furry, beatding wing brushed her cow back, half exposing the shaven scalp
beneat h. Seen up cl ose, the beasts resenbled the huge bats that sonetines
lived in the biggest, deepest caverns, but with a hint of subnerged humanity
in the shape of the head and torso and the over devel opment of its bandy | egs.
For one attacker to distract her while the other sneaked up at her back
bespoke nore than aninmal intelligence, and she thought she understood what
manner of brute she faced. The cesti had been a sound idea, even if they were
of no use at that nonent. The werebat soared up out of range before she could
t hrow a punch.

The chakrams she carried conceal ed about her person, sacred to the Lady of
Loss though they were, didn't carry the sanme sort of sorcerous enhancenent,
and thus were apt to prove ineffectual agai nst shapechangers. Such creadtures
possessed a degree of resistance to nmundane sources of injury. But initiates
of Sefris's order mastered not one |lethal discipline but two, and thus she

still posdsessed ways of attacking the werebats at range. She snatched a pinch
of sand from a hi dden pocket, tossed it in the air, and breathed words of
power .

As sonetimes happened, her nagi c nmade the darkness shift and whi sper around
her. The werebat that had just swooped aloft lurched in the air, then

pl umret ed, fast asleep. It smashed into the ground with a bone-shattering
crunch, and the corpse began to flow, the wings shrinking as it reverted to
its alternate form

The ot her shapeshifter shot out of the twisted tree. Perhaps its conpanion's
death had enraged it, or maybe it sinply wanted to deny the sorceress the
opportunity to cast another spell. In any case, it plainly intended a furidous
assaul t.

Had she not school ed her features to resist such random i nmpul ses, Sefris m ght
have smiled. She'd done her best to unlearn all enotion save for the spite and
bitdterness befitting a servant of her goddess, but in truth, she'd never
quite managed to quash the joy she took in killing. And though striking
someone dead with magic was satisfying in its own way, nothing matched the
exhil adration of destroying an opponent with her hands.

The werebat swooped at her. She sidestepped the gnashing fangs and punched at
the creature's chest, seekding to smash right through the ribs and into the
vital organs beneath.

The bl ow sl anmed honme, shattered bone, and the shapechanger shrieked, the cry
pitched so high that it was nore a stabbing pain in her ears than an actua
sound. Its outstretched wing swatted her

She yielded to the inpact, permtting it to fling her to the ground, and
instantly somersaulted to her feet. The werebat flew upward, but in a jerking,
| abored manner that revealed she'd hurt it badly. Perhaps it would flee

wi t hout del aying her any further. Despite the pleasure she would take in its
dem se, she supposed that would be for the best.

It didn't flee. It wheeled high above, likely out of range of any of her
spells, until a couple nore vague bl ack shadoows joined it. Sefris couldn't
tell precisely how many there were, but evidently an entire flock-if that was
what one called a fam |y of werebats-had gone hunting across the hills that

ni ght, and the wounded one had called themall in to deal with her

Good. If she killed themall there and then, she wouldn't have to worry about
anot her ambuscade | ater

The werebats dived at her. It took | ong enough to give her time for another
bit of sorcery. She rattled off a sibidlant couplet, flung out her armin a
cabalistic gesture, and a jagged shaft of darkness |eaped from her fingertips.
It struck the creature in the lead. The |lycanthrope's wings flailed crazily,
out of tinme with one another, and it veered off course.

Then its fellows were right over her head, or nearly so. Fortunately, their
size precluded their attacking all at exactly the sane tine, |est they foul
each other's wi ngs. She blocked with her forearm bashing a set of foamn ng
jaws out of line, then whi pped the blade of her hand against the werebat's
neck. She grabbed hold of its | oose hide, yanked it out of the air, and



smashed it down on the ground.

She nearly followed up with a stanp kick before renenbering that her
sandal -cl ad foot likely wouldn't hit hard enough to overwhel ma |ycanthrope's
nmystical defenses. Unfortunately, she didn't have tinme to drop to one knee and
continue bashing the brute with her hands. The next shapechanger was al ready
hurtling at her.

She killed that one cleanly with a spear-hand strike to the chest, then | eaped
clear before its body could flop down on top of her. Another plummeted at her
saw t hat she was ready for it, and swooped hi gh again.

Sonething rustled in the grass. She gl anced down. Apparently when she'd hit
the one werebat in the throat, she'd injured it in a way that prevented its
taking to the air again. But it was still gane; it was scuttling at her

She sprang back fromit and swept her hand through a nystic pass. The shadow
of a nearby sapling reared fromthe ground and | ashed itself around the

| ycant hrope. The creature flailed helplessly inside the inky coils.

Sefris knew that when she'd focused on the grounded brute, its fell ow had
surely dived, and by then was nearly in striking range. Peering upward, she
whirled, and there it was, its glistening fangs nere inches from pi ercdi ng her
flesh. One such bite, assuming it didn't kill her outright, could change her
into a creature like itself. The prospect didn't horrify her as it might have
many anot her person, but neither was it anything to be desired. She was

al ready the instrunent the Dark Goddess intended her to be.

She grabbed the werebat by the neck to hold its teeth at bay. Her weight
dragged it out of the air, and | ocked together, they tunbled over the grass.
She kept hold of its throat and squeezed, the cesti |ending the choke hold an
efficacy it mght otherw se have | acked.

The werebat struggled frantically, but only for a few heartbeats. Then its
spi ne shapped.

Sefris sprang to her feet. Nothing el se was wheel i ng agai nst the stars or
streaking down at her. If any shapechangers remai ned al oft, they'd evidently
decided to |l eave their conrades unavenged and seek easier prey.

That just left the bodies on the ground, some of which had reverted al nost
entirely to human, and the shapeshifter still tangled in the shadow tentacle.
When it saw her looking at it, it stopped squirm ng and abased itself. Despite
its bestial features, the enornmous, pointed ears and winkl ed snout, she could
tell it was begdging for nercy. Perhaps offering itself as her slave if only
she woul d spare its life.

Maybe it truly inmagined that she m ght. Maybe it hoped she'd recogni ze sone
degree of kinship between themboth killers, both haunters of the dark

If so, it had nistaken her nature. Sefris had never been particularly prone to
synmpat hy, and her training had purged every trace of it fromher soul. Insofar
as her limdited nortal mind permitted, she strove to emul ate her goddess's
hatred of all things, whether good or evil, fair or foul, human or nonstrous.
Killing gave her joy, but she | abored not to seek or wallow in the pleasure,
but rather to slaughter as an expression of a pure, cold will to destroy.

Such being the case, she wouldn't play with the weredbat, wouldn't torture it
or savor its desperation. She |lunged forward and drove her fist into the
center of its |low foredhead, shattering its skull

She took a deep breath, and wi thout a backward gl ance, she trotted on

carrying retribution and ruin to Ceble as her Dark Father had commanded.



CHAPTER 3

Mri found the stairs at the end of a short, strangely quiet passage off the
busy Sixturrets intersecdti on, where her contact, the plunp man, had said they
woul d be. As she regarded the steps twi stding down into the ground, she felt
an uncharacdteristic pang of doubt. Maybe Hostegymwas right; perhaps it was a
bad idea. If she was out of her elenent in the streets and alleys of Ceble, it
could only be worse in the city's Underways, supposedly a |abyrinth of tunnels
where the Gray Bl ades never ventured, and rogues of every stripe did precisely
as they pleased.

But for that very reason, it seened the best place to seek news of the
green-eyed thief and the stolen treasure. Melikki knew, Mri certainly hadn't
had any | uck above ground. So she scow ed her m sgiving away, |oosened her
sword and dagger in their sheaths, and adjusted the small steel buckler
strapped to her wist. She didn't much like the latter. The weight didn't

bot her her, but the arnmor made her feel awkward when shootding. Still, she

t hought that in the cranmped confines of a subterranean warren, she mght find
a shield nore useful than the bow she nonethel ess carried strung and ready in
her hand.

She crept down the steps, disturbing a rat that squeal ed and scuttled on ahead
of her. She passed beyond the |ight |eaking down from above into total
darkness. Her pulse ticked a little faster

Then, to her relief, a dimglow bl ossoned ahead. She stepped off the stairs
into an arched tunnel which was neither as wet nor as nal odorous as she'd
expected. She'd imagined that "Underways" was a fancy way of saying "sewers,"
and in fact, a faint stench of noisone waste wafted in from sonewhere, but
there was no stream of muck flow ng sluggishly down the center of the passage.
Evidently the two systens were separate, at |east to sonme degree.

The tunnel was essentially dark, no hindrance to orcs, goblins, and other
creatures that could see in such conditions. Patches of pale sheen sneared the
earthen walls in a couple of places, evidently to accomvodate those who coul d
not. Mri couldn't tell if they were sone species of |um nous nold or splashes
of a man-made pignment.

Trying to look as if she truly knew where she was headed, as if she bel onged
down there, she marched away fromthe stairs. Around the first bend, she cane
upon two men huddl ed toget her, who eyed her specul adtively and left off their
whi spering until she passed by. Not far beyond them the corpse of a chubby
hal fling lay facedown. The victim no bigger than a hal f-grown human child,
bore nmore than a dozen wounds and had left a trail of blood like a snail.
Evidently he'd crawl ed several yards on his belly while his assailants hacked
and st abbed him

The passage twi sted repeatedly, and branching tundnels snaked away into

bl ackness. Mri's sense of direcdtion never failed her in the wild, but she
had the unpl easant feeling that, even so, she could | ose herself down there.
She was gl ad her first destination was only supposed to be a short walk from
the stairs she'd descended, and gl adder still when the lanp-lit doorway cane
into view.

According to the informati on she'd received, Melder's Door was the only true
inn in the Underways, and mardgi nally safer than either of the taverns found
"below." It seened a reasonable place to continue her inquiries.

She pul | ed open the heavy door and stepped into a surdprisingly spaci ous
common room whose walls were Iined with stone. The air was danp and chilly,
and the glows of the few hanging | anterns, half occluded behind their hinged
bl ack iron hoods.

Still, after the gl oom outside, she m ght al nobst have found the place

wel comi ng, if not for the way all the surly-Iooking patrons-humans, orcs,
towering, dog-faced gnolls, and horned, scaly, dimnutive kobolds-turned to
stare at her. It was disheartening. An inn, by definition, catered to
wayfarers. To strangers. Yet even mere, sonedthing about the way she | ooked or
carried herself instantly branded her an outsider

Wll, to Fury's Heart with it. She'd be dammed if she'd let a pack of ruffians



make her feel self-conscious just for |ooking |like a righteous, |aw abiding
person. She returned sneer for sneer, then strode toward an enpty table.

Until sonmething flitted across her field of vision, then hovered in front of
her face. She found herself nose to snout with a tiny dragon or wyvern, its
wi ngs shimrering, beating fast as a hunmingbird's, its skinny body only a
trifle longer than her mddle finger. Startled, she recoiled, and the

onl ookers | aughed at her disconfiture.

Their mrth made her flush with anger, and the miniadture dragon's scrutiny
made her wary. It scarcely seemed | arge enough to pose a threat, yet it m ght
possess a hasty bite or sting or even the capacity to puff flanme or poison

i nto her eyes.

She lifted her hand to swat it away, and a bass voice rapped, "Don't."

She froze, the winged reptile whirled past her and away, and she | ooked
around. A handsome man was smling back at her. H's barbered hair and eyes
were bl ack, and his skin was dark in a way that owed nothing to the touch of
the sun. His purple velvet breeches and tunic were cut tight, the better
perhaps, to flatter his slender frame, save for exceptionally baggy sl eeves
that hung all the way down over his knuckles. Looking nmore like a child' s toy
than an actual weapon, a dainty hand crossbow dangl ed from a doubl e-| ooped
scarlet belt with a gold buckle.

More tiny dragons fluttered all around him as if they were bees, and he, a
particularly succulent flower. Mri experienced a sudden, unpl easant nental

i mge of all the creatures swarmng on a victimsinultaneously. How coul d any
one person defend agai nst such an assault, no matter how adroit an archer or
fencer she m ght be?
"Please don't hit ny eye,’
hit you in one of yours."
"I won't," Mri answered. "The beast surprised ne is all."

"No harm done." He sketched a bow, elegant and perdfunctory at the sane tine.
"I'"m Mel der. Welconme to the Door." He grinned and added, "My instincts tell ne
you haven't cone in search of accomodati ons. ™"

"No," she said, "just beer."

"Ah. W have a good ale brewed hereabouts, a fine dark | ager from Theymarsh,
and-"

"The | ocal stuff will do. Perhaps you'll lift a tankard with ne."

"You honor ne. Please be seated, and I'll returnin a trice."

She did as he'd bade her, then divided her attention between watching her
fell ow patrons, who were gradually returning to the nurnured conversations her
arrival had interrupted, and the little reptiles flying about. They wanddered
wherever they w shed, and even the drunkest and nost brutish-1ooking guests
resisted the inpulse to slap them away.

Mel der sat two foaming | eather jacks on the table, then sat down across from
her .

"My small friends interest you," he said.

"They're beautiful," she replied.

"They're certainly the prettiest things in this dank old place, or were unti

a few nmoments ago," he said with a smle. "They keep the bugs and rats down,
too. | believe | introduced nyself, but | didn't catch your nane."

"Mri Buckman."

"Alovely nane. It fits you. And what, dear Mri, brings you bel ow? You have a
sensi bl e | ook about you. Tell ne you aren't sinply indul ging your curiosity,
that you aren't one of those fools who think no visit to wi cked Ceble conplete
wi t hout an excursion into the Underways."

She sipped her ale. He was right, it was good, the flavor hearty and not too
bitter.

"Suppose | came down here to do sone business," she said. "Could you point mne
to the right person?”

He chuckl ed.

Mri felt a pang of irritation and asked, "Wat's funny about that?"

"Pl ease, forgive ne," Melder said. "It's just that one doesn't rush these

the dark man continued. "You wouldn't like it if |



conversations. The parties generally sanple a drink or three, chatting of
nothing in particular, acquiring a sense of one another, before anyone
broaches the actual point of the discussion. |I suspect you know better, you
tried to play the gane, but your inpatience betrayed you."

She knew what he neant. Qut in the wild, she would have been nore circunspect.
She'd once reveled with a tribe of centaurs for three days and ni ghts,
satisfying all their elaborate rituals of hospitality, before so nuch as
mentioning the reason for her visit to their canp. But Oeble, and her current
di  emma, made her twi tchy.

"I haven't nuch tinme," she said, "or at least | fear |I haven't."

"I understand," he said. "For all you know, the precious saddl ebag has al ready
[eft town."

Mri glared at himand said, "You knew who | was fromthe start."

Mel der shrugged. "I didn't know your name, but people are naturally talking
about a robbery inside the Paeraddyn and the ranger tranping around town
trying to trace the surviving thief. Wiat was in the pouch, anyway?"

"I don't know, nyself."

He grinned, his teeth a flash of white in his swarthy face. A tiny green
dragon settled on his shoulder for a nonent, alnobst as if whispering in his
ear, then flew away.

"You're a bad liar," he said, "probably because you haven't |earned to enjoy
it. If I knew what you're |ooking for, perhaps |I could help you find it."

And maybe, she thought, you'd covet it for yourself.

Mri asked, "Are you willing to help nme?"

"Well, it all depends. | nmake a tolerable living fromthe Door, and as you can
i magi ne, nmy guests don't rest their heads here because | have a reputation for
tattling. Still, it's conceivable you could persuade me to be of sone

assi stance, conely as you are. G ubby fromthe road, of course, but a bath
would fix that."

She nade a spitting sound then said, "Apparently you haven't known many
rangers, at least not of nmy guild. We don't pay for anything that way."

"Apity. If you exploited them properly, like a sensible |ass, your charns
could be a mightier weapon than that bow. "
"Forget it. | amwlling to pay a hundred Senbian nobles if you furnish

information that [eads nme to what | seek."
"Per haps some gold up front would serve to jog ny nenory or sharpen ny wits."

"Ever since | started poking around,"” said Mri, "folk have been hinting they
can help nme, then they ask for coin in advance. Had | heeded them nmy purse
woul d be enmpty already. I'Il pay you when | recover what was in the saddl ebag,

not before."

"And how, sweet Mri, do | know that | can trust you?"

"Because | swear it by Qur Lady of the Forest."

He | aughed and said, "Your vow. Delightful."

She gl owered at himthen asked, "Can you help nme or not?"

"l assune you took a good | ook at the three thieves who died."
"Yes."

"Describe them"

She did, and based on his expression asked, "You recdogni ze thenP"

"I believe so, though | didn't know themwell. Their nanes were Gavat h,
Kerridi, and Dal ."
She felt a thrill of excitenent.

"What gang did they belong to?" she asked.

Mel der shook his head and answered, "None. They were petty operators, really,
gl eani ng what the gangs don't bother to take."

"I don't see how four such little fish, working strictly by thenselves, could
have concei ved an el aborate plan to steal the saddl ebag as soon as it reached
Cebl e. They woul dn't even have known it was com ng. Sormebody must have hired
themto seize it."

"That woul d be ny guess,"” Ml der said. "Have you any notion who that person
m ght have been?"



Soneone with a spy in place, Mri thought, either here or in Omath, to report
on what was supposed to have been a secret transaction

Beyond that, she couldn't say. She spread her hands.

"Whoever it was," Ml der said, "he has plenty of coin, or at |east convinced
the thieves he did. He wouldn't have tried to rob the Paer without a
substantial fee in the offing."

"Did the dead outlaws have a particul ar conrade with whomthey often worked?
Soneone thin, bearded, and around ny age, green-eyed and skilled with a
kni f e?"

"I fear | can't tell you. As | said, | didn't know them personally, and we
have so many ne' er-do-wells skul ki ng about Cebl e-new ones every day. The river
barges float themin, and the Dead Cart rolls themout."

"Well, presunmably sonebody knew them™ Mri replied. "At |east you've given ne
a place to start, and | thank you."

She gul ped down the rest of her beer, laid a silver coin on the table, rose,
and headed for the door

Mel der sat and watched the scout stride away. He genderally |iked his wonen
with a little nore neat on their bones and considerably nore concerned wth
presentding a well-groomed and fem ni ne appearance. But even clad in her dirty
woods-runner's arnor, breeches, and boots, she was a pl easant sight.

VIint appeared at his el bow and gave a di sapproving snort, a node of
expression admrably suited to his bul dbous bl ue nose, though incongruously
prissy for a hobdgoblin. Ml der sighed and turned his head to neet the
hul ki ng, shaggy bravo's sall ow eyes.
"I take it you were eavesdropping,"
garrul ous."

"It's not for me to say," said Vlint, in a tone that condveyed his opinion
with utter clarity. None of the Door's other guards woul d have expressed

di sapproval, but he'd been in his master's enploy for a | ong while, ever since
t he days when Mel der had been a thief in his own right instead of a
guasi - respect abl e i nnkeeper, and was thus inclined to take liberties.

"I didn't give up any of our patrons," he said.

Sonething tickled Melder's wist, and forked tongue flickering, a gray,

wedge- shaped head slid out fromunder the cuff of his long, floppy sleeve. He
caressed the restless viper with his fingertip, then coaxed it to slither back
where it bel onged.

"Come to that," Melder added, "I didn't even give up anyone alive."

"Still," said the bouncer and ruffian-for-hire, "it wasn't the kind of thing
you generally do."

"Most thief takers aren't as pretty as that one, and it should serve to keep
her wanderi ng around here bel ow. "

VIint scratched at his thick, flea-bitten neck and said, "You think that so

| ong as she's nearby, she m ght decide to warmyour bed after all?"

"Alas, no. The ranger's guilds shouldn't admit wormen. You |let a wench worship
a goddess who takes the formof a unicorn, and she's bound to place an

exagger ated val ue on her chastity."

"Then you want to nake a play for the saddl ebag yourdsel f."

"No. Those days are behind us. Though if it sinply fell into nmy lap....Wat I
think is that as pretty Mri blunders about, soneone wi |l decide to nake sone
coin fromher, and likely sooner rather than later. Put the word out to the
slavers that if anybody catches her, | mght be interested in buying. O at

| east renting for a day or two."

the human said, "and think ne too

As befitted his status as chieftain of the Red Axes, Kesk Turnskull lived with
a certain style, in an expansive, albeit decaying, house on the river. In
better tinmes, the place had likely belonged to a prosperous merchant, who'd
built both street entrances and a water gate to facilitate the pasdsage of
goods in and out. Mre recently, diggers had condnected the cellars to the
Under ways.



Thus, Aeron thought, surveying the structure fromthe Arch of Gargoyl es,
centernost of the three bridges, he had his choice of ways in. The probl em was
maki ng sure of a way out. Because it was one thing to resolve to gouge a

hi gher paynent out of Kesk and his pack of rufofians, and sonething el se
actually to acconplish it. He had to manage the di scussion in a manner that
woul d preclude the tanarukk's sinply taking himprisoner and torturing him
until he divulged the current |ocation of the strongbox.

He pondered the problemfor a tinme, while the reflecdtions of Selune and her
Tears sparkled on the black water rippling below the bridge, and the stone

i mps squatting atop the piles seemed to brood along with him At |ength, when
he deci ded on his approach, he trotted back toward shore. New t hough t hey
were, the planks bounced and shifted under his feet. The fol k of Ceble

repl aced them every year, but not with any extraordinary care or
craftsdmanshi p. Way shoul d they, when the Scel ptar was desdtined to devour
themin any case?

Keepi ng an eye on the sprawl i ng nansi on ahead, field-stone on the ground | evel
and tinmber above, Aeron skul ked al ong the docks where, in one of his
occasional flirtations with honest toil, he'd | oaded and unl oaded gal dl eys and
flatboats. Nobody called out to him He would have been chagrined if anyone
had. Unli ke some thieves of his acquaintance, he had no use for flow ng cl oaks
and nmaskli ke cow s of mdnight black. Those posturing fools who did m ght as
wel I have worn pl acards proclaimng thensel ves nefarious outlaws. But his

i nconspi cuous cl othes of dark gray and brown pernitted himto blend into the
dark with equal facility.

He stepped out onto a deserted pier, considered renpvding his tunic and boots,
and decided against it. Even if he could be sure of returning to that very
spot, somrebody was likely to wal k away with them before he did, Oeble being
what it was. He sat down on the edge of the dock, then | owered hinself into
the water.

Cebl aun fishermen liked to swap stories of pike and freshwater eels huge
enough to gobble a man with a single snap of their jaws, but the creatures, if
in fact they existed, were evidently either sated just then or hunting

el sedwhere. He wasn't an exceptionally good swi mer, but the water was stil
reasonably warm the current gentle, and he had little difficulty stroking and
kicking his way to the sprawling house's river gate.

The gate resenbled the mouth of a half-flooded tunnel protected by a
portcullis, which, unfortunately, was down. Aeron dived beneath the surface.
There, the white light of the noon, and the tail of sparkling notes that
peopl e called her Tears, failed him and he had to grope his way al ong the
steel grille, seeking a breach. He didn't find one.

When he coul d stay subnerged no | onger, he came up and sucked in a breath. He
knew he coul dn't keep diving and searching for long, or one of the sentries
woul d spot him As best he could judge, that left himonly one recourse.

The portcullis would keep out any boat. The spacing of certain of the bars,
however, mght permt a swinmer to wiggle through, if he was thin and had
studied the art of squeezing through tight places. Aeron had. It was a

val udabl e knack to possess if you dabbl ed i n housebreaki ng.

He slipped beneath the surface, |located one of the larger holes in the
grillwork, and started to squirmthrough headfirst.

Shadows of Mask, it was cl osel

Closer than it had seemed when he was sinply gaugding its width with his
hands. C ose enough to scrape patches of his skin raw. So close that down
there, in the wet and the black, it seened to clench around his chest like a
clutching fist.

Aeron had gotten stuck before, in w ndows and chi mdneys, but never underwater,
where if he couldn't free hindself within a mnute or so, he'd drow. He felt
a surge of panic and struggled to quash it. Wthout a clear head, he had no
hope what soever of |iberating hinself.

He gripped a bar to either side of himand tried to haul hinself clear. No
good. He drew one of his knives and sawed at his shirt and overtunic, trying



to strip away the layers of cloth between his flesh and the netal that held
himfast. He nanaged to yank sonme tatters out, but was still trapped.

He wondered suddenly, with a fresh shock of terror, if the portcullis was

magi cal . The trader who'd originally built the mansion had obvi ously been
weal t hy enough to conmmi ssion an enchanted defense. So was Kesk, as far as that
was concerned. Maybe the cursed thing really was squeezing Aeron like a
crayfish's pincers.

No. It wasn't. That was just the fear talking, and he wouldn't listen. He
strained to drag hinsel f backward rather than forward, only to find retreat as
i mpossi bl e as advanci ng. Meanwhil e, his chest began to ache with the urge to
take a fresh breath. Soon his air would run out.

His air. If he enptied his lungs, his chest would be nardrower, wouldn't it?
Maybe narrow enough to allow himto withe his way free.

Even though he knew it was his only chance, it took an effort of will to
exhale. He forced hinself, and the air was gone beyond recall

He nade what would surely be his final effort to pull hinself forward. At
first, nothing happened, then his chest popped clear like a cork froma bottle
of that sweet white sparkling Sael nuri an wi ne poor Kerridi had so enjoyed. He
surged forward, only to jerk to a halt an instant later

He told hinmself the grillwork hadn't really clanped shut around his ankl es.
H s feet had sinply caught on a crossbar. Resisting panic, the inpulse to
flail wildly, crazily, he tried to untangle hinmself fromthe obstruction, and
succeeded. He struggl ed upward.

Desperate for air as he was, it was only at the |ast second that he renenbered
he couldn't surface anid a great splashing and floundering, or else one of the
Red Axes would notice him He took care to conplete his ascent circunspectly,
then breaststroked his way into the shadowy, shiel ded space between two noored
boat s.

Clutching at the side of a vessel for support, he sucked in air. It took al
the strength he had left sinply to make hinself inhale and exhal e quietly, and
he knew that if anyone spotted hi mbefore he caught his breath, he'd be
hel pl ess to defend hinself. Luckily, no one did, and when he recovered, he
took a stealthy | ook around.

The river gate terminated in a stone platformat the far end, where an arched
door led farther into the mandsion. A wal kway ran along either wall. Half a
dozen boats floated in the water, tied up until soneone should want them Four
wer e commonpl ace vessels for transporting passengers and cargo, the fifth a

sl eek galley equipped with a small ballista in the bow as well as other
features useful to river pirates, and the sixth a gilded and ornately carved
pl easure barge, aboard which Kesk sonetinmes chose to pursue his | ess unsadvory
amusenent s.

Two guards sl ouched on canp stools near the doordway, playing a gane of cards
for | ow stakes. The nuscul ar bugbear with its hairy yell ow hide was smirking,
exposdi ng stained, crooked fangs, and had nost of the copper pennies heaped in
front of it. The human wore a peeved expression that seemed at honme on his

pi nched and sour face.

Nei t her one | ooked particularly alert. Evidently they trusted the portcullis
to keep intruders out. Even so, it was going to be tricky.

Aeron drew hinsel f up onto the wal kway behi nd the bugbear's back. He readied

t he sturdy oaken cudgel he'd brought with him then skul ked forward.

He fancied that few people could have approached the sentries unheard, not
clad in soaked garnents that wanted to slap and squelch with every step
Fortunately, there was an art to nmoving silently under even the nost adverse
condi tions, and he'd mastered that one, too.

Yet soft footfalls could only protect a fellowup to a point. He was still a
few paces away fromthe ganblers when the human threw down his creased, greasy
hand of cards in disgust, lifted his head, and | ooked straight at him The Red

Axe's eyes opened wi de.
Aeron charged. The bugbear tw sted around, and he cl ubbed at the hul ki ng
creature's square, brutish head. The bl ow cracked honme, and the goblinoid



jerked at the inpact.

By then the human guard was on his feet and had his dagger out. Aeron dodged a
thrust, grabbed hold of the little folding canp table that held the ganme, and
flipped it upward. Cards and coins flew everywhere, the coppers clinking on
the platform The tabletop bashed the Red Axe in his face, slanmm ng him
backwar d

Aeron whirled back around toward the bugbear. Its |ow forehead bl eedi ng, the
burly creature, taller than almost any human its attacker had ever seen,
lurched to its feet, snatched its scimtar fromits scabbard, and raised it
high. Its sleeve slipped down its hairy forearm revealing the ruddy axe brand
Aeron had once declined to wear.

Si dest eppi ng out fromunder the threat of the curved sword, he | ashed the
bugbear across the ribs and kicked it in the knee. It stunbled, and that
brought its head | ow enough for himto bash it a second tinme, and a third. The
goblinoid col | apsed unconsci ous.

Aeron pounced atop the bugbear and poi sed an Arthyn fang at its throat. The
human Red Axe, who was | unging forward, hesitated.

"Stay back," Aeron panted, "or "Il kill it."

The guard spat, "I never |iked himanyway. | think he cheats."

"If you' re such a dunce that a bugbear can trick you," Aeron shot back, "you
deserve to | ose your coin. Now, you may not |like the brute, but 1'll bet your

chief finds it useful. Useful enough that he woul dn't appreciate you throw ng
away its life when it can be avoided."

"Maybe. What do you want ?"

Aeron nodded toward the wi ndlass and said, "First, raise the portcullis.”

He had no intention of squirmng through the bars again when it was tine to

| eave.

The guard grunbled, "That's a two-nan job."

"The damm thing has a counterweight,” Aeron said. "Just put your back into
it."

Grunting with effort, or the petulant pretense of it, the Red Axe managed to
do as instructed. The chain clanked as it wound around the reel

"Now what ?" the guard asked.

"Now you go into the house and tell Kesk to conme out alone for a private talKk.
Tell himthat if he doesn't show hinself in the next five mnutes, the
cardsharp here dies, and he can forget about ever taking possession of the
saddl ebag. "

The sentry stood and stared at him

"What are you waiting for? Go!"

The Red Axe di sappeared through the door, slamdming it behind him and after
that, Aeron had nothing to do but listen for approaching footsteps, at |east
until the bugbear stirred. He pressed the keen edge of his knife against his
captive's throat, drawing the goblin-kin's attention to it

"Don't nove," he said, "or you're dead."

"Don't matter," the bugbear said, its bestial voice slurred. Evidently it was

still dazed fromthe beating it had taken
"You don't care if I kill you?"
"Don't matter you didn't do ... what you was told. You're still going to die."

Still? What did that nean, precisely? Aeron woul d have asked, but at that
nmonent, Kesk Turnskull stal ked through the door

If ever a creature was born to rule a conpany of cutdthroats, Kesk was surely
the bully in question. Short and stooped as he was, his rmuscul ar body | ooked
nearly as thick as it was tall. Patches of coarse hair bristled fromhis

| eathery gray hide, and with its truncated snout and jutoting tusks, his face
resenbl ed that of a wild boar. Despite the oil |anp burning beside the door
the interior of the water gate was dark enough to reveal the faint

| um nesdcence of his scarlet eyes, which snoldered |ike coals beneath a | ow,
ri dged brow.

Aeron had heard that tanarukks hadn't always existed, that the race had
energed only in recent tines as the result of crossbreedi ng between orcs and



denons. He himself had no firsthand know edge of such esoterica, but thought
t hat anyone who |l aid eyes on Kesk would have no difficulty crediting the
story.

As al ways, the founder and naster of OCeble's nost vicious gang carried a
heavy, double-bitted battle-axe in his hand. Supposedly, he'd plundered the
enchant ed weapon fromthe body of a fallen foe, a gold dwarf chanpi on who'd
bel i eved the axe, a cherished fanmly heirloom would only serve a pure-hearted
warrior of his own race. Kesk liked to tell the story of how he'd proved the
fool wong by using it to slaughter the dwarf's own Kkin.

The tanarukk regarded Aeron and the bugbear. It was difficult to read the
expression on that swinish face, with its protruding | ower jaw, but he seened
to be sneering.

"What's the point of this?" Kesk grow ed. "Wiy didn't you come to the house

t hrough the Underways, as | told you to?"

"I'f I had, would |I be dead already? D d you have sonme of your mnurderers |ying
inwait for me?"

Kesk's red eyes narrowed and he asked, "What are you talking about?"

"According to the bugbear, you nmeant to kill ne."
"You can't club Tharag over the head and expect himto tal k sense. He doesn't
do nuch of that at the best of times. Now, if he's smart, he'll shut his hole

and let the two of us pal aver."

"You expect ne to forget what he said?"

"Just use your own head, will you?" Kesk replied. "Why would | hire a man to
do a job, then kill hin? To get out of paying? |I buy stolen and snuggl ed goods
all the time, and a gang chief has to deal fairly. If | picked up a reputation
for cheating, no one would do business with ne."

When Kesk put it that way, it did seemto make sense, yet Aeron found he
wasn't ready to let the topic go.

"You'd betray a hireling in the blink of an eye if it was worth your while,
particularly if you thought you could make hi m di sappear with no one the

w ser."

"W agreed on a nice fee for your work, but hardly |large enough to beggar ne,
or make me go to the trouble to play you false. | don't see the saddl ebag.
Where is it?"

"Sonmewhere safe."

"lIt's like that, is it?"

"I lost three friends stealing that box."

"\Whi ch neans you don't have to split up the coin," said the tanarukk. "You can
keep it all, and wind up four tines richer than you expected. Be satisfied
with that. Don't think you can grind me for nore."

"You knew to send us after the box, so naybe you knew how wel|l protected it
was. But you didn't warn ne."

Kesk snorted-a wet, ugly sound like a pig oinking-and said, "I thought you
knew t he game, redbeard. | thought you were a man. Wen a job gets bl oody, a
man doesn't weep and whi ne about it."

"Right. A man hits back when soneone sets himup for a fall."

The tanarukk gl ared and said, "Wy wouldn't | tell you everything |I knew about
the ... the box? | wanted you to get away with it, didn't 17?"

"Maybe you feared that if | knew what | was getting into, | wouldn't take the
job. O maybe you hoped sone of ny crew would get killed. That woul d save you
Red Axes the trouble of slaughtering us all yourselves."

"I told you, we weren't planning to kill you. Maybe we still won't, provided
you cone to your senses. The \War Leader knows, you've got a death com ng for
thi s haredbrai ned stunt here tonight, but 1've got other neat to chew Now,
where's the | ockbox?"

"What's it worth to you, really?"

Kesk quivered, quite possibly with the urge to charge and attack.

"Curse you, human," the gang | eader said, "we had a deal, and no one goes back
on a bargain with nme!"

"I"mnot reneging, exactly," said Aeron. "It's just that | charge extra for



every lie and | ost partner.”

"You don't know what you're getting into. If you've got any brains at all, you
understand | can't let folk cross ne and live to brag about it, or else I'm
finished in this town. But even that isn't the whole of it."

"You're starting to bore ne, Kesk. Perhaps soneone else will pay a fair price
for the coffer.”

The tanarukk shuddered, and the corner of his nmouth tw tched and drool ed
around the jutting tusk and fangs.

"A'l right," Kesk said. "I'Il give you five tinmes as nuch as we agreed on."
"Ten, and we'll make the trade at a place and time of ny-"
The flame in the oil lanp flared, momentarily illum dnating the shadowy gate

as brightly as the noonday sun. Aeron had the misfortune to be |ooking in the
general direction of the blaze, and it dazzled him

He didn't know how Kesk had acconplished the trick. Maybe it was sone innate
capacity derived fromhis denonic heritage. But he didn't even need to hear

t he poundi ng footsteps to conprehend why the tanarukk had mani pul ated t he
flame. Kesk had had his back to the lanp, so he hadn't been blinded, and he
was charging in to attack his startled, crippled foe.

Aeron flung hinmself to the side. Sonething whizzed past his head, just

m ssing, judging fromthe breeze. He assunmed it was Kesk's battl e-axe.

Tharag roared sonmething in the uncouth | anguage of his kind, reni nding Aeron
that he had two foes, not just one.

Damm it!

He shoul d have taken a split second to knife the bugdbear before rolling
clear, but had been too rattled to think of it.

He couldn't battle both of them not when all he could see was spots and bl obs
swi mmi ng before his eyes. Truth to tell, he wouldn't have bet on his ability
to outfight Kesk under any conditions. He had to get out of there.

Aeron sensed sonething lunging at him He junped backward, with a sick
certainty that it wasn't enough to save him then heard two bodi es smack

toget her and Kesk bellow in frustrated rage. Evidently he and the bugbear had
rushed Aeron at the same instant, and on the fairly narrow platform had
gotten in each other's way.

Aeron knew it had only bought hima second, tine he needed to use to | eap back
down into the water, where his foes' axe and scimtar couldn't reach him But
which way was it? Blind as he was, disoriented from dodgi ng, he was no | onger
sure.

Al'l he could do was take his best guess. He ran-one stride, a second-and
pitched into enpty space. He felt a split second of elation, then he crashed
down on a solid surface.

For an instant, stunned, Aeron couldn't grasp what had gone wong, |et alone
what to do next. Finally it cane to himthat he'd | anded inside one of the
boats. The craft bounced as soneone el se junped in with him

Aeron scranbl ed backward, bunped into the gundéwal e, and swung hi nsel f over the
side. H's maneuver tipped the craft, and Kesk cursed as he struggled to keep
hi s bal ance.

Aeron plunged into the water, then struck out in what he prayed was the
direction of the river. A nissile of sone sort, a thrown dagger, perhaps,

spl ashed down beside him Finally his vision began to clear, and he saw he was
headed the right way.

As he reached the nouth of the gate, he glanced backoward, and felt a jolt of
terror. Kesk held his battle-axe poised for a swng at the chain that held the
portcullis in the raised position. The weapon's edge gl owed scarlet as he
activated sonme magi ¢ bound in the steel

Aeron hurled hinself forward. Metal clashed, chain clattered, and the grille
dropped just behind him kicking up a little wave that carried hima few feet
farther out into the Scel ptar

The trick then was to nake it safely ashore. Aeron thought Kesk would send the
Red Axes to prow along the riverside, but if he kept on swi nming as fast as
he coul d, he reckoned he'd be able to make it onto dry |l and before the



t anar ukk coul d organi ze the search.



CHAPTER 4

The dirty, dark-haired boy cowered in the corner, for Sefris had hurt him
until the pain burned all the resistance out of him She'd needed a deft touch
to avoid marking him It was all right that he already carried a street
urchin's usual collecotion of bruises and scrapes, but he wouldn't be deened
acceptable if she herself spilled so nuch as a drop of his blood before the
cerenony started. That was just the way it worked.

Thanks to his terrified passivity, she didn't need to worry about his trying
to bolt through the door. She could sit by the wi ndow and watch the noon sink
toward the horizon. She couldn't start until the Dark Coddess's twin sister
and greatest foe exited the sky.

Sefris had found the skinny, ragged child begdging at a busy intersection

Per haps he stole as well, when the opportunity arose. Representing herself as
a sinple travel er and devout worshiper of Il mter, god of pity, she feigned
horror at the discovery of a child so young reduced to such wetched

ci rcunmst ances. She insisted on spiriting himaway for a hot supper, a bath,
and a new suit of clothes.

At first, wary, he'd been reluctant to go, but with gentle persistence, she
persuaded him Evidently feeling at ease, he started to prattle nerrily as
they strolled al ong, but the words caught in his throat as soon as she ushered
himinto the cranped little flat where, supposedly, her brother and his wife
were putting her up.

Upon reaching Cebl e, she'd known she needed a pridvate place in which to sleep
and performher rituals, so she'd cleared one out. The broken corpses of the
previous tenants sprawl ed where they'd fallen. The boy froze and gawked at
them which made it easy to relieve himof his knife, immobilize him and
admi ni ster as much puni shonent as required.

Eventual | y Sel une hid bel ow the horizon |like a pal e ghost creeping back into
its grave. Sefris rose and advanced on the beggar

"Don't struggle," she said. "It will only nake it worse."

Actual ly, she doubted it could get nuch worse, but he presunmably didn't know
t hat .

Sonet hing in her expression or the way she noved rmust have alerted him
however, because he finally made a scranble for the door. It didn't matter

She pounced on him paralyzed him by applying pressure to the proper part of
the spine, and laid himon the table she'd cleared to serve as a nakeshift
altar. She chanted the first invocadtion as she tore his clothes away.

Most sacrifices required scal pels, |lancets, and such to pick apart the
offering in just the proper way. Sefris took a cold satisfaction in the fact
that her fingers were strong and skillful enough for her to achieve the sane
sort of excruciating precision barehanded. As a result, life |lindgered unti
she performed the final mutilation, drawing forth the glistening intestines
and | ooping themto forma nystic sigil on the victims chest. The boy fl opped
once like a fish out of water then expired-gratefully, nore than likely.

At the same instant, purple light and a wave of chill pul sed across the room
Unsurprised, for it was the desired result of the ritual, Sefris turned.

Bef ore her stood what appeared to be a gaunt human nale with the | ong-eared
head of a jackal. Its vol um nous robes were black, and its body was outlined
by a hazy sheath of flickdering violet flanme that sonehow burned cold instead
of hot. The garnent and fire together made the arcanaloth a |iving enbl em of
the Lady of Loss for those with the wit to understand.

The fiend took a disdainful glance around the hovel, with the untidy litter of
corpses, then turned its dark eyes back on Sefris. Few nortals could have

abi ded that gaze, freighted as it was with a malice as deep and as w de as the
ocean, but it didn't faze the nonastic. |Indeed, she respected it as
essentially the sanme attitude she herself had striven so diligently to

cul tivate.

"Dark Sister," the arcanal oth said, acknow edging her, a hint of a canine yip
inits tenor voice, "what do you want ?"

In Sefris's experience, arcanal oths-the scribes and nmystics of their inferna



race-were generally direct to the point of rudeness. In and of itself, it
didn't bother her. She shared that trait with themas well

"Do you know why ny Dark Father sent ne to Qeble?"

The jackal -headed fiend winkled its muzzle in a sneer

"I know," it said. "Mortal foolishness."

"Neither one," Sefris replied. "Wien my order assigns me a task, it's because
the deity whomyou and | both serve wi shes it done."

"I have my own essential tasks awaiting ne in Shadow. "

Sefris rem nded herself that while hatred was a virtue, inpatience was not,
and she took a breath to steady herself.

"Was the offering acceptable, or not?"

The arcanal oth shrugged and replied, "It was all right."

"Then |'ve paid your price, and you'll either help me or suffer the
consequences of your refusal."

The fiend rolled its eyes and asked, "What help do you require?"

"I"ve never been to Ceble before. I'"'mconfident | can kill whoever currently
hol ds The Bl ack Bouquet, but |ess sure of ny ability to find it. That's where
you cone in. Your magic is nore versatile than mne, so you' re gong to cast a
di vi nation."

"Very well."
The spirit waved its hand, and a long oval mirror in a golden frane appeared
on the wall. It was so highly poldished that it al nbst seenmed to glowwith its

own inner light and so nmanifestly valuable as to appear grossly incondgruous
i n such hunbl e surroundi ngs. Sefris assuned the fiend had sumoned t he | ooki ng
glass fromits own extradi nensional realm

The arcanal oth used its claws to tear |oose a scrap of the offering' s flesh,
which it then ate. Sefris had the feel ding that wasn't part of the conjuring.
The fiend was sinply peckish. Wen it was done nibbling, it dipped its
forefinger into one of the boy's wounds, coating the digit with blood that it
enpl oyed to wite arcane signs along the curved edge of the mirror. The runes
burned with the sane purple flame that surrounded the creature's body.

After that, the arcanaloth stared intently into the mrror. Peering past it,
Sefris could no | onger see anydthing coherent in the glass, not even their own
reflections, just fornl ess shadows that oozed, nerged, and divided. But then
she wasn't the scryer. She assumed the fiend was naking nore sense of the

ri ppling blackness than she coul d.

O at least she did until the arcanal oth abruptly barked an incantation in
some demoni ¢ | anguage and swept its arnms through a conmplex nystic pass. At
that nmoment, its annoyance was unm stakabl e. The bl oody sigils burned
brighter, but the vague shapes flow ng inside the glass becane no clearer
"What's the matter?" Sefris asked.

"The Dark Goddess's enenies warded their plunder against attenpts at

di vinati on. They nust have anticipated that someone would try to take it
back. "

Vell, Sefris thought, at |east that neans they can't use magic to find it
either, but the notion was precious little consol ation

"Surely you can do sonething," she said.

"Not necessarily, and the effort would take a great deal out of nme. | told
you, | have my own responsibilities to-"
n &) i t . n

The arcanal oth bared its fangs and said, "W nmay neet again soneday, on nmy own
pl ane, perhaps, in circundstances where | hold the whip. If so, you mght be
gl ad you didn't push ne too hard."

"Do as | command you, or |'ll speak the words of tordnent,"” Sefris replied.
"By darkness inpenetrable and enpty-"
"Al'l right! |I can't see the treasure itself, but perhaps | can nake out

somet hing that connects to it in the great web of fate. That might give you a
clue to its whereabouts."

The fiend snarl ed another incantation, and resuned its peering.

Finally, it said, "There."



"What have you found?" Sefris asked.

"The future is never certain,"” the arcanaloth said. "But find this wonan, and
chances are good she'll lead you to your goal."

It gestured, and a face took shape am d the drifting shadows.

Once Aeron waded ashore, he followed a circuitous route, sonetines descending
to the Underways, sonedtinmes proceeding at street level, and periodically
clinmbing to the Rainspans, a rickety network of bridges connecting the roofs
and bal conies of certain of the city's towers. By custom the aerial paths
were open to the public even where they |inked one private residence or

busi ness to another, and a good nmany folk traversed themdaily in blithe

di sregard of the manner in which they groaned, shuddered, and swayed. At that,
it was arguably safer to wal k over themthan underneath. Every rogue in Ceble
knew the 'spans afforded any nunber of excellent |ocadtions fromwhich to

t hrow kni ves at or drop heavy objects on a victim

Aeron gl anced around frequently, making sure no Red Axe was creeping up on
him Perhaps he was so intent on spotting Kesk's cutthroats that it blinded
himto other dangers. O maybe Selune's departure fromthe sky, and the deeper
darkness she'd left in her wake, were to blane. In any event, he was crossing
a Rai nspan, one that wound anong the decayi ng spires bordering Laskal ar's
Square, when two Gray Bl ades and a goblin seened to pop up out of nowhere just
a few paces ahead of him

Luckily, the |l awren, one hunman and one who, judging fromhis slender frame and
poi nted ears, might have sonme elf blood, were too busy questioning the
stunted, flat-faced creature they'd accosted to notice Aeron's approach. He
turned to slink back the way he'd conme, but then he heard the half-elf nention
t he Paeraddyn. The Bl ades were asking questions about the robbery.

If Aeron was wi se, naybe that should be all the nmore reason to slip away

qui ckly as he could. But he thought in the long run it mght pay himto listen
to what the Gray Blades had to say. So he crouched notionless, trusting the
darkness to hide him

As the interrogation proceeded, the |l awren sl apped the shrilly protesting
goblin around and even threatened to toss it off the bridge. Aeron didn't know
the runty, bandy-legged creature. Apparently its tornentors had accosted it at
random sinply because it |ooked shifty. Fromthat fact, and the general tenor
of their questions, he inferred that they didn't know who they were | ooking
for.

They had a description, however, flawed but still potendtially useful, and
they were plainly working hard to track himdown. That wasn't good

The Gray Bl ades had questioned Aeron on nore than one occasion, and thus he
knew how to recogni ze when such a session was w ndi ng down. As usual, it ended
with a few final threats: if the | awren found out the goblin had lied to them
they'd make it wish it had never been born, and other remarks in the sane

vei n.

Aeron had nearly lingered too long. If he tried to scurry off quickly, the

Rai nspan woul d surely creak and bounce, giving his presence away. |nstead, he
swung hinmsel f over the railing and to the underside of the bridge, where he
hung by his hands forty feet above the street

The Bl ades rel eased the goblin and proceeded on their way, tranping over the
spot where Aeron clung. |If some fol k deenmed t he Rai nspans unsafe, they should
have seen that one fromhis present vantage point. The | awren's pasdsage shook
| oose a veritable shower of scraps of rotten wood. The filthy stuff streaned
down over Aeron, a goodly portion slipping inside his collar

First the river and now this, he thought.

Aeron feared his clothes were ruined. It made himglad that, unlike npbst of

t he honest jobs for which he qualified, thieving paid well enough that he
owned sevoderal other outfits.

He waited until the Gray Bl ades' voices faded away, then pulled hinself back
up onto the wal kway. He skul ked on, and in a few nore m nutes, he reached his
horre.



As he'd expected, his father had waited up for him N cos sat struggling to
pluck the strains of a ribald tavern song about a priest and a dancing girl
fromthe strings of his mandolin. He had no real aptitude for the instrunent,
but with his voice ruined, it was the only nusic he could make.

He | ooked Aeron up and down and asked, "What in the nane of the black nask
happened to you?"

"What didn't?" Aeron replied, stripping off his shirt and tunic.

It gave hima twinge, the result of the two falls he'd taken that day, which
had |i kewi se nottled his torso with a livid assortnent of bruises.

"Did you talk the tanarukk into a higher price?" his father asked.

"Not exactly."

Aeron poured water fromthe pitcher into the bow, picked up the wash rag, and
scrubbed the itchy grit fromhis skin. It felt odd to wash twice in a single
day. Sone people said too often was unhealthy. He hoped they were w ong.

"What did happen, then?"

"Wl

He towel ed hinsel f dry, sat down opposite his father, dragged off his wet
boots, and told the tale.

When he finished, Nicos glowered at him

"Bl ood and bone, boy, are you trying to die?"

Aeron grinned and said, "Wen have the Gray Bl ades ever conme close to catching
ne?"

"When did they try this hard? Why did you have to steal your cursed box inside
t he Paer addyn?"

"Because | thought that no one would expect it to happen there, and |I was
right about that much, anyway. Besides, if the place had been standing in your
day, you would have wanted to rob it, too, just to prove you could."
"Perhaps,"” N cos sighed. "That wouldn't have nade it the smart thing to do."
"Actually, | wonder if the lawis hunting me with such zeal only because it
was the Paer. Maybe the person who owned the box is pushing them"

"That woul d nean you robbed sonebody rich, powerdful, or both."

"Of somet hing he valued highly," added Aeron

"Making it even nore dangerous."

Aeron shifted in his chair, trying to nake hinmself nore confortable, and in so
doi ng, discovered he was already stiffening up. He stretched and twisted in
what woul d probably prove a futile attenpt to forestall the process. H s spine

popped.

"Ordinarily," he said, "I wouldn't sweat over the Gray Blades. If they were ny
only problem | could dodge themuntil they noved on to other matters. But

avoi ding them and the Red Axes at the same tinme ... well, at least | won't be
bored. "

"That's what's inmportant," said his father with heavy sarcasm "Still, it's a
shane you couldn't reach an underdstanding with Kesk, though it's no wonder,
after you sneaked onto his hone ground and ki cked two of his bravos around.™

"I only sneaked in a little way, and | imagi ne he thinks guards who | et

t hensel ves get taken by surprise deserve their bruises. But you're right, nore
or less. Once Tharag let it slip that Kesk planned to kill my crew and ne from
the start, that pretty much wrecked any hope of us making a new bargain.

didn't really even want to. Deep down, | was too angry. He must have sensed it
and thought the only way he was ever going to see the | ockbox was to take ne
prisoner and force me to cough it up. O else kill nme and pay a necrodnancer
to wing the location out of my ghost. People say that kind of magic is
possi bl e, and Kesk wouldn't balk at it if it is.”

"You're positive the bugbear told the truth?"

"Yes," Aeron replied. "I could feel it. If you'd been there talking to it, and
Kesk, you woul d have, too."

"Mask forbid that | ever come anywhere near that denon-spawn. Say he did want
to nurder you. Do you think it's just because you turned down his offer to
join the Red Axes all those years ago?"

"That's probably part of it. He really seened to want nme after | stole that



barge-1 oad of spices. It plainly of fended himwhen | said no, and he's the
kind to hold a grudge. But | reckon there's nore to it."

"What is it, then?"

Aeron frowned, pondering, until an idea came to him

"You said it yourself," he said. "I robbed soneone rich, powerful, or both-so
much so that even Kesk Turnskull is leery of his wath. So instead of using
menbers of his own gang to grab the loot, he hires a freel ance operator he
hates and plans to kill himand his partners when their work is done. That

way, nobody can trace the swag to the Red Axes."

Ni cos nodded and said, "That makes sense. Wiat are you going to do now?"

"Sell the prize to sonmebody el se. Inrys Skaltahar, maybe. They say he keeps

pl enty of gold on hand, enough to buy even the nost val uable | oot w thout the
thief needding to wait on his coin. | think it may be wi sest to dispose of the
| ockbox quickly, and I wouldn't sell it to Kesk even if | could figure out a
way to make himdeal fairly. I'"'mnot so suicidal as to seek to kill him but I
can keep himfromgetting what he wants. That'll be at least a little revenge
for Kerridi, CGavath, and Dal ."

"Skal tahar isn't going to buy the coffer just because you pronise that what's
inside is valuable."

"You're right," Aeron agreed. "That's the difficulty. Warding spells or no, |
have to get the cursed thing open."

Wherever he went, Kesk liked to stride arrogantly, his head bare and sneering
tanarukk face on display, his battle-axe in his hand, and several of his
henchnen swaggering al ong behind him He enjoyed watching the common herd

bl anch and scurry to get out of the way, relished it when even Gray Bl ades
chose to give hima w de berth.

By the same token, he disliked creeping about nuffled in a shabby cl oak and
hood, and he positively despised rapdping on the little tw n-panel ed door at
the rear of the great house, as if he was sone sort of tinker, peddler, or
beggar.

No one answered right away, which bl ackened his mood still further, if that
was possible. He felt a growing urge to chop down the door with his axe, which
he never relinquished even on those rare occasi ons when he found it necessary
to wear a disguise. But then the portal cracked open. A human, only half
dressed, his feet bare and his tawny hair unconbed, peered down at what he
likely thought a peculiar shrouded figure, taller and even thicker built than
a dwarf, but shorter than an elf, waiting in the alley.

"Yes?" the servant yawned.

Scow i ng, Kesk lifted his head, pushed back his cowl, and finally had the

sati sfaction of seeing soneone flinch. Since it was the only pl easurable
monent he was likely to experience on his visit there, he tried to savor it.
"His nibs is expecting ne," he said.

The human gave a shaky nod and replied, "Yes. Please, conme with nme."

At first, they traversed the service areas of the mandsion. It was | ate enough
that the servants and sl aves had extingui shed nost of the | anps and candl es,
and with only a couple exceptions, they lay snoring on their cots and pallets.
Kesk knew they'd rise with the dawn to resune their |abors, and he experienced
a swell of condtenpt for anyone trapped in such a dreary life. Truly, as he'd
of ten thought, nobst people were no better than sheep and deserved whatever the
wol ves of the world cared to do to them

Eventual | y his guide conducted himinto the section of the house where the
mast er spent his days. The furnishdings had a fussy, delicate, pastel quality
that made Kesk's skin crawl. He understood that many fol k woul d have

condsi dered them "el egant” or "beautiful," but to the extent that he cared
about such effete matters at all, he preferred clashing primary colors and
bol d, sinple designs, a taste he shared with his orc ancestors.

The servant tapped on a door

"Come in," a reedy voice replied, whereupon the flunky ushered Kesk into a

| avi shly appointed |ibrary and wor kroom



The decor was of a piece with that seen el sewhere in the house. Carved crysta
flowers stood in nmilky porcelain vases, and a fabul ously expensive bl ackwood
clock with gol den hands and nurmeral s hung on the wall, its gilded weights
dangl i ng beneath it.

Dressed in a tasseled nightcap, slippers, and a quilted satin dressing gown,
the owner of all that |uxury |Iounged on a plush velvet divan, a scroll in his
lap and a gl ass of pale wine on the stand beside him Though well into the
afternoon of his life, the smallish human had a boyi sh, appl e-cheeked face
that flashed a smle when he saw who'd come to call on him

"Kesk!" he said. "My dear fellow | was just about to give up on you for the
ni ght."

"Do you have to use ny nanme in front of the hel p?" Kesk grow ed

The servant flinched as if he expected Kesk to reclaimhis anonynmity by

but chering himon the spot. Actually, the idea did have sonething to recomend
it.

"It's alittle late to worry about concealing your idendtity," said the man on
the couch. "As far as | know, you're the only tanarukk in Ceble. In any case,
Cohis is discreet. Aren't you, Cohis? He'll prove it by running al ong before
he's even asked."

The | ackey hastily withdrew and the nan said, "Showit to ne."

Kesk felt awkward. Al nost enbarrassed. He wasn't used to such feelings, and it
made hi m angry.

"W hit a snag," he said.

The human arched his eyebrows and asked, "How so? | know one of your minions
made off with the prize. It's the talk of the town."

"That's the problem" said Kesk. "He wasn't exactly one of mne. He was
soneone | hired."

"I was under the inpression that you had your own little arnmy of ruffians to
attend to such chores. Wiy woul d you seek hel p el sewhere?"

"Different reasons. The thing is, the bastard hasn't handed over the box yet."
"\Whyever not ?"

"He wants nore gold than we agreed on."

"Perhaps you'd better give it to him"

"I can't let alittle rat Iike himchange the terms of a deal on ne," Kesk
said. "It would make nme | ook weak."

"Forgive ny selfishness, but | can't help feeling nore concerned with ny

obj ectives than your reputation.”

"You'll get your cursed treasure."

"WIl 1?1 hope so, but | have the disquieting feeling there are things you're
not telling me."

How ri ght he was. But he might not appreciate hearing that Kesk had
conplicated the plan by schemng to seize the prize and settle an old score at
the sane tine. O that the tanarukk had |l ost his tenper at exactly the wong
nmonent, |ashing out at Aeron and scaring himoff when he should have done al

he could to allay the trickster's msgivings. O ... well, quite a bit of it,
really.

"I's it so bad?" Kesk asked. "The way you explained it, our victimhas already
squandered a |l ot of coin and wound up with nothing. You can still ruin him
can't you?"

"Suppose | nove prematurely, and he then recovers the Bouquet? He'll survive
my little coup knowi ng just what a conmitted eneny | actually am which will
surely pronmpt himto retaliate. That's unacceptable. | don't intend to make ny

play until the box is in nmy hands and | know for certain he's defensel ess.

Al so, of course, the nmusty old thing is virtually priceless. You don't want to
throw away all the riches it represents, do you?"

"Like | said, I'Il get it."

"I never doubted it for an instant. Still, perhaps we can resolve the matter
nore expeditiously if | take an active role. What's our recalcitrant thief's
name?"

"Don't worry about it. I'lIl deal with him"



"Pl ease, indulge ny curiosity."

"Are you going to make ne say it outright?" Kesk asked, scow ing.

The man on the couch cocked his head and replied, "Apparently so."

"I know I'mnot the only knife on your belt. Maybe, if | give you the nane,
you'll find the thief w thout any help fromme. Then you night figure that
just proves you don't need a partner after all."

"What a sour, suspicious turn of mnd you have. O course | need a partner
Can you i magi ne me traipsing through the Underways, trafficking with your Red
Axes and their ilk? Wuld they trust nme or even take me seridously? Not

wi thout a great deal of effort on ny part, and | have other, nore congeni al
work requiring ny attention. Now, please, give ne the nane. O herw se, nuch as

it would pain me, I'lIl have to start questioning your integrity."
"Sorry."
The human heaved a sigh and said, "Ch, very well, have it your way. | was just

trying to expedite matters, but..."

As he blathered on, his hand slipped toward the pocket of his robe.

Kesk sprang forward. The man in the robe Iifted his hand, stray grains of
glittering blue powder |eaking fromhis palm About to fling the stuff, he
regi stered the fact that the outlaw was already poised to swing his battle-axe
at his neck, and faltered.

Kesk was so angry that the human's hesitation alnmost didn't nmatter

"You'd cast a spell on ne?" the tanarukk demanded.

The rich nman opened his fingers and let the colored sand spill harm essly
away.

"I't wouldn't have hurt you," he said. "It would nerely have inclined you to
trust ne."

Kesk grinned and said, "Not nmuch hope of that now. "

"Come, now. You don't truly wish to hurt nme. Think of that rosy future

prom sed you: the Red Axes doing absolutely anything they please wthout fear
of the Gray Bl ades, the rest of the underworld either payi ng honage to you or
driven out of Ceble altogether. You'll never achieve that paradise w thout
ne."

"Don't be so sure," Kesk said, but he | owered the axe.

The human smiled and rubbed his slender neck as if making sure his head was
still attached.

"Thank you for your forbearance."

"No," Kesk spat, "thank you for reminding ne you're a wi zard. You want to help
me find the Bouquet? Fine. Let's turn out your drawers and cl osets and see
what kind of tal di smans you' ve got."



CHAPTER 5

"How nuch farther?" Mri asked.

Her gui de gl anced back over his shoul der. The wavering |ight of his upraised
torch stained one side of his snmrking face yellow while | eaving the other in
shadow.

"We're alnost there," he replied.

"Al nost where?" she demanded. He'd led her into what al nost seenmed an
abandoned section of the Underways. No one el se was prow ing or |oidtering
about, nor had anybody provided a source of permanent illunination. The stink
of sewage was stronger there, and puddl es of scummy water filled the | ow spots
on the floor.

"Alnobst to the hideout of the man you're | ookding for,'
"The thief who was friends with the drunken mage."
"You'd better be right."

"I am You'd just better pay ne what you prom sed." He tranped on, and she
followed, until, w thout any warning whatsoever, he dashed the torch in one of
the filthy pools, extinguishing it instantly.

Mri had di scovered the denizens of the Underways retired to their beds around
dawn, at the sane tine decent people were getting up. She'd reluctantly done
the sane, catching sonme fitful slumber at the Paeraddyn, then resum ng her
search in the afternoon. Eventually it led her to the Tal ondance, a
subterranean tavern catering pridmarily to goblin-kin, lizard nmen, and
creatures even nore feral and |l ess welcome in | aw abiding towns. A nmenu
scraw ed on a chal kboard offered chops, stews, and kabobs prepared with the

fl esh of humans, gnones, and elves, and she was far fromcertain it was a

j oke.

Yet even so, a few representatives of her own species had chosen to patronize
the place. One of them had claimed he could guide her to the rogue she sought,
only to lure her down a quiet tunnel and abruptly take away her light. Mst
likely he hinmself possessed a nmeans of seeing in the dark

Reacting instantly, Mri nocked and | oosed an arrow. Even though she was
shooting blind, the shaft thunked into sonething solid. A second |ater, water
spl ashed.

The senior scouts of Mri's guild studied a limted systemof magic in
addition to their martial skills and woodcraft. She herself had only conmenced
t hat phase of her training a year before and proved to possess no

extraordi nary aptitude for it. Still, she'd mastered a few spells, and when
she'd realized she needed to venture underground, it had been obvi ous which
she ought to predpare for the casting.

She recited a rhym ng coupl et and swept her hand through a mystic pass. Mdtes
of white light |eaped fromher fingers |like sparks rising froma fire. G ow ng
wi t hout heat, they wi nked out after a nonent or two, as new ones sprang forth
to take their places. In the aggregate, they shone about as brightly as a
candl e.

The light sufficed to reveal her treacherous guide lying dead in the puddle
besi de the torch. As intended, she'd shot him before he could nove off the
spot where she'd seen himlast. She started to relax, then glinpsed a
shiftding in the darkness, beyond the point where her light began to fail

Her heart pounding, Mri thrust her sparking hand out as if it was a torch
itself. The glow revealed only the earthen walls of the tunnel. Had she only

i magi ned that sonething was slinking about?

No. The Forest Queen knew, the odious city and the frustrations of her search
were wearing on Mri's nerves. Yet even so, she was no timd tenderfoot to
start at shaddows. Her guide had lured her toward one or nore condf ederates
waiting to waylay her-scoundrels who were lurking still, despite the fact
that, for whatever reason, she was having trouble seeing them

She had no intention of standing still while she tried. Wth the torch soaked
and useless, Mri wanted to reach a place where sonething el se shed |ight
before her spell of illunmination ran out of power. Nocki ng another arrow, she
retreated down the tunnel. She pivoted this way and that to keep anyone from

her compani on sai d.



sneaki ng up behi nd her

Then she gasped as sonething alien touched her mnd. It was like a bitter
chill freezing the inside of her head, or rather, it wasn't, but that was as
cl ose as she could conme. She'd never felt the repugnant sensation before, and
she knew no words to describe it.

She was still trying to shake it off when sonething hissed in the darkness
ahead. A huge bl ack viper, longer than she was tall, slithered into view It
was craw ing directly toward her

She shuddered. Wi npered. Recoiled a step. Her arrow nearly slipped from her
fingertips and off the bowstring.

She knew it shouldn't be that way. She'd never been afraid of snakes before.
The force that had pierced her mnd had poi soned her with an unnatural terror
and she had to resist it.

By sheer force of will, she made herself stop retreating. She controlled her
breat hi ng, drew the bowstring back, and let her arrow fly.

The missile drove into the viper's body just behind its head, pinning it to
the floor. The serpent |ashed madly about, and her fear faded.

When it did, she realized that sone other threat could easily have crept up on
her while she was so frantically intent on the viper. Reaching for another
arrow, she turned, and a cudgel streaked at her head.

Two of her foes had stealthily closed the distance. Unlike the acconplice
who' d brought Mri there, neiédther could have passed for human. The one with
the club had a manli ke shape but scaly reptilian hide. Its fellow, who w el ded
a rawhi de whip, reared on an ophiddian tail instead of |legs. Both were the
same gray-brown as the dirt walls and fl oor. Sonmehow, this chanel eonlike
ability to change col or extended even to their clothing and weapons, and it
expl ai ned their success at hiding in plain sight.

They were yuan-ti, a race conprising a sinister blend of snake and human.
Until that monent, Mri had had the good |luck never to encounter the species
before, but by all accounts, she could scarcely have bl undered into graver
peril.

She bl ocked the cudgel wi th her buckler. The inpact clanged, and it stung her
forearm The whip sliced at her legs, and she tried to parry with her bow.

Per haps she sucdceeded to a degree, but the flexible braided | eather whirled
around the length of wood and stung her even so.

The bow was the wong weapon for close quarters. She dropped it and scranbl ed
backward, neanwhile snatching for the hilt of her broadsword. Hi ssing,
exposdi ng their fangs, her assailants lunged after her. She glinpsed other
yuan-ti, no two exactly alike but each a fusion of nman and serpent, racing up
behi nd them The inside of her mind went icy cold, reinfecting her with
terror, and she purged it by bellowing a battle cry.

She dodged the whip and parried the club. She backed into the tunnel wall,

di sl odgi ng a shower of |oose grit, and knew she could retreat no farther
Fortunately, at the sane instant, her sword cleared the scabbard.

At the sight of the straight, double-edged bl ade, her foes hesitated. In a
nmonent, they'd spread out to flank her and work together nore effectively,
except that Mri saw no reason to give themthe chance. She sprang at the
repdtile-man with the club. It swing the weapon, but she disdcerned the bl ow
was going to mss and sinply continued her own attack. The broadsword sheared
into the yuan-ti's chest. The creature started to coll apse. She yanked the

bl ade free, pivoted-

-and was too slow. The whip | ashed her sword arm the inpact painful even

t hrough her reinforced | eather sleeve, and spun around it. The | egless yuan-ti
yanked the coils tight and jerked her forward. The creature raised its

of f hand, which sweated a clear sline, to grab her

Had Mri been panicked, or sinply a | ess experienced fighter, she m ght have
dug in her heels and resisted. But she knew she didn't have tinme to play
tug-of-war. If she immobilized herself that way, one of her other foes would
overwhel mher. So she didn't resist the pull. To the condtrary, she scranbl ed
forward as fast as she coul d, and when the whip sl ackened, she regained the



ability to wield the broadsword.

Unfortunately, by that time, she was in such close proxinmity to the yuan-ti
that the harsh snmell of its acidic secretion stung her eyes and nostrils, so
near that it was difficult to bring her blade into play. The serpent-nman
grabbed her shield arm and her arnor started to snolder and hiss. She tw sted
the linb fromits grasp, bashed it in the face with the buckler, then hamered
the top of its head with the broadsword' s heavy ni ckel pommel. Bone cracked,
and the yuan-ti went down. She frantically freed herself fromthe coils of the
whip and turned to neet her next foes.

At which point, she alnost |aughed at the futility of all her struggling,
because for the first tine, she had a sense of just how nany of them she was
facing. A dozen at |east. Conceivably even nore.

The yuan-ti surged at her. Poised on guard, she chanted the openi ng words of
her guild' s death prayer, beseeching Melikki to welcone her soul into the
House of Nature.

A voice cried out in a sibilant | anguage, presumably the yuan-ti's own. The
snake-nen halted, though their attitude remained as threatening as before.
Sone reasserted their ability to blend into the background, which plainly

wor ked best when they weren't noving. It was uncanny how much difficulty Mri
had maki ng them out, even knowi ng they were crouched right in front of her
"You see how out nunbered you are," said the sanme voice, but in the conmon
tongue. "You can't win, but we don't want to kill you. If we did, we'd cone at
you with blades and arrows instead of clubs, nets, and whips."

"What do you want?" Mri asked.

"Someone is smtten with you," said the yuan-ti's spokesman. "So much so that
he put out the word, he'll pay well to anyone who arranges a rendezvous."

Mri was accustoned to plain speech, and it took her a monent to puzzle out
what had actual ly been said.

"You're slavers?" she said. "I'ma free wonan, no eneny of Oeble, and no
outlaw. You have no right to lay hands on ne."

Sone of the yuan-ti |aughed.

"I"'mafraid," said their |eader, "that down here in the Underways-well,
anywhere in Ceble, really-we hunt whom we please, w thout nuch worryi ng what
the rules say."

"I came into the tunnels to run an errand for a rich and powerful citizen of
Ceble. He'll ransomne."”

"That's nice, but in our trade, it pays to do business with fol k you al ready
know. Less is likely to go wong. Now be sensible and throw away your sword."
"No," Mri said. "W don't do that in the Red Hart Guild."

"How brai nl ess, when you have no hope of w nning."

"But | do. I'Il slay nore of you before you take me down, and each of those
kills will be a victory. Every one will nake the world a little cleaner.”

She | unged and cut. The broadsword sl ashed open the throat of a snake-headed
yuan-ti before it even realized the battle had resuned

She spun just in time to spy another creature-a serpent-wonman-puffing on a

bl owpi pe. Mri sidestepped, and the dart, which was no doubt drugged, flew
wi | d. She hacked at the yuan-ti, half severing its scaly hand at the wist.
The sl aver shrieked and recoiled. Mri |eaped out fromunder an outflung net
with | ead weights and fishohooks attached to the edges, and then stanped on it
when it dropped to the ground, thus preventing the brute on the other end from
pulling it back for another cast. The slaver let go, and its |linmbs and torso
so flexible it seemed to have no bones, it curled itself into a posture
resenmbling a human westler's stance. Acidic jelly snmeared itself across its
hide, it pounced, and she whirled out of the way, simultaneously slanmm ng the
edge of her buckler into its spine. Evidently it had vertebrae after all,
because one of them cracked.

Mri knew she'd been fortunate thus far, and that her |uck couldn't hold

agai nst so many. Sure enough, an instant l|later, sonething swept her feet out
from underdneath her. As she sl ammed down on her back, she saw it was a | ong,
| ashing tail, She tried to scranble up, but the scaly nenber whi pped back



around and sl ashed her across the head.

The i npact made everything seem qui et and far away. Dazed, she nonet hel ess
kept struggling to defend herself, but felt she was noving as lazily as a | ost
feather floating down fromthe sky. Her foes surrounded her and lifted their
weapons. After the carnage she'd wought, their faces | ooked so angry that she
wondered if they neant to batter her to death.

Perhaps their chief feared the sanme thing, for it cried, "Renmenber, we want
her alive, and her face unnarked!"

"Fine," said one of the yuan-ti in the circle. Its speech was garbled, as if
its forked tongue and long, flexible throat were ill-suited to form ng words.
"But we have to beat the fight out of her, don't we?"

It lifted its cat-0'-nine-tails, and a spinning steel ring flashed through the
air and enbedded itself in the back of its hand. Its eyes wide with shock, the
serpent-man dropped its weapon.

A second chakram flew an instant |ater, shearing into a fermale yuan-ti's
serpentine skull. Then a willowy, fair-skinned wonan, clad in a nondescri pt
mantl e, robe, and sandals, sprang into the mdst of the snake-men. It seened
she had no nore weapons, not unless the binddings wapped around her knuckl es
counted, but the lack didn't trouble her. Wirling, crouching, and |eapding,
in constant notion, she delivered devastating, bone-shattering attacks with
her feet, elbows, fists, the edges of her hands, and even her fingertips.
Though Mri had traveled far in her tine, she'd never seen anyodthing like it.
Caught by surprise and accordingly rattled, the yuan-ti fell back. The
stranger grabbed hold of Mri's armand haul ed her to her feet. She slipped
her toes under the scout's fallen broadsword and kicked it up into the air.
Mri blinked free of her half-stupor and caught the weapon by the hilt. She
and the newconer stood back to back, so no foe could take either of themfrom
behi nd.

H ssing and screeching, the yuan-ti rushed in, and Mri cut and thrust. She
realized she might prevail against her foes. The arrival of her newfound ally
had gi ven her hope.

Evidently it had altered the yuan-ti |eader's expectadtions as well, because
it decided to take a nore active role in the battle, declainng wrds that
somehow made t hendsel ves heard despite the clanor of conbat. Once again, the
creature was speaking a | anguage Mri didn't underdstand, but fromthe rhymes
and neasured cadence, she was certain it was reciting a spell

Sure enough, a dark vapor abruptly filled the air, its stench so foul that
Mri gagged. She felt dizzy, sick to death, while the reptil e-nen assailing
her with whi ps and cudgel s appeared unaffect ed.

It woul d have been witless to imagine that, afflicted as she was, she could
continue fighting with her customary facility. If she was to endure, it would
have to be by trickdery. Acting as if she was even sicker than she felt-if
such a thing was possibl e-she swayed and crunpled to her knees. She let the
broadsword slip fromher fingers

Her foes took the bait. Confident she was hel pless, they lunged in at her. She
snatched up her blade and cut, scarcely aimng, the strokes sinply as strong
and as fast as she coul d manage.

The pl oy worked. Bl ood spattered, and her mangl ed adversaries reel ed backward.
The noxi ous funes started to thin, and her nausea and vertigo, to pass.

But it wouldn't matter if the yuan-ti spellcaster kept tossing curses around.
Sonebody had to stop it. Praying that it had to wave its arms or sonmething to
work magic, that its chanel eon skin no | onger kept it perfectly condceal ed,
she peered about.

There, by the far wall!

It was the | argest and | east human of any of the yuan-ti, with only a pair of
scaly arms to indicate it was anything other than a col ossal rearing snake. It
carried a bastard sword in one hand and was al ready crooking the fingers of
the other into cabalistic signs.

"CGot to nmove!" Mri gasped.

She scrambl ed forward. A yuan-ti with hissing serdpents sprouting fromits



shoul ders in place of arms sprang into her path. She chopped at its head,
jerked the broadsword free, and sprinted on, splashing through one of the
scumy pools. She glinpsed ot her snake-nmen darting to intercept her, but the
stranger was there, too, punching, kicking, holding them back

The yuan-ti | eader saw Mri charging forward, and it left off its conjuring to
cone on guard. She believed that was good, though fromthe way it noved, it
appeared to know how to manage its weapon.

The bastard sword | eaped at her. She brushed it away with the buckler and
riposted with a thrust. The yuan-ti's flexible body tw sted out of the way.

At once she renewed the attack, trying to score before the serpent-nman coul d
rai se its heavy weapon for another cut. Unfortunately, she'd nonmentarily | ost
sight of the fact that her opponent had other offensive options, one of which
it chose to exercise. Its wedge-shaped head shot down at her, jaws spread

wi de, drops of venomclinging to the points of the |ong, curved fangs.
Conmitted to the attack as she was, Mri was in the wong attitude to parry.
Her only hope of avoiding the yuan-ti's bite was to fling herself down on her
belly, so she did. The snake-nman's snout thunped her between the shoul ders
like a hamrmer, but its teeth didn't rip into her body.

They would in an instant, though, if she didn't hold themoff. She wenched
hersel f over and hacked blindly.

By pure luck as nuch as anything else, the broadsword nearly severed the
yuan-ti's head fromits trunk, which then flopped down on top of her

The corpse heaved and withed as Mri struggled out fromunder it. After a
monent, her ally extended a hand to help her drag herself clear. The
stranger's cow had slipped back to reveal a downy pate she'd obviously shaved
wi thin the past couple days. Beyond her lay only the notionl ess bodies of
other yuan-ti. If any of the slavers retained their lives and the use of their
linbs, they'd eviddently fled the scene. The fight was over.

Sefris hadn't had much trouble locating the scout. A good many fol k had taken
note of the ranger tranping about the Underways asking questions about the
robbery in the Paeraddyn. Once the nonastic found her quarry, she'd tailed
her, awaiting an opportunity to ingratiate herdsel f. The yuan-ti had provided
a splendid one.

After that, however, canme the difficult part, far nore chall enging than

sl aughtering a gang of serpent-men, form dable though they were. She needed to
present herself as the sort of sunny, altruistic soul the guide would be
likely to trust, and which she herself particudlarly detested. She smled into
the face of the Dark Godddess's eneny, the sane face she'd seen in the
arcanaloth's mrror, and bowed.

At that same instant, as if in outrage at her duplicity, the tunnel went pitch
bl ack as the guide's hand stopped sheddding its | um nous sparks. The ranger
quickly recited words of power to renew the spell. It was quite a sinple
charm though, paradoxically, one that would forever |lie beyond Sefris's
grasp. Sorcerers who drew their power fromthe unholy well called the Shadow
Wave were unable to conjure light.

"There," said the ranger, as the white sparks danced anew. "Sorry about that."
Sefris grinned and said, "It's all right. Though we're lucky it didn't happen
a mnute or two earlier, or the yuan-ti would have defeated us for certain."
"My namre is Mri Buckman of the Red Hart Guild. Thank you for saving nmy life."
"I''m Sefris Uuthrakt of the Broken Ones."

The Broken Ones were a nonastic order pledged to the martyr god Il mater

Though their phil osophy and nission differed radically fromthose of the Dark
Moon, their fightding arts were simlar, and by pretending to nenbership in

t heir company, she'd provided a plausible explanation for the unusual skills
she' d denonstrated
"Thank you as well,'
protected yours."
"Maybe," Mri replied, stooping to w pe her bl oody broadsword on a dead
serpent-man's tunic. "But you didn't have to junp in and help ne in the first

Sefris continued. "You protected ny back as nuch as |



pl ace."

"Ch, but I did. I have ny vows, as | inmagine you rangers have yours."
"We have a code." The scout sheathed her sword, then headed toward her fallen
bow as she said, "Believe ne, I'mnot conplaining, but what were you doing in

t hese m serdabl e warrens, anyway?"

Sefris tried to judge if her conpani on was suspicious, and deci ded she was
nmerely curious.

"W Broken Ones sonetinmes wander far from our sanctuaries, seeking to |learn
the I essons only the bustling world can teach. My travels brought nme to Cebl e,
and into the Underways. | heard the sounds of strife, and | rushed to see what
was happening. | would have arrived sooner, except that nuch of the path was
dark, and | had to grope nmy way."

In reality, Sefris had waited to burst onto the scene until Mri truly needed
her. Presumably that would ensure the fool was grateful for her intervention
The del ay had given the nonastic the opportunity to assess the ranger's
archery and swordplay. As it turned out, she was reasonably acconpli shed,

t hough not hi ng that woul d i nconveni ence a daughter of the Dark Mon when the
tinme cane.

"Well, bless you for it," Mri said. "I'll rmake an offering to the Crying God
the first chance | get."

"May | ask," Sefris said, "what business brings you 'below,' as the |ocals
say? | would have expected to neet a warrior like you in a forest glade or
along a mountain trail, not rubbing shoulders with city orcs, snugglers, and
ki dnappers. "

"I wish you had," Mri said. She picked up her bow, inspected it for signs of
damage, and evidently satisfied that it was unscathed, she dangled it casually
in her hand. "I've never nuch |liked any town, and this one's the naséti est
|'"ve ever seen. But..."

She hesitated as if realizing she was speaking too freely.

Sefris inclined her head and replied, "I understand. Your business is your
own. | shouldn't have pried."
"Ch, to Fury's Heart with it. It's all right, | trust you. Anyway, by now,

everybody el se in Ceble knows, or at |east part of it. The rangers of ny guild
hire thenselves out, if it's honest work performed for decent fol k. |

underot ook to carry a treasure fromOmath to Ceble, and just as | was about
to deliver it, a robber stole it. Qoviously, it's my responsibility to get it
back. It'll be a great m sofortune to any nunmber of people if |I don't."

"I understand," Sefris said. "May | help you find it?"

Mri's eyes narrowed and she asked, "Why woul d you want to do that?"

"I told you, I"'msworn to aid others, and | seek the wisdomthat only cones
fromimrersing oneself in worldly affairs.”

"I't could be dangerous."

"And | confess, |I'mscarcely the ablest fighter my order has produced. O hers
are far nmore conpetent But | did manage to hel p you against the yuan-ti."

"I can't argue with that," said the ranger

"Then |l et nme watch your back for a while |onger."

"All right, gladly, if you're sure it's what you want. Wy not?" Mri sniled
crookedly and added, "W can't fare any worse together than |I've done nosing
about on ny own."

"What tactics have you used?"

"I"ve offered to pay for information, provided it turned out to be true. But
as you' ve just seen, these rogues would rather cheat, rob, or enslave an
out si der than earn her coin honestly."

"Perhaps it's tinme for a different approach,” Sefris said. She found one of
her chakrans, pulled it fromthe wound it had inflicted, wiped it clean, and
stowed it away in her robe. Later, when she had the leisure, she'd take a hone
to the edge. "If you aren't squeanm sh, we could ask questions in a |less gentle
fashion."

"Surely the creed of Ilnmater doesn't allow for torture,” Mri said, peering at
her qui zzically.



"W Broken Ones are nore practical than people give us credit for. O course,
we woul d never torture a prisdoner in the truest sense of the word. W are,
however, allowed to intimnmi date himand cause sone brief discondfort, when it's
absol utely necessary to further a worthy cause. But perhaps your own code
doesn't allow for such tactics."

"It's a gray area. |'ve never liked it nuch, but. . . I'msick of these
Cebl aun vermin trying to swindle me and sniggering behind ny back. By the
Hor nbl ade, this lot are yuan-ti, and they nmeant to enslave ne. | think | could

rough up one of them and live with nmy consci ence afterward."

So, gentle Melikki's servant had a streak of ruthlessness. The inplicit
hypocrisy stirred the contenpt that was central to Sefris's nature, but she
made sure no hint of a sneer showed on her face.

"So be it, then," the nonastic said.

"The problem may be," Mri said as she surveyed the fallen reptile-nmen, "that
none of themis capabl e of answerding questions."”

Sefris smled.

"That's one advantage fists have over bl ades and arrows," she said. "Oten
they nmerely stun instead of kill." To be precise, they stunned when she wanted
themto, and in the fight just concluded, intuition had pronpted her to |eave
a couple of the yuan-ti alive. "W just need to wake sonebody up."



CHAPTER 6
Aeron net the Dead Cart on Bal anonthar's Street. As he woul d have expected by
| ate afterodnoon, the nul e-drawn wagon carried several corpses, which were

starting to snell, and was heading to dunp themin the garbage-ni ddens
sout heast of town.
Hairy and dirty, his linbs twisted out of true by illness or an acci dent of

birth, Hul m Draeridge | eered down at Aeron fromthe seat.

"Hop in the back," he said. "Save ne the trouble of lifting you up and
chucki ng you in."

Aeron snorted and said, "lI'mnot ready to take that ride just yet."

"That's not the way | hear it."

"It doesn't matter if people are |ooking for nme, tangl ebones, not as long as
my wits are sharper than theirs. It's all part of the sport. Speaking of

whi ch, if anybody asks, you haven't seen ne."

He tossed the driver a silver bit, and Hulmsnatched it fromthe air.

"I"ve already forgotten you," the driver said, "as condpletely as will
everyone else ten mnutes after you' re dead."

Keepi ng an eye out for Red Axes, G ay Blades, and femal e rangers, carrying the
saddl ebag hi dden beneath his cape, Aeron strode on into a little cul-de-sac
crammed with various conmercial endeavors. A tinker's grinddstone whined and
spewed sparks as he sharpened a hoe. A small-tinme slave trader cried the
virtues of his half dozen shackled human and goblin wares, who sat around his
feet in apathetic msery. Hooded fal cons stood on their perches, the bells on
their feet chim ng when they shifted position. The Whistlers, one of the
city's smaller and | ess successful gangs, had stolen the birds at m dsumrer
and were still trying to dispose of themat bargain prices. Unfortunately, the
average citizen of Ceble didn't know how to hawk and had no interest in

| ear ni ng.

Aeron, who |ikew se |acked any experience with the fierce-1ooking raptors,

pl ayt hi ngs of nobl emen and nmerchants with lordly pretensions, crept past the
perches a little warily, slipped into a tower, and clinbed a corkscrew flight
of stairs. Somewhere in one of the apartments, a baby cried. In another, bread
was baking. The appetizing aroma filled the shaft and nade Aeron's mouth

wat er .

Burgell Witehorn lived on the third floor. Aeron tapped on the gnone's door,
then positioned hinmself in front of the peephole. After a while, three | atches
clinked in turn as sonmeone unfastened them The door swung open, and Burgel
frowned up at his caller.

Ski nny and fl axen-haired, his skin wal nut brown and his eyes a startling
turquoi se, Burgell stood half as tall as Aeron and had to clinmb up on a stoo
to | ook out the peephole. Like nbst habitations in Ceble, that particudlar
tenenent had been built for humans, and snaller residents coped with the
resul ti ng awkwardness as best they coul d.

But at least the relative |argeness of the apartnent gave Burgell roomto pack
in all his gnome-sized gear. The front roomwas his workshop, and it contai ned
a bewi |l derding miscellany of tools: hamers, chisels, saws, |ockpicks, tinted
| enses, jeweler's |oupes, and jars of powdered and shredded ingredients for
casting spells. A fat gray cat, the mage's faniliar, lay curled atop a
grinmoire. It opened its eyes, gave Aeron a disdainful yellow stare, then
appeared to go back to sleep

Despite the jolly reputation of his race, Burgell's wel dcome was no war ner.
"What are you doi ng wandering about, in broad daydlight, no | ess?"
"Hul m Draeridge nore or |ess asked me the sane thing," Aeron said, "but I

won't get any business done hiding in some hole. Can | cone in?"

"I don't think so. Look what happened to the | ast w zard who hel ped you, and

t hat was before you angered the tanarukk."

Aeron sighed and said, "I'msorry about Dal, but he knew the risks. |I'm not
asking you to take the sanme kind of chance. | just want you to do your usua
kind of job. You won't even have to | eave hone."

"Why not do it yoursel f?"



"Because it's not ny specialty, and this particular chore calls for an
expert."

Aeron had had enough of discussing his business in the stairwell. He pushed
forward, and the little gnone had little choice but to give ground. Aeron shut
t he door.

"Al'l right," Burgell said. Irritation made his tenor voice shrill. "Do come in
by all means. But you know, | don't work cheap."
"So | recall, fromall the tinmes you' ve bled ne dry," Aeron replied as he

extracted the steel case fromthe saddl e bag. The gray netal gleaned in the
sunlight streami ng in through the open casenent. "Watever's inside this is
valuable. I'll cut you in for one part in twenty."

"One part in five."

"Greed is an ugly thing."

"You'd know. "

Aeron grinned and said, "I mght at that. One part in ten."

"Done, but I'Il need sone coin on account. Just in case the box turns out to
contain sonething you can't sell."

"Trust ne, whatever it is, I'll find a way to turn it into cash. But if this

is what it takes to stop your griping and set you to work ..
Aeron opened his belt pouch and extracted several gold coins. In so doing, he
nearly exhausted his funds. It was a strange thing. Though no gang chieftain
or lieutenant, he was a successful thief by nost standards. Yet the profits
refused to stick to his fingers, and it wasn't only because his father's
pain-killing elixirs and poultices were so expensive. Maybe he spent too many
ni ghts carousing in the taverns, bought the house too many rounds, "l oaned"
too much gold to needy friends who never paid himback. Yet why risk his neck
stealing coin if not to enjoy it once he had it? Wen it ran out, the solution
was sinply to steal sone nore

Burgell bit one of the coins, a Cornyrean dinar, then dunped the clinking |ot
into the pocket of his shabby dressing gown. He gestured to a stubby-I|egged

work table that, like the rest of the furniture, was sized for little folk,
not nen.

"Put the box down there," the gnonme said, "and tell me what you can."

"It was in this saddl ebag when | first laid hands on it. | was invisible at
the tine, but even so, the pouch screaned a warning and painted me with
light."

"Faerie fire."

"What ever you call it. Anyway, it hasn't done that since, so | guess it was a
one-time spell. But when | tried to pick the I ock of the coffer itself, it

boomed |i ke thunder. The noise actually hurt."

The wi zard nodded and nuttered, "Layered protecdtions. Never a good thing."
"Truly? I's that your expert opinion?" Aeron teased. "Look, here's where we
stand. | don't know if the thundder will sound a second tine or what other
wards may lie in wait behind that one, but |I need you to dissolve themall."
"Any sign of purely nechanical traps? Spring-loaded poi son needl es,
finger-snipping pincers, or the |like?"

"I didn't see any, but |I wouldn't rule anything out."

"Al'l right," the gnonme said. "Stand back."

Taki ng his own advice, Burgell muttered a cantrip then he pointed his finger
at a brass key lying on the workdbench. The yellow netal oozed in a way that
baffl ed the eye, as if changi ng shape and size from one nonent to the next.
The key floated up into the air and inserted itself in the strongbox's |ock
It jerked, trying to turn, but eviddently it couldn't shift the tunblers.
Thunder crashed, painfully loud in the confines of the flat. Aeron couldn't
hel p flinching, even though he'd known what to expect. A framed di agram
depicting the interplay of the primal forces of the cosnbs or some such

gi bberish, fell off the wall. The gray cat |eaped off the spellbook, dashed
for cover, and vani shed behind a wooden chest.

"The sonic ward is still active," Burgell said.

"I's that the only way you had of finding out?" Aeron asked. "I could have done



that. Conme to think of it, I did."

"You're lucky you didn't shatter every bone in your arm Noise can hit like a
mace, if properly focused. That's why you need someone who can mani pul ate his
tool s wi thdout touching themto do the poking and prodding."

"Just try to poke nore quietly."

"Way is it that folk go to the trouble to hire a master, then insist on
telling himhow to practice his art? Hush, and let nme work."

"Fine."

Aeron sat down on a divan. It was where he customardily sat when consul ting
Burgell, but as usual, he heeded the inpulse to | ower hinself cautiously and
make sure the mniature couch would still bear his weight

The gnome stuck a jeweler's loupe into his left eye and exam ned the | ockbox
fromevery angle. Eventually he drew hinself up straight, slashed his |eft
hand t hrough the air, and rattled off a string of words Aeron coul dn't
under st and.

Magi c blared like a dissonant trunpet fanfare. Blue |ight pul sed through the
air intime with the notes. The strongbox junped, spun |like a top, and crashed
back down on the table, still closed. The brass key popped out of the Iock
"Shadows of Mask," Aeron swore when the commotion had run its course.
"Quietly, | said. What in the name of the Nine Hells is wong with you today?"
"Not hi ng. You brought nme a special problem ['Il solve it, but it's likely to
put up a bit of a fuss in the neantine."

"Then let's at least nuffle the ruckus as best we can," Aeron said as he rose
and headed for the w ndow.

"I'"ll have to light the lanps,"” Burgell said with a frown. "It's a waste of
oil."

"One of the coins | gave you will keep you in fuel until spring."

"It still doesn't pay to be a spendthrift. But all right."

The gnome waved his hand, and the various lanps lit thenselves. Aeron closed
and | atched the casenent.

After that, the human had nothing to do but return to his seat and watch the
mage work. Burgell spent interm nable m nutes peering at the strongbox through
various colored | enses, periodically muttering strings of nystical words at

it. To no effect, as far as Aeron could see.

In time, having watched the master cracksman work before, Aeron grew puzzl ed.
"Aren't you going to use any of your pignments or powdders?" he asked.

"I'f I think it necessary," Burgell said.

"It's just that | renenber when you opened that priest's wardrobe for-"

"Do you want to remninisce about old tinmes, or do you want ne to crack the
box?"

Aeron shook his head, slunped back on the couch, and tried to dismss the

unpl easant feeling gnawing at his nerves. He couldn't believe it was
legitimate. He and Burgell had worked together a score of times, and the gnone
had al ways proved trustworthy. Yet, watching the little wi zard stare and
munbl e just then, conparing his ponderous caution to the energy wi th which
he'd attacked other |ocks, traps, and spells of warding, Aeron couldn't quite
shake the suspicion that sonedthing was w ong.

He t hought naybe he shouldn't be trying to shake it. An outlaw, after all
survived by heeding his instincts. Perhaps he was only striving to ignore them
because he'd just lost Dal, Gavath, and Kerridi, and it pained himto think he
m ght | ose Burgell in a different but no I ess final fashion.

"Burg," he finally said, "did someone get to you?"

The gnome blinked and asked, "What nonsense are you tal ki ng now?"

H s turquoi se eyes, brilliant even in the soft lanplight, glanced down and to
the left as he spoke. Aeron was fairly certain it was what ganblers called a
"tell"-a sign Burgell was |ying.

"It occurs to me |'ve never known you to work with the casement open," said
Aeron. "You usually don't want fol k peeking in at your business."

"We're on the third floor."

"Soneone could spy fromone of the upper story apartdnents in the tower across



the way. But let's say you wanted soneone to know |I'd shown up here. Then the
open casenent would help you signal ."

"Did you see nme wave a flag or wite a note and fling it out?"

"No, but you triggered the thunderclap, and that kind of clunsiness isn't |ike
you, unless you did it on purpose. You followed that up with nore noi se and
flashing light, and since then, it looks to nme like you've just been stalling,
wai ting for sonebody to burst in through the door you didn't bother to

rel ock."

Burgel | backed away fromthe work table and snatched a scrap of ram s horn
fromhis pocket. He lifted it above his head and j abbered words of power.
Aeron | eaped up fromthe couch, charged, dived across the |ow table, and
slamed into Burgell, presumably spoil ding his conjuration. He hurled the
gnonme to the floor, dropped on top of him and poised an Arthyn fang at this
throat. Despite the circunstances, and his own anger, the human felt an
irrational flicker of shame for nmanhandling soneone so rmuch snmaller than

hi nmsel f.

"Cet off ne," Burgell panted
bl ood. "

"Don't tal k nonsense. You're no battle nage, and even if you were, you'd need
a denon's luck to get off a spell before | cut your throat. Now, who turned
you agai nst ne?"

"The Red Axes."

"Well, at least it wasn't the law. Do the Axes have a crew watching the

pl ace?" G ven that Kesk had all of Oeble to search, and his normal business
affairs to manage, that seenmed unlikely. "Or just a beggar or streetwal ker
who' Il carry word to the gang?"

If the latter was the case, Aeron mght have an extra minute or two in which
to make his escape.

"I don't know," answered the gnome. "They didn't tell ne.
Aeron's anger clenched tighter inside him

"Curse you," he said, "why would you do this? | thought we were friends."

"We are,"” the gnone replied. "That's why | tried to shoo you away from ny
door, but you wouldn't have it. Once you bulled your way in, | had no choice."
"That's a | oad of dung."

"No, it's not | didn't |ike betraying you, but I have nmy own neck to worry
about. | can't afford to anger Kesk Turnskull. Please," the gnone said, his
voi ce breaking, "anybody woul d have done the sane!"

"And anyone would do what |'mgoing to do now. "

But just as Aeron was about to drive the dagger in, his rage abruptly tw sted
i nto sadness and a kind of weary disgust.

"Or not, apparently,” Aeron said, "unless you try to get up, call out, or

t hr ow anot her spell."

He rose. Burgell stared at himas if he feared the human was only feigning
mercy, toying with his victimbefore he nade the kill

He shouldn't have worried, if for no other reason than Aeron plainly didn't
have tinme for such an anmusenment. He stuffed the strongbox back in the

saddl ebag, then scurdried around the workroom snatching up a selection of
Burgell's tools. Wen he ran out of roomin the pouch, he stuck themin his
pockets and inside his shirt.

Next he opened the casenent and peered outside. He didn't spot any bravos
striding through the little marketdpl ace bel ow with obviously hostile intent.
That didn't necdessarily nean they weren't there, but it was marginally
encour agi ng even so. Above him the blue sky was unobdstructed, which was to
say, it didn't have a Rainspan cutdting across it, connecting Burgell's spire
to another. The only way to effect a departure above ground | evel would be to
craw across the slanting roofs and leap fromone to the next. It would be

sl ow, dangerous, and sure to attract attention in broad daylight.

Al'l things considered, Aeron thought he'd take his chances in the street. He
pul l ed up his hood. Many fol k would go without on such a warm pl easant autumm
day, but even so, a covered head would likely be | ess eyedcatching than his

or I'I'l turn you into a beetle. 1'Il boil your



red hair.

As he opened the apartnent door, it occurred to himto demand his gol d back
fromBurgell. But even if he hadn't been in a hurry, he wouldn't have

bot hered, wouldn't have wanted to talk to his false friend any nore than
necessary, and so he sinply ran down the steps. The infant had stopped

wai ling, but the stairwell still snelled of warm rising bread.

Aeron hoped to reach the exit before any of the Red Axes appeared to bl ock the
way, but when he peered over the second floor |anding, he saw that he hadn't
been that |ucky. The door bel ow hi m opened, and two figures, Tharag the
bugbear and the peevish human who'd | ost to the hul king goblin-kin at cards,
appeared in the bright, sun-lit rectangle. The Red Axes exclainmed at the sight
of their quarry and scranbled up the steps.

Aeron retreated to the far end of the landing, drew his |argest Arthyn fang,
and settled into a fighting crouch. At first, the Red Axes advanced on him
with cudgels in their hands. Then they caught sight of the saddl ebag tucked
under their intended victims arm realized they didn't need to take himalive
to discover its whereabouts, and readied their own bl ades.

Aeron waited until they were nearly in striking range. Then he stuck his knife
between his teeth, planted his hand on the railing that bordered the | anding,
and vaul ted over.

At least he didn't have as far to fall as when he'd junped off the parapet at
the Paer. The landing jolted him but he weathered it, and when he | ooked up
he di scovered that his ganble had paid off. The Red Axes weren't so keen to
kill himthat they were willing to |l eap after himand risk breaking their own
bones. They were scranbling back the way they'd cone, which nmeant Aeron woul d
have no diffiodculty reaching the door ahead of them

Ginning, he charged out into the sunlight, only to trip and fall headl ong.
Sonet hi ng bashed hi m across the shoul der bl ades.

He fl opped over onto his back. The paunchy, tattooed Whistler who' d been
selling fal cons stood over him sw nging one of the perches over his head for
another blow. It was a clunsy sort of inprovised quarterstaff, but it would do
to bludgeon a man into subni ssion

Aeron wondered fleetingly why that particular rogue was neddling in his

busi ness. Maybe Kesk had bribed or intimdated the Wiistlers into joining the
hunt. O perdhaps the wetch was acting on his own initiative. He m ght want
to curry favor with the Red Axes and nmove up to menbership in the nore
successful gang.

Ei t her way, Aeron had to deal with him quickly, before Tharag and his partner
ran back out the door. He tried to twi st hinself around into position to
strike back, but didn't make it in time. The perch hurtled down, and the best
def ense he could nmanage was to catch it on his foredarns instead of taking it
across the face. The bl ow crashed hone with brutal force. Aeron gasped at the
pain, and some of the folk in the crowd | aughed and cheered the Wistler on
As far as the thief knew, they had no paréticular reason to favor his

assail ant over himexcept that the vendor currently held the upper hand, and
the citizens of Ceble tended to enjoy watching a bully adm nister a good
beat i ng.

The perch jerked up into the air. Aeron finished sw ngding hinself around,
pul l ed his knees up to his chest, and |lashed out with a double kick. H s heels
caught the Whistler in the knees, sonething cracked, and the gang nenber
stunbl ed back and toppled onto his runp. Aeron hoped he'd crippled the poxy
son of a whore.

Al as, he couldn't linger to find out. He had to keep nmoving. He scranmbled to
his feet and pivoted this way and that, trying to see what was goi ng on
Squeal i ng, people recoiled fromthe dagger in his hand, and in so doing,
somewhat inmpeded the advance of the pair of shaggy, |ong-legged gnolls
shanbling in his direction

The hyena-headed Red Axes with their glaring yellow eyes and | olling tongues
were bl ocking the mouth of the cul -de-sac. Aeron had at nost a few heartbeats
to find another way out of the box. He cast about, |ooking for a passable



al | eyway between two of the surrounding spires. He didn't see one.

H's only option was to bolt into another of the buildings surrounding the dead
end. He dashed toward a doorway, and sonething smashed down on the top of his
head. He collapsed to his knees amd a scatter of clay shards, dry earth, and
wi t hered stal ks, and he realized soneone had | eaned out an upper story w ndow
and dropped a flower pot on him

A second such nissile shattered beside his right hand and jarred himinto
action. Shaking off the shock and pain, he scranbled on into the tower.

The buil ding had shops on the ground floor, an ale house to the left and a
cobbler to the right. Since their wi nddows opened on the same cul -de-sac he
was trying to escape, they were of no use to him He ran on down a hall dway,
past the stairs tw sting upward and several closed doors that likely led to
apartments, seeking a rear exit into the next street over

Al as, the corridor was a dead end, too. And when he spun back around, the
gnol | s, Tharag, and the human Red Axe were com ng through the entry at the far
end.

Aeron tried one of the doors. Locked, and he had no tine to pick it or try to
break it down. He tested a second.

That one was open. He scranbled through, barred it, and | ooked around.

As he'd expected, he'd invaded soneone's hone. The boarder, a haggard-| ooki ng,
red-eyed woman still dressed in her night clothes, sat at her spinning wheel
perform ng the labor that |ikely kept her housed and fed. She gaped at himin
fear.

"Sorry," he said, then sprinted toward the one small w ndow.

Behind him the door rattled, then started bangi ng. The woman gawked for

anot her nmonent, then she rose and scurried toward the entry. She m ght not
under dst and what was goi ng on, but she knew she didn't want her door battered
down. Aeron alnost turned back to restrain her, then he decided his chances
woul d be better if he just kept running.

He squirned out the wi ndow onto a narrow, twi sting |lane that, like the

cul -de-sac, connected to Balanobnthar's Street. He dashed to the nmjor

t hor oughfare, then strode onward through the crowds, no |onger running-that
woul d make hi mtoo conspi cuous-but hurrying. After a few minutes, he permtted
hinsel f to believe he'd shaken his pursuers.

He reached under his cow and gingerly fingered the sore spot where the flower
pot had bashed him He had a |unp coming up-it would go nicely with all the
brui ses he was collecting-but to his relief, his scalp wasn't bl oody.
Apparently the hood had protected hima little.

So, he'd escaped relatively intact. Qutwitted the rest of the world again. He
felt the usual surge of exhilaration, the thrill that, as much as the easy
coin, accounted for his devotion to the outlaw life.

Yet it wasn't quite as potent as usual. Perhaps Burgell's treachery was to
blame. O the discovery that the Wiistlers had joined forces with the Red Axes
to hunt himdown. O the way the onl ookers had cheered to see himbeaten, or

t he unpl easant surprise of the pot crashing down on his skull. Wat had that
been about ?

Shadows of Mask, had all Oeble turned agai nst hin?

No, surely not. He just needed to settle this affair of the strongbox, and

t hi ngs woul d cal mdown. After a noment's thought, he headed for honme, to pick
up the lantern he kept there.



CHAPTER 7

Wth the approach of evening, the Tal ondance had become nore crowded and
unruly. The clanmor of the customers nearly drowned out the condstant reedy
musi ¢ that droned fromno visible source, as if ghosts were playing the

bi r dpi pes, shauns, and whistl ecanes. As she surveyed the assenbly of orcs,

hobgobl i ns, bugbears, ogres, lizard nmen, and humans who appeared equal |y
savage, Mri was glad that she had a conrade to watch her back

She turned to Sefris and said, "I don't think you' Il have to linger here very
long to see things you wouldn't see back in the nonastery."

"I imagine you're right,’
Look sharp."

An orc clad in a shirt of scale arnor crowed and | eaned forward to rake in its
Wi nnings. A lizard nman on the opposite side of the table hissed, threw down
its cards, grabbed the hooked short sword that |ay naked beside its dw ndling
stakes, and sprang up fromits chair. Its lashing tail tripped a garishly

pai nted whore and sent her staggering.

The orc junped up, and crossing its arns, it reached to draw the daggers it
carried sheathed on either hip. Oher orcs and |lizard men scranbled toward the
scene of the confrontation, while those with no interest in choosing a side
scurried to distance thenselves fromit. A human shouted that he'd give two to
one on the scaly folk.

Then a massive form tall as an ogre but even burlier, as well as |ess human
inits proportions, energed froma shadowy al cove. Arnored in yell ow brown
chitin, its feelders quivering, it enployed its elongated arnms with their

long, thick claws to knuckle-walk |like an ape. It gnashed its huge nandi bl es
once. Everyone junped at the sharp rasp, turned, then froze when they saw what
had nade the sound. After a noment, the orcs and lizard nmen |lowered their
weapons.

Mri shook her head. She'd seen many strange things in her career as a scout,
but few stranger than an unber hulk maintaining order in a tavern. If she
coul d believe her training, the i mense subterranean creatures posdsessed
their own kind of intelligence, but not of a sort that disposed themto
cooperate with humans or even goblin-Kkin.

"Amazi ng," she said as the unber hulk, evidently satisofied that it had cowed
t he woul d-be braw ers, turned away.

"The yuan-ti said the owner of the Tal ondance was a wi zard," Sefris replied.
"It didn't nmention her nagic was powerful enough to enslave a brute |ike
that."

"Maybe there's another explanation.”

Sefris replied. "In fact, here's one of them now.

"Possibly."

"Feeling reluctant?" Mri asked.

"No, merely pointing out that we'll need to keep our wits about us."

"Believe it or not, I've been trying to do that right along, even if you
couldn't tell it fromthe way | blundered into the slavers' trap." Mri smled

crookedly, nodded at a female gnoll standing behind a bar, and said, "Let's
talk to that one.”

As they wended their way through the crowd, a sweaty, nusky, half-ani mal
stench, compounded of the individual stinks of unwashed speci mens of twenty
difoferent races, assailed Mri's nostrils. Its thunb on the scale, a
hobgobl i n wei ghed out mneasures of nordayn powder for eager-in sone cases
frantic-addicts. Prosdétitutes pulled down their bodices or lifted their
skirts, exposing expanses of pinmply, pasty flesh to entice their custoners. A
potential buyer peered into a slave's ears, and a foppishly dressed,
nervous- | ooki ng young man di ckered with a pair of ruffians, trying to

negoti ate his uncle's nurder

It was all sordid and repul sive al nost beyond belief, and Mri glanced at
Sefris to see how she was tolerating it. Somewhat to her surprise, the
nonastic wore her usual half smle, as if the scene didn't trouble her in the
slightest. Evidently the Broken Ones achi eved sone genuine serenity through
their martial exercises and neditations.



"What you want?" snarled the gnoll, a bit of slaver dripping fromits canine
muzzle. It could speak the conmon tongue enpl oyed by a good many civilized and
even barbaric folk across the continent of Faerun, but not very well.

"W need to speak to Naneetha Dal aeve,” Mri said as she laid a silver piece
on the bar.

The gnoll failed to pick up the coin.

"Don't know nobody nanmed that,"” it said. "Wat you drink?"

"She owns this place,” Mri said.

The yuan-ti she and Sefris had interrogated had told them as much, and since

t he snake-man had feared for its life at the tine, she was inclined to believe
it.

"Don't know her," the gnoll repeated. "Buy drinks, or get out."

Mri sensed it would do no good to increase the size of the bribe.

"Two jacks of ale," she said.

The shaggy, |ong-1egged gnoll fetched them one hoped without drooling into
them during the process, and the two humans stepped away fromthe bar

"What now?" Sefris asked.

"See that doorway in the rear wall?" Mri replied. "It stands to reason that
if the owner isn't out here, she's in the back somewhere. The problemw || be
reaching her. |'ve already had enough excitenent for one day. |I'd just as soon

pass on fighting an unber hulk and half the goblin-kin in Ceble."

"Suppose | distract everyone?" the nonastic asked. "Wuld you be confortable
bracing a wi zard by yoursel f?"

"Yes," Mri said, "but what are you planning? | don't want you putting
yoursel f in danger."

Sefris's enigmatic smle widened ever so slightly as she said, "Don't worry.
Everybody in Ceble |oves knife-play, so I'll sinply teach thema thing or two
about the sport. Wait until everyone is |ooking my way, then make your nove."
The nonastic slipped through the throng toward the spot where an orc, a
goblin, and a lizard man stood throwdi ng daggers at a human sil houette crudely
daubed on the wall. The otherw se black target had its eyes, throat, and heart
pi cked out in red, presunably for bull's-eyes. Some of the Dance's patrons sat
just to the sides of the mark, but they didn't | ook nervous because of it.
Either they trusted the conpetitors' accuracy, or they were too drunk or
reckol ess by nature to mind the blades hurtling past scant inches fromtheir
bodi es.

Sefris pushed back her cowl . The rogues, goblin-kin, and scaly fol k had

al ready marked her as an outsider, but behol ding her shaved head, they
realized she was a nore exotic visitor than they'd initially thought.
"Pitiful,"” she said. She wasn't shouting, not in any obvi dous way, but even
so, her voice carried across the tavern back to where Mri was standing.

The orc turned. It was missing its left ear, and perhaps as sone obscure form
of compensation, it wore several jangling golden hoops pierced into the right.
"Are you talking to us?" it asked.

"I"'mafraid so," Sefris replied. "All ny life, 1've heard how deftly folk in
Cebl e handl e knives. | thought when I finally sawit 1'd marvel. But the three
of you throw like blind, arthritic old grannies.”

The orc bristled. Considering that neither it nor its fellow players had

m ssed the painted figure, it was entitled.

"Can you do better?" the humanoi d grunted.

"Of course," said Sefris. "Anyone could."

Her movenents a fluid blur, she snatched her chakrans from her pockets and
threw them one after the other. Mri was inpressed. She'd trained hard to
learn to nock, draw, and |oose her arrows rapidly, but she would have been
hard- pressed to send a pair of themflying as fast as that.

The razor-edged rings thunked into the target's torso.

The one-eared orc spat. "That's not as good as my throwi ng. Last round, | hit
both the eyes."
"I needed to warmup," Sefris replied. "I"mready to play now. "

"W al ready have a gane going on," the goblin said.



The smal |, bandy-|egged creature wore a royal - bl ue vel vet cape that was both
bl oodst ai ned and considerably too large for it. Presunably it had stolen the
garment off a corpse.

"Begin a new one," Sefris said. "Unless you're afraid to play agai nst sonmeone
who knows how to throw a knife."

"Why should we start over?" asked the orc. "We throw for gold. Have you got
any?"

"Not rnuch," Sefris said

"Then stop wasting our tinme, before we decide to use you for a target."

"What | do have," the nonastic continued, "is nyself. If | lose, I'lIl do the
wi nner's bidding until sunrise. Anything he asks."

The of fer shocked Mri and Iikew se silenced the crowd for a heartbeat or two.
Then the onl ookers started to | augh and babbl e.

"You say 'anything,' " said the orc. "It's liable to be just about anything.
Anyt hi ng nasty."

"What do | care about warmbl ood femal es?" growl ed the lizard man.

"You could rent her out," said the one-eared orc. "The place is full of folk
who'd relish a go at a fresh, clean human woman, even if she is bald. Not that
you're going to win. I am"

"I take it nmy wager is acceptable,” Sefris said.

"Yes," said the orc, leering. "There's just one thing. You challenged us to a
kni fe-throwi ng contest, so you'll have to use knives, not those rings."

It pulled a pair of daggers fromits boots, tossed theminto the air, caught
them by the bl ades, and proffered themhilts first

If Sefris felt dismay at the substitution, she didn't let it show.

She exam ned the knives, and then said, "These will do. What are the rul es?"
"You throw two tines every round,” said the orc. "Ht the black, and it's a
point. Hit the red, and it's five. Mss the red three turns in a row, and
you're out. First one to three hundred wins."

Sefris nodded and asked, "Wwo starts?"

"Maidens first," the orc said with a grin.

Mri saw that the whole tavern was watching the bout, which nmeant it was tine
to sneak away. But she couldn't, not just then. She couldn't bring herself to
abandon Sefris until she felt confident that the nonastic had at |east a
reasonabl e chance of hol di ng her own agai nst the other players.

Sefris threw the daggers as quickly as she'd cast the chakrams. One pierced
the target's heart, and the other, its throat She was equally accurate the
foll ow ng round.

O course, even if she was victorious, it wouldn't necdessarily nmean she was
out of danger. The losers nmight resent the humiliation and deci de to nol est
her anyway. But for the nonent at |east, she was safe. The spectators

percei ved she had such a good chance that sonme of themwere betting on her
and everyone wanted to see how the contest would turn out

Mri would do her best to return before the end, so that whatever happened,
Sefris would have a conrade to hel p her escape harm For surely, wager or no,
the nonastic had no intention of subnmitting herself to the brutality of a gang
of ruffians and goblin-kin, nor as far as Mri was condcerned, did honor
require that she shoul d.

The ranger skul ked along the wall until she reached the doorway, then slipped
t hrough. On the other side was a corridor with chanbers opening off to either
side. Storedroons held beer barrels and racks of w ne. Blocks of ice, an
expensi ve commodity in the Border Kingdoms with their warmclimate and | ack of
nount ai ns, cooled the larder. Rather to Mri's relief, none of the

red- and- whit e hangi ng carcasses was human, the menu she'd noticed earlier
notw t hstandi ng. I nside the steany kitchen, a fat cook in a stained apron
screamed curses and beat a cringding goblin assistant about the head with a

| adl e.

And that was it. The hallway didn't seemto go anydwhere el se. Yet the yuan-ti
had sworn that the reclusive Naneetha Dal aeve |ived somewhere on the preni ses.
If so, Mri had to find the mage's personal quarters quickly, before someone



el se stepped into the corridor and spotted her. Know ng that spellcasters
sometines used illusions to hide that which they wished to remain private, she
peered closely at the sections of wall around her, and when that failed to
yield results, she ran her hands over the brick

At first that didn't work, either, but then roughness snoot hed beneath her
fingers. Once her sense of touch defeated the phantasm her vision pierced it
a nonent later, and she was | ooking at an oak door

She tried the brass handl e, and found the panel was unl ocked. She slipped
warily through into a suite dimy illuninated by the soft greenish |ight of
everlasting candles. The sitting roomwas lavishly furnished in a frilly, lacy
style that set her teeth on edge. It |looked Iike the habitation of a

nobl eman' s panpered daughter, not the lair of a wizard who ran a tavern
catering to dastards of every stripe. The books on the shelves were of a piece
with the rest of the decor. Instead of tomes of arcane lore, they were ball ads
and romances, tales of knights slaying dragons for the | ove of princesses both
beauti ful and pure.

A smal |l dog yapped, and in response, a femninine voice |aughed. Mri foll owed

t he sound through the apartment. She crept past one roomthat manifestly was a
wi zard' s conjuration chanber, with a rather slimgridnpire reposing on a
lectern, sigils of protection inscribed on the walls, and the menory of bitter
i ncense hanging in the air, then cane to the source of the noise. Beyond

anot her doorway, a blond worman in a shinmering blue silk dressing gown tossed
a rawhide chew toy for a little fox-red terrier, which bounded after the

pl aything and fetched it back to her. The dog's nmistress sat with her back to
t he door.

"M stress Dal aeve,” Mri said

The terrier rounded on her and barked. The bl ond worman gave a start then

wi t hout turning around, swept her hands through what was clearly a cabalistic
gesture.

"No spells!™ Mri nocked an arrow and drew the fletchding back to her ear
"I"'mnot here to hurt you, but-"

She broke off the threat because Naneetha obviously had no intention of
heedi ng her. Her hands kept movi ng.

Such stubbornness posed a dilemma. If Mri was pruddent, she'd | oose the arrow
before the wi zard could comdplete the magic. But she wouldn't be able to
guesti on Naneetha if she killed her, and common sense told her it was
difficult for any marksnman, even a wizard, to target a foe while looking in

t he opposite direction. So she hesi dtated a heartbeat, and the bl ond wonman
pressed her hands to her own face.

As far as Mri could see, nothing happened as a result.

Naneet ha uncovered her features and said, "Quiet, Saeval!"

The terrier yipped a final time, then subsided. The wi zard turned, revealing a
flawl essly beautiful heart-shaped countenance worthy of a heroine in one of

t he sagas on which she evidently doted.

"Who are you," the woman asked, "and what do you want ?"

Mri released the tension on her bow and pointed the arrow at the floor, but
kept it on the string.

"My namre is Mri Buckman. |1'ma guide of the Red Hart @uild. | apol ogize for
bursting in on you this way, but my business is urgent, and your staff didn't
want to let me in to see you."

"I like ny privacy."

"I won't intrude on it any |longer than necessary. | just need you to answer a
few questions. A robber stole a strongbox fromthe courtyard of the Paera-"

"I know. Everyone does. You nust be the ranger who |ost the prize."

Mri sighed and said, "Wat everyone doesn't know is the nane of the thief, or
at least, no one's been willing to tell me. But |1've learned he's a friend of
yours. He and his three acconplices drank here often."

"As |I'msure you've seen, the Dance is a busy place. Many rogues squander
their | oot here."

"But sonetimes you invited this particular scoundrel, who's young, lean, fit,



and wears a goatee, to wander back to your suite and visit you."

"You' re m staken."

"I don't believe you," Mri said, "and | promise, I'll pay for information."
"The Dance brings in all the coin | need," Naneetha said. "Now, please go."
"I"'msorry, it isn't that easy."

"Let's be clear, then," the woman asked. "Are you threatening to shoot ne if |
refuse to betray a friend?"

Even as frustrated as she was, Mri didn't have the stonmach for such call ous
retribution, but she didn't have to admt as nuch.

"Way shouldn't | kill you?" she asked. "You provide a haven for the worst

ki nds of vermin to conduct their busidness and pursue depraved anusenents.
That makes you as bad as they are.”

"I't must be nice out in the wlderness, where everydthing's so sinple ... good
or evil, gold or dung. In Ceble, we live as best we can."”

"I'f your goal is to live, give ne the robber's nane."

"No," Naneetha said. "I don't have many friends. It's hard to make them when

you spend your days in a cellar, and Saeval and ny books aren't enough to hold
the I onelidness at bay. The few companions | do have brighten ny days with the
stories of their adventures, and the |lad you seek has told me sone splendid
ones."

Mri wondered if Naneetha was an invalid or such a notorious fugitive that she
dared not show her face in the city above, for she seenmed to be saying she
felt unable ever to | eave the confines of the Tal ondance.

"Whatever lies the wetch feeds you,” Mri said, "he's a common thief, not a
hero out of your storybooks."

The wi zard shrugged.

"Look," Mri persisted, "it's nice you have soneone to keep you conpany, but a
good many people will suffer if | don't recover the |ockbox."

n W]y?ll

"I"'mnot at liberty to say, but you have ny word that it's the truth."

"Well, you have mine that |'d sooner push a hundred strangers into the Abyss

than betray one friend." Naneetha |lifted her hands, naking a show of poising
them for further conjuration, and added, "Now, are we going to fight?"

No, Mri thought bitterly, we aren't.

Naneet ha had called her bluff, and that was that. It felt in keeping with the
fundament al perversity of Oeble that the first even vaguely honorabl e person
she'd net in the Underways had proved just as unwilling to help her as all the
bl ack- hearted scoundrel s she'd quesdti oned hitherto.

She was pondering how to make a dignified exit when the dog yapped.

"I see you found her," Sefris said.

Mri glanced over her shoulder. The mpnastic appeared unscathed and unruffled
as usual

"Thank Melikki-and Il mater-that you're all right,” Mri said

"It was no great matter. | won the contest, the orc and goblin took exception
toit, and | had to knock each of them senseless. That started a brawl even

t he unmber hul ks-it turns out there are two-had sone difficulty quelling. In
the confusion, | slipped back here to join you."

Once again, Mri was inpressed. Logic suggested that when the fight had broken
out, Sefris nust have been at the very center of it. She'd surely needed

al nost preternatural powers of stealth and evasion to extricate herself from
the fray.

"And what of you?" the nonastic continued. "Are you finding the answers you
seek?"

"No," Naneetha said, "she isn't. She was just leaving, and | ask you to do the
same. "

"You don't seemto realize the situation has changed," Sefris said. In the
blink of an eye, a chakram appeared in her hand. "The scout and | are both
adept at conbat. Perhaps your magic could fend off her or ne alone, but not
the two of us together, and after we've subdued you, we'll make sure you can't
give us any nore trouble. | never yet met a nmage who was much of a threat with



br oken fingers."

"Nor | a warrior, once she was burned fromhead to toe," Naneetha replied.

Mri would have sworn the doorway wasn't w de enough to accomodate two womnen
wi t hout them squeezing and jostling one another, but Sefris tw sted through in
one sudden novenent, w thout even brushing her. Once inside the room she had
a clear shot with the chakram and when she lifted it, the ranger realized she
hadn' t been bl uffing.

Mri snatched frantically and grabbed Sefris's arm

"No!" she cri ed.

Her eyes cold, unreadable, Sefris stared at her

"She knows," he mpnastic said. "The yuan-ti said so."

"Still.."

Sefris took a breath and let it out slowy.

"As you wish," she said. "It's your errand. | just cane along to help as best
| can."

"I take it you're leaving," Naneetha said.

"Yes," Mri said. She started to turn away, then yielded to the urge to make
one nore try. "It's your own people, your own city, that will benefit if I
recover the box."

"Such vagaries nean nothing," the w zard said.

At the same time, Sefris murmured somet hing under her breath then sprang past
Mri and dashed back down the hall. The ranger turned just in time to see her
conrade vani sh into the conjuration chanmber.

"What's she doi ng?" Naneet ha asked, sounding rattled for the first tine.

"I don't know," Mri said

Sefris strode back into vieww th the nage's open grionmoire. One hand cl utched
the vel l um pages, ready to tear

"Tell us what we need to know," the nonastic said, "or I'll destroy this."

"I's that supposed to frighten me?" Naneetha asked. "I can buy a new spel | book,
or scribe one nyself if need be."

"Yes," Sefris said, "but in the meantime, you won't have access to your magic.
You won't be able to cover your face with a mask of illusion. Everyone will
see your scars."

Naneet ha stared, swallowed, then said, "I have no idea what you nmean."

"OfF course you do," Sefris replied. "lIs this the page with the disguise
spel I ?" The nonastic ripped a leaf in half, crunpled the | oose portion, and
dropped it to the floor. "Or is it the next?"

"Stop it, or | swear I'll burn you!"

"While I"'mholding the grinbire? | doubt it.
She tore a second page.

"Pl ease," the wi zard begged, all the defiance running out of her at once,
"you're a wonan, too. Don't nake ne be ugly. My friends won't come to see ne
anynore."

"Then the choi ce should be easy," Sefris said. "Betray one conpani on, or |ose
themall."

It took Naneetha several seconds to force the words out, "Hi s name is Aeron
sar Randal ."

Mri felt a pang of excitenment, undercut by a nuddl ed shane at the nmanner in
whi ch Sefris had extracted the information.

"Where does he live?" the ranger asked.

"I don't know. | don't think many people do. A lot of thieves are wary of
letting fol k know where they sleep.”

"Well, fortunately,”" Mri said, "the town's not huge. Did this Aeron talk to
you about the plot to steal the strongbox?"

"Alittle. The Red Axes hired himto do it."

"The Red Axes?"

"The biggest gang in Ceble."

"Then by now," said Mri glumy, "he's delivered the coffer to them"
Naneet ha hesitated for an instant as if trying to decide whether to risk a
lie.



"No," the wi zard said. "For sone reason, he didn't hand it over, and now
they're |l ooking for him too."

For once, the ranger thought, nmaybe the OGebl aun propensity for doubl e-dealing
woul d work in her favor.

"Then we have to find himfirst," said Mri.



CHAPTER 8

Aeron gl anced over his shoulder. He didn't have any particul ar reason to think
anyone was shaddowi ng him but it was an ingrained habit to check. In so

doi ng, he caught sight of Ceble, its towers, sone visibly |eaning, black

agai nst the evening sky. Ordinarily the view woul d have pl eased him but the
tangl ed spires seemed sonehow threatdening just then, like the withing facial
tentacl es of those green, centipede-like nonstrosities that sometinmes craw ed
into the Underways from Mask al one knew where.

He snorted his nomentary uneasi ness away. Oeble was hone, as good a hone as an
outlaw could want, and if it had treated himharshly those past coupl e days,
that was part of what nade life within its environs so exciting. He'd sell the
conotents of the lockbox, lie low until everyone tired of hunting him and
everything would be all right.

He hiked on into a stand of trees, trying with sone success to keep the dry
fallen | eaves from crunching beneath his feet, enjoying the sharp scent of the
pi nes. Ni ght engulfed the world, but Selune shed enough silvery glow to guide
him He didn't bother to light his lantern until he reached the glade at the
center of the wood, where he and Kerridi had sonedtimes picnicked.

The beni ghted clearing was hardly the ideal workspace in which to crack open a
magi cal |y protected coffer, but Aeron hadn't dared tackle the job in the
center of town. If he triggered nmore thunderclaps, they were likely to | ead
some of his various and sundry ill-wi shers straight to him Qut there in the
countrysi de, that at |east ought not to be a problem

Aeron found a level bit of ground, unrolled the white sheet he'd brought, and
set the steel case on top of it. He unpacked the tools he'd taken from
Burgell's flat and felt hinmself tensing, his pulse ticking faster. Aeron
willed himdself to rel ax.

Maybe he was no nmaster cracksman |ike the faithless gnome, certainly no

wi zard, but he knew the basics of defeating magical traps. He thought that if
he was careful, nethodical, he could get the box open w thout killing hinself
in the process.

He peered at the case through a topaz lens. It didn't reveal anything he
hadn't seen already, so he pulled the cork froma glass vial and dusted one
side of the strongdbox with gray powder. The coarse grains crawl ed and cl unped
together, forming letters and geonetric figures, covering over and thus

reveal ing the invisible synbols a spellcaster had drawn upon the steel

So far, so good, he thought, but now cones the tricky part.

Aeron picked up a file and scraped at the glyphs, defacding them Metal rasped
on nmetal. Though in theory he knew at which angl es and junctures he could
attack the symbols safely, he kept wanting to flinch as he i magi ned the magic
rousing and striking at himin some devastatdi ng fashi on

It didn't, though, not then, and not when he neutralized the sigils on the

ot her faces of the box. He sighed with relief and picked up the brass key,
which still appeared in constant flux even though he couldn't feel it changi ng
shape between his thunb and forefinger. He slipped it into the | ock and
tw st ed.

Perhaps he felt it stick or shiver. In any event, he sensed he had to let go

i medi ately. He snatched his hand back, and thunder boomed a split second
later. The blast slamed himonto his back and brought |oose tw gs and dead

| eaves showering down fromthe branches overhead. Half dazed, he clinbed back
up onto his haunches, felt a wetness in his nustache, and wi ped a snear of it
onto his fingertips. H s nose was bl eedi ng.

He felt a jab of anger, a regret he'd ever come within a hundred | eagues of
that wetched box that had killed his friends. He wanted to grab it and fling
it into the underdbrush, never to be found or trouble anyone again.

But naturally, he didn't really feel that way. No thief truly wanted to cast
away his loot Had he won it at great cost, that was just reason to prize it

all the more. He swal 6l owed his frustration and pondered the task at hand.
Maybe the gl yphs were only decoys. In any case, spoil 8ing themhadn't silenced
the thunder, and he didn't see any other way to attenpt it.



But so far, the blast had only sounded when soneone inserted a pick or

skel eton key in the I ock. Maybe he could open the case in another way. He
turned it around so he could get at the hinges.

Try as he might, he couldn't |l oosen the pins. If was as if they weren't nerely
fastened but frozen, glued, or rusted in place. He assuned anot her enchant nment
was to bl ane.

Wl |, maybe he had the counternmagic for that one. He opened anot her of
Burgell's vials and poured a quantity of viscous blue fluid on each of the

hi nges. Brewed by one of the outlaw community's nore capabl e al chem sts, the
oil wasn't nerely slippery. Rather, according to the gnone, it enbodied the
fundanment al idea of slipperiness. Aeron wasn't sure what that really neant,
and he had a hunch it mght just be inpressive-soundi ng nunbo junbo, but he
knew from personal experience that the lubricant was slick enough to unstick
al nost anyt hi ng.

He resumed his assault on the hinges. The component parts seenmed to | oosen
grudgi ngly, by infinitesi mal degrees, only to tighten back up as soon as he
rel eased pressure fromthem At first, in the uncertain |ight, he wasn't sure,
but eventually he saw that that was exactly what was happening. like living
creatures, the nechaoni sns were resisting vivisection, screwi ng and janm ng

t hemsel ves back toget her

Most |ikely that neant he wouldn't be able to disasdsenble them By | oosening
them he had, however, temdporarily opened a crack between the lid and bottom
of the box, which until then had fit perfectly together. In desperdation, he
drew his largest Arthyn fang, a bl ade sturdy enough to double as a |ever,
shoved it into the gap, braced the coffer, and pried with all his strength.
The hinges tore with a screech of tortured steel. The two hal ves of the

st rongbox popped apart, and the thrice-damed thundercl ap boomed once nore,
bashing himlike a club. He gasped a curse, and when he succeeded in blinking
the tears of pain fromhis vision, perceived that the coffer hadn't yet
finished giving himtrouble.

A vapor wafted fromthe interior of the box, swirled, and coal esced into a
squat, dark thing. At first glance, it was vaguely toadlike, but then he made
out the six stubby arms terminating in four-fingered hands and the three eyes,
positioned asymmetrically and shifting around at the ends of flexible |unps.
The central mass of it was either all head or all torso, depending on how one
cared to look at it, with a bizarre vertical maw that opened it alnost all the
way down to the sexless crotch when it bared its fangs. It oriented on Aeron
and charged, covering ground as fast as a man despite the seen ng handi cap of
its stunmpy | egs.

Aeron scranbl ed backward, tried to poise his Arthyn fang to nmeet the threat,
then realized he'd lost hold of it, the largest and nost form dable of his
weapons, when the final thunderclap boomed. He snatched out a throw ng knife,
a flat, |eaf-shaped blade with a | eather-wapped handle, and hurled it. It

pi erced the guardi an demon's flesh, but the creature kept com ng

Still retreating, Aeron flung a second dagger. Though it put out one of the
apparition's eyes, that didn't stop it, either. It suddenly sprinted even
faster, leaning forward so its jaws were poised to bite off the legs of its
prey.

H s heart pounding, Aeron made hinself stand still until the |last possible
instant. That way, the denon woul d have troubl e conpensati ng when he dodged.
Unl ess, of course, he delayed too long, in which case it would sinply catch
himin its spikelike teeth.

He spun to the side and stabbed with his fourth and next-to-Iast dagger. The
denon's teeth clashed shut, mssding him and the blade ramred deep into its
flank. Using his off hand, he bashed it with his cudgel

Unfortunately, that still didn't slowit down. Pivoting, yanking the hilt of
the knife fromhis grasp, it grabbed at his leg with its broad,

st ubby-fi ngered hands, no doubt seeking to hold himfast |ong enough to bring
its jaws to bear. Its talons jabbed through his breeches and the skin beneath.
He wrenched hinself free, but he lost his bal dance in so doing. He reeled



backward, fell on his runp, and the denmon pounced on top of him

It jaws gaped, reaching for his head. Terrified, he janmed the cl ub between
them It served to hold themopen for a nonment, but the wood bowed under the
presdsure. In another second, it would snap

Aeron whipped his final knife fromhis boot and plunged it into the denon's
side. The creature thrashed, made an ugly gargling sound, and stinking sline
geysered up fromits maw. Its death throes broke the cudgel in two, and it

sl unped noti onl ess.

Aeron dragged hinmself out fromunderneath the cardcass, then sat until he

st opped panting and shivering. He was used to fighting people, even if he
didn't often enjoy it, but denons were another matter

Still, he'd bested the vile thing, and it was tinme to see what his victory had
gained him Trying to brush away the sludge the spirit had puked onto his
tunic, he strode back to the sundered hal ves of the broken strongbox.

H's prize lay in the padded bottom section, where it fit snugly. It was a big,
ol d-1 ooki ng book bound in bl ack

As he reached for it, it occurred to Aeron that perhaps he still hadn't
reached the end of the wards. But shadows of Mask, he'd already contended with
t he warni ng screech, the glinmering that neutralized his invisibility, spells
of | ocking, thunderclaps, and a guardian inp. Surely even the nost cautious
shi pper woul d have deened those prodtections sufficient, and in any case,
Aeron was sinmply too inpatient to nmuck around with Burgell's tools and
powdders any | onger. He picked up the book, and nothing di sdastrous happened
as a result.

The tone had a title enbossed on the cover and spine with a few flecks of gold
leaf still clinging to the letters, but since Aeron couldn't read, that was no
hel p. H s father had sonetinmes encouraged himto learn, but it had al ways
seemed like a lot of effort for a minimal return

H s best guess was that he'd stolen a wizard's grinoire, for what other kind
of book coul d be val uabl e enough to warrant such el aborate defenses? But he'd
handl ed a couple of those in his tinme, and when he leafed through it, he
didn't find the el aborate pentagrans and illustrations of nystical hand
gestures he was expecting.

What he did discover were lines of text, pictures of |eaves and flowers, and a
hundred smel|ls, many exquisditely sweet, faint yet still perceptible even

t hrough the nusty, nose-tickling odor of aged, decaying parchment.

The dark street was narrow, and the towers crowded close on either side. Mri
found it oppressive. Considerding that she was confortable in even the deepest
reaches of prinordial forests |ike the Chondal wood, with gigantic nossy trees
| ooming all around, it was ridicul ous, but true nonethel ess.

Well, at |east she had a patch of open sky above her head once nore and hope
of completing her mission w thdout the necessity of a return to the

cl aust rophobi ¢ condfines of the Underways. In fact, if she could only ease her
mnd on a certain matter, she mght feel better than at any time since Aeron
sar Randal made of f with the saddl ebag.

The problemwas figuring out how to broach the subdject with a conrade who'd
been not hi ng but hel pful, who had, indeed, saved her life. As a general rule,
Mri believed in directness, yet she had a sense that in that situation, she'd
feel like an ingrate if she failed to muster a degree of tact.

"I still can't nake out how you knew," she said as they hiked al ong.

"About M stress Dal aeve's face?" Sefris replied.

"Yes."

"We Broken Ones can see through illusions sonedtinmes. Qpen eyes are a benefit
of our neditations." As they neared an intersection, Sefris pointed to a
frieze of manti dcores decorating a crunbling wall and said, "This is where our
informant told us to turn.”

Mri peered around the corner, studying the path ahead. Even up in what was

al l egedly the | aw abiding part of Ceble, it appeared to her that an absurd
nunber of folk were skul king about in the dark, engaged in business that, were



it wholly legitimate, they would have conducted by day. But none of them

| ooked like they were lying in wait for outlanders, so she and the nonastic
proceeded on their way.

"But how did you know she was so worried about keepding her scars hidden that
a threat to unmask her would break her will?" the ranger asked.

Sefris shrugged and replied, "It was a guess, based on what we'd heard and
seen. Her reclusiveness. The dimlighting and frilly furnishings. Her taste in
reading matter, and the fact that the fal se visage she affected was absolutely
perfect, like a statue's face."

"Very clever," said Mri.

H s cane tapping and bow outstretched, a stained strip of linen tied over his
eyes, a beggar neandered toward the two wonen. Remi nded of sar Randal's

di sgui se, Mri scowl ed, and the "blind" mendicant, who evidently saw her

forbi ddi ng expression perfectly well, veered off.

"Thank you," Sefris said. "Yet | sense you don't wholly approve of ny
tactics."

"I't's not that, exactly. | suppose |'mtrained to fight with my hands, not by
finding a person's private shane and rubbing salt in the wound. It just felt
dirty, somehow. '’

Sefris arched an eyebrow and said, "I intended to naster the wi zard through
the exercise of our martial skills. You stopped ne."

"Because unlike the yuan-ti, who tried to enslave ne, she hadn't done anything
t hat nmade her fair gane.”

"Operating a haven for the foul est kind of outlaws and goblin-kin doesn't
qual i fy?"

"It seens like it should,” Mri said with a sigh, "doesn't it?"

"Yet you pity her." To her surprise, Mri thought she heard a trace of scorn
in the nonastic's generally calm mld tone, and she wondered if it was
directed at Naneedt ha or herself. "Consider this, then. Suppose sonething
scarred you. Wuld you spend the rest of your life hiding in a hole?"

"No. It wouldn't make all that nuch difference to ne, | suppose.™

"Nor me, nor anyone who wasn't bloated with vanity to begin with. \Watever

di stress M stress Dal aeve experidences is the result of her own stupidity and
weakness. You and | are not to blane."”

"And your deity is tender Ilmter, god of nercy," said Mri with wy
incredulity.

"Whose synpathy and help are given first and forenost to the innocent and

t hose who strive for the right like you, ny friend, and the good fol k who you

say will benefit when we recover your stolen treasure. There. That's it, isn't
it?"

The scout peered and saw that Sefris was right. Ahead and to the left were the
br oken foundati ons of two spires, |like decaying stunps in a row of teeth. One

tower had eviddently fallen sideways, denolishing its neighbor in the course
of its collapse. Imagining the catastrophe, Mri wi nced at the probable I oss
of life.

But it had happened | ong ago, and all those unfortunate souls were beyond her
power to help. What mattered then was that if her informant, one of Oeble's
apot hecaries, had told the truth, Aeron sar Randal lived on the top floor of a
tower three doors farther down.

Mri and Sefris stal ked forward, stepping silently and gliding through the
shadows. The ranger spotted a hobdgoblin lurking in a recessed doorway, its

cl oak draped so that it half conceal ed the crossbow dangling in its hairy
hand. She stopped and rai sed her hand, whereupon Sefris, too, halted
instantly. Mri pointed.

"A | ookout," she whispered.

"Yes, | see it now. Aeron's sentry, do you think?"

"It's possible, but it feels wong. At the Paeraddyn, his acconplices were al
human, and if | understood Naneetha correctly, he doesn't even belong to a
gang hinself. He m ght not have any partners as a general rule.”

"Well, whoever it is, it's likely no friend of ours, not unless you have ot her



allies you haven't told ne about."

"No," Mri replied

"I can't fling a chakramthat far, but you can surely hit it with an arrow. "
Mri reached for a shaft, then left it in the quiver

"I can't just kill it without knowing for certain who it is or what it's
doing," she said. "It might be working with the G ay Bl ades."
"A hobgobl i n?"

"I know it seenms unlikely, but Ceble is full of townsfolk the rest of the
wor | d di sdai ns as savage marauders. Maybe some of them even spy for the |aw "
"What should we do, then?" Sefris asked. "Creep around to the back of the
tower and | ook for another way in, one the watcher can't see?"

"I"ll do that. You keep an eye on the hobgoblin and this approach, and hoot
like an oW if you need to alert me to anything."

Sefris smled and said, "I renmind you, this isn't the wild."
"They must have a fewowls," Mri replied. "Anyway, we need sone sort of
signal ."

She started toward the alley that ran between the two buil dings, and the door
to Aeron's tower opened.

Several ruffians, a couple human, the others not, skul ked out onto the street.
The one in the | ead was a tanarukk, the first of that infanous breed Mri had
noti ced anong Ceble's notl ey popul ation. Stooped and nassive, curved tusks
jutting fromits lower jaw, it stalked along with a heavy battl e-axe in one
fist and a lead line in the other

The trailing end of the rope bound the hands of a human prisoner, who hobbl ed
as best he could with a burlap sack over his head. For a monment, Mri wondered
if it was Aeron, then decided it couldn't be. The captive was excrudciatingly
gaunt, not lean, and carried an assortnment of old scars on the exposed
portions of his skin.

The hobgoblin | ookout emerged fromthe doorway to join his conrades. Mri laid
an arrow across her bow

Sefris touched her on the arm

"What are you doi ng?" she whi spered.

Mri was surprised that a Broken One, sworn to help the victims of cruelty,
woul d ask.

"I"mgoing to shoot an outlaw or two," the ranger replied.

"Why? W don't know this is any of our affair. The toughs and goblin-kin | ook
vi |l I ai nous enough, but perhaps they have sone legitimate grievance agai nst
this man."

"Then let themgo to the lawwith their conplaint. | thought that's what towns
are supposed to be good for."

"How many acts of injustice and brutality have you seen since comng to

Cebl e?" asked Sefris. "How many chained thralls wailing that they were

ensl aved unl awdf ul | y? How many pinps beating their whores and bravos
terrorizing shopkeepers for protection? Yet you passed on by, because you're
on a mssion, and if you deviated fromit to right every wong you stunbl ed
across in this den of scoundrels, you'd never get it done."

"Maybe we don't have to close our eyes every tine."

"Somet hi ng about the plight of this particular wetch has stirred your
synmpat hy, but surely your guild masdters taught you that nere enption is no
reason to abanddon a strategy."

"I admt, they did, but..."

Uncertain, hating Sefris a little but herself nmore, Mri watched the

ki dnappers, if that was what they were, lead their captive away.

"Al'l right," Mri said when the street was clear, "let's get this done."

She prom sed herself that once it was, and she'd delivdered the strongbox into
t he proper hands, she'd depart Oeble within the hour, never to return. Unless
it was at the head of an arny, to raze the filthy place.

She and Sefris scurried into the tower and on up the shadowy spiral stairs.
The risers were soft, treacherous, half rotten, but they nanaged the clinb
quietly even so. On the third-floor |anding, a door opened, and a halfling in



a feathered hat started to energe. He took one |look at the two grimfaced
human strangers striding by and retreated back inside.

The door to Aeron sar Randal's garret apartment was standing open. Mri and
Sefris ascended the remaining stairs warily, then they peeked beyond the

t hreshol d. Someone had torn the flat apart. At first the exercise had likely
been a search, but had included sinple malicious destruction before it was

t hrough. Shards of shattered bottles littered the floor, and the varni shed
scraps of a broken mandolin lay in the reeking puddle of spilled wine.

No one was inside, though Mri was reasonably certain she'd seen the vandal s
only mnutes before.

"Look," Sefris said, pointing. The light of the garret's one surviving |anp
sufficed to reveal the outline of an axe scraw ed in crinson chalk on the
wal | . "The Red Axes signed their work."

"And plainly,” Mri said, "it was themwe saw com ng out of the tower with
their prisoner. therw se, the coincidence is just too great. Curse us, we
shoul d have wayl aid them"

"Perhaps so," the nonastic replied, "but let's take a monent to think it

t hrough. Who do you think they abducted, Aeron's father?"

"Sonmebody dear to him at any rate, sonmeone they hope to trade for the box."
"Not a bad idea, and if we take the hostage fromthem we can try the sane

t hi ng. "

Mri frowned and said, "W're not kidnappers, to hold a man prisoner and
barter his life for treasure."

"Do you think the captive an innocent? My guess is that he's as w cked a knave
as Aeron hinself, for what bond of affection could exist between such a thief
and a righteous nman?"

"We can't nmistreat himjust on the basis of our suspicions.”

"No," Sefris sighed. "O course not. What was | thinkding? | think this evil
pl ace is corrupting my judg-"

Wt hout warning, she | eaped and spun, her heel streakding at Mri's head.
Reacting out of sheer reflex, Mri bounded back out of range, and the
nmonastic's kick nmissed her by an inch. The scout continued her frantic
retreat, meanwhile nocking and drawing an arrow. Sefris |anded in a deep
crouch, one hand high and open, the other clenched into a fist and cocked at
her hip.

"What is this?" Mri denmanded. "Wiy would you attack ne?"

"The arcanal oth prom sed you'd guide ne along the path to the Bouquet," Sefris
replied, "but | think you' ve done your part. Fromthis point onward, your
mawki sh scrupl es and squeam shness woul d only get in the way. So now |I'm goi ng
to kill you for daring to set yourself against the Lady of Loss."

Mri didn't understand all of that. She didn't know what an "arcanal oth" was,
for exanmple. But it was plain that Sefris was as treacherous a doubl e-deal er
as nost everyodone else she'd net in Ceble, and had been playing her for a foo
fromthe start.

"I"'mthe one with an arrow ai ned at your heart,” Mri said. "If you so nuch as
twitch, I'Il let it fly. Now, you' re no Broken One. Who are you?"

"Perhaps you' ve heard of the Monks of the Dark Mon."

Sefris's hand | eaped toward her pocket and the chakraminside it. Mri

rel eased the bowstring.

The arrow fl ew strai ght, but the nonastic tw sted aside. The chakram whirl ed
through the air. Mri simultaneously ducked and flailed at the ring, and by
luck as much as skill, she swatted it away with her buckler. Steel clashed
agai nst steel.

Sefris pounced, too fast for even the deftest archer to ready another shaft.
In desperation, Mri swung her bow |like a club. The npnastic caught the
weapon, twirled it out of Mri's grasp, and cast it aside.

At |east that took an instant, which Mri used to scrandble backward once
nore. The retreat took her out onto the bal cony, which groaned and di pped

al arm ngly under her weight. She also had tine to snatch out her broaddsword
and, when Sefris lunged forward again, pronpting the platformto creak and



[urch, nmeet her with a stop cut. The robed, shaven-headed worman hal t ed
instantly, cleanly, on balance, and the attack fell short.

Smiling ever so slightly, Sefris shifted back and forth, |ooking for an
opening. Mri felt an unaccustoned pang of fear, and struggled to quash it.

I know she's good, she thought, but the sword gives nme the reach on her, and
she can't dodge around too much out here. The bal cony's too small.

Mri advanced, feinted to the head, and cut to the flank. Sefris ignored the
fal se attack and swept down her armto parry the true one. It shouldn't have
wor ked very well. The broadsword shoul d have chopped into her wist, but the
bl ock i ncorporated a subtle spinning notion that sonehow permitted her to
fling the bl ade away and remmai n unscat hed.

She riposted with a spring into the air and a front kick to the face. Mri
swayed backward, out of harm s way, and sl ashed at the other wonan's extended
| eg. She grazed the flapping hemof her robe, but that was all. Sefris touched
down, spun, and caught the sword with a crescent kick. The inpact tore it from
Mri's grasp and sent it flying over the broken railing.

The ranger grabbed for the hilt of the dagger sheathed at her belt. Hands

poi sed for slaughter, Sefris whirled around to face her

Wod cracked and screaned, and the bal cony swung down, the horizontal surface
becomng a steep incline. The platformwas pulling | oose fromit anchors.
Sefris turned and, ninble as a cat, clanbered up the slope and into the safety
of the garret. Mri tried to do the sanme, but scrabble as she mght, she
couldn't catch hold of anything to pull herself up. Her boots kicked away
rotten fragments of railing, wood cracked and snapped, and she and the bal cony
pl umret ed, tunbling through enpty space.



CHAPTER 9

As the crash sounded bel ow, Sefris drew a cal mdi ng breath. She hadn't feared
Mri's bow or sword, but she had felt a twi nge of al armwhen the bal cony
unexpectedly gave way. The fear proved she still had a way to go before she
achi eved a perfect, contenptuous indifferdence to the well-being of al
unwort hy created things, herself included.

It was something to work on in her neditadtions, but not just then. She had to
recapture the opportunity that was recedi ng beyond her grasp. The nonastic
retrieved her fallen chakram she then sprinted back down the spiral stairs.
As Sefris hurtled downward, she cast off-she wished for all tine-the habits of
speech and expression she'd adopted to inpersonate a Broken One. The warnth
and conpassion of a servant of Ilmater were entirely alien to her own nature.
It had taken a constant effort to counterfeit them and she knew she hadn't
managed perfectly. Still, she'd passed nmuster right up until the end, and that
was what nattered.

When she reached ground | evel, she raced down the street in the direction the
ki dnappers and their victimhad taken. She kept to the shadows as best she
could, but stealth was less inportant than speed, and her sandal s pounded the
wheel -rutted earth.

I ndeed, she'd nearly passed the narrow cul -de-sac before she registered the
stairs at the end of it, like a well lined with steps twi sting dowward into
t he ground. Wen she spotted it, however, she stopped cold.

The part of Ceble that knew rain and sunlight did posdsess sone senbl ance of

| aw and order, no matter how cordrupt or ineffectual, so it seenmed unlikely
that outlaws dragging a prisoner along would opt to continue in the streets
when they could descend to the Underways instead. Sefris bounded down the
narrow, unrailed steps, indifferent to the possibility of a fall. Her Dark
Moon traindi ng had honed her sense of balance to such a degree that the rapid
descent was no nore difficult than sprinting on |evel ground.

The real challenge canme when the stairs deposited her in a tw sting tunnel
the i nky darkness relieved only by the smears of phosphorescence on the walls.
Peering around, she saw nothing to indicate in which direction the Red Axes
had gone.

Accordingly, she listened, hoping that, since they'd returned "below " the
toughs woul d start taunting their victimor gloating over their success. In
her experience, such mndless, undisciplined behavior was typical of robdbers
and goblin-kin the world over

She thought she heard catcalls and | aughter echoing faintly fromthe right,
and she hurried in that direction. She judged she was heading nore or |ess
toward the river, though the mazeli ke warrens were al ready nuddli ng her sense
of direction. She rather wi shed she could cast a spell of tracking or guidance
to keep her on the proper course, but the sinple fact was that no sorceress
could master every conceivabl e conjuration and enchantment, and such tricks
weren't a part of her repertoire.

As it turned out, she didn't need them She rushed or skul ked past various
scenes of the sort the Underways provided in such abundance-a burglar selling
a silk wedding dress to a dealer in such stolen conmpodities, ruffians and
apprentices squatting in a circle throw ng knuckl ebones, several orcs closing
in on a human who' d managed to draw his dagger but | ooked too drunk to wield
it properly-and the kidnappers canme into view Unfortunately, they still had
such a lead on Sefris that she woul dn't have spotted themif that |ength of
tunnel hadn't been unusually straight or if a brothel-keeper hadn't hung a
scarlet lantern to lure patrons to the doordway of his establishnent.

She |l oped to close the di stance, meanwhil e pondering the tactical paraneters
of her situation, not with trepidadtion, but sinply in order to manage the
com ng slaughter as efficiently as possible. Her foes were many, and she was
only one. They had crossbows, which could shoot their quarrels considerably
farther than she could fling a chakram The non-humans coul d see consi derably
better in the dark.

She, however, possessed her own advantages. The eneny didn't know she was



trailing them Even nore inportantly, the Red Axes were sinply ruffians, while
Sefris was an elite agent of the Lady of Loss, possessed of all the |letha
skills a Dark Sister required. A single spell could thin out the toughs in
short order.

Unfortunately, the drawback to that approach was that the prisoner was |inping
along in the mdst of the outlaws, and he | ooked frail enough that any nagic
potent enough to incapacitate a half dozen bravos was likely to kill him
outright. Sefris was still trying to think her way around that aspect of the
probl em when the fol k ahead turned down a side tunnel

Afraid of losing them she quickened her pace yet again, but even so, she was
too | ate. Wien she peeked around the bend, she found that the way dead-ended
in a massive oak door reinforced with iron, nore |like the sallydport of a
castle than any entrance to a common residence. Plainly, her quarry had passed
t hr ough.

She frowned in annoyance, because though killing a group of Red Axes in the
Underways woul d have posed certain problens, invading their fortress was
likely to prove far nore difficult. Then an alternative occurred to her

She proceeded to the door. Someone wat ched her approach. She couldn't see the
peephol e or hidden sentry box, but she felt the pressure of his gaze. She
knocked on the panel

After several seconds, a gruff voice sounded through the door, "Password."

"I don't knowit," she said. "I'mnot one of you, but | have business wth
your chief."

"He's busy."

"Tell himit's about the strongbox Aeron sar Randal stole fromthe ranger."”
For a while, there was no response to that. Then the door opened. The short
passage on the other side |likew se rem nded Sefris of castle architecture, for
it resenbled a barbican, with murder holes in the ceiling and anot her stout
door at the far end. Two ruffians, one a bl ack-bearded nman whose brawny arns
withed with tattoos, the other a naked, crouching neazel, waved her inside.
The latter was another of Qeble's surprises. Sefris would have thought the
stunt ed, green-skinned seni-aquatic brutes with their talons and webbed feet
too feral and dull-witted to relate to other humanoi ds as anything but prey,
but plainly the | eader of the Red Axes had attracted at | east one of the
brutes into his enpl oy.

"We're going to search you," said the tattooed nan. It was the sane voice
Sefris had heard before.

"Here," she said, renoving her chakrans and cesti from her pockets.

The ruffian frisked her anyway, fondling her in the process. It didn't bother
her. During her training, her Dark Father and other teachers had
systematically subdjected her to ordeals conpared to which a bit of |ascivious
gropi ng was neani ngl ess. The inmportant thing was that the sentry failed to

di scover the various spell conponents secreted about her person. The
confiscation of those would have dim nished her capabilities far nore than the
surrender of her weapons.

But even though the tattooed man's inpudence failed to perturb her, she
menorized his face for chastisenment later on. Her faith virtually required it,
for as much as anydét hing, the Lady of Loss was a goddess of revenge.

The toughs escorted her on through cellars crammed with a hodgepodge of no
doubt stol en and snuggl ed goods, then up a flight of stairs into the living
areas of what had once been a lavish mansion. In its essence, it still was,

but the dirt, dust, scattered garbage, and snell of mldew marred the

spl endor. Eventually they reached a spacious solar on the second floor. The
north wall was essentially one |long wi ndow, nmade of genuine glass, and the
expensi ve panes, cracked, sneared, and griny though they were, provided a
panoram c view of the Scel ptar, the bridges spanning it, and the noon, her
Tears, and the stars sparkling across the night sky.

The | eader of the Red Axes apparently used the chamdber as a | ord woul d enpl oy
his hall, to grant audi ences and i ssue decrees, for, his battle-axe |ying
across his thighs, the tanarukk | ounged in a high-backed, gilded throne at the



far end. A dozen of his followers loitered around in attendance, and the
prisoner sprawl ed on the floor. Sonedone had pulled the sack off his head,
reveal i ng haggard, intelligent features, frightened but defiant, and an old
scar around his neck

"Bring her closer," the tanarukk grow ed.

The neazel gave Sefris a shove, its filthy, likely disease-bearing tal ons

j abbi ng her but not quite breaking the skin.

She advanced and said, "Kesk Turnskull."

He grunted a swi nish grunt and asked, "And who are you?"

"Sefris Uuthrakt."

"What do you know about the | ockbox?"

"I won't bore you with the tale of everything that hapdpened in far Omath
nmont hs ago," she said. "Let's just say | know what's init, and | canme to
Ceble to acquire it."

Kesk grinned around the |ong, curved spikes of his tusks.

"Then you're out of luck," he said. "It's already spoken for."

"I figured you already had a buyer. I'lIl pay nore. | can lay nmy hands on three
hundred t housand gol d pieces' worth of gens. Rubies, eneralds, dianonds, tonb
jade, and ghost stones, all of the finest quality."

The lie reduced the hall to astonished, greedy silence for a nmonent, and then

Kesk said, "I don't know you. Wy should | believe in this treasure trove?"
Sefris hoped an adnmi xture of truth would make her decepti on seem nore
pl ausi bl e.

"I serve the Lady of Loss,"
plenty of wealth fromthose unable to defend it.
bot her you to deal wi th us?"

Kesk, leering, said, "Do you know where the race of tanarukks sprang fron?
"Il trade with anybody, no matter what devil-goddess she worships, so |long as
| can turn a profit. And 1'd guess that the secret stronghol ds of Shar
wherever they may be, do have plenty of coin. But can you prove you' re one of
the priestesses, or am| just supposed to take it on faith, like the existence
of all these jewels you're going to give us?"

"Have you heard of the Dark Mon?"

Kesk's eyes, red and faintly luminous, |ike enbers, narrowed.

"OfF Shar's clergy," he said, "yet not. They're protectors and assassins."
Sefris inclined her head and replied, "Sonmething like that. If you've heard of
us, you know we study a certain unarmed fighting style. If | defeat a couple

she said. "like you Red Axes, our tenple reaves
" She waited a beat. "Wuld it

of your men at once, using only my enpty hands, will that prove |I'm who
claimto be?"
"It mght," the tanarukk said, "and if they beat you down instead, well, we

were al ready planning on sone tordture. W m ght as well question you and old
Ni cos at once. He can tell us where his son keeps the coffer, and you can give
us the truth about all those gems. Presmer, Sewer Rat-you brought her up here,
you deal with her. Orvaega, you help. You can bl eed her and break her bones,
but try not to kill her."

The tattooed man-Presner, Sefris assumed-whirled off his short |eather cape,
dangled it in one hand, and drew his short sword with the other. The
neazel -t he nonastic wondered if Sewer Rat was its actual name, translated into
human speech, or just a nickname the other rogues had given it-sinply hissed
and crouched. Evidently it saw no need for any weapons other than its cl aws.
Orvaega, a female orc, hefted a war club in both hands.

Sefris stood still as her opponents spread out to encirdcle her. Then
suddenly, she bellowed a battle cry, pivoted, and |leaped into the air, kicking
at Presner. Startled, he recoiled, as she'd intended. She touched down,

whirl ed, and Sewer Rat and Orvaega were |lunging at her. That, too, was as she
desired. She'd turned her back and feinted at Presnmer to lure themin. Contro
what your adversaries did, and when, and you were well on the way to

def eat 8i ng t hem

Twi sting at the hips, she performed a doubl e-arm bl ock that bounced the war
club harm essly away. She then punched the startled Orvaega in the snout,



br eaki ng bone and knocki ng the orc unconsci ous, and shoved her into Sewer Rat,
whi ch served to knock the runtish nmeazel backward, spoiling its frenzied
attack. Floundering out fromunder the dead weight of its conrade, the

bl ack-eyed creature snarl ed and spat.

Sefris would have rushed Sewer Rat while the neazel was still off balance and
encunbered, except that she knew enough tine had passed for Presner to have
returned to the fray. She turned, and he swung his cape at her face, seeking
to blind her. And stun her, too, perhaps, it the garnent had wei ghts sewn into
the hem She dropped into a squat, letting the cloak fly harm essly over her
head, and she sinul taneously hooked his ankle with her foot. Presmer crashed
down on his back

Sefris sensed Sewer Rat pouncing. She turned, grabbed the neazel -i nmobili zing
its raking claws in the process-spun it through the air, and smashed it down
on top of Presmer. The inpact snapped bones and stunned the both of them and
Sefris's only remai ning problemwas resistding the inpulse to go ahead and
make the kills. A long, slow breath served to buttress her self-control. She

i nclined her head to Kesk

"There," she said.

He gave a grudging nod. If he had any concern for the welfare of the followers
she'd just maul ed, she could see no sign of it in his demeanor

"l guess you probably do belong to the Dark Moon," the tanarukk said. "It
still doesn't prove you have a king's ransomin jewels to barter.”

"I'"l1l produce themwhen the time comes. If | don't, sinply sell the book to

t he person who first asked you to steal it."

"The fact of the matter is, he's prom sed nore than coin."

"Do you trust himto keep his pledges," Sefris replied, "once he has the book
in hand?"

Kesk spat. The gesture left a strand of saliva, which he didn't bother to w pe
away, dangling beside the base of one tusk

He said, "I don't trust anybody mnuch."

"Rest assured, if it's a guarantee of future help you want, or even a genuine
alliance, no one can offer nore than the followers of Shar. W often nake
conmon cause with others who stand against the witless |laws of nen."

"I'"l1l think about it," said Kesk. "Tell me how to get in touch with you."
"I"d hoped to stay with you for the time being."

The Red Axe snorted and said, "I still don't know what to make of you, hunan.
Until | do, |I don't want you rundning around ny house."

"But you may need ne. W may need to work together to take possession of the
book. "

"l doubt it."

"I take it you're going to try two approaches,"” Sefris said. "The first wll
be to hope Aeron's father knows the |ocation of the strongbox and torture the
secret out of him"

"Do your worst," the old man rasped. "It won't matter. | don't know where the
cursed thing is."

Sefris ignored himto stay focused on Kesk

"The problem " she continued, "is that, as we can see fromall those scars,
somebody got to himbefore you and mangl ed him severely. He's fragile now, and
elderly to boot. If you question himin sone crude fashion, his heart is
likely to stop. But a child of the Dark Mon understands the human body as a

heal er understands it. It's part of our secret lore. | can cause a prisoner
excruci ating pain w thdout doing serious harm™
Kesk shrugged and said, "That could cone in handy, | suppose."

"I can nake nyself just as useful if you need to trade the old man for the
book. Because it may not go snoothly. Aeron nmay decide he'd rather be rich
than regain his father. He may try to trick you. O you may decide to dea
falsely with him"

"The wetch broke our deal. I'"'mno |onger obliged to keep any prom ses | give
him"

"I agree, and the point is, |I can help you catch him | have ny skills, and he



won't know we're working together until it's too late."

The tanarukk, scowling, said, "You' re not as special as you think you are,
worman. W Red Axes have nanaged to run Oeble for years now wi thout any help
fromthe likes of you."

"But you haven't managed to catch Aeron sar Randal. He's still running around
free with the strongbox, |aughding at you."

Kesk glared and trenbl ed. Hi s hands cl enched on the haft of his axe. For a
second, Sefris wondered if she'd pushed too hard, and woul d have to defend
hersel f against himand all his henchnen, too. She called the words of a spel
to m nd.

Then, however, he brought hinself under control

"Al'l right, you can stay for the time being." He waved his hand at Aeron's
father and added, "Let ne see this light touch of yours."

Sefris smled without having to feign satisfaction, because she'd acconplished
her objective, and her new situation, dangerous though it was, afforded her
several advantages. As |long as she was working with the Red Axes, she woul dn't
have to worry about their somehow | ayi ng hands on the book ahead of her. A
gang of cutdthroats could nanage a prisoner nore easily than could a | one
nmonastic, and since Ceble was their city, they ought to have |ess trouble
maki ng contact with Aeron. Wen the time cane, it would be challenging to
snatch the prize and vanish fromtheir mdst, but she was confident of her
abildity to do so.

She rounded on Ni cos, who, his courage notw t hstanddi ng, saw sonething in her
manner that made hi m bl anch. She junped him found the proper pressure point,
and pardal yzed hi mas she had the beggar boy.

When Aeron slipped through the door of the cranped little shop, Daelric

Hel dei on was at his desk, whittling a chop froma piece of pine. The paunchy
scribe was pridmarily in the business of witing and readi ng docudnments, but
he'd nade a profitable sideline of providing his illiterate clientele with a
nmeans of signing their names, or in the case of the budget-ninded, their
initials, to a piece of parchnent.

Dael ric | ooked up, realized who'd come to call on him and his gray eyes
opened wide. In light of recent events, that was all Aeron needed to see. He
whi pped out a throwdi ng knife, cocked his arm and Daelric froze.

"Are the Red Axes watching this place?" Aeron asked. "Are you supposed to give
a signal ?"

"No!" Daelric said. "But Kesk's ruffians have been around hunting you. The
Gray Bl ades, too, though they don't know who they're | ooking for. Why in the

Bi nder's nane are you still in town?"

"I can dodge the folk who wish ne ill. | always have before."

"I'f you say so. | wi sh you'd put the knife down."

Aeron returned the weapon to its sheath and said, "You'll see it again up

close if you try anything foolish."

"What would | try? I'ma scribe, not one of you cutdthroats,” Daelric replied.
He produced a |inen handkerchi ef and blotted the sweat on his round, pink
face. "What's that nmuck on your tunic? | can snell the stink fromover here."
"Denon gore."

Aeron advanced to the desk, its surface littered with quills, inkwells,

penkni ves, pine shavings, a stack of parchonent, and |ancets for those who

i nsisted on contracts and prom ssory notes signed in blood. He cleared a
space, brought the black book out fromunder his cloak, and set it down.

Dael ric goggled at it.

"This is the prize everyone wants so badl y?" the scribe asked.

"Yes, and | need you to read enough of it to tell ne why."

The scribe rubbed his thunb and fingertips together

Aeron sighed. He set the rest of his coin atop the desk. Daelric regarded the
copper and silver pieces wthout enthusiasm

"I's that all you have?" said the scribe. "If the Red Axes find out | hel ped
you, it could nean ny life."



"I"ll give you nore-lots nmore-once | sell the book. O, if that's not good

enough, 1'Il find sonebody else to read it, and not only will you niss out on
the coin, you'll never know what all the fuss was about."

Aeron knew from past dealings that the clerk posdsessed a healthy streak of
curiosity.

"Ch, all right." Daelric ran his finger under the enmbbossed words on the
cover. "The title is The Bl ack Bouquet..Does that nean anything to you?"
"No. "

"Nor to ne," Daelric said.

He opened the volune, and sweet fragrances wafted up, combined with the snell
of crunbling paper. He started to read. Aeron waited for a couple m nutes,

until inpatience got the better of him
"Wl ?" he asked.
"Well," Daelric replied, "it's old."

"I could tell that rnuch."

"The point is, |anguages, and our way of witing them change over tine."
Aeron frowned and said, "That sounds strange. Wy would they?"

"They just do, and as a result, old books are nore diffidcult to read than new
ones. I'mhaving a slowtine of it, but I think this one is a forrmulary."

"A formul ary?"

"A reci pe book," the scribe explained. "For maki ng perfunes."

"That would explain all the flowery scents clinging to the pages. But..

magi cal perfumes?”

"It doesn't seemlike it."

"Then what mekes it so cursed special ?" Aeron asked.

"I may need to read it cover to cover to deternmine that."

"How I ong wi Il that take?"

"A coupl e days, perhaps.”

"Thanks anyway." Maybe Daelric was nore trustwordthy than Burgell-it would be
nice to think so-but Aeron couldn't linger that |ong, nor was he such a foo
as to let the book out of his possession. "I'Il figure it out some other way.
By the way, you haven't seen ne."

"l understand," the scribe said.

"For your own sake, | hope so."

Aeron tucked the formulary back under his cl oak, opened the door, checked the
street for lurking cutthroats and patrolling Gray Bl ades, then prow ed on his
way.

Concer ned that soneone m ght spot himnoving through the open spaces

conpri sing Laskalar's Square, he swing wi de around it and reached his own
tower a few nmnutes later. As he clinbed the rickety stairs, he was | ooking
forward to telling his father about his adventures. Maybe Ni cos had heard of
The Bl ack Bouquet .

One glinpse of the open door at the top of the steps turned eagerness to
anxiety. The old man woul d never have left it that way. Aeron started to run
realized someone might be lying in wait inside the garret, and forced hinself
to proceed warily instead. It was as hard as anything he'd ever done in his
life.

No one was waiting for him N cos included. Intruders had plainly ransacked

t he apartnent and smashed it up as well, and scrawl ed a crinmson battl e-axe
sign on the wall so he'd know who to bl ane.

Aeron felt stunned. He hadn't anticipated Kesk's findding his home. No eneny
had ever sought it out before, even though a few friends and tradesnen knew
where it was. Even if he'd expected it, he wouldn't have thought the Red Axes
woul d hurt Nicos. The old man had done nothding to offend them and he had in
his time been a respected nenber of the outlaw fraternity. In the Dance, the
Door, and the Hungry Haunting, the bards still told tales of his nobst daring
thefts.

Aeron realized that up until then, his rogue's life, though perilous, had

al ways seened to abide by certain rules. His rivals and the |aw would try to
interfere with him but only up to a point. Maybe it was just luck, and his



own folly, that made it feel that way, or nmaybe, by stealing The Bl ack Bouquet
and defying Kesk, he'd spurred his adversaries to new heights of energy and
rut hl essness. But either way, he was playing a new gane, one where every hand
was raised against him and no tactic was out of bounds.

Everyone was right, he thought. | should have run away when | had the chance.
Unfortunately, it was too late. He couldn't flee and | eave Ni cos in danger

He noticed the enpty space where the bal cony had been. It was hard to imgi ne
that the Red Axes, nmalidciously destructive as they'd been, had taken the
trouble to break the platformloose fromits anchors. It had probdably fallen
on its own, and N cos had loved to | ounge out there and watch the river. What
i f Kesk's outlaws hadn't ki dnapped himafter all? What if-Aeron didn't want to
finish the thought. He just scranbled to the brink and peered down.

Two stories below, a Rainspan connected the tower to the roof of a snall
bui | di ng. The bal cony had smashed down on the bridge and shattered. Mbst of

t he planks had plumreted to the ground far below, but a few, along with a
nmoti onl ess hunman figure, littered the el evated pat hway.

Aeron raced out of the garret and down the steps. He found the door to the

Rai nspan and plunged out onto the end. The bridge creaked and shifted under
his weight. He couldn't renenber a tine when it had truly felt secure, but the
i npact from above had clearly weakened it.

H s eyes wi dened in surprise. The bl oody body sprawl ed on the Rai nspan wasn't
his father. It was the fermal e ranger fromwhom he'd stol en the saddl ebag. Her
br oadsword stuck up out of the wal kway, so close to her head that it m ght
have sheared a | ock of her close-cropped hair. Maybe she'd had it in her hand
when the bal cony col |l apsed, and she |l ost her grip onit. At any rate, he could
picture it tumdbling on its own and striking the bridge point first a second
after her, nearly piercing her face in the process.

He pushed the grisly inmage out of his head. What matdtered was that it wasn't
his father lying there. Nicos nmust really be in Kesk's brutal hands, and Aeron
had to find a way to set himfree. He started to turn away, but then he
hesi t at ed.

He told himself not to be an idiot. The scout deserved whatever nisfortune
cane her way. She'd killed Kerridi, Gavath, and Dal

Yet she hadn't shot Aeron, and he hadn't knifed her when he'd had the chance.
What was the point of sparing her then, only to let her die |later? Assuning
she wasn't dead al ready. From where he stood, he couldn't tell.

Maybe she'd wat ched the Red Axes abduct N cos. Maybe she could tell Aeron
somet hi ng he needed to know.

H s reasons for intervening felt |ike nere excuses, unconvincing even to
hinself. Yet, witless though it was, he'd feel base and vile if he sinply

wal ked away. He set the book down, and took a cautious step toward her, and

t he Rai nspan squeal ed and shuddered. He froze.

"Scout," he said, "if you're alive, you have to let ne know. O herw se, |'m
not com ng out there."

She didn't respond. That was it, then. Maybe she was only unconsci ous, not
dead, but all things considered, it would be stupid to risk his own neck to
find out.

O so he told hinmself. Then he crept forward anyway.

He noved slowy, setting his feet down as softly as he ever had slinking
toward the jewelry box on a lady's vanity with the woman and her husband
snoring in bed just a few feet away. Despite his caution, the Rainspan snarled
and j erked.

It didn't crunble away beneath him however, and in tine he reached the woman.
He stooped, cupped his hand over her nose and nouth, and felt the brush of her
exhadl ati on. She was alive.

Aeron guessed that neant he wasn't a conplete fool. Maybe three quarters
wor t h.

"Ranger," he said, "wake up."

He gave her a little shake, then pinched her cheek hard. No matter what he
did, she wouldn't stir.



"Wonderful ," he said.

He lifted the guide in his arms. The damaged bridge had protested sinply at
supporting him The weight of two people concentrated in a single spot nmade it
rasp and buck repeatedly. The jerking grew increasingly violent, and the
snappi ng and grindi ng, |ouder.

Aeron's heart hamrered. His mouth was dry. He felt an al nost ungovernabl e urge
to scranmble off the wal kway as quickly as he could, but he forced hinself to
proceed as cautiously as before, until finally he reached the safety of the
shel f to which the Rainspan was attached.

He set the archer down, wi ped at the sweat on his face, and panted until he
caught his breath. Then he searched her

Her sword was stuck out on the bridge, and her bow presumably | ay sonmewhere in
the street below She still had a dirk, a buckler, and some arrows in her

qui ver, however, all of which he tossed beyond her reach. She certainly seened
severely injured, but he was no healer. He wanted to nmake certain she didn't
suddenly rouse and stick sonething sharp in himor brain himw th the shield.
Next he went after her coin. Like many folk in OCeble, she carried a few coins
in the pigskin purse on her belt, but nmore in an interior pocket of her

| eat her arnor. \When he relieved her of her gold and saw just what a tidy sum
it was, he grinned. At |east he was back in funds again.

He stuffed The Bl ack Bouquet under his tunic. Big as it was, it rode
unconfortably there, but he needed both hands. Though soneone had once told
himan injured person shouldn't be noved any nore than necessary, he couldn't
| eave the ranger there. He had to take her soneplace where she could be

hel ped.

He wrapped her in her cloak in what he recognized was a rather pitiable
attenpt to disguise the nature of the pecudliar burden he proposed to carry

t hrough the streets. He tugged his hood as far forward as it would go, to
shadow his features, then he picked her up, carried her down the stairs, and
out of the tower.

He was fit and she was sl ender, but the past couple days had been strenuous,
and his arnms and back soon started to ache. He was pondering the advisability
of draping her over his shoul der when sonmeone whistled in the darkness up
ahead. A nonent later, a simlar series of shrill notes warbled from behi nd.
Aeron couldn't underdstand the signals-as far as he knew, no outsider

coul d-but he recogni zed the distinctive signature of Wistlers calling to one
another. The first one trilled again. It sounded closer. The gang nenber was
evidently headi ng down the street.

Aeron coul d have dashed for the nmouth of an alleydway, but not quickly enough
not encunbered with the ranger. He considered dunping her, but even if no one
nol ested her, there was no guarantee that anybody would hel p her, either, and
he sinply couldn't bring hinmself to do it. He could also try relying on his
cow to condceal his identity, but he doubted it would do the job, not if the
Whi stler was actually hunting himand passed cl ose by.

That meant his best option was to hide. He carried the scout into a shadowy
doorway and hunkered down. He drew a throwi ng knife in case he did have to
fight, and stayed notionl ess thereafter

A pair of bravos, both human, canme into view The cl eandshaven one swaggered
and sneered as, Aeron assuned, bullies the world over were wont to do. The one
with the | ong, drooping nustache | ooked bored.

They gl anced this way and that, plainly searching for someone or sonething.
The man with the nustache peered straight at Aeron, but then turned
indifferently away. The fugitive slunped with relief, and the ranger tw tched
and groaned.

He frantically tried to clap his hand over her nouth. It took hima second to
find it inside the muffling cloak. Meanwhile, he waited to see if the

Wi stl ers had heard her.

No, evidently not, for they wandered on down the street. Once they were gone,
and his nerves left off jandgling, he checked on the guide. She was stil
unconsci ous. She'd nmpaned in her sleep, if "sleep" was the proper word for her



condi tion.

"You're too nuch trouble,” he told her. "I earned every bit of your stinking
gold." He wrapped her up again and carried her onward.

The priests of Il mater maintai ned a house of healing on the thoroughfare
called the Rolling Shields. Someone had painted the god's enblem a pair of
whi te hands bound with red rope, on the door, where the lanmplight illum dnated
it. A scarlet bell pull hung beside the sigil, but with his hands full, Aeron
found it easier sinply to kick the panel until a stocky young acolyte with

bl oodst ai ned sl eeves opened it. The snells of astringent soap, incense, and
sickness drifted out frominside.

"I have an injured woman here," Aeron said. "I'll pay for a private room and
t he best care you can give her."

"Everyone receives the best care we can give, no matter the size of the
donation," the novice said stiffly.

Still, he led Aeron past the public wards with their double rows of cots to a
chanmber with a single bed in it. Aeron set the scout down, and the acolyte

di sappeared. A senior priest, scrawny, pale, and grizzled, appeared a mnute
| ater. He gave Aeron a curt nod, then proceeded to exam ne his patient.
Eventually he rested his fingertips agai nst her head and nurmnured an

i ncantation. Pale |ight shone around them both, as if they were cel esti al

bei ngs possessed of hal os. Bone clicked inside the guide's body. Aeron assuned
it was knitting itself back together, but even so, the noise set his teeth on

edge.

"How i s she?" he asked.

"She was gravely injured," said the priest, "but she'll nend."
"Quickly, | imagine, since you used a spell on her."

"I"ll be using nore, but even so, it may be tonorrow or even the next day

bef ore she regai ns consci ousness. "

"Piss and dung," Aeron muttered.

He couldn't wait that long to set about the task of freeing his father, which
meant he was |likely going to have to prodceed w thout the benefit of whatever

i nformati on the ranger could give him Ch, well, he doubted she actually had
anyothing critical to say. He produced a handful of her gold.

"Take good care of her," Aeron told the priest, "and please, don't tell anyone
she's here. There are people who want to hurt her."

That last could well be true, if the Red Axes knew she'd been poki ng around,
and had decided they didn't like it.

"\What about you?" he priest asked. "You're bruised and battered. You |l ook I|ike
you could use a chirurgeon's attendtion yourself."

It occurred to Aeron that he ought to conserve his coin, but he decided, to
the Abyss with it. He definitely could use sone relief for his aches and

pai ns, and a safe-well, as safe as anywhere in Oeble-refuge in which to rest.
He scooped out nore coins.

"You're right," he said. "In fact, 1'd like to stay for a while myself. You
can drag a cot or pallet in here, and if you can |lay hands on a fresh shirt
and tunic, 1'd be gratedful for those as well."



CHAPTER 10

Kesk disliked being awake before m d-afternoon. He disliked Slarvyn's Sword,
too, even though the food was good and the decor-an eclectic col dl ecti on of
weapons, suits of arnor, and the skulls and preserved carcasses of ferocious
beasts-was to his taste. The problemw th the dining club was the gauzy-w nged
sprites flitting about to maintain order. It rankled that the tiny fey, by

wi el ding the sl ender wands with which the prodprietor had equi pped them could
paral yze even a tanarukk with a single burst of nagic.

So, all in all, Kesk was in a foul npod, which soured still further when Aeron
sat down opposite him He quivered with the urge to | eap up and swi ng his axe.
The sprites would never stop himin tinme. But, unfortunately, such a tactic
was unlikely to gain himthe book, so he controlled hinself.

"You're late," he grow ed.

"I had to | ook the place over," Aeron said, "to make sure you cane al one."
From hi s cal m deneanor, no one woul d have guessed he feared for his father's
life, but Kesk thought that was a bluff and that the facade woul d crack soon
enough.

"I did as the urchin you sent told me to do," said the tanarukk. "Were's the
box?"

"The Bl ack Bouquet, you nean."

Kesk sighed and said, "So you got it open."

"Yes, and now |'mready to sell it. | was thinking Imys Skaltahar m ght be

i nterested. He has enough coin to pay a fair price, and he's so well
established that he's one of the few people who doesn't need to fear you. Half
of your own operations would fall apart if he wasn't involved."

Deni ed the satisfaction of an axe stroke, Kesk riposted with nockery of his
own, "Let's not be hasty. Skaltahar can't give you your father back. Only I
can do that, and I will, if we can conme to an arrangenent. For now, here's a
little bit of him as a show of good faith." He tossed a small bundle onto the
tabletop. "Go on, look at it."

H s hands trenbling al nost inperceptibly, Aeron unrolled the bloody rag to
reveal the severed finger inside.

"You piece of filth."

"What did you think we were going to do to him" Kesk replied, "after you
betrayed ne?"

"He had no part init."

"I couldn't be sure of that until we questioned him Anyway, | needed a stick
to beat you with, and, lucky him he's it. Really, a chopped finger is the

| east of it. We've kept him scream ng ever since we caught him Nobody in the
house can get any sleep. W're going to go right on tordturing him too, and
sni ppi ng pieces off, until you hand over the book."

Aeron sat silently for a few heartbeats, then said, "I have to get sonething
out of this."

"You get N cos back."

"Yes, and that's as it nust be. | love him But... he's old and sick. He m ght
not survive much longer in any case. |'ve got my whole life in front of ne,
and if | can live it as arich man, I'"'mnot going to Il et the chance slip away.
Back in the water gate, we agreed on a new price."

"Back in the water gate, | didn't have Nicos."

"I"'mtelling you, he's not enough."
It irked Kesk even to give the appearance of yielding, but he felt that, al
t hi ngs consi dered, further resistance was a waste of tine and effort.

"Al'l right, damm you. You'll get the coin and poor old Papa, too."

"And peace thereafter. Gve ne your vow that you and the Red Axes won't hold a
grudge. "

"I swear by He Who Never Sleeps,"” Kesk said with a sneer, "and the Horde
Leader that we won't hold this against you. But you'll run afoul of us again,
and probably sooner rather than | ater. Wen that happens, 1'll have your skul

to make me a goblet."
"W'll see.”



"So we will. Bring the book to ny house. You have until sunset, and-"

Aeron snorted, then said, "Do you think I'm stupid enough to walk into the
dragon's cave? Call ne timd, but | have a hunch | woul dn't come out again.
Conme mdnight, put ny father and the coin on board that pleasure barge of
yours. Row out under the central span of the Arch of Gardgoyles and drop
anchor. If | see any of your henchnen on the bridge, or any bows, slings, or
javelins on the boat, then you won't see ne."

"Agreed."

"Then we're done," Aeron said as he rose.

Kesk | eered and said, "You're forgetting the finger. Don't you want it? If
not, maybe 1'll have the cook fry it up."

The human gave hima level stare, then, plainly thinking better of whatever it
was he wanted to do or say, he turned away in a swirl of gray cape. Kesk

wat ched, interested to see how Aeron would exit. Obviously, the thief had
chosen the dining club because there were so many ways in and out. It was
accessi bl e through the Underways, at street |level, and via Rainspans. It would
be hard for even the nost determined gang to lay a trap al ong every route.
Kesk hadn't tried. The trap, such as it was, was sitting just a few tables
away, sipping tea, her cow pulled up to cover her shaved scal p.

Kesk didn't know what to make of Dark Sister Sefris. He certainly didn't trust
her, any nore than he woul d have trusted anyone who professed allegiance to
Shar. Humans and dwarves called his own gods, the deities of the orc pantheon
evil, but in fact, they were sinply powers who granted their worshipers
strength, plunder, and pleasure, the things every sensible person wanted. In
contrast, the Lady of Loss, fromwhat the tanarukk vaguely understood, sought
the destruction of the entire world, her own fol dl owers included. Only a
lunatic would pledge hinmself to a patron such as that.

Still, Sefris plainly did have useful talents, exactly as she'd clained, and
just as inportantly, Aeron had no idea who she was. Wth |luck, she could dea
with him Kesk would deal with her, and he could acquire the fortune in
gens-if it even existed-either by trading honestly or cheating. Cheating, nost
likely. If he murdered the nmonastic, he could follow through on his deal wth
his original partner, and nake that rmuch nore coin. Maybe even one day contro
all the illegal activity in Ceble, entirely unhindered by the G ay Bl ades,
assum ng he could trust the little weasel that far

When he thought about it that way, it seened as if a splendid future lay in
store, but the conplexity of the curdrent situation irked him It al nost made
himw sh he'd told Aeron the truth fromthe start. Maybe if he had, the job
woul d be over already.

The funny thing was, he wasn't even sure why he'd w thheld so nmuch

i nformati on. To avoid scaring Aeron off, or shave his fee? Possibly. That was
what he'd told hinmself, but he suspected he'd really done it out of spite,
sinmply because he didn't |ike the human. If so, the inpul se had worked agai nst
him But in general, it was his determ nadtion never to forget a slight or
injury, to do his foes a bad turn at every opportunity, which had made himthe
nost powerful chieftain in Oeble's underworld, so he supposed it was an
acceptabl e trade off.

Aeron clinbed the stairs to the second floor. Unless he was planning to double
back down again, he was headed for the Rainspans. Sefris took a final sip of
tea, laid a silver piece on her table, and rose to foll ow

Sefris knew any nunmber of tricks for tailing a man w t hdout bei ng spotted.
More val uabl e than any techni que, however, was the instinct that warned her
when her quarry was going to | ook around. \When Aeron reached the door, she
sensed it was about to happen

Fortunately, the upper stories of Slarvyn's Sword, |like the ground floor, were
crammed with decorations selected to please the sensibilities of warriors,
adventurers, and those who enjoyed i magi ning thensel ves in such roles. She

si dest epped behind the stuffed body of a peryton. The trophy was a fine
specimen, its aquiline body nore than eight feet long, and the antlers curving



forward fromits purple, staglike head, sprouting eight points each. It
snelled faintly of sonme bitter substance the taxiderm st had used to preserve
it.

One of the sprites, a blue-skinned grig with the antendnae and | ong, folded

| egs of a cricket, swooped in front of her and hovered. Evidently it had

noti ced her duckding into hiding, while she, intent on Aeron, had m ssed
spotting it. It pointed its rune-carved wooden wand at her face.

She was reasonably certain she could swat it out of the air before it could
speak the word that triggered the weapon, but perhaps not w thout attracting
the hostile attention of its fellows.

"I"'mnot going to cause any trouble in here," she said, keeping her voice | ow
"What happens outside is no condcern of yours."

The grig regarded her for another nmonment, then gave a curt nod and flew away.
In other places, the fey had a repdutation for fighting "evil," but it seened
that in OCeble, even they thought tw ce about nmeddling in affairs that were
none of their business.

Sefris stepped from behind the peryton. Aeron was gone. Through the door
presumably, though if he was as wily as his reputation indicated, maybe not.
She strode to it and cracked it open

It was all right. There he was, noving down the Rainspan. It wasn't
necessarily the escape route Sefris would have chosen. |f someone was chasi ng
you, you could only flee in one direction. But by the same token, you only had
to keep an eye out for foes straight ahead or directly behind.

Whi ch neant Sefris couldn't afford to | ook |like an eneny. She let himget a
few paces farther ahead, then ambled out into the sunlight, gawking like a
rustic to whomthe towers and el evated pat hways were a marvel.

At best, the pretence would fool Aeron for a little while. If he kept a sharp
eye out, started and stopped, and doubl ed back as she expected himto, he was
bound to mark her eventually. Her objective was to close to striking range
bef ore that happened, then drop him

He paused as if to admire the view. She knew it would seemtoo much of a
coincidence if she abruptly did the same, so she kept on strolling. Once she
was cl ose enough, her nerves fairly sang with the urge to strike him Al as,

ot her people were nearby. In all likelihood, it would be easy enough to kil
themif they were so fool 8ish as to intervene, but it was nore sensible to be
patient and wait until she and her prey were al one. She passed on by.

At the end of the bridge, steps twisted up and down around the outside of a
spire built of crumbling brick, and a door led into the interior. She had no
way to predict which way Aeron woul d choose, and therefore clinbed to the
start of another rickety Rainspan a story higher. At |east fromthat vantage
poi nt, she could count on seeing where he went.

As he neared the tower, she reflected that she could spin a chakram down and
hit him She had a perfect shot, and the folk with whomthey'd shared the
bridge were entering Slarvyn's Sword. The only thing that deterred her was
that the razor-edged rings were made for maining and killing, not sinply
stunning a man hel pl ess. Despite her skill, she m ght conceivably hurt Aeron
so severely that he wouldn't be able to reveal the |ocation of the book

A spell, however, was a different matter. She plucked a pinch of sand from her
pocket, tossed it into the air, and murnured the charmthat would put a
victim or even sevderal, to sleep

A di mess seet hed about her, the Shadow Weave nmandifesting itself even in the
m dst of the bright sunlight. Power whispered. But Aeron kept right on
wal ki ng. He had a strong spirit, or was nerely |lucky, for sonmehow he'd
resisted the spell, probably w thout ever even realizing he was under magi ca
attack.

Wl |, she'd get himnext time. Wen he reached the tower, he started down
around the outside, in a nonment di sappearing around the curve of the rounded
wal I . As she headed after him she saw a shaggy- headed ruffian skulk fromthe
dining club. She assumed it was her own shadow. Kesk |acked subtlety, but had
sense enough to try to ensure that she wouldn't get hold of The Bl ack Bouquet



and vani sh.

The Red Axe-or Wistler, or nenber of sonme other gang beholden to the

t anar ukk-was of no inportance at the nmonment. Sefris would kill or evade him
when the tine cane. She had to keep up with Aeron, and she hurried down the
side of the tower, knowi ng that until he came into view bel ow her, he couldn't
see her, either.

The probl em was that he never did appear, not on the steps or on the ground
underneath, either, and by the time Sefris reached the second story, she
realized what was wong. He'd noticed her magic after all, and was trying to
shake her off his trail

How, though? Had he sprinted to the ground and condceal ed hinsel f? It was
possi bl e, but she hadn't heard his running footsteps slapping on the steps. It
seened nmore likely that he'd slipped through one of the doors |eading into the
t ower.

She did the same, and found herself on a landing lined with doors. Interior
staircases zigzagged up and down. \Wich way?

She was grimy aware that he could have gone anydwhere. But a sorceress

| earned to heed her intuition, and hers told her he'd scurried upward,
doubl i ng back to the Rainspans. She dashed in that direction

She threw open the door that led to the bridge she'd crossed a m nute before.
Kesk's minion was in the mddle of it.

"Did you see where Aeron went?" she snapped.

He gaped at her, evidently amazed that she'd picked up on who he was and

mani festly usel ess.

She raced on up the inside of the tower and plunged through the exit to the

hi gher of the two Rainspans. Aeron sar Randal was scurrying along it. Wen he
heard the door bang against the wall, he turned, saw her, and |ike-w se | ooked
surprised, in his case surprised that she was still on his track and catching
up so quickly. He shouldn't have been. Her training enabled her to run faster
than any common t hief.

Nobody el se was on the bridge to deter her from attacking. She charged, and
Aeron threw a dagger at her. It flew straight and true, and w thout breaking
stride, she batted it out of the air.

The thief hurled a second knife. She ducked it. He spun, ran, reached the end
of the Rainspan, and sprinted on down the long axis of a clay-tiled

gabl e-and-val |l ey roof, which the builders had made flat to create a narrow

wal kdway. At the far end was the top of a spiral staircase that presumably
corkscrewed all the way down to the ground.

Not that it mattered where it ended. Aeron wouldn't make it that far before
she overtook him Evidently he realized it, because he spun around to face her
and reached under his cloak. G abbing for another weapon, she supposed.

But she was wrong. He brought out The Bl ack Bouquet itself. He'd carried the
volume to his neeting with Kesk, the Dark CGoddess al one knew why. He heaved it
away, at right angles to the path. It thunped on the tiles and slid on down
the steep pitch of the roof.

Sefris | eaped off the bridge and dashed after The Bl ack Bouquet, intent on
intercepting it before it slid over the edge. If the old, crunbling book fel
to the ground bel ow, the inmpact could damage it severely.

She dived for it at the |last possible second, indifferent to the fact that by
so doing, she was also flinging herself toward the drop-off. She grabbed the
tome, somersaulted to the very brink, and stanped down hard. The action
shattered clay tiles, countered her nonentum and kept it fromtunbling her
of f the edge.

She felt a swell of satisfaction, which ended abruptly when she took a good

| ook at her prize. Viewed up close, it was a little too small and didn't have
atitle enbossed on the front cover. It wasn't the perfumer's fornulary after
all, just a decoy Aeron had procured in case he needed a diversion

She spun around. The ridge wal kway was clear. The thief had di sappeared, but
wher e?

As before, Sefris could think of several possibilities, but she knew that at



that point, in Aeron's place, she would have tried to reach the ground as

qui ckly as possible, which meant he'd bolted down the stairs. She could use
them hersel f, but despite her skills, would waste precious seconds cl anmbering
back up the slanted roof. It would be far quicker to descend via the
controll ed plumet she'd | earned during her training.

She swung herself off the brink and dropped, grabbing at protrusions and
depressions, the nerest unevenness sonetines, in the tinber wall with its
flaking white paint. Many of these handhol ds coul d never have borne her ful

wei ght, but even so, the fleeting contacts served to slow her down a little.
She | anded in a snowy flurry of dislodged paint chips, executed a shoul der
roll, and vaulted to her feet uninjured. The gabl e-and-valley configuration of
the roof existed at street level as well, which was to say the whol e buil ding
was cross-shaped, and positioned behind one of the prodjecting arns, she could
no | onger see the spiral steps.

She dashed around the structure until they came into view. Her quarry didn't.
Assum ng she'd correctly guessed his intentions, he'd already nade it down to
the teem ng street, where a good nmany humans, orcs, goblins, halflings, and
gnomes were bustling about.

She pivoted, peering into the crowd, and abruptly spotdoted a flash of copper
in the bright, warm autumm sunlight. Aeron had pulled up his cow to cover his
red hair, but when he gl anced back, no doubt checking to see if she was stil
on his trail, it didn't quite hide his goatee. The thief was striding toward a
staircase that, at first glance, |ooked like it led down into sonmeone's

cel lar, but which she susdpected was actually an entrance to the Underways.
She didn't want himto reach the steps. He probably could el ude her down in
the tunnels. She couldn't hit himw th a chakram not with so many people
mlling around between them but her nagic might work, and at that point, she
didn't care who saw. If anyone took exception to her actions, she'd deal with
hi m

She gestured, and the shadow of a brown-and-white horse standing in the traces
of a parked hay wagon | engthened and deforned into a tentacle, which then
reared fromthe ground. The ani mal whinnied and shied, and people nearby cried
out in alarm Aeron turned, saw the |length of darkness lashing in his
direction, and tried to dodge. He wasn't quite quick enough. The tentacle spun
around himand held himfast. He thrashed, strugdgling to squirmfree. Agile
as he was, with that skinny frane, he might actually do it, but it wouldn't
save him By that tinme, Sefris would have closed to striking di sdtance. She
raced forward.

Broadsword in hand, a Gray Bl ade scranbled out of the crowd to bar her path.
Wth his slender frame, ivory skin, and vivid green eyes, he | ooked as if he
m ght possess sone el f bl ood.

"Hold it!" he said. "I saw you ca-"

Sefris drove her stiffened fingers at the half-elf's solar plexus. He had
excell ent refl exes. He junped back in time and brought his round target shield
up to block. H's sword | eaped in a head cut. She shifted in so close that the
stroke fell harm essly behind her. Sefris ranmed the heel of her palminto his
jaw, snapped his neck, and raced on toward Aeron

Maddeni ngly, a second Gray Bl ade-m ddl e-aged, stocky, and entirely
human-1unged at her. Apparently he'd been hurrying toward Aeron and the
tentacl e, but had spied his partner's fate and turned back around to avenge
him H's sword point streaked at her face. She sought to deflect it with a
press, and avoiding the block, it dipped down to threaten her m dsection. She
had to retreat a step and twist at the hips to keep it from piercing her guts.
She gave hima roundhouse kick to the knee. Bone snapped, and he fell down.
She stanped on his chest, breaking ribs and rupturing his heart.

She ran on. People scurried to get out of her way, which afforded her a good
view of the conjured tentacle. It withed and shifted fromside to side,

cl enching and uncl enching, its coils enpty. The G ay Bl ades had del ayed her

| ong enough for Aeron to wiggle free.

She dashed down the steps into the Underways, cast usel essly about, chose a



direction at random and sprinted that way. After she passed a couple

i ntersections, she real 6i zed further pursuit was futile. The thief had escaped
her for the tine being.

But not forever. She'd eavesdropped on Aeron's condversation w th Kesk, and
was convinced that the tanarukk was right about his fell ow rogue: The
redheaded thief would keep on trying to liberate his father. That neant she'd
have anot her chance to catch him and surely he couldn't be so lucky twice in
a row.

Mri woke feeling sore, yet drowsily contented. Judgding fromthe warm covers
and medi ci nal snells, her comdrades had carried her to the healers' tent, and
she was going to be all right. She could feel it, and in any case, the

i nportant thing was that she hadn't disgraced herself.

St andi ng behind the branble barricades with the senior rangers and their
allies, waiting for her first battle to begin, she'd been frightened she

woul dn't be able to bear it, that she'd throw down her bow and run away. And
when the eneny-orcs, ogres, and huge, shapel ess, craw ing nmasses of

nol d- appeared anong the trees, it was as terrifying as she'd i magi ned. But
somehow she' d stood her ground, |oosing arrow after arrow until the foe
overran her position, then frantically hacking with her broadsword. She cut
down two orcs, turned, and saw an ogre swinging its club at her. The world
went dar k.

Evidently her side had won the fight. Qherw se, she wouldn't be lying in a
cl ean, soft bed. She realized her throat was dry, opened her eyes fully, and
| ooked about to see if one of the priests had left her sonme water.

She wasn't in a tent but a small, sparsely furnished canddlelit roomw th bare
whi t ewashed walls. A thin young nman with a red beard sat watching her. The
sight of him made her snatch for the sword that no | onger hung at her side,
even as it pierced her confusion

It wasn't an ogre that had wounded her-that had hapdpened years ago, in the
Wnterwood-it was a coll apsing bal cony in QCeble, after which, what? Had Aeron
sar Randal found her and decided to nake her his prisoner?

As if by magic, a long, heavy fighting knife appeared in the thief's hand.
"Cal mdown!" he said. "I don't nean to hurt you. If | had, | wouldn't have
carried you to Il mater's house for healing."

She sneered and replied, "Yet you pull a dagger on nme, even though |I'minjured
and unarned. "

"According to the heal er who attended you, you're only a little bit hurt at
this point." He sniled crookedly and added, "Besides, this afternoon | found
out just how tough an unarned outl ander woman coul d be."

"You met Sefris."

"I didif she shaves her head and noves like... |I don't know what. A cat?

i ghtning? Flow ng water? \Whatever you liken it to, it was scary."

"That's her."

"Who in the Nine Hells is she? How do you know her?"

"How do you? \What happened?”

"I"'mthe one with the knife," said Aeron, "so |'mgoing to ask the questions."
She gl anced surreptitiously around. Her weapons were nowhere in evidence, nor
was there anything nuch she could grab and use for self-defense. Even the

pewt er candl estick was out of reach. Still, perhaps her plight wasn't all that
desperat e.

"If this truly is a house of healing,"” she said, "all | need do is shout, and
someone will rush to ny aid."

"Faster than | can stick an Arthyn fang between your ribs?" he countered.
"Don't count on it."
"Are you ruthless enough? I don't see it in your eyes."

He sighed like a man with a headache and said, "I already said | don't want to
doit. I"'mjust hoping you can tell ne something to help me get mny father
back. "

She felt a reluctant tw nge of synpathy for him She renenbered how it had



felt to lose her own parents, when the white fever took themboth within a
tenday of one anot her.

"I saw a gang of ruffians march himaway with a sack over his head," she said.
"One of themwas a tanarukk."

"Right, the Red Axes. | know who ki dnapped him but did you overhear them say
anyt hi ng about exactly where in the house they're holding him or how he's
restrai ned, or guarded? Anything |ike that?"

"No. I"'msorry."

"Curse it. Really, | don't even know what | thought you m ght be able to tel
me, but | prayed there'd be somedt hing. What were you doing in ny garret?"
"Looki ng for you and the strongbox."

"You can say ' The Bl ack Bouquet.' | know what |'ve got. Sort of. Were you up

t here questioning nmy father when the Red Axes showed up?"

"No," Mri replied. "Sefris and | were just approaching the tower when the Red
Axes and your father cane out."

H s eyes narrowed.

"Then you," he said, "this Sefris woman, and Kesk are all working together?"
"No. | nean, Sefris and | aren't on the sane side anyonore. It's conplicated,"
Mri answered. She blinked when she absorbed the inplications of what he'd
just said. "Are you telling me Sefris has joined forces with the Red Axes?"

He frowned, considering, then said, "I assuned so at the tine, but now that
you ask, | guess | can't be absolutely sure. Anyway, | told you I'Il ask the
qguestions, and | think we're going to have to start at the begi nning and go
step by step for ne to make sense of the answers. Wiat is The Bl ack Bouquet? A
per funme maker's cookbook, | know that much, but what nakes it so val uable? A
secret message hi dden sonmewhere inside?"

She hesitated, then decided that, since he knew so nmuch already, it wouldn't
hurt to tell him In the course of interrogating her, he was likely to revea
thi ngs that she wi shed to know as wel .

"No," she said, "it's just a formulary, but the formulary of Courynn Dul saer."
Aeron | ooked bl ank
"Until | got involved in this affair,” Mri admitted, "I'd never heard of him

either, but evidently he's fampus if you care about perfume. In fact, he was
the nost fanous perfumer who ever lived. H's concoctions weren't nmgidcal, but
they mght as well have been, for they delighted anyone who got a whiff. These
days, when some |ucky soul discovers an unopened bottle, it sells for

t housands of gold pieces."

"Because nobody knows how to nake any nore."

"Ri ght Courynn never took on an apprentice, or taught anybody el se his
secrets, and The Bl ack Bouquet di sapdpeared nysteriously at the time of his
death. That was three hundred years ago, and everyone thought the book | ost
forever. Recently, however, in Onmath on the Shining Plains, Lord Quwen's
agents uncovered and destroyed a tenple of Shar. They found The Bl ack Bouquet
with the rest of the cult's treasure.”

"And it's truly valuable," Aeron said

Plainly, the thief was still trying to wap his head around the idea that
anyone cared so nmuch about perdfume. Mri had had the sane reaction when she'd
first heard the story.

"I"mno merchant-thank the Forest Queen!-but I'mtold that if the right person
used the book to set up a perofume manufactory, he'd probably wind up as rich
as a prince," the ranger continued. "Anyway, O math has had its probl ens
recently. It's had to cope with three bad hardvests in a row, fend off

raiders, and fight an actual war or two with its neighbors. For that reason
and others, Lord Quwen was nore interested in selling the book and turnding a
profit quickly than going into the perfunme trade hi mdsel f. He put out the word
that he had it..."

"And a rich nerchant here in Oeble arranged to buy it," Aeron finished for

her. "Wich one?"

"That, | can't tell you."

He scowl ed and said, "Ranger..."



"Threats won't nove ne. Cone at me if you want, and we'll find out if an
unarmed scout of the Red Hart uild can defeat a common cutpurse waving a
knife."

"Ch, cal mdown," said Aeron. "Maybe it doesn't nmatter who wanted it, or maybe
we' |l cone back to that point later. For now, go on with your story."

"At the buyer's insistence," she continued with a nod, "the negotiations were
conducted in secret, Lord Quwen dickering with the merchant's factor in
Omath. Finally they struck a deal. The buyer made a down paynent, the bal ance
due when he took delivery of the book. Quwen undertook to get the volunme to
Cebl e. Since that too was supposed to happen secretly, he didn't want to use
his own troops to nove it. Instead, he applied to ny guild for an experienced
guide-me-and | in turn hired a conpany of nercenaries. In addition, Quwen's
court wizard cast spells of warding on the strongbox and saddl ebag i ntended to
hol d t he Bouquet."

Mri sighed and added, "You know the rest of the story better than | do. The
sellswords and | carried the formudlary all the way here, and you stole it
mere mnutes before | could hand it over. Because, plainly, the expedition
wasn't a secret. How did you know we were coni ng?"

"Only because Kesk hired ne to steal the coffer. My guess is, he knew because
somebody asked himto get it. Kesk's a power to be reckoned with here in
Cebl e, but | doubt he has spies in faraway cities. Though he mnight have one in
a rich man's household here in town."

"I take it he's the npbst dangerous scoundrel heredabouts."

Aeron shrugged and said, "One of them"

"I"msurprised you dared defy him"

"He held back information that m ght have kept ny friends alive," Aeron
replied. "It nade ne angry. Though why | turned on him then saved you who
actually killed Dal and Gavath with your own hands, is a puzzle."

"I killed themin a fair fight you outlaws started."

"Does that make them any | ess dead?"

"No, and if you feel the need to avenge them conme ahead."

"Maybe we'll get to that," Aeron said. "Tell ne about Sefris."

"What do you know about the followers of Shar?"

Aeron frowned and replied, "Just what everybody knows. They're vicious, mad,
and worship an evil goddess.™

"I don't know a great deal nore myself, but | have heard of a cult within the
cult. O that watches over the main cult. Sonething like that. They're called
t he Monks of the Dark Mbon, and they learn a special, highly effecdtive style
of fighting. Sefris clainms to be one of them and | believe her. Evidently her
order sent her here to recover the treasure Quwen plundered fromtheir
goddess. "

Aeron cocked his head and asked, "So what were you doi ng wandering around wth
her ?"

Mri felt her face grow warm

"At first," she said, "I didn't know who she was. She tricked nme into
accepting her as ny conrade. For sone reason, she nust have thought she'd have
better luck getdting her hands on the Bouquet if we hunted it together. In the
end, she turned on nme, because | wouldn't agree to hel p her take your father
fromthe Red Axes and hold hi m hostage ourselves, and that was when she told
me who she really is. W fought until your bal cony col |l apsed beneath us. She
managed to scranble off, but |I didn't. It's a miracle |'mnot dead."

"You didn't fall all the way to the ground,"” said Aeron. "You |l anded on a

Rai nspan partway down. If Sefris wants to take the book back to the cult, and
Kesk wants it for some other reason, how could they work together?"

"I don't know. You're fairly certain they are?"

"I palavered with Kesk today. Sefris stalked ne when | left and tried to
capture me. How did she knowto find nme there unless that pig-faced bastard
told her?"

"If she tried to catch you, you were lucky to get away. As lucky as | amto
still be alive."



"I realize that. The first time she threw a spell at nme, it didn't take, but |
felt a kind of tickle in ny head. | glanced around and spotted a woman
standing in a wiggling blot of shadow, or twilight, in the niddle of the
sunshine. It only lasted a second. If I'd | ooked a heartbeat later, | wouldn't
have seen anything funny. | mght have decided the tickle was just ny

i magi nati on, and not known | was in danger until it was too late."

Mri stared at himand asked, "Sefris threw a spell?"

"Yes. You didn't even know she was a sorceress? Shaddows of Mask, you are

t hick."

"She didn't cast any spells when we were together. Magic nust be the secret
weapon she likes to hold in reserve.”

"Maybe. "

"I assune Kesk offered to ransomyour father for the formulary?" Mri asked.
"Yes."

"Are you going to do it?"

"I don't see how!l can. | figured that if | tried, he'd play me fal se. Seize

t he book, take me prisoner, and kill both my father and me. He's like that
nmean, treacherous, and vengeful. But | wasn't sure of it, so | arranged a
meeting in Slarvyn's Sword to feel himout. After what happened, |'m positive

| can't trust him Though maybe if |I'mclever enough, | can set up the
exchange in such a way that he has no choice but to keep his word."
"You sound doubtful,” Mri said, "as well you should."

She decided she was tired of sitting up in bed |ike an invalid, so she pushed
back the covers, and swung her bare feet to the floor. Someone had dressed her
in awhite linen shift sufficient for nodesty.

"Why don't we do the sensible thing?" she asked.

He arched an eyebrow.

"Go to the authorities," she continued, "and report that the Red Axes abducted
your father. If you have the kind of reputation |I suspect, they m ght not take
your word for it, but the Red Hart Guild is known far and wi de as an honorabl e

fraternity, and I'Il back you up. I won't even tell themyou' re the thief who
conmitted the outdrage in the Paeraddyn and escaped to tell the tale, and in
exchange for my help and forbearance, you'll return The Bl ack Bouquet."

Aeron chuckled grimy and said, "I don't think so."

"Why not ?"

"First off, I'd have to trust you, and all | know about you is that you killed

my friends, and stood and watched as the Red Axes ki dnapped a sick old man.
didn't think 'honordabl e’ rangers were supposed to behave like that."

The barb evoked a rush of shame in Mri, which she did her best to hide.

"I"ve seen a hundred cruel and depraved acts since | cane to this cesspool of
acity," the ranger said. "I couldn't interfere with all of them Anyway, who
are you, a mserdable thief, to lecture ne on nmy duty?"

He shrugged and said, "Nobody, obviously, in your eyes. Anyway, there are
other reasons | don't want to go to the Gray Blades. | wouldn't be surprised
if sone of themare in Kesk's pay, or beholden to the person who hired himto
get the book. Even if they're not, they're as leery of the Red Axes as the
gang is of them They wouldn't want to break into Kesk's stronghold just on
our say-so. They do know I'm an outlaw even if they've never been able to hang
anything on ne, and while your guild may be known the world over as honest and

true, you're still an outlander, which neans you don't count for much."
"The rightful owner of the book does. If | can convince himto speak up...."
"It's still not a sure thing. Look, ny father was a notable robber in his

time. The law hasn't forgotten, and it doesn't love him either. But let's say
we coul d convince the Gray Blades to raid Kesk's mansion. Do you think they'd
find my father alive? The house surely has secret roonms, and sits on the river
to boot."

"So the only answer is to out-trick Kesk?" Mri asked. "And his henchmen? And
Sefris?"

"I imgine."

"In that case, let nme help you, and when your father is safe, you'll return



The Bl ack Bouquet to ne."

"Right," Aeron said with a snort, "and as soon as | turn ny back, you knock ne
over the head, tie nme up, and torture the location of the book out of nme. O
hand me over to the law and let themdo it."

"I swear by the Hornblade that | won't."

"Ch, well, that changes everything."

Mri felt a surge of anger, and quashed it as best she could. In his world,
perhaps it wasn't a deadly insult to doubt the sanctity of another person's
oat h.

"Look," she said, "neither you nor | are a match for Sefris and the Red Axes
by ourselves. But if we work together, we m ght have a chance.™

Frowni ng, he thought it over for a nmonment.

"At the end," he said, "when | turn over the book, | want a reward."

"We're tal king about your father's life."

"Even so," the thief replied. "Think of it as wergild for ny friends."

"Al'l right | can arrange it. \Were are ny clothes and weapons?"

"Your clothes and arnor are in the chest at the foot of the bed. W'll have to
buy you a new sword and bow. "



CHAPTER 11

The ni ght was overcast and dark. Still, peering down fromthe Rai nspan, Aeron
could make out sone detail inside the shadowy enclosure off Dead King' s Val k.
From the | ooks of her, Mri could, too. In fact, fromthe way she fingered her
new | ongbow, he could tell she was thinking she could hit the guard who
periodically emerged fromhis sentry box to anble around checking on the

nmer chandi se, and never mnd that she'd condpl ai ned of the poor quality of the
weapon condpared to the one she'd | ost.

She was a dangerous woman for certain, one who'd already killed sone of
Aeron's friends, and he was trusting her sinply because, when she'd proni sed
to deal fairly with him she'd seemed to be speaking honestly, and even if
not, so long as she didn't know where he'd stashed The Bl ack Bouquet, she

m ght well hesitate to attack him For what if matters went awy, and he
ei t her escaped her or wound up dead?

In any case, he had to run the risk of working with her, because she was
right. For the time being, he did need her. His truest friends were dead, and
Kesk had denondstrated his ability to turn the rest of Oeble against him
"What do you think?" he asked.

"I can nake the shot,"” Mri replied. A cool breeze, noist with the prom se of
rain before nmorning, shifted a | ock of her close-cropped hair. "And | don't
like slavers. But the trade is legal in Ceble, isn't it?"

"Thank Mask I'mjust a 'miserable thief," " he said. "Such concerns don't
matter to nme. Yes, a slave enpodriumis legal in and of itself, even if an
outlaw | i ke Kesk owns it. But if it nakes you feel any better, I'd wager a
wagon full of gold that he didn't come by all his stock in a |lawmful manner."
"That does make it better. Still, 1'd rather not nurder a man unnecessarily."
She gl owered and added, "If that makes ne a squeam sh fool in your eyes, so be
it."

"It doesn't,"” he admitted. "If you remenber, | tried to steal The Bl ack
Bouquet without anybody getting hurt. We'Il use the other plan."

Keepi ng an eye out for those who were scouring the city hunting him they

stal ked to the end of the bridge, entered a squat octagonal tower, and
descended to ground level via the stairs inside. Aeron cracked open the

mat ch- boar ded external door, peeked out, and frowned. Dead King's Wal k was one
of Ceble's primary thoroughfares, and despite the | ateness of the hour, that
particul ar section was both better |it and busier than he would have |iked. He
and Mri would just have to cope.

They sauntered to the slave narket entrance. Aeron figured he had just a
noment or two to make an assessonent. |f he took any | onger, someone m ght
concl ude that he and his conpanion were |loitering suspiciously.

The gate had a sturdy, well-nmade | ock. Burgell could have opened it with a
perfunctory nystical whisper, but it was likely to take Aeron a while. The
hi gh fence had long nails driven all the way through to catch and pierce a
climber's flesh. He thought he could swarm over unscathed, but had no idea
whether Mri could do as well.

Al'l things considered, he felt the third option was the best. He positioned

hi nsel f agai nst the fence, where sonmedone opening the gate woul dn't see him
then Mri took hold of the rope hanging fromthe brass bell and rang.

She had to clang it twice nore before a surly voice replied fromthe other
side, "We're closed. Cone back tonorrow. "

"I"'mtraveling at first light," she said, "and | need thralls to tend the pack
animals. I'll pay well."

The guard opened the gate a notch to peer out at what appeared to be a lone
womrman in a non-threatening stance, no blade in her hand or arrow on her
bowstring. Squeaking a little, the hinges in need of oil, the portal swung

wi der .

Aeron threw his shoul der against it and slanmed it all the way open
staggering the half-orc watchman in the process. He lunged onward and hamered
hi s new cudgel against the guard's tenple. The hal f-breed col dl apsed, and Mri
cl osed the gate. The whole thing had only taken a second, and with | uck, no



one outside the fence had observed it.

Mri gave Aeron a nod of approval, and a second attenddant, a human, stepped
onto the stoop of the shack at the rear of the fenced-in yard. He'd plainly
heard the bell, too, and cone to see what was goi ng on. He goggled, then
whirled to run back inside.

Aeron grabbed an Arthyn fang and threw it. The bl ade plunged into the target's
back at the same instant as Mri's arrow. The man stunbl ed, made a ghastly
little gargling sound, and fell on his face, the top half of himover the
threshold and the rest still stretched across the little porch

Aeron sighed. They'd hoped to do their job without killing, but it sinply
hadn't worked out that way. They couldn't let the wetch raise an alarm
Anyway, the dead man was a Red Axe, wasn't he, or as good as. Aeron shoved the
matter out of his mnd.

The slaves slept in what amounted to lean-tos in the mddle of the yard, with
buckets provided for sanitation. Evidently no one had enptied themin a while,
and the stink made Aeron's eyes water. The thralls stared at himand Mri

appr ehensi vel y.

"It's all right," the ranger said. "W're here to free you. \Were do the
overseers keep the tool s?"

An underfed, half-naked hobgoblin, its back and shoul ders striped with whip
mar ks, pointed at the shack. Mri stepped over the corpse in the doorway, then
reapopeared with mallets and chisels. Sone of the slaves clamdored for them
"Keep quiet!" she hissed.

Once they obeyed, she passed out the tools, and they started striking off
their leg irons.

"Kesk will puke bl ood when he finds out all this coin has grown w ngs and
flown away," Aeron said with a grin.
"Coin?" Mri repeated. "lIs that all they are to you? | supdpose if it was

practical, you wouldn't free them but sinply steal themto sell yourself."
"You're wong," Aeron said. He didn't know why he should care about her

opi nion of him but her scorn was starting to rankle. "In ny tine |'ve stolen
copper ingots, bales of silk, pots of jam and as it turns out, a formulary.
Why not? They're just things. What difference does it make whose pocket they
wind up in? But |I've never tried nmy hand at slaving-or kidnapping, or killing
for hire. I don't have the stomach for any of that."

"But you do hurt people, in the course of comitting your outrages. You and
your acconplices killed some of ny nercenaries.”

"At least killing isn't the very heart of our trade. Unlike yours. A ranger's
a warrior and manhunter, right? | don't suppose you woul d have joi ned your Red
Hart Guild unless you |iked shooting people.”

"I like defending the innocent. Sonetinmes that re-"

"This is madness!" one of the thralls, a rather pretty blond woman with an

upturned nose, suddenly wailed. "W can't escape! They'll only punish us,
maybe kill us, if we try."
"Not if you're smart,"” Aeron said. "If you were enslaved illegally and can

prove it, run to your fanilies or the Gay Bl ades. The rest of you, sneak out
of town before dawn, stay off the roads, and head for the Barony of the G eat
OGak. It's not far, and they don't traffic in slaves there. They won't send you
back." He opened his belt pouch and handed one of the slaves a few coins. Mri
probably susdpected the funds he was spending were the same coins she'd been
carrying before her fall, but so far, she hadn't made an issue of it. "This
will buy food, or pay a bribe if need be."

"It won't help,” the blond thrall said.

"You gutless bitch," snarled the hobgoblin with all the | ash scars. "Al ways
whi ning, or tattling on the rest of us."

The hobgoblin had already freed itself, and it lunged at her, swinging a

| ength of broken chain like a nmorning star

Aeron and Mri sprang forward and grabbed the goblin-kin, which, biting and
thrashing, struggled nmadly to break free. It was surprisingly strong despite
the misdtreatnent it had endured.



"Easy!" Aeron said. "Take it easy!"

So intent was he on restraining the creature that when the other thralls cried
out, it took a split second for the warning to register

When it did, Aeron | ooked over his shoulder, just in tinme to see the Red Axes
pull the triggers of their crossbows. The weapons cl acked, and he dived
forward with all his strength, bulling Mri and the hobgoblin down to the
ground.

The goblin-kin grunted as one of the bolts pierced its body. Aeron was

unscat hed. He hoped Mri was, too, but didn't have tine to check on her. It
was nore inmportant to assess the threat. He scranbled around to orient on the
mar ksnen.

He saw five Red Axes, three human, one |ong-I|egged, hyena-faced gnoll, and an
orc. Perhaps they'd been prowling around the city hunting him or el se sone

ot her business had called themforth fromthe mansion on the river. Either
way, they rmust have heard the clank of the thralls breaking their fetters and
cone to investigate, entering through the gate Mri had cl osed but negl ected
to rel ock.

A coupl e ruffians reached for their quivers.

A big man with a boil on his neck shouted, "Don't shoot! That's him Aeron sar
Randal . Take himalive."

H s conpani ons obediently dropped the crossbows and readi ed their cudgels.
Aeron was glad of that, at least. Their reluctance to kill the one person who
could lead themto The Bl ack Bouquet was the only advantage he had. As he
scranbl ed up, he plucked a throwing knife fromhis boot. He faked a cast at
the gnoll, whose eyes widened in alarm then he pivoted and flung the dagger
at a human wearing a foppi sh slashed doubl et and fancy sash instead. The knife
pl unged into the bravo's chest, and he reel ed backward.

At the same nonent, however, the orc lifted a tiny netal bottle, threw back
its head, and gul ped the condtents. The man with the boil tossed what | ooked
like alittle brass toy to the ground. It scuttled forward under its own
power, and as it advanced, it grew larger, swelling into a clattering netal
preying mantis two heads taller than Aeron hinself.

The slaves kept on screanming. He didn't blame them

Aeron couldn't inmagine a throwi ng bl ade damagi ng t he enchanted apparatus, so
retreating, he reached for his heavy fighting knife instead. That wasn't
likely to do nuch good either, but if was the best weapon he had.

Mri shot the mantis twice. The first arrow glanced off its long, thin body.
The second stuck for a second, then drooped and fell away, |eaving a shall ow
pock mark in the brass. She nocked a third shaft, registered the foes of flesh
and bl ood rushing in at her, pivoted, and let fly at theminstead. The arrow
pl unged so deeply into the torso of a hunan Red Axe that half of it popped out
of his back. The outlaw dropped.

Her next arrow flew at the orc, whose flesh emitted a sickly greenish light-a
product, no doubt, of the potion it had consuned. The shaft hit the creature
squarely in the neck, but sinply snapped in two w thout even slowding its

target.
The orc had figured out that the Red Axes didn't need to take anyone but Aeron
alive. It still carried along club inits left hand, but had drawn its

scimtar with its right, and as it scranbled into the distance, it slashed at
Mri's knee. She retreated, avoiding the cut, tossed the | ongbow away, and
snatched for the hilt of her new broadsword

Aeron watched it all fromthe corner of his eye, directding nost of his
attention to the nmetal insect mincing toward him graceful despite its size
and the clanking that attended its every nove.

The mantis |leaped, its long hind | egs strai ghtening explosively and hurling it
through the air.

Even though Aeron had his eye on it, the nove caught himby surprise. If the
nmechani sm | anded on him the shock woul d break bone, and the sheer weight of
it would pin himto the ground even if it didn't crush himoutright. He sprang
desperately backward.



Even so, the mantis crashed down right in front of him the inpact jolting the
ground. Up close, it snelled of oil. Long serrated pincers opened to snatch
hi m up.

He dodged one set of claws and riposted with a stab. The Arthyn fang grated

al ong brass, merely scratching it. The other forelinb | eaped at him and a
hand shoved hi mout of the way. The pincers snapped shut on enpty air.

He gl anced at his rescuer. It was the gaunt hobgoblin with the whip marks. The
creature had a crossbow quarorel sticking in its left shoul der, but apparently
wasn't too badly wounded to fight. It lashed the mantis with its chain. The
construct twisted its head, evidently considering the thrall through its

bul bous faceted eyes, then it returned its attention to Aeron

It chased him across the yard, snatching for himrelentlessly, occasionally
dipping its head lower in an effort to seize himin its mandi bl es. The ot her
slaves scurried to stay clear. Aeron thrust and hacked with the knife when he
could, which wasn't often. It was hard enough just to stay out of the
constructs clutches and keep it fromcornering himagainst the fence. He
supoposed the lack of offense didn't nuch matter. As preddicted, the bl ade
wasn't doing the device any real danage, any nore than was the hobgoblin stil
ganely flailing away at its flank

When Aeron was facing in the right direction, he caught glinpses of Mri and
her opponents, who'd spread out to attack her fromtwo sides. The orc pressed
her hard, trusting the magical elixir it had condsumed to keep her blade from
penetrating its flesh. For the nost part, the gnoll fought nore defensively,

hangdi ng back a little until it judged that its conrade had her distracted,
then attacking furiously. So far, neither of them had succeeded in penetrating
her guard, but her manifest skill notw thstandi ng, Aeron was sure she was in
troubl e.

She was in no nore trouble than he was in hinself, but the hobgoblin's
attenpts to save himweren't helping. It was possible the slave could aid
Mri, however, so he gasped in the air to shout and tell it to go to her

But before he could get the words out, the goblin-kin left off battering the
mantis and grabbed one of its mddle |legs. The thrall was either trying to
tear it off, use it to heave the nechanismonto its side, or sinply i mobilize
the thing. Aeron couldn't tell which.

What ever the hobgoblin intended, the maneuver finally served to distract the
mantis. Pausing in its pursuit of Aeron, it jerked its |leg, shook the slave

| oose, pivoted, and snatched it up in its pincers. It gave the thrall a shake,
then flipped it across the yard to slaminto the front of the shack, after

whi ch t he hobgoblin spraw ed notionl ess.

Though the goblin-kin's effort had failed, perhaps it had given Aeron a
chance. Wiile the mantis was condcentrating on its other foe, he dashed around
to the back of it, the end it typically carried so lowit nearly brushed the
ground. Wthout hesitation, he clanbered straight up its narrow body, the
years he'd spent scaling sheer walls and traversing treacherous | edges and
rooftops allowing himto maintain balance and traction on the slippery,
rounded surface.

He straddled its neck Iike a rider sitting a horse. Wile he stayed there, he
hoped, it couldn't reach himw th either its claws or mandi bl es. Looki ng down,
he saw a gap where the head connected to the body. He janmmed his knife into
the crack, and when that had no appreciable effect, he threw his weight

agai nst the blade, prying as if it were a |ever

The mantis pitched sideways, and he realized that if he remai ned where he was,
it was going to roll on him He | eaped clear, and | anded hard. Metal crashed.
Nurmb, hal f stunned, he forced hinself to his feet, and the apparatus did, too.
Flinging itself to the ground had damaged it. One side was dented, and its
left forelinmb protruded at an angle. Still, it pounced at Aeron as agilely as
bef ore.

As once again he fled before it, he struggled not to give way to outright
pani ¢ and despair. There had to be a way to stop it. Once N cos had resigned
hinself to the fact that his son meant to followin his footsteps, he'd taught



himthat if only a thief kept his head, he could think his way around any
danger.

And so, dodgi ng, panting, gasping for breath, his heart pounding, Aeron
strained to think, and eventually sonedt hing struck him Two Red Axes were
dead. The orc and gnoll were fighting Mri.

VWhere is the fifth one, Aeron thought, the heavyset nman with the boil? Wy
isn'"t he battling al ongside his conrades and the manti s?

Once Aeron | ooked, it was easy enough to spot the fellow, even though he was
standing well back fromthe action. The ruffian was sinply gazing fixedly at
his quarry's struggle with the netal insect. . . because he was controlling
the contraption with his mind? Aeron had spent enough tinme with Dal and
Burgell to know it was possible.

It was a | ong dagger cast to the Red Axe, but he doubted the mantis would | et
hi m get much cl oser. He dodged its next attack and snatched out a throw ng
kni fe. The brass insect pivoted, cutting off Aeron's view of his target, so he
sprinted to bring the man with the boil back into sight.

Thanks to the delay, the Red Axe had plainly spotted the new weapon, for he
stood poi sed to duck or dodge. Aeron cocked his armand flicked his wist,
faking a cast to nake Kesk's henchman nove. The bravo junped to the left, and
Aeron truly threw the blade, leading the target slightly. The man with the
boil was commtted to his usedl ess evasive action. He couldn't arrest or
change it, and the flat, |eaf-shaped Arthyn fang plunged into his chest right
up to the handl e.

Aeron sensed notion above him He | ooked up at a pair of grasping claws and
junped back just in time to avoid them Pincers clashing and gnashing, the
mantis lunged after him and sick with terror and hopel essness, Aeron thought
he'd guessed wong. It didn't matter that he'd killed the outlaw with the

bl em sh. The apparatus woul d keep attacking on its own.

Then, however, he saw that it was hesitating between advances and

attacks-sl owi ng down-until, after a few nore seconds, it froze into immobility
with a final netal dlic groan.
Aeron woul d have liked nothing better than to stand still and catch his

breath, but when he gl anced around, he sawthat Mri's plight was as difficult
as before. Accorddingly, he transferred the big Arthyn fang back into his
pri dmary hand and charged across the yard. He bellowed to draw the attention

of the orc and gnoll. O rather, he tried. The sound cane out as nore of a
bl eat .
Still, it worked. The Red Axes faltered in their attack and gl anced around.

Mri tried to take advantage of the opportunity that afforded her. She | unged,
her arm straight, the broadsword extended to pierce the towerding gnoll's
guts. She al nost scored, too, but the cani ne-headed creature nust have
glinpsed the motion fromthe corner of its eye. It wenched itself back around
just in tine to parry with the sturdy brass-headed cane in its off hand, then
it chopped at her head with a fal dchion. She turned the stroke with her stee
buckl er. Metal rang.

Foam flying fromits nuzzle, the gnoll snarled somedthing in its own yipping

| anguage. Aeron couldn't underdstand it, but the orc nust have, because it

i mediately turned to face him The sheen of its warty flesh nade his eyes
ache and his stomach queasy. It renminded himof the way he felt on those rare
occasi ons when he drank enough to nake the world spin around.

The orc feinted a cudgel jab at his face, and when he lifted his armto bl ock,
it swng its scinmtar at his leg. Eviddently it trusted that it could cripple
hi mwi t hout killing himoutright Caught by surprise, Aeron still managed to
recoil in time. Then, before the Red Axe could come back on guard, he sprang
in close and thrust the Arthyn fang at its ribs.

The bl ade screeched and gl anced away, tearing the orc's tunic and shirt, but
not the skin underneath. The Red Axe threw its arnms around himand clasped him
in a bear hug, nmeanwhile gouging at his throat and face with the tusks jutting
upward fromits lower jaw For sonme reason, it trusted that wouldn't kill him
either, or else inits excitement, it had forgotten the object was to take him



alive.

VWhatever it had in mnd, Aeron was sure he had only seconds to break free
before it blinded himor flensed the flesh off his skull. He westled
frantically, holding its boar-like teeth away, trying to | oosen its grip,
grimy certain that nost of the tricks he nmight ordinarily have tried in such
a predi canent-a head butt, biting, a knee to the groin-wuldn't deter the
magi cally arnmored orc. It strained to fling himdown beneath it onto the
ground. Aeron could feel his balance going, and with a last frenzied effort,
he tore hinself away fromit.

They both canme back on guard at the sane time. The orc whipped the club at his
head. He ducked, stabbed the underside of its wist, and failed to break the
skin. As before, by conmmtting to an attack, he'd nerely opened hinself up for
the Red Axe's riposte. He had to snatch his foot back to keep the scimtar
fromchopping it in two.

Aeron groped for another idea. He wasn't confident of the one that cane to
him but it was all he had. He ducked, dodged, parried, and gave ground while
he waited for the chance to try it. He knew a few obscene taunts in the orc
tongue, and gasped them out in hopes of further angering his adversary and so
underm ning the creadture's judgnent.

The Red Axe charged and swung the cudgel. Aeron lunged in close, avoiding the
stroke in the process. He didn't bother to thrust out the knife in another
futile attack. Instead, he dropped it to free up his hands. He shifted behind
the orc and kicked it in the knee.

The assault likely would have | amed an ordinary foe. He was sure it hadn't
hurt the Red Axe, but it did cost the creature its balance. The orc stunbl ed,
and Aeron threw hinmself on its back and bore it to the ground.

Using his weight, Aeron fought to hold the orc down. He grabbed its neck and
squeezed. It heaved and thrashed, trying to buck himoff.

Once or twice, it nearly succeeded, but then its strugdgl es grew weaker. As
he' d hoped, though the potion's nagic kept its flesh from being pierced or

pul ped, it couldn't stop Aeron frompressing its w ndpi pe closed and cutting
off its air.

Eventual |y the Red Axe stopped squirm ng. Aeron choked the orc for a few nore
seconds, just to be sure, then he let go. H's hands ached.

"Are you all right?" Mri asked.

He turned. At sone point in the last mnute or so, she'd di sposed of the
gnoll, which lay on the ground behind her with a deep cut on the left side of
its chest.

"Yes," Aeron replied, panting, "and fromthe | ooks of it, you are, too.
He rose and hurried to the fallen hobgoblin. Mri fol dl owed.

To Aeron's relief, the slave was still breathing, and though he was no heal er
speaking to it and patting its hairy, big-nosed faced sufficed to restore it
t o consci ousness.

"How are you?" Aeron asked.

The hobgoblin sat up and rubbed its head.

"I"ve had worse," it said. "My people are hard to kill."

"I reckon so," Aeron replied. He took out sonme gold and pressed it into the
goblin-kin's hand. "Plainly, you have nore grit than these others. Can you
make sure they get to the Barony of the Great Oak before you strike out on
your own?"

"I can if you get this crossbow bolt out of ny shoul der."

"I"'mno chirurgeon," Mri said, kneeling down beside it and draw ng her knife,
"but |'ve done this a tine or two, when none was available. Let ne."

It nade Aeron wince to watch her cut the quarrel out. The hobgoblin, however,
bore it stoically. Only its clenched jaw reveal ed how much it was hurting.
Once Mri bandaged the puncture as best she could with strips of cloth, the
former slave gave the two humans a nod, then hauled itself to its feet and
appropriated the strangled orc's scimtar.

It glared at its fellow thralls and said, "Wat are you all standing around
for? Loot the bodies and the shack. W want weapons, coin, and any cl ot hes



that aren't bl ooddstai ned. You' ve got three m nutes. Myve!"

Aeron turned to Mri and asked, "Do you feel up to wecking another of Kesk's
oper ati ons?"

"Why not?" She sniffed the breeze and said, "W've still got a while before it
rains. Let's salvage ny arrows, |eave your mark on the wall, and nove on."

Sonetimes the Red Axes struck or spat on Nicos as they passed by the chair to
whi ch he was tied, but no one had nade a serious, sustained effort to torture
him since they'd decided he really didn't know where Aeron was hiding or where

he'd stashed the strongbox. Still, it hardly nattered. Hi s body screaned wth
the nmenory of the agony Sefris Uuthrakt had inflicted on him
He' d t hought he understood pain. It had, after all, been his constant

conpani on since the night the master of a caravan from Innarlith caught him
trying to steal a cartdload of valuable rugs. Instead of turning himover to
the Gay Bl ades, the nmerchant decided to nete out his own formof justice. His
guards beat Nicos, then hanged him

M racul ously, the noose didn't kill him He dangled for hours, slowy
strangling yet enduring, until friends found himand cut himdown, to suffer
hobbl e, and silently curse his infirmties forever after. O rather, unti

just then. N cos thought that after the torment Sefris had inflicted on him

i f he sonmehow managed to escape Kesk's mansion alive, he'd never, even in the
privacy of his own thoughts, conplain of his everyday afflictions again.

He nust have passed out for a while, because sudddenly, or so it seened to
him the long row of wi ndows shone with the soft silver light of a rainy
norning. Despite the grine on the panes, to say nothing of his own disodtress,
the cloudy sky and rippling river were lovely, and lifted his spirits for just
a nonent.

Then, her garnments wet and dripping, Sefris stalked into the solar, and any
senmbl ance of peace or ease in Nicos's soul died in a spasmof terror. He hated
hinself for feeling so afraid, but after what she'd put himthrough, he
couldn't help it. Toward the end, had it been possible, he m ght even have
betrayed Aeron to make it stop

To his relief, the nmonastic ignored himto focus on Kesk, slouched in his
golden chair with his battle-axe across his knees and a hal f-eaten sausage in
his fist.

"Wel | ?" the tanarukk snapped through a nout hful of neat.

"I haven't found himyet," Sefris replied.

She ought to have been feeling a chill, but if so, Nicos saw no sign of it in
her manner.
"Well, he found us," Kesk said. "He stole sonme of ny slaves, and killed the

Red Axes who tried to stop him Hurt and robbed two nore whose job it was to
collect protecdtion coin along the docks. Burned a wi ne shop | operated
onboard a barge. Didn't even try to steal the till, just destroyed the place."
"He's sending you a nessage," Sefris said.

Kesk trenbl ed, and his eyes shone red.

"That | have his father, but he can hurt me, too, by interfering with ny

busi ness,"” said the tanarukk. "I understand. I'mnot a fool. The question is
what to do about it."

"The sane thing we have been doing. Hunt."

"We've already seen how pitiful you are at that."

If the taunt nettled Sefris, Nicos couldn't tell that, either. She renmined as
cal m as ever, as conposed as she'd been throughout the torture and the
anputation of his finger.

"Aeron only escaped ne by a fluke," she said. "It won't happen again."

"So you say. | never should have trusted an outsider."

"I"'mbetter able to handle this chore than are your underlings. You may recal
that | proved that by defeating three of themat once. In any case, you stil
want the jewels, don't you? If so, let me break ny fast and sleep for an hour
or two, then I'll return to the search. | imagine we'll have Aeron in hand

bef ore we see another sunrise.”



"I don't want you relaxing just yet. Have another go at the old man."

Ni cos cringed, straining against his bonds. H's chair rocked and bunped
agai nst the floor.

"I'f he had anything to tell us,
Hs only use is as bait."

Ni cos prayed Kesk woul d believe her and relent. But everything he'd seen or
heard about the outlaw chieftain suggested ot herwi se.

Sefris said, "we would have heard it already.

And sure enough: "I don't care if he's got nothing to say. | want to hear him
squeal . | promi sed Aeron we'd nake the father pay for the son's treachery, and
so we will."

The nonastic inclined her head.

"As you wi sh," she said as she advanced on N cos.

Ni cos fought the urge to squinch his eyes shut or twi st his head away. Her
fingertips wandered about his body, pressing here and there. She didn't seem
to be straining or exerting any extraordinary force, yet the sensation was
excruci ating. Nicos prayed for her to ask sone questions. That would stop the
pain for at |east a noment. Wen she didn't bother, he still cried out the
lies he hoped would satisfy her. They didn't, though, and before | ong, he was
scream ng wordl essly instead.

He didn't know how | ong the torture continued. Long enough for himto shriek
his throat raw and reduce his already ruined voice to the thinnest of

whi spers. In his disdorientation, he didn't know precisely when it stopped,
just eventually realized that at some point, for sone reason, it had. He
sucked in a ragged breath, blinked the tears fromhis eyes, and peered about
Sefris was backing away fromhim By the |looks of it, she neant to take up a
position with a couple of the Red Axes who were |oitering around.

Nicos didn't understand it. Kesk didn't, either. He gl owdered at the sl ender
nmonastic in her robe and hood, his stare demandi ng an expl anati on

Sefris provided one, in an anbi guous sort of way. She touched a finger to her
lips, then pointed at the door

Kesk | ooked where she'd bade him For a nonment, there was nothing to see, and
he al nbst seened to swell with inpatience, then a small figure sauntered into
view. The newconmer wore a dark green cam et mantle, |ightdweight but

vol um nous, and a hood like the one Sefris used to shadow her features and
cover her shaved scalp. He'd wapped a knit |emi ster scarf around the | ower
part of his face.

A | aw abi di ng person m ght have thought the stranger a menacing figure, but

Ni cos had spent his life anmong fol k who wore masks of one sort or another. To
his eye, the newdconmer, who didn't carry hinmself |like a warrior or bravo, was,
except for himself, the | east fearsone person in the room But Kesk and Sefris
eyed the stranger as if they knew sonething their prisoner didn't, as if leery
of the gol d- knobbed bl ackwood stick in his clean, soft-I|ooking hand. Maybe it
was just a long cane, but it might also be a magi 6cian's staff. |ndeed, as

Ni cos peered closer, the fact that the small man was entirely dry argued for
the latter.

"Shall | show ny face," the newconer said, "or do you know ne?"

He spoke like an educated man. Nicos didn't recogni ze the voice.

"I know you," Kesk grow ed, "and | told you to stay away. I'll handle this."
"As | recall,"” the stranger said, "you didn't want nme to | ook for your
rebellious hireling all by nmyself, for fear 1'd find him then decide to cut
you out of the profits. It occurred to nme, however, that if we |locate him
toget her, you won't have cause for concern. So here I am"

"What if somebody saw you cone?"

"I"'mwearing a disguise, and | left home stealthily, through the exercise of
my Art. The same way | entered here, wi thout the bother of persuading your
guards to admt nme. It will all be fine, and even if it's not, it's ny worry

nore than yours."

"If something happens to you," said Kesk, "you won't be able to pay ne."

"Nor will | should we fail to recover the prize. In that case, there won't be
anything to pay for."



Ni cos was still in so nuch pain that it was difficult to follow the
conversation. Yet even so, he gradually figured out that the stranger with the
cane was the rich man who'd hired Kesk to steal the coffer

"I told you," said Kesk, "I"Il find it."

"WIl you? My sources informne you can't |ay hands on our quarry even when
he's robbi ng one of your own enterprises."

Havi ng figured out who the small man was, N cos could think of one reason why
Kesk wanted to get rid of him and why Sefris had conceal ed herself anong the
common ruffians: The two of them had conspired agai nst the stranger, and
didn't want to give himthe chance to find out.

The tanarukk | ooked as if the newconer's |ast obserdvati on had so irked him
that he scarcely cared any |onger. He shuddered, and chucked away the remnains
of the sausage to grip his axe with both fists.

"Are you nocking nme?" he denanded.

"OfF course not," the stranger said, his mld, cultured voice steady. He seened
al nost as unfl appable as Sefris. "I'msinply pointing out that now, even nore
than before, it's in your best interests to let me assist you. | can think of
several reasons why you'd be reluctant, but..."

As the man with the cane nattered on, Nicos had a sudden horrifying
inspiration. He could ruin Kesk and Sefris's deception sinply by speaking up
The idea terrified him After what he'd already suffered at their hands, the
last thing he wanted to do was attract their renewed attention, |et alone
infuriate them

Yet he despised hinself for his dread. He yearned to defy it.

Wuld it do any good, though? He didn't understand enough to foresee the
consequences of such an action

He did, however, have good reason to fear that if matdters continued as they
were, Aeron was dooned. Appardently his son had enjoyed renmarkabl e success in
evadi ng the Red Axes, then taking the fight to them but it wouldn't last. A
| one thief, no matter how cunning or deft with a knife, couldn't oppose

Cebl e's nmost powerful gang for long. But maybe, if N cos sabotaged rel ations
anong the boy's enem es, his chances woul d sonehow i nprove.

If so, he had to try, not only because he | oved Aeron, but because it was his
fault the lad was in danger. OCh, condceivably, Aeron m ght have becone an
outl aw anyway. He'd always had a taste for excitenent and the tawdry life of
the gutter and the Underways. Still, N cos thought he'd sealed his son's fate
by getting hinself crippled. Fromthat point onward, Aeron had becone his
famly's sol e supdport, and there had been no honest way for a boy so young to
earn as much coin as was required

Ni cos screwed up his courage, then cried out to the man with the cane. O

rather, he tried. Hs throat was still so dry and raw, his voice so feeble,
that it was inaudible even to him
He swallowed and tried again. This tine, he heard the frail little croak, but

no one else paid any attention. In desdperation, he thrashed, and the | egs of
his chair, bunping and squeaki ng against the floor, finally nmade sone
signi f di cant noi se.

The ot her people in the roomregarded himw th sone surprise. He understood
why. Once ruffians bound, tordtured, and seenmi ngly broke a nman down, they
didn't expect himto do anything to assert hinself thereafter. Such
mstreatnment typically left a victimas cowed and passive as a piece of
furniture.

"Who's this?" asked the snmall man.

"Just sonmeone who crossed ne," Kesk said.

He didn't seemtoo upset that Nicos had stirred. He must not have any notion
of what his hostage intended to do.

"Wzard," Nicos rasped, "if that's what you are, you have to listen to ne."
"Do I?" The small man shrugged and said, "Then I'd better nove closer. As it
is, | can barely hear you."

Kesk's snol dering eyes narrowed. Perhaps he felt a sudden uneasi ness, an
i nkling that Nicos could cause himsone actual inconvenience.



"Surely," the tanarukk growl ed, "you don't need to hear the wetch grovel for
his life. I'll have sonmebody shut himup so we can pal aver in peace."

"Don't be hasty," the stranger replied. The ferule of his wal king stick
clicked on the floor as he anbled in Nicos's direction. "Perhaps it woul d be
wort hwhil e to hear what he has to say."

"It will be for you," Nicos said. "Kesk has sold you out | overheard the whol e
t hi ng. "

The tanarukk sprang up fromhis seat and brandi shed his battl e-axe at his
captive.

"By the War Maker," he said, "hold your lying tongue, or I'Il split your skul

here and now "

"Is it alie?" said the man with the cane.

"OfF course it is!" Kesk snarled. "Who would | sell you out to? Your rival?
Why? He couldn't afford to give me as nuch as you promi sed. He definitely
woul dn't pl edge to nake the Red Axes suprene over all other gangs in Ceble and
keep the Gray Bl ades fromtroubling us ever again."

Sefris shifted just inside Nicos's field of vision, stepping so stealthily
that the small man probably hadn't even noticed. Her change of expression was
just as subtle. Her calm inscrutable expression was essentially just the sane
as ever, yet sonething in her steady gaze conveyed the pronise of hideous
retribution if he continued on his presdent course.

It nearly intinmdated him but not quite. It felt too good to strike back at
his tormentors, no matter what the evendtual cost.

"Kesk is conspiring with that wonan there." N cos indidcated Sefris with a nod
and continued, "She's a Shar wordshiper, a nonk... or nun... whatever you cal
the wonen ... of the Dark Moon. | imagine you know your treasure was pl under
taken fromone of the cult's hidden tenples. They sent her to get it back."
"Liar," said Kesk. "She's just another Red Axe."

"Fair enough," said the man in the green cloak. "I supdpose, then, that she
wear s your brand?"

"She just joined," the tanarukk said. "W haven't gotten around to it."

The stranger reached into one of the pockets of his nmantle, produced a copper
pi ece, and made it vani sh and reappear |ike a nmountebank performng on a
street corner. He murrmured an incantation behind his scarf, and magi c sighed
through the air.

"Well, now, " the wizard nuttered

"What ?" Kesk asked

"I'mlistening to other people's thoughts. The prisdoner's. Hers. Yours."

The tanarukk jerked, as did his axe, and he said, "How dare you..."

"Ch, calmdown. I'mthe one with a legitimte grievance, because it's al

true. Dark Sister Sefris is an agent of the Dark Mon, and you and she have
been plotting behind ny back. The only reason |I'm not nore upset is that you

haven't yet decided which of us you truly nean to betray. I'mafraid the tine
has come to choose. | can't continue our arrangenent until |I'msure | can
trust you."

"If |I decide agai nst you, nerchant, you won't |eave this house alive."

"I assuned as much. You could have killed ne back in ny study, and you were

al one then. I'mcertain you, your henchnen, and the Dark Sister working

toget her can manage the job. But I'mstill willing to press the issue to see
it resolved.”

"So be it," Sefris said. "Kesk, I've told you what | offer. A fortune in gens,
and the guarantee of future aid froma secret society feared the world over
for its power and guile."

"Show me the jewels,"” the tanarukk said. "Show ne just one of them™

"I don't have any of themon ny person,"” Sefris said, "but they're rea

enough, | assure you."

"She's lying," the wizard said. "I can see it in her nmind."

Kesk snorted, a nasty, porcine sound. Slobber, brown fromthe sausage, dripped
down his chin.

"What el se woul d you say,’

t he tanarukk chal | enged, "when you're trying to



turn me agai nst her?"

"Well," said the mage, "consider this, then. I may be a scoundrel by sone
peopl e's standards, but |I'mnot lunatic enough to worship the Dark Goddess.
She is. Wiich of us is likely to prove nore dependabl e?"

"I sought power," Sefris said to Kesk, "and took it where | found it. | don't
believe we're so different in that regard."

"Maybe not," the tanarukk admitted.

"You differ in at |east one way," said the man with the cane. "She's an

outl ander. She cane to Ceble for The Bl ack Bouquet, and when she has it,

she'll leave. At that point, what becones of any prom ses she made you? Wy
shoul d she keep them or spare you another thought? I, on the other hand, am
like you. | live inthis city. I've built something here, and will bide here

the rest of ny days to enjoy and protect it. That means it's in ny best
interests to deal fairly with you. If | don't, you can always find ne to
retaliate.’

"That makes sense," said Kesk. "But this is twice you've tried to nuck around
inside ny head with magic. | didn't like it either tine, and I do like
eneral ds and ghost stones."

Leering, he lifted his axe, then suddenly pivoted and struck at Sefris.

She ski pped back out of range, and the weapon whi zzed harm essly passed her
Her foot snapped out and caught Kesk in the chest. Despite the squat

massi veness of him the attack slamred hi m staggeri ng backward.

"Cet her!" the tanarukk roared

The Red Axes snatched out their knives and swords and rushed in.

Ni cos woul dn't have inmagi ned that anyone coul d surdvive such an onsl aught, but
Sefri s dodged and si dedst epped unpredictably. Wien the Red Axes veered to
conpensate, they stunbled into one another's way. Sonehow her hands and
forearns deflected sharp steel without being cut, while her punches, el bow
stri kes, and ki cks thudded home to stun or injure one orc, bugbear, or human
assail ant after another. As she fought, she gradually retreated toward the row
of windows. In her place, N cos would have done the same. It was the best
escape route avail abl e.

She was nearly there when the small man reached inside his mantle, produced a
silver dirk, brandished it, and chanted words of power. Another knife, this
one nmade of blue light, shimered into existence, floating in the air before
him At first it was so vague and ghostly that Nicos could hardly nmake out
what it was supposed to be, but it becane nore clearly defined, sonmehow nore
real, by the second. Nicos surmsed that in another instant, when it was
substantial enough, it would fly at Sefris and attack her

The nonastic simultaneously ducked the swing of a scimtar, rattled off a
rhyme, and swirled her hand through a mystic pass. The floating knife blinked
out of existence like a puffed-out candle flane.

She then shifted in close to the Red Axe with the scinmditar, grabbed hi m by
the sword arm pivoted, and flung himat the row of wi ndows. The outl aw
crashed through one of the panes and plunmeted out of sight

Kesk had been maneuvering frantically, trying to bull his way past his own nen
and get at Sefris. Wen she tossed the swordsman through the glass, she
finally cleared a path. The tanarukk charged in and swung his axe. N cos was
sure that if the weapon connected, it would kill her, her sorcerous and conbat
skills notw thstandi ng. Even a warrior in plate arnor couldn't have wi thstood
that m ghty chop

Her expression as calmas ever, Sefris swayed backdward like a reed in a
breeze, and the stroke mi ssed. She hooked Kesk's ankle with her foot and
jerked his leg out fromunder him staggering himfor a nonent. She used the
tine to scurry to the broken wi ndow, where a few tridangul ar shards of gl ass
still hung around the frane. She dived through the opening headfirst. N cos
assuned that, agile as she was, she managed a safe plunge into the river

bel ow.

For a second, the Red Axes and the wi zard in green sinply stared at the
shattered wi ndow as if unable to believe Sefris had truly succeeded in



escapi ng.

Kesk roared, "Usel ess! Useless, the ot of you!"

Spit flew fromhis nmouth. His men quail ed before his anger-or rather, nost of
themdid. Sefris had kicked one skinny fellowin the head early on, after
which he'd lain insensible on the floor. That one lifted hinself up on one

el bow and rubbed his tenple.

"What ?" he nmunbl ed, drooling a little. "Wat happened?"

"You |l et her get away!" Kesk replied. "Just |like Aeron! Just |ike everybody!"
He charged. The battle-axe hurtled down and split the human's pinched,

pet ul ant -1 ooking face fromscalp to chin.

The tanarukk wenched the weapon free, spattering blood and brains in the
process.

"Find them " the tanarukk conmanded. "Aeron sar Randal and that nonk-bitch
too!"

Most of the Red Axes, even those still dazed or in pain from Sefris's attacks,
hastily exited the room

"It's unfortunate the nonastic escaped,"” said the nman in green, "but the
important thing is that we kept our partnership from foundering."

Kesk spun around to face himand grunmbled, "You mserable . . . You're
supposed to be a wi zard, but you were just as worthless as the rest of them"
"I"msorry about that, but I'mnot a battle mage. Just a dilettante, when you
get right down to it | don't have any experience fighting other spellcasters,
whereas Sefris manifestly does. She dispelled ny sending before I could, ah
send it. If need be, I'Il do better next tine. Meanwhile, we nustn't |ose
sight of the fact that our objective is still to |lay hands on the Bouquet, not
chase a Shar worshi per around town."

"I wish I'd never heard of the cursed book. O you."

"You won't say that when it nakes you the richest, nost powerful outlaw in the
Border Kingdons. Sefris's genms were just a fantasy, but the joyous tonorrow
you and | are going to share is quite real."

"It had better be." Short and burly as he was, the tanarukk only had to stoop
alittle to stick his wild-boar face close to Nicos's. "Now, old man, you're
going to learn a | esson about speaking out of turn. What Sefris put you

t hrough is nothing conpared to what |'mgoing to do."

Ni cos was pleasantly surprised to discover that, for whatever reason, he
wasn't frightened.

He sneered back at his captor, "Go ahead. It's like the Shar cultist told you.
I won't have to endure it for long. My heart will give out under the strain."
Kesk backhanded Ni cos across the face. But only once, then he w enched hinself
away.



CHAPTER 12

"I keep worrying about the hobgoblin," Mri said.

Aeron asked, "How s that?"

He scanned the crowd in the street ahead. Many fol k had covered up their heads
agai nst the drizzle, which made the task of spotting Kesk's henchnmen nore
difficult. Still, it appeared that all the people in the imrediate vicinity
were | aw abi ding sorts scurrying off to their jobs, and that nmade sense. Most
of Ceble's outlaws slept in the morning. In fact, Aeron |ooked forward to
doi ng the sane, but he and Mri had one nore stop to nmake first.

"WIl the creature really help the other slaves run away," she said, "or wll
it betray then? It is goblin-kin, after all. I"'msure it has no love for the
civilized races."

Mri had stayed awake as | ong and worked as hard as Aeron, but she stil

seened relatively fresh. It was as if the rising of the sun, which generally
made hi myawn, had infused her with fresh vitality.

He snorted and said, "Goblin-kin. O course. | bet your fingers were just
itching to shoot the creature, and never mind that it risked its neck to help
me fight the mantis."

"I didn't say it was inconceivable that it would keep its word. Nor do

relish killing, whatever you think. | cerdtainly took no joy in shooting your
friends."

"I"'msure you didn't," he said sardonically.

They swung around a nul e-drawn wagon heaped w th bags of flour, the product of
one of the mlls upriver

"I didn't," she insisted, "and... I'msorry | didn't try to rescue your father
when the Red Axes were kidnapping him | shouldn't have let Sefris talk ne out
of it. It's this place. It makes ne doubt ny instincts. It even makes it hard
to know right fromwong."

He shook his head in puzzlenent and asked, "Is Qeble truly so nuch foul er than
ot her towns?"

"You' ve never visited another?"

"Not a big one, just little villages hereabouts."

Mri took a long stride to avoid stepping in a puddle.

"Well," she said, "Oeble is the worst |I've seen. I'Il admt, though, 1've
never visited a city that didn't make my skin craw . They all have their dirt,
crowds, and stenches. That's why |I'ma scout."

"Because cities spook you?"

"Because as a ranger, you spend mpost of your tine in the parts of the world
that are worth living in: forests, mountains, rivers, the prairies, and the
sea."

He grinned and said, "Wthout a soft bed or a nug of beer to be had for

| eagues in any direction.”

She smi | ed back

"You don't miss easy living once you lose the habit," she said. "Not that I
ever had it nuch, growing up on a little farmon the edge of the wilderness.
Haven't you ever wanted to roam and see wonders you coul d never even have

i magi ned?"

"Everything I want is right here in Ceble."

It was true, but just for a nmonent, Aeron wondered whet her he nmight discover
something nmore to desire if only he opened up his eyes.

Orbert Bl ackdal e's thick-built brownstone drumof a tower cane into view
around the next bend, and the sight banished the peculiar, w stful thought
fromhis mnd

"That's it," he said, pointing.

Mri peered at it and said, "I don't see any sentries.”

"I don't either, yet, but Orbert will have sonebody keeping an eye out. He

al ways does. Not that it matters.”

"True, considering that we're proposing to serve ourdselves up to himon a
platter."

"You know, " Aeron said, "you don't need to cone inside. | can do this by



nmysel f."

"Il stick with you."

"To help me fight ny way out again if necessary?"

"That, and to keep you from deciding our alliance is a m stake, and skipping
out the back door."

He chuckl ed and said, "You're finally learning to think |like sonmebody who

bel ongs in Ceble."

"That's an insult, but I'Il let it pass.”

They headed for the tower and clinbed the three steps to the entrance, a high
arched oaken panel with a smaller door, scarcely taller than waist high, inset
in the |larger one. Aeron clanked the w ought iron knocker up and down, and

t hey waited.

After a time, Mri said, "Maybe they decided they don't want any part of our
probl ens. "

"Or maybe," Aeron replied, "they need a couple mndutes to ready their trap."
She scowl ed and said, "If you actually think th-"

The full door swung open, and a stocky man with waxed, upturned mnustachi os
frowned out.

"CGet inside," he grunted

Aeron stepped through, and Mri followed. Beyond the threshold was a gl oony,

wi ndowl ess ant er oom

"Now gi ve ne your weapons," the stocky man said.

"I"'mhere to see Orbert Bl ackdale," Aeron replied. "He knows nme. W' ve pulled
j obs together."

"He knows who's cone calling," said the tough, "and he told ne either to
col l ect your blades or send you on your way."

Aeron sighed. He hadn't expected to win that particdular argunment, but it had
been worth a try. He handed over all his Arthyn fangs except for one throw ng
knife he was currently carrying strapped to his forearm beneath his sl eeve. By
itself, it was a slimdefense, but better than nothing.

G owering, plainly not liking it one little bit, Mri surdrendered her sword,
bow, quiver, and dirk. The ruffian hung everything on a pegboard, then led the
visitors deeper into the tower. H s heart pounding, Aeron waited for other
outlaws to rush out at them

They didn't.

The inhabitants of the well-kept, l|avishly furnished spire eyed the newconers
specul atively, but made no effort to interfere with them Mst of the fol k who
were still awake were smaller even than gnones |ike Burgell, snaller than many
human children, and that was as Aeron expected. The Lynxes were notorious for
bei ng Cebl e's preem nent hal fling gang, though they did occasionally recruit a
representative of another race. Like Kesk, they'd invited Aeron once upon a
time, but unlike the tanarukk, hadn't taken offense when he declined.

The stocky ruffian led the visitors up a flight of stairs. The clinb felt
awkwar d, because the risers were too | ow and shallow for |ong human | egs and
feet Still, Aeron mandaged the ascent without stunbling. At the top, they
found the | eader of the Lynxes seated at a halfling-sized table tucking into a
br eakf ast substantial enough for a giant.

Onbert Bl ackdal e had the straight, shiny raven hair, |uxuriant sideburns, and
pl easant features characteristic of his kind. In his case, a round face and a
sprinkle of freckles contributed to the general appearance of ami abildity.
Despite the short sword |lying ready to hand anong his silverware and fine
porcel ai n crockery, he scarcely | ooked the part of an outlaw chieftain, but
anyone famliar with Oeble's crimnal elenment could attest to the fact that he
was al nbst as dangerous a felon as Kesk, though he | acked the latter's
instinct for sheer viciousness.

"Good norning, Aeron!" the halfling called. "Wo's your friend?"

"Mri Buckman of the Red Hart Quild," the ranger replied.

Onbert frowned and asked, "The sane guide who killed Kerridi and the others?"
"Yes," Aeron said, "but | can't afford to care about that right now "

"I'f you say so," Onbert said with a shrug. "They were your friends. Wl conme to



the both of you, then. WIIl you join nme? | |like a good breakfast before |I turn
in, and | think Cook nade enough for a couple nore plates."

The twinkle in his blue eyes said he understood very well that the kitchen had
prepared enough eggs, toast, ham bacon, and slices of apple and nmelon to feed
a dozen.

Aeron hadn't eaten since the start of the previous night, and the steaning
food both | ooked and snel |l ed appetizding. He opened his nmouth to accept the
invitation, and it occurred to him What if something was drugged? That woul d
explain why the Lynxes hadn't tried to overwhelmhimand Mri by force of

arms. They knew an easier way to take them prisoner

Yet he'd decided to ganble on Onbert. Otherw se, he and Mri wouldn't be there

at all. It made no sense to go that far, then risk offending the halfling by
declining his hospitality.

Accordingly, Aeron said, "Thanks, we could use a neal. |I'mafraid these cl oaks
are wet..."

"Toss them anywhere,"” Onbert said. "Someone will conme around to clean up after
us."

The little chairs were hopeless for full-grown humans. Aeron realized that he
and Mri would do better sitting or kneeling on the floor. She | ooked entirely
confortable in that attitude. He supposed scouts were used to taking their
meal s without the benefit of any sort of furniture.

The food was delicious, and nourishnment seened to push back his weariness a
little. That was good. He wanted his wits sharp for the conversation to cone.
Onbert let his guests eat in peace for a while, with only the clink of their
forks on their plates to break the silence.

Eventually he said, "Well, ny friend, it seenms you' re the nost popular man in
Cebl e. Everyone is looking for you."

"I'ncl uding the Lynxes?" Aeron asked

"OfF course," Orbert said, his voice as serious as could be. "Wien | clap ny
hands, a net will fall fromthe ceilding.”" Mri glanced upward, and the

hal fling grinned. "I'mjoking. The tanarukk is offering a considerable bounty,
enough to tenpt nost anyone, but I'minclined to let the Red Axes do their own
dirty work."'

Aeron said, "I was hoping you still hated him"

Onbert smiled, but his eyes were cold.

"Hate's such an ugly word," said the halfling. "Let's just say that he and
have been trying to pick many of the same pluns for quite a while now. "

"As | recall, he made a couple attenmpts to kill you."

"I survived, and sent a warning. It's old news now. Let's talk about your
adventures. \What was in the | ock-box you stole?"

Aeron saw no point in giving that particular piece of information away.

"I don't know," he said. "lIt's warded, and | haven't been able to crack it."
"I'f you don't even know what it is, then why didn't you hand it over to Kesk
as agreed? It's not like you to break a deal."

"Kesk knew the box would be well protected. He didn't warn nme, and Kerridi
Dal, and Gavath died. Wat's nore, the Red Axes were planning to nurder

whi chever of us survived the job."

"So no one could trace the coffer to them Fair enough, that certainly
relieves you of any obligation. Though it doesn't explain why you' re running
around with the sane guard you robbed in the Paeraddyn."

"Kesk took ny father hostage," Aeron said.

Orbert frowned and said, "That's a breach of the code, as | see it. N cos was
one of us in his tinme, and always dealt fairly with his fellow thieves. He
earned the right to live safely in his retirenent.”

"When has Kesk ever truly cared about the code?"

"You have a point."

"Anyway, Mri offered to help me rescue nmy father. In return, 1'Il give the
st rongbox back to her."

Shifting his gaze to the scout, Orbert arched an eyedbrow.

"Whuldn't it be easier just to knock this rascal over the head when he isn't



| ooking," the halfling asked Mri, "tie himup, then torture the |ocation of
the coffer out of hinP"

Mri glared at himand said, "I gave my oath."

"OfF course," Orbert said. "Forgive nme, | nmeant no offense. So, it's the two of
you agai nst the Red Axes and all the | esser gangs who truckle to them |'m
afraid you're still facing sone | ong odds."

"You Lynxes could inprove them" Mri said, "by joinding forces with us."
"Why," said the halfling, "would we do that?"

"I'f you hate Kesk," she replied, "this is a chance to spite or nmaybe even kil
him"

"Qutl aws don't prosper by indul ging such passions," said the halfling. "The
successful ones concentrate on gold and silver."

"If that's the case,” Mri said, "the man to whomthe | ockbox rightfully

bel ongs will reward you."

"How much will he pay?" Orbert asked. "Enough to warrant risking ny entire
operation in another blood feud with the strongest gang in Oeble? It seens

unli kely."

Mri drew a deep breath, evidently to cal mherself, then said, "Look. You
spoke of following a code. Wll, if the coffer doesn't reach its proper
destination, a good many innocent folk will suffer. Lord Quwen and the people

of Ormath need the gold the sale of it will bring."

Onbert poured hinself some tea froma silver pot.

"I"ve never been to Omath," he said, "but |I've heard tell of the place. The
proudest, nost warlike city on the Shining Plains, ready to attack its

nei ghbors at the twitch of a cat's tail. If they're currently enduring

har dshi p, perdhaps they brought it on thenselves."

Mri blinked. Plainly, Onbert's know edge of faraway |ands had taken her by

surprise
She pressed on: "Let's talk about Ceble, then. |I can't tell you what's in the
strongbox. It's not ny secret to give away. | will say that in the right

hands, it can bring prosdperity to a good many fol k. "

Onbert waved his hand in a vague gesture that took in the spacious room the
gleam ng table setting with its bounty of food, the thick carpets adorning the
har dwood floor, and the vivid tapestries on the walls.

"Cebl e's prosperous al ready," he said.

"For you reavers," Mri answered. "But how many ot her folk suffer as a result
of your killing, stealing, and slaving? How many rot in poverty because
they're too honest to join one of the gangs? It doesn't have to be that way.

G ven the proper opportunity, Oeble could nake its gold lawfully."

"Whi ch doesn't sound like nearly as nuch fun,"” Orbert said, and he shot Aeron
a w nk.

"It would be healthier,” Mri said. "The rest of the Border Kingdons scorn
Cebl e for the nest of robbers it is. Sonedday, one of your neighbors is going
to clean it up. In other words, conquer, rule, and exploit you to suit

t hensel ves. Unl ess you nend your ways."

Onbert added nil k and sugar to his tea.

"M stress ranger," he said, "you have sonme interesting notions. But | rmust

tell you, | don't aspire to be a god or even the Facel ess Master, and |I'm not
prepared to take responsibility for the welfare of every wetch in Ceble. |
have enough to do just |ooking after ny own followers. And as for the threat
of someone marching into town and taking over, well, 1'll deal with it when
and if it happens. The Gray Bl ades have never managed to stanp out the Lynxes,
and | doubt that an outl ander garrison would fare any better."

Mri scow ed and said, "Then you won't fight al ongdside us."

"No," Onbert said, "certainly not. Aeron should have known better, even if you
didn't."

"I did," Aeron said.

The hal fling eyed himquizzically and asked, "Then why did you cone to see ne?
Surely this isn't just a social visit."

"Naturally," Aeron said, "you aren't going to wage open war agai nst Kesk



simply for ny sake, or my father's. It's not in your interest.” To his
surprise, Aeron felt angry at Orbert, as if Mri's extravagant fanci es about
duty and honor had infected his own practical thinking. He strained to quash
the irrational feeling. "But there is a way you can hel p us and yoursel f,
too."

"I"'mlistening."

"Mri and | have been raiding Kesk's various operadtions," said Aeron. "You
can do the same. Steal his profits and destroy ventures that conpete with your
own. Kill the Red Axes responsible for controlling particul ar pieces of
territory, then nove in yourself. You won't ruin Kesk, but you'll weaken him
and i nprove your own position."

"How does that differ fromdeclaring all-out war?"

"It's different if you nake it seemlike I'mthe one doing all the danage,"”
Aeron replied. "That way, it doesn't come back on you."

"No, but rather on you," said the halfling. "However this business with the
coffer turns out, Kesk will never forgive you."

"It's already too late to worry about that. | just need himdriven crazy, and
all the Red Axes running around town hunting ne even nore frantically than
they already are."

Onbert shrugged and said, "In that case, | agree to your proposal, and | pray
the Master of Al Thieves will receive your spirit kindly when the half-denon
sends it into Shadow. "

By midday, the rain had stopped, and the sun had broken through the clouds. As
she prow ed the streets, Sefris rather wished it were otherw se. A good many
peopl e were wandering around enjoying the warm golden light, and it would be

i nconveni ent if soneone recogni zed her as the sane wonan who' d killed two G ay
Bl ades and worked dark magic in the vicinity of Slarvyn's Sword.

She suspected she nmight have done as well to stay in her hideout until dusk,
for after all, her quarry had likely gone to ground. Yet once she'd slept for
a couple hours, she found it inpossible to linger. She was too inpatient to
take up her errand once again. Her seem ng | ack of progress evoked an
unaccustoned feeling of frustration

As the arcanal oth had promised, Mri had |l ed her to Kesk, who had in turn
brought her into contact with Aeron. Then, however, everything had gone w ong.
The thief had eluded her, the wi zard in green had subsequently turned the Red
Axes against her, and as a result, she was nore or |ess right back where she'd
start ed.

But obviously she couldn't let it rest there, couldn't fail the Lady of Loss
and the Dark Moon. Born a slave in Mil horand, Sefris had suffered the abuses
of a master and mi stress who used her cruelly. Finally she escaped their
househol d, only to discover a life in the streets-picking through rotting
garbage in search of edible scraps, freezing on cold nights, selling herself
for coppers-that was equally terrifying and degrading. It was then that she
truly learned to hate the world, to recdognize all its bright prom ses of
freedom and happi ness for the lies they were.

Wien the order of the Dark Mon recruited her, it rescued her fromwant and
squal or, and cured her of fear by teaching her to kill. But even nore

i mportantly, the Lady of Loss gave her disciples the assurance that the

vil eness of creation would one day dissolve into the purity of oblivion, and
it was that know edge that truly sustained Sefris. She thought that w thout

it, she mght have | ost her nind

She knew that every errand she conpl eted brought universal obliteration a
smal |l step closer, albeit generdally in a way no nere nortal could conprehend.
Such being the case, she'd never allowed herself to fail, and never woul d.

But how was she to proceed? She'd considered sundrmoni ng the arcanal ot h again,
but experience had taught her it was generally pointless to seek a second such
condsul tation on the sane problem The spirit likely wouldn't have anything
new to tell her.

She coul d stand watch over one of the markets full of snuggled and stolen



goods, brothels, ganbling halls, nordayn dens, counterfeiter's lairs, or other
enterprises the Red Axes still had running. Kesk had given her a list.

But the odds of intercepting Aeron at any given one of themwere slim He
simply had too many to choose from and wasn't likely to strike before
nightfall anyway. In the nmeantinme, one of the Red Axe sentries m ght spot her
| urkdi ng about. Ordinarily, she would have pitted her trained aptitude for
stealth against their vigilance without hesitadtion, but she didn't know what
magi cal devices the wi zard m ght have supplied to heighten their natura
abilities.

After sone consideration, a vague instinct pronpted her to visit those

| ocations Aeron had al ready rai ded. She didn't know what she ni ght discover
there, but thought it would be easy enough to find out. Spread thin, the Red
Axes were unlikely to nount much of a guard over a place the red-bearded thief
had al ready attacked.

She hadn't | earned anything at the bl ackened ruin of the floating w ne shop
The place had burned down to the waterline. She could only hope the slave

mar ket of f Dead King's Walk would prove nore instructive. As she made her
approach, she scanned the busy street for signs that soneone was keeping an
eye on the place. If so, she couldn't tell it fromoutside the high fence al
a-bristle with nails.

She marched up to the entrance as if she had every right in the world to do
so, and no one paid her any mind. The gate was | ocked, so she whispered a
charm of opending. For a split second, she stood in cool shadow, as if a cloud
has passed before the sun. The latch clacked, yieldding to the magic.

She slipped through the gate and pushed it shut behind her. The hinges
squeaked a little. Before her, the encl odsure was deserted. Peaceful. At first
gl ance, only the splashes of dried blood and di scharged crossbow bolts on the
muddy ground gave evidence of the violence that had erupted there the night
bef ore.

Wl |, those and the taunting "A" chalked in bold white strokes on the roof of
one of the low, unwalled slave kennels. Sefris surm sed that Aeron sar Randa
didn't know howto wite his nane, but could nmanage his initial

Once satisfied that none of Kesk's minions was going to | eap out and attack
her, Sefris prow ed around exam ning the ground. She found the broken fetters
and the hanmdnmers and chisels the thralls had used to strike themoff. On the
ground nearby were the distinctive tracks the brass mantis had made as it
hopped and scuttled about. The rest of the scene was a ruddl ed confusion that
only a ranger m ght have deci phered.

Sefris felt irritated with herself for even trying. Supdpose she could read
the tracks. Suppose she could follow the course of the battle fromthe first
flight of quarrels to the final knife thrust. \What difference would it nake?
This was all just a waste of tine.

She started to turn to go, and a pang of intuition spun her back around, just
intine to glinpse nmovenent inside the wi ndow of the tunbl edown shack at the
back of the yard. Sonmebody had peeked out at her, then ducked back down under
cover, but not quite quickly enough

Probably just a Red Axe with the good sense to be leery of tackling Sefris by
hi nsel f. That meant he was no threat at present, but since she and the gang
were overt enenies, she saw no point in leaving himalive to get in the way
later on. Sefris extracted a chakramfromits pocket, charged the shed, and
sprang through the doorway, hands poised to deflect a mssile or blade.

But it wasn't a weapon that assailed her. Rather, a shrill scream pierced her
ears. Huddled on the floor in the far corner, a young woman wi th an upturned
nose and straw col ored hair squi nched her eyes shut and shrieked agai n and
agai n.

The bl onde seened to be rather conely, though it was hard to tell with her
features contorted, tears stream ng down her cheeks, and snot glistening on
her upper |ip. She had shackle galls on her ankles, but otherw se appeared
relatively free of bruises, scars, or other signs of abuse. She | ooked well
fed, too. Sefris knew what tender young female slaves had to do to earn soft



treatdnent, and felt a surge of contenpt directed in equal neasure at the
wretch before her and the child she herdsel f had been

The feeling was a distraction, and she stifled it with pracdticed ease. Viewed
properly, the bl onde was despicable, but no nore so than any other created
thing. Wich was to say, she was of no inportance except as a potenti al
resource to further Sefris's mission

Assuming the thrall knew sonething of significance, how best to extract it?
Odinarily, Sefris would have opted for threats and torture, but the bl onde
was al ready frightdened beyond the point of hysteria. It seemed unlikely that
hei ght ening her terror woul d render her any nore coherdent. So, distasteful
though it was, the nonastic rearranged her features into the same synpathetic
si mper she'd worn while drifting about with Mri.

She tucked the chakram away, crossed the grubby one-room shack with its few
sticks of rickety furniture, and kneel ed beside the slave. The bl onde cringed
away from her gentle touch

"Easy," Sefris said, "lI'mnot going to hurt you."

The thrall sobbed.

"Really," Sefris added. She took the blonde's chin between her thunb and
forefinger and turned her averted face until they were eye to eye, conpelling
the other woman to take note of her own comnpassi onate expression. "l'd never
hurt a slave. | was a slave nyself, once upon a tine."

"I"'mnot a runaway!" wailed the thrall.

"It's all right 1'"'mnot a slave catcher, and I'mnot interdested in returning
you to your master."

The bl onde said, "I have to go back. What else can | do? But they'll blanme ne.
They' Il whip me to death."

She was afraid to seize the opportunity Aeron had given her and even try to be
free. The realization gave Sefris another tw nge of disdain, even though she
knew that, ultimately, liberty was as foul as bondage or any other condition
or thing to which one could put a nane.

In any case, if all the thrall cared about was escapi ng puni shnent, then that
was the |l ever Sefris would use to pry some sense out of her

"If you mean to return to your naster," the nonastic said, "then maybe | can
put in a good word for you. Help you convince himit wasn't your fault."

The bl onde snuffled, "You' d do that?"

"I follow the Broken God, and he teaches us to help those in need. The only
thing is, I won't be able to persuade another of your innocence until | nyself
under st and exactly what happened. | mean, you say you didn't want to run away,
but you did strike off your leg irons.”

"Al'l the other slaves were doing it. | was afraid they'd hurt me if | didn't

| et them break ny chains, too. | went off with themfor the same reason, but
sneaked away as soon as | could. By the time | got back, though, sone nore of
the masters were already here, |oading the dead bodies into a wagon. They'd
seen everyone was gone, ne included, so | was scared to approach them | hid
until they drove away, then came into the shed to try and figure out what to
do."

"Well, that explains it to some extent," said Sefris, "but you' d better tel

me the whole story fromthe beginning. How did the red-bearded man get

i nsi de?"

"He rang the bell. O she did, the woman who was with him Wen Master Durth
went to answer, the man shoved through and cl ubbed him™

Sefris nodded. Durth, the half-orc Aeron had knocked unconsci ous but [eft
alive, had only a cloudy menory of the attack, but thought he recalled a
worman. The ruffians the thief had anbushed al ong the docks |ikew se had a
vague i npression that Aeron hadn't acted alone, and it cerdtainly seened
unlikely that he'd defeated five Red Axes and an enchanted construct unaided.
Sefris had al ready concl uded that he'd found an acconplice fool hardy enough to
stand wi th hi m agai nst the gang.

"Master Evendur canme out to see what was going on," the thrall continued, "and
the man and wonman killed him Afterward, they fetched the tools to strike the



chains off, and told us to run away. | said it was madness, but nobody woul d
listen to ne."

"Then the other Red Axes-the masters with the big netal insect-canme to

i nvestigate the noise?"

"Yes. | thought that then, everything would be all right | didn't have ny
shackl es off yet, so they wouldn't punish nme. But the man, the wonan, and
Yagan- a hobgoblin, one of us thralls-killed the masters. The man threw kni ves.
The woman shot arrows, then fought with a broaddsword and buckler. Yag-"

"Hold on," Sefris interrupted. A sudden suspicion took hold of her. It was
ridicul ous, of course. The world was full of archers, and even if it wasn't,
no one but a magician or highly trained nonk could have survived the fall from
the top story of Aeron's tower. Still, she had to ask. "This woman. Was she a
good shot ?"

The bl onde cocked her head as if puzzled by the quesdtion, but answered

wi | l'ingly enough, "She never m ssed.”

"Describe her."

"Tall and slim wth curly brown hair chopped off short. She had on | eather
arnor, and when she went into the shed, and the | anplight caught her, | saw it
was dyed green.”

Sefris felt astonished. She'd never been nore certain of a kill, yet she had
no doubt it was Mri the thrall had seen. Sonehow, the guide was still alive

and had joined forces with Aeron. If Sefris had exam ned the Red Axe corpses
and recogni zed the arrow punctures for what they were, she might have
suspect ed sooner.

Yet what sense did it make? She assuned Aeron's goal was to put so mnuch

pressure on Kesk that the tanarukk would be willing to undertake a fair
exchange of Ni cos for The Bl ack Bouquet in order to put an end to the
harassdément. Mri presumably still wanted to deliver the fornudlary to whoever

had bought it from Lord Quwen. How, then, could they possibly work together?
When the answer came to Sefris, she couldn't help smling a fleeting but
genui ne smle, because it solved her problem She didn't need to scour the
city |l ooking for Aeron. She knew where he'd turn up sooner or |ater

Her conpanion cringed fromthe nmonentary change in her expression

"What is it?" whinpered the thrall.

"It's fine." Sefris rose. "You told ne what | needed to hear."

"Are you | eaving?" asked the blonde. "You said you' d help ne. Please, take
pity on me."

"No," Sefris said. "Shar teaches that nothing in the worl d deserves our pity,
nei t her others nor ourselves."

Still, what she was about to do would be nercy, the only true mercy any being
ever received. It was the thrall's good fortune that her deliverer didn't want
her repeating their conversation to the Red Axes.

Al it took was a sinple front snap kick. The ball of Sefris's foot slammed
into the blonde's delicate chin, breaking her neck. She was dead before her
yel | ow hai red head touched the fl oor

Despite the ease with which she'd managed it, Sefris found the kil
particularly satisfying. She wasn't sure why.



CHAPTER 13

Aeron peered at the crack between the wi de double doors, then lightly pressed
one of themwi th his palm

"Can you open it?" Mri whispered.

She | ooked odd, and it wasn't the olive pigment they'd both sneared on their
skin to make thendsel ves resenble half-orcs. He couldn't see the color anmd

t he darkness of the narrow cul -de-sac. Rather, it was the absence of a bow,
qui ver, and her distinctively dyed arnmor, which had seened as nmuch a part of
her as her hands and feet.

"No," he said. "It doesn't have a lock for me to pick, just a bar on the other
si de. However, the place does have a skylight."
He prow ed al ong the warehouse wall, |ooking at a spot where the brick was

cracked and pitted enough to provide sone decent handhol ds. Wen he found it,
he swarnmed upward onto the slanted roof, where a night breeze wafted. The coo
air felt strange on his newly shaved chin.

It was easy to work a knife between the skylight and frame and pop the Il atch
The hard part would cone after he slipped through. It was a thirty-foot drop
to the floor. He'd had good luck lately surviving long falls rel datively
unscat hed-it was about the only good fortune he'd enjoyed-but it would be nmad
to risk anot her unnecessarily.

In other circunstances, he would have | owered a rope, but even if he'd had
one, he wouldn't have been able to leave it hangi ng down for soneone to

di scover. So he gripped the protrudi ng underside of a rafter. dinging by the
sheer strength of his fingers, Aeron inched along it until he could sw ng

hi nsel f over the railing onto the loft that ran around the walls.

He found the | ong hooked pol e used to mani pul ate the skylight and swung it

cl osed then skul ked down the stairs. The warehouse was nore enpty than
otherwi se, a testidnony to Intrys Skaltahar's ability to nove stol en goods

qui ckly, but stacks of crates sat here and there, providing places to hide.
Aeron unbarred the door, and re-secured it once Mri slipped inside.

"How in Fury's Heart does this Skaltahar scoundrel get in and out?" she asked,
peering warily around the interior of the building.

"I imagine he has a private tunnel connecting the waredhouse to the Hungry
Haunting."

She considered a pile of boxes shrouded with a drop cloth, then gave him an

i nquiring gl ance. He nodded, and they crouched down behind it. After that,
they had nothding to do but wait.

It wore on his nerves, and naybe on hers as well, because eventually she
whi spered, "Not hing's happening."
"It will. Here in Ceble, thieves nmove | oot through the Underways whenever

possi bl e, but some things are just too big and heavy to drag around bel ow
ground. They have to go through the streets, and the Red Axes make a delivdery
to Intrys around this tine every fifth day."

"How do you know?"

Aeron just grinned.

"Al'l right," she said, "but are you certain they won't postpone it? After all,
they're |l ooking for you, and trying to protect all their various enterprises,
too. If the halflings are raiding themas prom sed, they should be feeling al
the nore inclined to pull in and stay safe.”

"You'd think. But a gang chieftain |like Kesk has to keep his operation running
and the coin flowing, if only because otherwi se it would make hi m | ook weak.
He can't afford that. He's got rival organizations, the Gray Bl ades, and
anbitious underlings all eager to strike at himif they think they see an
openi ng. "

"That makes sense, | suppose." She was silent for a time then said, "Was |
conpl etely foolish, hoping Onbert would help us just because it's the right
thing to do? He said you rogues have a code."

"I't's not the same kind your guild evidently holds to. It doesn't say you have
to put your own hand on the chopdping block to hel p out sonebody else. It just
says outlaws are supposed to deal fairly with one another." He smiled ruefully



and added, "Even so, we break the rules when it suits us."

"I'd be ashamed to tell people ny nane if | were condtent to live like that."
He wasn't sure she'd ainmed the barb specifically at him but even so, it

st ung.

"You're so sure you know right fromwong," he said, "but you work for this
Lord Quwen, and according to Onbert, the bastard | oves war. Maybe he's going
to use the gold he makes off the Bouquet to | aunch another canpai gn agai nst
hi s nei ghbors. "

"He's not! He told nme hinmself, it's to provide food and shelter for folk in
need, just as, here in Ceble, the book will give a good nmany | aborers a chance
to live both condfortably and honestly."

He grinned and asked, "Do you believe everything people tell you?"

She gl ared, but before she could retort, a hitherto condceal ed trapdoor in the
pl ank floor swung upward, and she had the good sense to fall absolutely
silent.

A lantern in one hand and a scimtar hanging at his hip, Inrys Skaltahar
clinmbed into view and closed the hatch. Oeble's preem nent receiver of stolen
goods was a square-built man with dark, watchful eyes. Time had stolen nuch of
his hair, etched lines in his face, and begun to tug the flesh under his jaw
into dewl aps, but he still had the lithe tread of the young bravo he'd started
out as. He was sinply but well dressed in an indigo buffin tunic and | eat her
br eeches.

Inrys started drifting about, idly contenplating this heap of plunder or that,
pulling the lid off a crate to look at the ivory tusks inside. Aeron's mouth
went dry. Somedhow, when he'd conceived the plan, it hadn't occurred to him
that the fence m ght sinply wander through the warehouse until he inevitably
stunbl ed upon the intruders.

Aeron assunmed that together, he and Mri coul d overdpower Inrys, but that
wasn't the point. Any confrontation would ruin the plan, and even if matters
were ot herwi se, he had no desire to raise his hand to a man who'd al ways
treated himrelatively well.

Fortunately, before it could come to that, soneone rapped on the door. Inrys
unbarred it, and a wagon, drawn by a white horse and a bl ack one, rolled

i nside. Tharag the bugbear held the reins, and an orc cradling a crossbow
served as guard

Inrys shut the door behind them After the three exchanged a few words, the
Red Axes hopped down and unl oaded some barrels fromthe back of the cart. From
the ease with which they acconplished the task, it was plain the kegs were
enpty.

They had to shift them however, to nore easily raise a hidden hatch of their
own. The wagon bed was hol | ow, deeper than it |ooked, and held the actua

shi pnment cl oth bundl es that clanked or clattered when they lifted them out and
set themon the floor.

Inrys crouched to unwap one, and a pungent scent of oil filled the air.

I nside were gl eam ng sword bl ades. Evi ddently nobody had sharpened them yet,
for he had no difoficulty flexing one without cutting his hand. Poking with
his index finger and nuttering under his breath, he counted them then turned
his attention to the next bale, which proved to contain spear shafts.

Tharag and the orc | ooked on as Inrys conducted his inspection, responding, as
best they were able, to the fence's shrewd observati ons regardi ng short counts
and deficiencies in workmanshi p. Aeron was grateful to the ol der man for
keepi ng the Red Axes occupied. It was the only reason his plan, which, since

t he nonent had cone to try it, |ooked harebrai ned even to Aeron, had even the
slightest chance of worKking.

He gave Mri a nod, and they glided forward, keeping |ow, using every

avail abl e bit of cover. He was glad she noved as silently as any burglar he'd
ever known. He supdposed rangers had to naster stealth to stalk gane and
goblin-kin through the woods.

Inrys liked to cook for the patrons of his tavern, and was renowned for his
tangy stews. Aeron's path led himnearly within arms reach of the fence, so



close that the scent of spice clinging to Inrys's hands and cl othes tickdl ed
his nose, and for a nmonment, he was afraid he was going to sneeze. He didn't,

t hough, and he and Mri reached the wagon w t hout anyone | ooking up. Nor did
t he draught horses, stolid beasts of burden that they were, do anything to

gi ve t hem away.

Aeron managed to craw into the cranped interior of the wagon bed w t hout
maki ng noise. Mri did alnost as well, though once, when she'd squirnmed nost
of the way in, the tip of her scabbard softly thunped the wood. Aeron wi nced,
but Inrys and the Axes didn't react.

Aeron and Mri lay in the claustrophobic space like corpses in a coffin built
for two, and he wondered how they coul d defend thensel ves if discovered. He'd
just about concluded it would be inpossible when Inmrys comdpl eted his

i nventory and decl ared exactly how nmuch he was willing to pay.

Tharag objected in a desultory fashion, even invoked the threat of Kesk's

di spl easure, but then accepted the offer. The fact was, even the Red Axes
found Inrys too useful to risk alienating himover an everyday sort of
transacti on.

And to a thief operating outside the gangs, the fence's good will was all but
i ndi spensable. If Inrys ever found out Aeron had used himas an unwitting too
in a quarrel with Kesk, the consequences could be severe. Yet with his
father's life in jeopardy, and schemes for rescuing himin short supply, he
hadn't seen anot her choi ce.

Tharag | aboriously counted Inrys's coin, and the orc slamed the hatch shut

wi t hout | ooki ng inside. The boards above Aeron's face groaned a little as the
Red Axes rel oaded the enpty casks. Then, axles creaking, the wagon began to
roll. The wood was hard against the thief's back, and felt harder still when
the cart's progress bounced hi mup and down.

Mri's voice nmurnured fromthe darkness, softly enough that the Red Axes

woul dn't hear it over the noise made by their horses and conveyance, "Suppose
they don't bother to unload the barrels when they get back to the mansi on. How
are we supposed to clinmb out of here without jostling them around and maki ng a
| ot of noise?"

"I don't know," Aeron answered. "I knew about the trick wagon, but | kind of
forgot about the kegs."

"How cl ever of you."

"We' |l manage, all right? If you don't like this idea, what was your cunning
pl an?"
She was quiet for a nonment, then said, "lI'msorry. You're right. Barrels or

no, this is a better schenme than any | was able to devise, and | shouldn't
find fault."

"Well, I"'mglad | didn't have to attenpt it alone, and glad you know how to
creep. You have the nakings of an able cutpurse or housebreaker.™

She snorted and said, "Thanks so much. | inmagi ne someone coul d nake a passabl e
woodsman of you. If you were willing to stop depending on all those little
knives and invest the tine and effort to learn to use real weapons."

"I guess if |I learned to draw a bow, | could kill people froma |long way off,
when they had no way of fighting back."

"I told you, | took no joy in shooting your friends."

"I know," he said with a sigh. "You were only doing your job, and they knew
the risks. | just nmiss them is all."

"I understand. |'ve lost ny share of conrades."

"Who knows, maybe |'ve already lost ny father, too. He's frail. If Kesk

tortured himthe way he said, he nay have killed himw thout even neaning to.'
Groping in the blackness, Mri found his shoul der and gave it a squeeze
"Don't dwell on such thoughts," she said. "Focus on practical matters: howto
acconplish the task at hand, and what to do after.”

"Right. Once we get himout, he'll probably need a healer. W can take himto
Ilmater's house, but | don't think he or | should spend another night there.
When someone's after you, it's often safer to keep nmoving around. | have one
nmore person | trust. Her name is Naneet ha Dal aeve, and-"



"And she owns the Tal ondance," finished Mri, in the tone of one reluctantly
delivering bad news. "She gave up your name to Sefris. It was how we traced
you to your garret."

"Shadows of Mask, why woul d she do that?"

"I't's not inportant. What matters is that your frienddship is no great secret,
and if soneone could make her betray you once, the sane thing could happen

again. If | were you, |I'd find somewhere else to hide, or another way to be
safe. Let me help you with that, too."
"You mean, you'll ask the sane rich bastard | robbed in the first place to

protect nme?"
"By all accounts, he's an honorable per-"

" "By all accounts,' " Aeron broke in. "You' ve never even net him have you?"
"Well, no, only his representatives, but..."
"Thanks, anyway, but Father and I wll take our chances on our own. You just

keep your nouth shut about exactly who stole the Bouquet, or hel ped you
recover it, for that matter."

After that, the conversation | agged, and Aeron felt a black mpbod com ng on
Even sweet, unworldly Naneetha, who doted on tales of chivalrous heroes and
pure dansel s faithful unto death, had sold himout. It was even nore of a
shock than Burgell's treachery.

But Mri was right, it was not the time to brood about it. He struggled to
shake off the hurt and concentrate on his inmmedi ate concerns, on how he and
the scout would | ocate Nicos, then escape Kesk's stronghold alive.

The wagon accel erated and sl owed, turned periodically. Aeron found it

i npossi ble to judge how nuch time had passed or how far the conveyance had
travel ed since the Red Axes drove it out of the warehouse. H s disconfort and
trepidation made it feel |ike hours. Finally, though, the cart runbled to a
stop. He listened as, judging fromwhat he could hear, Tharag and the orc
clinmbed down fromtheir seat and unhitched the horses. After that, everything
was qui et.

"Now?" Mri breathed.

"Alittle longer," he replied.

He counted off twenty heartbeats, then squirmed around until he could reach
the catch that held the hidden panel down.

Even working blind, it was child' s play to pop it open. Wen he raised the
hat ch, however, the barrels on top slid, toppled, and clunked hollowy
together. He'd expected it, but scow ed at the noi se even so.

He'd only raised the panel a few inches. Plainly, if he shoved it all the way
back, the casks would fall and bang around even nore.

"Hol d this," he said.

Aeron dragged hinself out through the narrow gap. Wen he got his feet under
hi m and | ooked around, he discovered he was in Kesk's stable. Horses and nul es
eyed himfromtheir stalls, but no Red Axes were in view Evidently the kegs
hadn't made enough of a racket to attract attention

He held the hatch for Mri while she wiggled free. She pointed to a door that
apparently led to the main body of the nmansion. He gave her a nod.

The interior of the sprawing house was gloony. Only a few of the | anps were
burni ng, and due to the nild autum weather, nost of the hearths were cold.
Still, enough light shone for even human eyes to make out the dirt and ot her
signs of neglect, and naturally, the dimess did nothing to cover up the snell
of mi | dew.

Nei t her Aeron nor his father was much of a housedkeeper. That had been his

nmot her's province until she passed away unexpectedly in her sleep, worn out,
per haps, by worrying over her son's enbrace of the outlaw life and her
husband's infirmties. But then again, he'd never |lived anywhere fancy, and
his own slovenly habits notw thdstanding, he still felt a tw nge of disgust at
Kesk for letting such a palace gradually crunble into ruin.

But what mattered was that the mansion was quiet. Aeron knew it wasn't
deserted. The tanarukk wouldn't have left his coffers of gold and stores of



| oot and contradband entirely unguarded. But fromthe sound of it, nobst of the
Red Axes were off hunting Aeron, or standing watch over their various

i nterests throughout the city, and that neant his scheme m ght actually work.
"Whi ch way?" Mri whispered.

He shook his head and replied, "I've never been inside here before. They could
be keeping my father anywhere. W'Ill just have to | ook."

They skul ked on, keeping to the shadows, cracking open doors to check the
roonms on the other side. The danp river air had warped sonme of them naking
themstick in their frames, and the intruders had to force them open. The
resul ting squeaks and rasps jangl ed Aeron's nerves.

They didn't raise an alarm however, and as the m ndutes passed wi thout
calamty, Aeron started to feel the old fanmiliar thrill. He was stil
frightened for Nicos, and for hinmself, cone to that, but it was nonetheless a
delight to outwit his opponents in the gane a burglar played, to trespass
where he wasn't allowed and do what wasn't pernitted

Intime, he and Mri found a staircase |eading down to the cellars.

"Maybe the Red Axes have their own little dungeon," the scout suggested.
Aeron thought about it for a second, listening to the sanme instincts that had
led himto many a hi dden cubbydhole or closet filled wi th val uables.

"It's possible,"” he said, "but they wouldn't need to lock ny father in a cel
to keep himunder control. Feeble as he is, a bit of rope would do the job,
and | reckon Kesk would prefer to keep himclose by. That way, he could hurt
hi m whenever he felt the urge, without the bother of tranping up and down
stairs.”

"So we need to find where Kesk spends the nmajority of his tine."

"Which will be the nost |avish part of the house."

They prow ed on, and in time caught sight of a wide narble staircase sweeping
upward. Partway up, a bravo sat on one of the steps picking something out of
hi s shaggy, tangled beard. At the top, tall double doors, inlaid with a
stylized scene of a river, boats, |eaping fish, and spindly-Iegged wadi ng

bi rds, stood open

Aeron and Mri retreated back into the shadows before the Red Axe coul d spot

t hem

"That looks like it could be it," the ranger said. "If you' d let nme keep ny
bow. ..."

Per haps he shoul d have, but it was too unconmon a weapon in Ceble. It had

mar ked her alnopst as well as her green |eather arnor.

"You still couldn't count on picking that fellow off w thdout hi m nmaking sonme
noi se," Aeron said. "Maybe we can find a back way in. A big roomin a rich
man's house is likely to have at |east two doors, one for the masters and one
for the flunkies."

She gave hima nod and said, "Lead on."

It didn't take long to find the servants' stairs, spiraling up and down in a
cl austrophobic shaft. The risers were narrow, the way all but lightless, and
the trapped air was stale. Aeron wondered how many mai ds and val ets had t aken
a nasty tunbl e back when the house was young. He caught his first glinpse of
the chamber at the top, and it drove such casual specul ations fromhis nind
The Iong hall was a solar, one wall a continuous row of w ndows intended to
admt sunlight and provide a panoramic view of the Scelptar. Nicos sat tied in
a chair, his eyes closed and his head lolling. H's chest rose and fell,
reassuring proof that he was only unconsci ous, not dead. In fact, apart from
the mutilation of his hand, he didn't | ook as badly injured as Aeron had
expect ed.

Unfortunately, the prisoner wasn't alone. The big gilded chair in which Kesk
no doubt liked to sit was currently vacant, but Tharag, the orc who'd
acconpani ed the bugdbear to Inrys's warehouse, and a human outl aw were
hangdi ng around. Mreover, one of the glass panes had shattered, and a small
man with a wool scarf masking the | ower pordtion of his face stood before the
breach, evidently because it afforded a clearer view than the cracked, filthy
wi ndows that remrained intact. Gazing through a brass astrol abe, he alternately



scrutini zed the night sky and scratched his observations on a slate. A green
mant| e and gol d- knobbed bl ackwood cane rested on a little table beside him
Aeron wondered if the astrol oger was al so a magi ci an, and had supplied the Red
Axes with the nmetal mantis and potion of invulnerability that had nearly cost
himand Mri their lives. If so, he was likely to prove nore clever and
dangerous than the conmmon ruffians.

Mri tugged on Aeron's arm and they sneaked back down the steps a little way,
where they could whi sper wi thdout fear of being overheard.

"How fast can you throw your knives?" she asked.

"Not fast enough to kill four men before one of themyells for help. | think
it's time to test these disguises."

She stared at himas if he'd gone nad. Maybe he had.

"I figured that at best, they'd only work at a distance,
mean, |'ve seen half-orcs. W don't |ook right."

"d ose enough, maybe, if no one peers too closely," Aeron replied. "A disguise
is half attitude and the way you carry yourself. We have the advantage that
the Red Axes never expected us to sneak in here. |I'msure of that much.
Besides, if they recognize us, and we wind up having to fight, it won't be any
worse than if we started out that way."

the ranger said. "I

"Yes, it will. W'll have lost the advantage of surprise." She frowned and
continued, "Still, Nicos is your father, and it was your tactics that got us
this far. If you're sure you want to try it this way, I'Il follow your lead."

"Thanks. Let ne do the talking."

They clinmbed back up the stairs, naking no particular effort to do so quietly.
The risers creaked.

When the Red Axes glanced in his direction, Aeron felt a split second of
panic, of certainty that the greenish pignment on his skin, the black dye in
his hair, and the absence of his goatee wouldn't fool anyone. He slouched on
into the room anyway, praying that his com cast his features into shadow.
Kesk's operation was |arge and varied enough to nake it unlikely that all his
m ni ons knew one another well, but it was possible they'd all |aid eyes on one
another at least a tine or two.

Aeron grunted one of the orc greetings he'd picked up over the years then
anbled to Nicos with Mri fol ol owi ng al ong behi nd. He crouched beside his
father's chair and started untying him The old man came awake with a start.
"Hey!" Tharag said. "Wat are you doi ng?"

"What's it look like?" Aeron replied in his best imtation of a surly
gobl i n-kin voi ce.

He kept his head bowed over his work.

"I't looks like you' re undoing the rope," Tharag said.

"I knew you could figure it out if you strained hard enough,"” Aeron replied.
"Look, Kesk's sick of having the old man up here all the time. He wants us to
stick himsonedwhere el se. You don't think we're going to carry himand the
chair, too, do you? Not as |long as he can wal k."

The hul ki ng bugbear blinked its green, red-pupiled eyes and asked, "Kesk's
back?"

"He couldn't give orders if he wasn't, now could be? He said he'll be up here
in a mnute, soon as he checks sonmedt hing that came in through the Underways."
The [ ast knot yielded, and Aeron jerked Nicos to his feet. Mri grabbed hold
of the hostage's forearm and they wenched himaround toward the servants'
door.

For a couple of steps, no one protested, and Aeron felt a surge of exultation
that he and Mri were actually getting away with it.

Then a mld baritone voice said, "Please, hold on for just a nmonent."

It had to be the astrologer. No one else in the roomwoul d speak in that
educated accent. For want of a better idea, Aeron and Mri ignored himand
kept on novi ng.

"Excuse me," said the man in the scarf, raising his voice a little.

Brilliant white |light blazed through the room Startled, the Red Axes shouted
and cursed. The intruders spun around, only to discover they didn't need to



defend t hemdsel ves. The flare of |light had been sinply that, not a sign they
were under nystical assault. Not yet. It had been a warning the w zard could
attack themif they refused to heed him

"\What ?" Aeron grow ed.

"Do any of you fellows know these two?" the small nan asked. "Look closely."
At sone point over the course of the past couple mndutes, he'd tossed his

cl oak over his shoul ders and pi cked up his cane.

"W rob travelers along the river," Mri said, naking her voice coarse. "W
don't get into town rnuch."

"That may be," said the magician, "but |I'mgoing to ask the same thing of you
that | did of Dark Sister Sefris. Show ne your brands."

Aeron pull ed back his sleeve to display the false scar he'd shaped from
crinson candl e wax.

"Nice," the wi zard chuckl ed through his lenister scarf, "but not quite

convi nci ng enough. You're the man hinself, aren't you? Aeron sar Randal, even
bol der than your repudtation led ne to believe. | thi-"

Aeron whi pped an Arthyn fang fromits sheath and hurled it at the arcanist's
chest. The knife hit the target, but clanked and rebounded. The small man had
some magi cal protection in place that kept it from penetrating.

A crosshow bolt streaked at Mri. She shielded herdself with her buckler, then
turned to face the human Red Axe, who was charging her with a dagger in either
hand. She drew her broadsword and cut in a single notion, ripping open the
outlaw s belly. H's knees buckl ed, and he dropped.

"If you Red Axes have any of my talismans or elixirs,'
shouted, "use them"

He backed away, putting distance between hinself and the intruders.

It was evidence the whoreson wasn't entirely inpervidous to harm but Aeron
was nore interested in getting away than in trying to hurt him He considered
a |l eap out the broken wi ndow, but feared Nicos wouldn't survive the fall into
the river, and that even if he did, he couldn't manage the frantic swimfor
safety afterward.

He shouted, "Down the stairs, Father! W'l| follow"

Ni cos spat an obscenity. Plainly, frail as he was, it still irked himto flee
while other folk risked their Iives to cover his retreat. But he tottered
backward as quickly as his weakness al | owed.

No doubt drawn by the commmotion, the Red Axe with the |ong, matted beard
appeared in the doorway at the far end of the hall. Half conceal ed behind
Tharag, the w zard chanted, and swept whatever it was he held between thunb
and forefinger through a nystic pass. Standing closest to Aeron, Mri, and

Ni cos, the bugbear and orc gul ped the contents of tiny bottles.

Aeron threw a knife at Tharag. The creature wenched hinsel f sideways, and the
bl ade pierced his forearminstead of his chest. A painful wound, perhaps, but
it wouldn't stop the creature. An instant later, Tharag' s body swell ed,
becom ng bigger and likely stronger than an ogre's. His clothing and gear grew
with him though for some reason, Aeron's dagger didn't. The process of

enl argenent shoved it out of the wound to fall and clank on the floor. Tharag
rai sed his cudgel, bellowed a battle cry, and rushed the human who'd hurt him
Huge as the bugbear was, his head nearly brushing the high ceiling, he seened
as terrible an opponent as the brass mantis. Aeron was sure he | acked the
strength to parry a blow fromthe heavy club, so he dodged the first vicious
stroke instead. He told hinmself it was just possible that, by drinking the
potion, Tharag had outdsmarted hinself. At his present size, the Red Axe

woul dn't be able to pursue his foes down the servants' stairs.

Ni cos cried out in dismay. Hard-pressed though he was, Aeron risked a gl ance
over his shoulder. A nmesh of slimy gray cables, sticky enough to adhere to the
wal I's, floor, and ceiling, sealed the entrance to the narrow steps, as if a
gigantic spider had spun a web there. Obviously, the man with the bl ackwood
cane had conjured the strands to cut off the intruders' retreat.

Mri and the orc circled one another near Kesk's throne. The Red Axe opened
its nouth wide and seemdingly spat out its own tongue. The pink flesh flew

the astrol oger



through the air, neanwhile stretching into a cord a dozen feet long. It

sl apped and whirled around the startled ranger's |egs, yanking her off bal ance
and binding her to the heavy chair. The orc sprang at her with its short sword
| eveled to pierce her belly.

Aeron wanted to rush to her aid, but it was inpossible. He didn't dare ignore
his own opponent. He hastily faced forward, and Tharag swung the cudgel down
like a man splitting wood. Aeron dodged. The weapon cl ashed agai nst the fl oor
Maybe Aeron could hamstring the goblin-kin before he could lift the stick for
anot her stroke. He sprang in close, only to find that Tharag had anti ci pated

t he nove. The bugbear's boot |ashed out at him

Aeron tried to dodge, but the brutal kick still struck hima glancing bl ow
That was enough to smash the breath fromhis lungs and send hi m staggering. As
he did, he caught a glinpse of Mri, still alive but still bound as well. The

orc was trying to stab her from behind, and she was only barely able to tw st
around far enough to fend himoff.

Snowbal I's pelted her. Plainly, it was another conjuradtion, one that |ooked
al nost com cal, though it was evi ddent fromthe way she jerked that the white
barrage inflicted actual pain. The orc |lunged, and once agai n she managed to
turn its blade with her buckler. Her riposte, however, was a feeble, funbling
action easily avoided. In fact, it |ooked |ike she alnpst [ost her grip on her
br oadswor d.

Ni cos had picked up a bronze cuspidor to use as a makeshift bl udgeon, then
linped to intercept the Red Axe with the unkenpt whiskers. The old nan had
been a form dable brawler in his day, but it was obvious fromthe way N cos
nmoved that, without sufficient strength or agility to back themup, his rusty
skills no | onger posed a threat. The Red Axe thought so, too. Leering, he
advanced with his guard | owered, daring Nicos to strike at him

Two nore ruffians appeared in the far doorway.

Tharag rushed in. Aeron flailed his arns and recovered his balance just in
time to dodge the next sweep of the bugbear's cudgel. It was hard to imagi ne
it mttered. He, his father, and Mri mght last a little while |onger, but
the Red Axes were inevitably going to prevail.



CHAPTER 14

Perched atop a gabl ed slate roof overl ooking Kesk's mansion, Sefris peered
down, watching for Aeron and Mri while munching on a cold toasted roll with a
greasy sausage-and-apple fillding. She'd brought food and a canteen because
she'd known she might have to remain at her post for hours before the
red-bearded thief nade his play. Indeed, it was possible that Aeron woul dn't
try to rescue Nicos at all, but Sefris condsidered that unlikely. He'd be
eager to retrieve the old man before the Red Axes snipped off any nore pieces.
She was certain that, after confusing the gang with raids throughout the city,
Aeron neant to invade their stronghold. No other plan would give Mri a reason
to work with him The difficulty was predicting howthe pair would try to
enter a building theoretically accessible fromthe Scel ptar, at ground | evel,
and via the Underways.

After sone thought, Sefris had ruled out the river. Kesk had found and patched
the breach in the portcullis defending the water gate, and anyway, it was
unlikely that Aeron would attenpt the sane approach tw ce. The Underways al so
seened an inplausible choice. She'd seen that the passage connecting the
cellars to the awl ess tunnels was well fortified, and Aeron surely had sone
inkling of that. That |eft advancing up the street and across the yard. Kesk
undoubt edly had a sentry on watch, and kept his doors and wi ndows | ocked. But
Aeron would trust in his ability to avoid detection by the forner and tease
open the latter, for after all, it was his trade.

The [ awns and gardens surroundi ng the mansi on were overgrown and weed

i nfested. Slinking about just after sunset, Sefris had cast spells of warning
on the best hiding places. If a second intruder used those choice bits of
cover to sneak up on the house, she'd sense it. Then she clinbed up on top of
a nei ghboring building to wait.

In tine, another watcher's attention m ght have wanddered, but her teachers
had trai ned her to suppress boreddomas efficiently as any other enotion. She
gazed down at Kesk's residence as patiently as a python hanging in a tree
waiting for prey to happen al ong beneat h.

Yet even so, she alnost missed the light, for it was just a nonmentary flicker
at the periphery of her vision. By the tinme her head snapped around toward the
north and the river, it was already gone.

She wondered what the pal e radi ance had been. The noon, peeking nonentarily
from behind a cloud? No. The sky was cl ear that night, and Selune, her Tears,
and the stars had shone brightly right along. It nust have been mmgical, then
Firelight wouldn't be so white, nor could it blaze and die so quickly.

Maybe a priest or sorcerer out sailing, or on the far shore, had cast a spel
that kindled a nmonentary gl ow. But she wondered about Kesk's enployer. The
last tinme she'd seen the wetch, it had been in the solar on the opposite side
of the house. Suppose he lingered there still, and his nagic had produced the
flare. The light could have pul sed out the long row of wi ndows and refl ected
off the surface of the river

Maybe, but even if the masked wi zard had used his art, it didn't have to be
because he was engaged in a condfrontation with Aeron sar Randal. Sefris
strained, listening for shouting, the clash of blades against shields, or sone
other sign of strife. Al she heard was the constant murmur of the city around
her .

Still, over the course of the next minute or so, she felt a growing certainty
t hat somehow Aeron and Mri had slipped past her and into the house. Either
they'd free Nicos and nake their escape, or nore likely, the Red Axes woul d
kill the scout and take their fellow outlaw prisoner. However it worked out,

it could result in The Bl ack Boudquet passing beyond Sefris's grasp forever.
That was unacceptable. She'd hoped to capture Aeron before he had a chance to
enter the mansion, not nake another foray into a place she'd fled with sone
difficulty the night before, but she saw no alternative. She sprang off the
edge of the roof, snatching and releasing the irregularities in the wall to

sl ow her plundreting descent.

When she hit the ground, the inpact jolted her but did no real harm She



rolled to her feet and charged the house. G ven a choice, she would once again
have skul ked up in hopes of remining undetected, but she felt speed was nore
i mportant.

Nobody shouted or sent a quarrel or sling stone flying in her direction. She
was certain Kesk routinely posted a sentry, but if she was right, if sonething
was happeni ng inside the house, perhaps it had already diverted the guard's
attention.

The primary entrance was a pair of massive double doors. Neither their solid
wei ght nor the intricacy of the | ock would have hindered her spell of opening,
but she begrudged even the nmonent it would take to stop and recite the

i ncantation. She raced up the wide steps, |leaped into the air, and

t hrust-kicked at the juncture of the panels, attacking it as if her entire
body was a batdtering ram

The doors bucked in the frame, and something crunched. Sefris rebounded and
fell onto the porch. She scranbled to her feet and kicked a second tinme. The
two | eaves flew apart.

As she sprinted on, she heard the clanmor that had been inaudible from outside.
Sure enough, it was coming fromupstairs. She smled slightly to know she'd
guessed cordrectly, and two ruffians scranbled out of a doorway up ahead.
Evidently they were rushing toward the noise as well, but faltered when they
spotted her.

While a tolerated guest, Sefris had taken the trouble to learn the floor plan
of the mansion. Thus, she knew the bravos were bl ocking the shortest route to
the solar, and |Iikew se knew she needed to clear them from her path.

Consi dering that they were still several yards away, magi c m ght have been the
safest way to go about it, but she'd already wasted a neasure of her power
creating the alarms her quarry had sonehow bypassed, and she wanted to save
the rest to address nore serious threats. So she sinply charged.

One Red Axe threw a dagger at her. He had a good eye, and it woul d have

pl unged into her heart if she hadn't slapped it spinning off course. She
responded in kind with a backhand flip of a chakram The razor-edged ring
sheared into his neck, and he fell. Blood spurted fromthe wound to spatter
hi s conpani on

The second outl aw wi nced but stood his ground, a slimneedle of a thrusting
sword cocked back in one hand and a parrying dagger extended in the other
Maybe he fandcied hinself a duelist, for his stance, spine straight and knees
fl exed, bespoke some formal training in the fencer's science. Sefris kept on
chargi ng, one cestus-w apped fist raised and threatening a punch. Confident
that proper timng and the length of his blade would protect him he'd al npst
certainly respond to her seem ngly reckless advance with a stop hit.

He did. He stepped backward, and his point |eaped at her breast. She dropped
underneath it, smacked down on the floor, and still carried along by her
monentum slid at himfeet first. She kicked at the proper nonent, bone
cracked, and the duelist went down with a shatdtered ankle.

It was unlikely he'd give her any nore trouble, but Sefris saw no reason to
chance it, not when it would take only a split second to finish himoff. She
scranbl ed onto his chest, crushed his wi ndpipe with a jab of her stiffened
fingers, |eaped up, retrieved her chakram and ran onward.

Nobody was on the marble staircase. Judging fromthe rmuddl ed racket issuing
fromthe top, all the other Red Axes who' d remmined in the house had al ready
reached the solar. Wien she charged up the steps and peered into the hall, she
saw that the situation was just about as incondvenient as it could be.

Along with Mri and N cos, Aeron was at the far end of the room up by Kesk's
chair. The only way to keep himout of the Red Axes' hands and wing the

| ocation of The Bl ack Bouquet out of himherself was to kill her way through a
dozen or so gang nenbers and the wi zard in the green cloak, too.

So be it, then. At |east Kesk's henchnen were all facing away fromthe door
That would give her a brief initial advantage. She sprang into the solar and
punched, breaking a hobgoblin's spine. The tall, hairy creature needed to fal
first to give her a clear toss at the small nman. She'd already concl uded he



was no seasoned conbat w zard-he was too hesitant and mserly with his magic
in a fight-but he was still the nbst dangerous opponent in the room

She was just about to fling a chakram when she glinpsed nmovenent at the edge
of her vision. She pivoted. Sewer Rat rushed her, clawed hands extended to
rake. After the trouncing she'd already given it, the stunted, green-skinned
savage shoul d have known better, but maybe it ached to avenge its earlier
hum | i ation

She si destepped out of the nmeazel's way, cracked its skull with an el bow
strike as it blundered past, and returned her attention to the wizard. He'd
spotted her and was jabbering a spell at her. Futilely. He wouldn't finish in
tine.

She hurled the chakram It hit the mage in the forehead and bounced away. He
bore an enchantment to shield himfrommssiles.

Even so, the nere fact of a blowto the face would have startled many a
spel | caster into botching his conjuration. The small man, however, nmai ntai ned
his focus. He spoke the final word, and a ragged fan-shaped distortion, |ike
hot air rippling over pavenent on a torrid sunmer day, shot fromthe head of
hi s cane.

Sefris tried to dodge, and nearly nade it. The edge of the mmgic grazed her
however .

It didn't rmake her feel any different, and for a second inmagined it hadn't
affected her at all. Then she perdceived that the w zard was backing away with
an inpl ausi bl e qui ckness. In fact, everything-Aeron's battle with a gigantic
bugbear, Mri's clash with an orc, the other Red Axes maneuvering to close
with one foe or another-was scuttling and jerking around nore rapidly than
bef ore.

Sefris realized that wasn't actually so. It just |ooked that way to her. The
man with the cane hadn't sped the rest of the world up. He'd sl owed her down.
Had the eneny all owed her a nmonent, she probably coul d have di ssol ved the
enchantnment with a counter-spell, but suddenly, or so it seened to her, other
Red Axes were rushing her. A dagger slashed at her eyes. From her perspective,
the blade cane in as fast as if one of her teachers was wielding it, and she
nearly failed to duck. She riposted with a punch to the jaw, and the outl aw
jerked out of the way.

She flowed into one of the combinations her instructors had drilled into her
following up with a blowto the ribs. The Red Axe didn't dodge that one. Her
knuckl es smashed bone. He stunbl ed backward and fell on his runp.

But already two nore Red Axes, one human, the other a slavering, hyena-headed
gnoll, were spreading out to flank her. She realized that, in her present
condition, she could no | onger count on sinple trained reflex to snatch her
out of harmis way. She had to read their stances and predict how and where
each attack woul d cone.

It |ooked like the gnoll would cut to the head and the human would try a
lowline thrust, and when they pounced at her, it was so. She evaded both
attacks and retaliated with a snap kick to the knee that crippled the
goblin-kin. Unfortunately, that gave the remmining cutdthroat tine for a
second stab, and she couldn't pivot fast enough for a clean, fully effective
bl ock. She kept the dagger out of her lung, but it pierced her forearm
grating on bone before ripping free.

It didn't hurt, not yet, and wouldn't until she allowed it to. Mere force of
will, however, wouldn't stop the bleeding or the weakness it would eventually
produce. She realized she was genuinely in trouble.

Aeron crouched before Tharag, and when the enordnous bugbear swung its club

t he rogue lunged forward, safely inside the arc of the blow, and swept his
Arthyn fang in an overhand stab at the creature's stomach. The point plunged
t hrough magi cally thickened | ayers of tanned horsehide arnor and clothing to
pi erce the Red Axe's flesh

Tharag roared in rage and snatched at Aeron with his of fhand. Aeron ducked and
stabbed a second tine. The bugbear |unged forward, trying, apparently, to
knock his foe down and tranple him Aeron sprang aside, and Tharag | urched



past .
In the instant it took the Red Axe to spin back around, Aeron had his first

chance to survey the entire roomin... he realized he had no idea how | ong.
He'd lost all track of tine trying to contend with Tharag.
Mri was still alive. Indeed, she was faring better than the last tinme he'd

taken note of her situation. She | ooked as if she'd shaken off the shock of
the snowbal | s, and at sonme point had managed to chop through the coil of pink
flesh that had bound her legs to the chair. She stood facing both the orc and
the bravo with the matted beard, who'd already finished with Nicos. Aeron felt
a pang of fear and rage to see his father sprawl ed notionl ess on the fl oor

A second tongue-rope lay twitching on the floor. Eviddently the wi zard's
elixir enabled the orc to spit nore than one. But the second such attack had
failed to take its target by surprise, and Mri managed to dodge.

Aeron was surprised to see that Sefris Uuthrakt had appeared at the far end of
the room Sonething was wong with the way she was noving, though he couldn't
make out precisely what. Still, the wizard and the rest of the Red Axes had
turned to engage her. Apparently they weren't all on the sanme side anynore.
Aeron realized that could be his salvation. It was posdsible that he, N cos,
and Mri could nake their escape while the gang was busy battling the agent of
the Dark Moon. First, however, they'd have to dispose of their curdrent
opponents, and that wouldn't be easy. It was plain fromthe way Tharag turned,
qui ck and surefooted as before, that the Arthyn fang m ght have jabbed his
skin, but hadn't reached his guts. Aeron felt as if he mght as well have
pricked the towering brute with a pin.

Then he thought of a ploy that mght enable himto do some actual danage.

Anot her idiot idea, perhaps, but the only one he had. He retreated toward
Mri, and Tharag |unbered after him

The problem was that he couldn't sinply tell the scout what he had in mind, or
Tharag woul d hear, too. He could only hint at it, praying she' d understand and
t he bugbear woul dn't.

Aeron said, "If we could trip him..."

"Right," Mri panted.

A few heartbeats later, the man with the tangl ed whi skers feinted a cut to the
leg, then lunged at Mri in earnest. She caught the true attack-a head cut-on
her buckler, but to all appearances, the inmpact staggered her

Aeron could only assume she was faking. He hopped backward, and Tharag
conpensated by taking a stride fordward, into what ought to be the proper

posi tion.

Hopi ng to take advantage of Mri's seening incapacity, the orc spat a third
extending tendril of flesh. The guide wenched hersel f out of the way. The
wet, neaty strand flew past her and | ashed itself around Tharag's ankles. The
bugbear pitched off balance, but didn't fall.

Aeron threw his shoul der agai nst Tharag's |eg. That brought the giant crashing
to the floor, and he scranbled toward its neck, where no arnmor protected it,
and a major artery throbbed just beneath the skin.

Tharag flailed at himbut mssed, then was in position. He slashed, a torrent
of bl ood sprayed, and the bugbear thrashed in its death throes.

Aeron junped up and rushed in on the orc's flank. The pig-faced creature

pi voted and parried his knife with its short sword, but in the instant it was
distracted, Mri cut into its chest. It whinpered, and its | egs gave way.

That left Aeron and Mri confronting the nman with the beard. Aeron just had
time for an instant of savage satisdfaction that for once, it was the foe who
found hi nmsel f out nunber ed.

Mri said, "Deal with him"

She turned, and dashed away.

Aeron and the Red Axe shifted in and out of the disdtance, feinting, striking,
and parrying, neither, in those first noments, able to score. Sonething
shattered, then warmth and a wavering yellow light flowered at Aeron's back
He surmised that Mri had snashed an oil lanp to set something on fire. The

bl aze al arned hi s opponent, who started shouting for help.



If the Red Axe kept on yelling, some of his conrades just might heed him too,
even though, so far, Sefris was hol ding her own agai nst them Desperate to
shut himup, Aeron lunged forward, inviting a stop cut. Wen it came, he

bl ocked with the knife in his off hand and sinultaneously drove his |argest
Arthyn fang into the Red Axe's chest.

It took the ruffian a nonent to drop, and by that time, Aeron could feel the
hot pain burning in his shoulder. H's knife had been too |light a weapon, or
hi s defense not deft enough, to stop the heavy sword entirely. His parry had
robbed the stroke of sonme of its force, but the blade still gashed his flesh.
Aeron knew he had no tinme to stop and exani ne the wound. |nstead, he pivoted
toward Mri and the fire. She'd set the nmesh sealing off the servants' stairs
alight, and the gluey cables were burning away.

"I learned to clear spider web in the Thornwood," she said, flashing hima
grin. "Help me with your father."

As they dashed toward Nicos, a couple nore Red Axes started in their
direction.

Fi ne, Aeron thought. If it was a race, he and Mri would just have to win it.
He caught sight of the wizard. Standing by the wi nddows at a reasonably safe
di stance fromany of the intrudders, the mage had al so oriented on the thief
and the ranger. Holding a spell focus-Aeron couldn't make out precisely what
the smal |l object was-high above his head, he recited a rhyne.

A dark blue vapor billowed up around Aeron's feet, so thickly that he could no
| onger see any farther than his hand could reach. Even worse, the funmes had a
vile, rotten snell that instantly turned his stonmach. Stricken with a nausea
as intense as any he'd ever experienced, Aeron swallowed to keep from puking.
"Run!" cried Mri from sonewhere in the mist.

The strain in her tone nmade it obvious that she too was struggling not to be
si ck.

"My father!" Aeron called back.

"W can't.. . find him... inthis murk,” Mri replied between coughs, "and
we're too ill... tocarry himoff... if we could. It's over... for tonight."
He hated her for it, but she was right. Silently vowi ng that he'd come back
for Nicos sonehow, he tried to turn around toward the servants' stairs, only
to realize he no | onger knew where they were. He was so sick it rmade him

di zzy.

He nearly panicked, then spotted a snudge of brightdness that could only be
the firelight. He staggered forward into the center of it. Curling w sps of
burni ng web seared himas he brushed by.

At the nonent, it didn't matter. The fog hadn't penedtrated far beyond the
doorway, and as soon as he cl amdbered down out of it, his nausea abated. The
relief of that rendered the sting of his blisters insignificant.

Mri stood below himon the steps. She beckoned inpadtiently, and they ran on
down to the first floor, then onward through the house. Wen they reached the
stairs | eading down to the cellars, he sw ped sone blood from his shoul dder
wound and sneared it on the banister



CHAPTER 15

Sefris had suffered a second wound, a gash just above the knee, by the tine
the fire started and the ruffian at the far end of the hall started baw &i ng
for help. A couple of the other Red Axes left off attacking her to answer the
call.

She dodged a dagger thrust, grabbed her assailant, and spun himat a goblin
armed with a spi ky-headed nmace. The outlaws fell in a tangle, and finally, for
the first time since the man with the cane had snared her in his enchantnent,
she had time to rattle off a spell of her own.

She snat ched a handful of black ribbons fromone of her pockets, recited the
wor ds of power, and snapped the lengths of silk as if they were a
cat-o-nine-tails. Tatters of shadow expl oded froma point on the floor to
engul f the nearest Red Axes, who cried out at the insubstantial but sonmedhow
repul sive contact. They stood dazed and shaken for a few noments, and their

i ncapacity bought Sefris even nore tine.

Time to dissolve the unnatural sluggishness with which the wi zard had
afflicted her. Crooking her fingers through the proper signs, she began the

counterspell. d oomcraw ed around her, the Shadow Weave respondding to her
call.
At the same tinme, she took note of the blue fog filling the opposite end of

the room Thanks to her own nmagi cal expertise, she knew what the conjured m st
was. No doubt it was intended to drop Aeron and Mri in their tracks, nake
them too nauseated to do anything but retch, but it evidently hadn't. Sefris
could hear themcallding to one another inside the cloud. If they could resi st
t he vapor | ong enough, they were going to flee through the far doorway.

Sefris wouldn't be able to follow without fighting her way past nore Red Axes
and subjecting herself to the debilitating queasi ness engendered by the fog.
She thought she'd be better off trying something el se instead.

She spoke the final word of power. The air around her sizzled like nmeat frying
in a pan as her own magi ¢ burned the small nman's hindering spell away. She
whirl ed, dashed out the door, and bounded down the wi de marbl e steps.

As she ran, her wounded | eg throbbed, the pain begdging her to favor it. She
bl ocked the disconfort fromher mnd. If she allowed herself to |linmp, she

m ght not be fast enough to intercept Aeron on the ground fl oor

It turned out that she wasn't anyway. Wen she saw the bl oody mark on the

bani ster of the cellar stairs, she real dized he and Mri had scurried down
themto escape through the Underways. She continued the chase through the

| abyrinth of storeroons and piled crates until she found her way to the exit.
It was still locked. And bolted. Even if Aeron knew a burdglar's trick that
woul d allow himto secure it fully fromthe other side, it was unlikely he
woul d have taken the time. He and Mri had actually fled the house at ground

I evel .

Whi ch was to say the handprint had been a trick to make a pursuer believe the
fugitives had gone that way. It had worked well, too. It would be futile to
race back upstairs and try to pick up Aeron's trail. Even if it didn't result
i n another usel ess encounter with the Red Axes, and further delay, he'd gai ned
too long a | ead.

Sefris sinply opened the inner door, then the outer one, and departed via the
tunnel s herself. She felt herdself seething with anger, and worked to quash
the feel ding. Her frustration and injured pride in her own conpetence didn't
matter, nor the pain of her wounds-only patience, resolution, and the success
t hey woul d bring did.

Yet deep down, she hoped with a bitter fervor that, in the course of
acconpl i shing her nission, she'd have the chance to sl aughter Aeron, Mri,
Kesk, the wizard with the bl ackwood cane, and everyone el se who'd gotten in
her way. Perhaps it was a prayer that even a deity as cold and unyielding as

t he Lady of Loss would grant.

A coupl e bl ocks from Kesk's mansion, Mri and Aeron clinbed a rusty w ought
iron | adder, the rungs tangled in ivy, that ran up a tower wall. At the top



was a Rainspan. Fromthere, they could watch for signs of pursuit. Thus far
she hadn't seen any.

She and the outlaw | eaned on the railing and panted for a tine, catching their
breaths and waiting for their stomdachs to settle. The night breeze was nild,
but her clothes were so sweat-soaked that it chilled her even so.

Wien Mri felt able, she said, "Better let ne take a | ook at that shoul der."
"Al'l right."

For once, Aeron's voice was dull, not the energetic, sonedtinmes hunorous tone
to which she'd becone accustoned

She ripped the rent in his bl oodstained sl eeve wider to get a better |ook at

t he gash.

"You're lucky," said the ranger. "It's shallow If you think it's unsafe to go
back to Il mater's house, some salve froman apothecary and a bandage wil |
probably take care of it. If need be, | can put a couple stitches in."
"Lucky...."

Fromthe bitterness in his voice, Mri realized he wasn't tal king about the
cut.

"I"'msorry the plan didn't work," she said. "It nearly did. If the w zard
hadn't been there ..."

"Even though he was," Aeron said, "we al nost saved ny father. Another couple
paces, and | would have picked himup in ny arms. Then the fog came, and it
pani cked us. W turned tail and left himlying there."

"We didn't have a choice."

"You can't be sure of that. Maybe we still could have gotten himout. W'l
never know, because you said we had to run, and | listened."

She stared at him then said, "So it's all the fault of ny cowardice that
things didn't work out."

"I didn't say that."

"Not in so many words, but... Listen, when we fight your fellow cutthroats,
all they do is try to club you uncondscious, or cut a leg out from under you.
They're out to kill me. So I'lIl be dammed if | understand where you find the
gall to question my courage."

"I said we both panicked. | didn't mean to put it all off on you."

"I"'ma scout of the Red Hart @uild,” Mri replied. "I have honor. You're a
common sneak thief. You don't. Be thankful I"'mwlling to dirty my ..."

She felt the clench in her nuscles and heard the shrill dness in her voice. She
took a | ong breath.

"Never mind," Mri continued. "I shouldn't have said that |I'mfrustrated,

too."

For a few heartbeats, Aeron just stared out at the night as if struggling to
swal | ow hi s own anger.

Eventual |y he said, "For all we know, he could be dead now "

"I don't think the mst would kill him" Mri replied, "and | didn't see any

fresh bl ood on hi mwhen he was Iying on the floor. | think the one Red Axe
just knocked himout with the flat of his blade, or his fist."
"That coul d have been enough to kill him sickly as he is. O maybe, after

what happened, the Axes decided |I'm never going to trade the book, and they
stuck a knife in him"

"I doubt the wizard would I et them do anything rash,"” said the ranger. "He
strikes nme as too canny."

She reached out to give Aeron a reassuring pat on the shoul der, but he
irritably twi sted away from her touch

"You don't know that, either,"” he said. "All we do know is that we wasted our
one chance to sneak into Kesk's house. W'Il never get inside a second tine."
"Then it's time to try it ny way, isn't it? Seek help fromthe Bouquet's
rightful owner, and the authorities."

Aeron scow ed and said, "I explained to you why that wouldn't work."
Despite herself, Mri felt her own hostility welling up anew.
"Whil e painting our faces green like clows in a pagdeant works brilliantly,"

she said. "I think you won't turn to the | aw just because it is the law It



woul d tarnish this notion you have of yourself as some sort of master rogue,
and you couldn't bear that. You'd rather let your father die."

"That isn't true. It just wouldn't help."

"What is the answer, then?"

"I don't know," he said. "Shut your nouth for a while, and maybe sonet hi ng
will come to ne."

Kesk's nmood was al ready sour fromseveral fruitless hours of hunting Aeron

t hrough the Underways, and it curdled into cold fury as soon as he tranped
into the solar and saw his henchnen. It was obvious fromthe way they quail ed
fromhis gaze, as much as their fresh splints and bandages and the sooty fire
damage around the far doorway, that some new fiasco had occurred in his
absence.

Ambling closer, his cane tapping the floor, the wizard took it upon hinself to
expl ain how Aeron and a femal e acconplice had entered the house in disguise to
spirit N cos away.

"W woul d have captured them" the w zard added, "except that Dark Sister
Sefris burst in to snatch them away. Evidently she'd been tracking them or
somet hing. While we all fought over Master sar Randal and his ally, they
escaped. It's rather ironic when you think about it."

Kesk trenbled. At that noment, he would dearly have loved to split the rich
man's masked face with his axe.

"You think it's funny, do you?" the tanarukk asked.

"Mldly," the wizard replied. "Now, don't glare at me like that. Aeron didn't
rescue his father, which nmeans that except for a few casualties, which you,

wi th your horde of underlings, can readily afford, we're no worse off than
before. "

"And no better."”

What truly infuriated Kesk wasn't the wear and tear on his henchmen. Those too
weak to defend thensel ves deserved what ever they got. Wat nettled himwas
that, by arranging the raids on his various enterprises, Aeron had
successfully concealed his true intentions. In other words, nade a fool of

hi m Kesk wondered which of his other foes or rivals were actually responsible
for the harassnent his operation had suffered earlier in the evening, at the
same time the redheaded thief was invading his hone. He vowed to find out, and
pay them back triple, but supposed it would have to wait until he settled the
nmaddeni ng busi dness with the bl ack book

"I'f," the wizard said, "Aeron could be convinced we'll nake a fair trade, give
him N cos and a reasonabl e anount of coin, too, and not cone after either of
themlater, don't you think he'd agree to it?"

Across the room bound to his chair, N cos |aughed feebly until an orc
silenced himwth a slap.

"l suppose that is the proper response to nmy suggesétion," sighed the small
man. "Aeron would have to be nad to trust us at this point. Your nalice and
bungling saw to that."

Kesk gl ar ed.

"Cet it straight once and for all," the tanarukk grunbled. "I'm not your

| ackey, and | don't take orders fromyou. |I did what | thought best."

"And | ook how far it got us."

"As far as your ninble-fingered wizardry and nagi cal toys."

" 'Toys' you extorted fromne after | spent years col dl ecting them" the nage
countered. "I wouldn't care if it had done some good. But even equi pped with
enchanted gear, your Red Axes can't lay their hands on one | one-wolf cutpurse.
I nstead, he's nmade you |l ook like a dunce in front of the entire city."

Kesk had been thinking sonething simlar hinself, which only nmade the

magi cian's taunt rankle all the nore. For a second, he was so angry that it
choked off the words in his throat, and the nerchant saw sonmething in his face
that rmade the eyes above the lemister scarf widen in alarm

"Well," gritted Kesk when he was able, "I'mnot going to | ook foolish for nuch
| onger. Tonorrow |'mgoing to put an end to this business."



" How?"
"My people will spread the word that if Aeron doesn't hand over what | want by
mdnight, I'lIl chop his father's head off and dunp the sundered pieces in
Laskal ar's Square."

The wi zard shrugged and said, "You've been threatening Nicos's welfare right

along. How will this be any different?"

"Because of the deadline, ny promse to display the corpse to the whole city,
and the fact that ny men will repeat it to every robber, slaver, and whore
they can find. Aeron will know | have to follow through. Gtherwise, I'll |ose
respect."”

The magi ci an cocked his head and asked, "You nean, if things don't work out as
pl anned, you actually nmean to do it?"

"Yes."

"Then we | ose our hold on Aeron, don't we? Wth Nicos slain, what's to stop
himfromfleeing Oeble with The Bl ack Bouquet still in his possession?"
"Nothing, | guess. At least I'll be rid of him" Kesk replied, "and you."
"Wthout ne for a partner, you'll never rise any higher than you have

al ready. "

Kesk sneered and said, "Maybe it doesn't look like it to you, but since the
day | first came to Ceble, with nothding but this axe to help nme carve out a
life, 1've clinbed pretty high already. If | never go any farther, that wll
be all right."

"You don't nean that."

"Ch, yes, | do, and you can't talk me out of it. So why don't you turn that
twisty mind to yours to the task of laying a trap that Aeron can't possibly
escape?"

Aeron kept quickening his pace despite the fact that even under normal
circumstances, it could be dangerous to race headl ong through the Underways.
You coul d blunder into a strong-armrobber lying in wait for easy prey or
intrude on plotters willing to kill to keep their palavering a secret.

Thus, whenever he caught hinself, he forced hinself to slow down, but it was
hard. After fleeing Kesk's mandsion, he and Mri had sl ept aboard an
unattended skiff noored at one of the docks. Restless, angui shed over their
failure to rescue Nicos, he woke first and rose to prow the streets. It was
then that he overheard a team of thieves, two pickpockets, a bag nan, and a

| ookout, discussing Kesk's well-publicized threat to nurder his hostage at

m dni ght unl ess Aeron gave hi mwhat he wanted. Since then, he'd felt a
seething urgency that made himwant to hurry every instant, whether it was
sensi bl e or not.

"Do you really think," said Mri, striding along beside himw th her bow sl ung
over her shoulder, "our allies are likely to do nore than they have al ready?"
"W won't know until we ask."

"Actually," said the scout, "I already did ask, when we talked to Omtheir
chief the first time. If you recall, he said he'd snipe at the Red Axes on the
sly, but not risk open war."

Squi nting agai nst the darkness, Aeron peered down the passage. Three people
stood nmurnuring to one another at the next intersection. He recogni zed one of
them and once nore had to quash the inmpulse to rush

"Then I'11l just have to change his nmind," the thief said.
"I tell you, visiting himagain is just a waste of precious time. Let's go to
ny enpl oyer."

"We had this talk already."

The trio ahead were good at their trade. They didn't even glance up as Aeron
and Mri drew nearer.

"We had it hours ago," said the scout, "and you prondised to cone up with a
new strategy. This desperate notion won't do, and if it's all you can think
of, then we need to try things ny way. Fury's Heart, try behaving like a
decent, | aw abiding person for once in your life. You might like it."

"I mght like it all the way up the gall ows steps.”



The loiterers were just a couple paces away. Aeron's heartbeat quickened.

"I swear by the Forest Queen," said Mri, "I'Il make sure you aren't punished.
My enpl oyer doesn't care about you. He only wants his property retur-"

Aeron pivoted and threw a punch.

Mri nmust have seen himswi ng, for she reacted with the qui ckness of a trained
warrior. She dodged, and he only struck her a gl ancing bl ow

She sprang back and reached for the hilt of her broaddsword. The probl em was
that, by retreating from Aeron, she'd nerely shifted closer to his three
confederates. The largest of them a half-orc with a broken nose, lashed its
cudgel agai nst her back. The bl ow sl apped her |eather arnmor, and she | urched

f or war d.

The other two ruffians lunged at her, bludgeons flailding. She swept her
buckl er in a backhand stroke that held them off [ong enough for her sword to
cl ear the scabbard. She cut, the half-orc recoiled, and her blade missed its
torso by a finger-length. A passerby who'd stopped to watch the show cried out
in excitenent.

Aeron edged in on her flank, then faked a leap into the distance. She turned
and thrust, and that gave the half-orc a chance to give her another blow from
behind. It knocked her to one knee, and the creature's human partners swarned
over her. Her sword was usel ess at such close quarters. After a few nonents of
frantic struggling, they pumel ed her into subm ssion, then | ashed her hands
behi nd her back with rawhide.

"When | said you were learning to think like an Qeblaun native," Aeron said to

her, "l gave you too nuch credit. You told nme how one fellow led you into a
trap here in the tunnels, and now you' ve |let exactly the same thing happen
again. | don't think Sefris will save you this time around."

Mri glared up at him Blood trickled fromher split lip.

"Why are you doing this?" she asked.

"You can't help me rescue ny father. Maybe if you had the rest of your

preci ous guild behind you, but not by yourself. | gave you your chance, but
you aren't skilled or brave enough."

"Shall we get her noving?" asked the half-orc.

"Yes," Aeron said.

H s confederates hauled Mri to her feet and relieved her of her belt pouch
and remai ni ng weapons. The half-orc shoved her to set her stunbling in the
right direction.

"I"'ma better fighter than you," she said, still focused on Aeron. "I stil
don't see the point of this."

"It's sinmple enough. | can't trust Kesk to hold to any deal we nake. You and
alone can't fight all the Red Axes, or sneak into their lair a second tinme. So
|'ve decided to save ny father with gold. I'Il bribe one of the gang to
smuggl e himout."

"Maybe that would work," she said, "but..."

The hal f-orc gave her another push

"Unfortunately," Aeron said, "the Axes are all afraid of their chief, and they
live pretty well already. That means it's going to take a lot of coin to tenpt
one of them More than |I've got, and nore than | can steal in the tine
remaining. | wouldn't be able to sell The Bl ack Bouquet quickly enough

either, or use the book itself as a bribe. Kesk's cutthroats woul dn't
understand what it is or why it's valuable any nore than | did until you
explained it to ne."

"But you deci ded what you could do," Mri said, "is sell nme."
Aeron grinned and replied, "I found out who wanted all those yuan-ti to
capture you, then asked himif he was still interested. It turned out he is,

so we arranged the details."
"Listen to me," she said. "You don't have to do this. If you want to try

bribery, | can get the gold frommy enployer. | won't even have to nention
your name."
He shook his head and told her, "I feel safer dealing with ny own kind."

"Curse you for aliar and a traitor! You have rat's blood in your veins!"



"What did you expect?" Aeron asked. "You're the one who said |I'mjust a conmon
thief, with no notion what honor neans."

"I didn't truly want to believe that."

"Well, believe this," he said. "Folk Iike you and ne are natural enem es, you
killed ny friends, and even if none of that was true, 1'd sell out you and a
hundred |Ii ke you to save ny father. Look, it's your new hone."

They marched her onward, through the entrance to Mel der's Door

Even at that hour, when so nmany of Ceble's rogues were snoring in their beds,
the stone-wall ed comon room held a notley assortnent of travelers and

wai ters, and as usual, tiny dragons flitted everywhere. Mst everydone,

whet her human, goblin-kin, or reptile, eyed Mri with curiosity, sone with
mal i ci ous amusenent, and none, so far as Aeron could judge, with synpathy.
Smiling, handsonely clad in a red silk shirt and a bl ack suede jerkin |aced
with scarlet cord, Ml der sauntered up to inspect his prize. Mri spat at him
and a dozen of the little wrmnms hurtled at her |ike bees defending a violated
hi ve.

Mel der raised a swarthy hand, and the dragons veered off.

"Please,"” he said to Mri. "It can all be quite pleasant, if you'll only allow
it to be."

"Il kill you for this," she said, "and even if | fail, the Red Hart Guild
will avenge ne."

"As your own experience denonstrates," Ml der said, "your friends had better
stick to their forests and nountains. OCeble will eat themalive." He | ooked at
the half-orc. "Wiy don't you |l ock her away, then I'Il pay you?"

The creature and its fell ow ki dnappers manhandl ed Mri across the conmon room
She struggled every step of the way, but with her hands bound, to no avail.
She and her captors disappeared through a doorway.

"I"'d like to get paid, too," Aeron said.

"Surely," Melder said. "Vlint?"

A hobgoblin appeared at his elbow with a clinking pigskin purse in hand.

Aeron untied the laces, lifted the flap, and stirred the coins inside with his
fingertip, which afforded hima glinpse of the ones at the bottom

"Thanks," Aeron breat hed.

"I realize," Melder said, "that these days you have to be careful about

lingering too long in any one place. But will you have a gl ass of sonething
bef ore you go?"
Aeron smiled a crooked snmle and said, "I suppose | might as well celebrate.

This was the first plan that's gone off without a hitch since before | robbed
t he Paer."

Sefris heard voices echoing down the tunnel, and though she coul dn't make out
the nuttered words, instinct warned her she had cause for caution. She cast
about and spotted a notch in the wall, containing a steep flight of steps that
probably linked that section of the Underways to sonebody's cellar. She
silently hurried partway up the steps, above the eye |level of anyone likely to
pass bel ow then crouched notionless in the narrow, unlit space.

Sure enough, two Red Axes tramped by. She recognized themfromthe time she'd
spent among the gang, and assuned they were scouting the tunnels near Melder's
Door for the same reason she was. They'd heard the gossip that Aeron sar

Randal had visited the inn to sell his former ally to the proprietor

It seenmed unlikely that Aeron was still lingering in the area, but it also
seened i nexplicable that he'd made such a conspi cuous display of hinself in
Mel der's establishdnent in the first place. In any case, Sefris didn't know
where else to ook for him so there she was.

She crept down the stairs and onward through the darkness, in the opposite
direction from Kesk's henchdnmen. She encountered other ruffians, some of whom
eyed her specul atively. But when she returned their stares, making it clear
she registered their interest without the slightest flicker of alarm they

al l owed her to continue on her way unnol ested.

It was difficult to keep track of time underground. Eventually, though, she



became convi nced she'd been searching for quite a while. Certainly she was
retracdi ng her steps through sections of tunnel she'd tradversed before.

Maybe, she thought, she should return to her sanctuary and consult the

arcanal oth after all. Then, sonme distance ahead, a |anky figure stepped froma
doorway. He froze for a nonent as if startled to see her, which gave her a
decent | ook at his face. Though the gl oomdulled the bright copper of his hair
to a nondescript gray, Sefris recognized the man she'd cone to find.

She sprinted toward him She'd tended the wounds she'd received the night

bef ore, and though her thigh ached, she was able to run as fast as ever. She
snat ched a chakram from her pocket and broke stride for the split second
required to fling it spinning ahead of her, skimrng |lowto rmaimAeron's |eg.
The ring flew as true as any cast she'd ever nmade. Unfortunately, however, it
was a long throw, which gave Aeron tine to dodge. He scrambled onto the first
riser of a staircase and on up out of sight.

When she followed himonto the steps, she realized fromthe wan trace of
sunl i ght | eaking down from overdhead that they connected the tunnel with the
outdoors. If Aeron reached the top, it mght give himthe chance to flee in
nore than one direction, or lose hinmself in a crowd. Resolved to catch him
while he was still inside the stairdwell, she ran even harder

From above her came a sudden clatter. She was still peering, trying to figure
out what the sound neant, when her sandal |anded on something snmall, hard, and
round. The objects rolled, and despite all her training, threw her off

bal ance. She fell, caught herself, and at the sane tine realized that Aeron
had tossed a quantity of marbles bounci ng down the steps.

A good trick, but the fall hadn't injured her, nor delayed her for nore than

an instant. She could still catch him She raced on
As she neared the top of the steps, the daylight dazzled her. She squinted
against it, but still mssed seeing the cord her quarry had stretched at ankle

| evel . She tripped and fell a second tine.

Her wounded | eg throbbed, and she suspected she'd torn open the cut. He stil
hadn't stopped her, though, nor saved hinself. He'd sinply annoyed her, which
meant it was going to be even nore satisfying to hurt him

She scrambled up into a little unpaved cul -de-sac. Towers rose around her
wi t h Rai nspans |inking the upper stories. To her right, a door slammed. She
dashed to it and grabbed the black wought iron handle. It turned, the latch
di sengaged, but the panel woul dn't push open. She had to kick it twice to

di sl odge the wooden wedge her quarry had used to jamit shut.

Judgi ng by the | ook and stink of the interior, the spire was another of

Cebl e's squalid tenenents, with hordes of paupers living, breeding, and dying
inits tiny rooms. Aeron's footsteps thudded on the stairs zi gzaggi ng away

i nto shadow overhead. Sefris raced after him

She thought he'd bolt out onto one of the elevated bridges, but he surprised
her. He ran all the way to the top floor, then scranbled up a | adder and

t hrough a trapdoor.

She expected himto lie in wait by the hatch, poised to knife her, and when
she swarmed up the | adder, she was ready to defend herself. It wasn't
necessary. What he'd actually done was retreat to the very edge of the square,
flat roof, then hop up on the | ow parapet that ran along it.

It had to be another trick, didn't it? She | ooked at himand all around, but
couldn't spot the hidden threat.

"You're fine," he panted. "I'mthe one who's in danger. If | |ose ny bal ance
if anything jostles me, I'Il fall to nmy death.”

"What does this nean?" she asked.

"You don't think I just happened to be carrying a bag of marbles, a trip cord,
and a wedge around with nme, do you?" he replied with a grin. "I wanted to talk
to you, so | let people see ne in the Door. |I figured you' d hear about it and
cone sniffing around. | spotted you, let you do the same to ne, then used ny
tricks to sl ow you down while you chased ne. | couldn't let you catch up unti

| led you here. You won't throw a spell or one of those rings at ne now, wll
you?"



"What | will do is take hold of you and pull you down," she said, then started
f or war d.

"Don't try!" Aeron called. "I'"Il junp, and you'll never find out where | hid
The Bl ack Bouquet."

She didn't believe him but she wasn't absolutely sure she was right, and thus
she hesitated. Maybe it would be safer to hear himout first, and call his
bluff later if need be. It wasn't as if he could evade her. He'd backed
himself into a corner.

"I don't think you want to die and | eave your father in the tanarukk's hands,"
said Sefris.

"You're right, but I know |l can't save himby nyself-or working with Mri, for
that matter. That's why | sold her to Melder."

Sefris frowned, trying to follow his train of thought.

"What do you nmean?" she asked. "What did betraying Mri acconplish?"

"Well, | told people it was to raise the coin to bribe one of the Red Axes,
but that's not practical, considering that none of themis any nore
trustworthy than Kesk hinmself. | just wanted folk to think it was the reason
so they wouldn't figure out I was getting rid of her to clear the way for
you. "

"Clear the way for me?"

"Yes. | can't very well work with you and Mri both, condsidering that you'd

bot h demand the bl ack book in paydnent, and you're the one | need. You fight
better than anyone |'ve ever seen, and you're a sorceress on top of it. Her
talents are nothing conpared to yours."

"So you're offering ne the Bouquet in exchange for my help in rescuing your
father."

"And peace between you and ne afterward.”

"I agree."

Aeron smiled and said, "Good, except that | don't believe you yet. Maybe it's
because I'msuch a faithless liar nyself, but it strikes me that you m ght
prom se anydthing to lure ne into your clutches, with no intention of keeping
your word."

"I swear by Shar that | wll."

Sone deities mght object to their worshipers making false vows in their
nanes, but the Lady of Loss wasn't one of them She wanted her work done by
any neans necesdsary. |ndeed, she relished treachery and oath-breaking to the
extent that she could be said to savor anything in the vile stew that was
creation.

"That's wonderful ," Aeron said, an ironic edge in his voice, "but even so,
want to ask you something. How did ny father hold up under torture?"

"Fairly well," she admitted.

In truth, Nicos had borne up remarkably well. After what he'd suffered, he
shoul d have been too cowed to utter a word unbi dden, yet instead he'd exposed
her idendtity to the nage with the bl ackwood cane.

"Remenber," Aeron said, "he's old and sick. I'myoung, healthy, and ny
father's son. | could hold out even longer. | could sit on the |ocation of the
book until it's too late. Until the cursed thing' s destroyed."

She felt a thrill of dismay, and asked, "Destroyed ... how?"

"I'f I told you, it might help you figure out where it is. Just take nmy word
for it. If | don't fetch it fromits curdrent hiding place by sunrise
tomorrow, that will be the end of it. Your only hope of getting it is for ne
to hand it over voluntarily."

"l understand," she said, and it was so.

Evidently she did have to play along for the tinme being, and that was al
right. Eventually a noment woul d cone when he no | onger held the formulary
host age, and at that nonment, she'd repay himin full for all the trouble he'd
caused her.

" Good. "

Aeron stepped down off the parapet. He was trying to appear confident, and it
woul d have fool ed nost people, but she could read the tension in his |ean



frame, the fear that she was going to lunge at him It made her w sh she
coul d.
He said, "Here's what | think we should do ..."



CHAPTER 16

Aeron noticed a patch of fresh blood staining the skirt of his newally's

r obe.

"You' re bl eeding," he said.

"I't's nothing."

Leani ng agai nst the weather-beaten railing with its flaking paint, Sefris
peered down fromthe Rainspan at the street fifteen feet bel ow Aeron hoped
that to a casual observer they | ooked like two innocent loiterers idly
chatting and watching the traffic pass under the bridge. He knew, however,
that no one who took a close |ook at Sefris would dismss her so lightly. In
her eyes he discerned a terrifying contradiction, cal mess and cal cul ati on
overlying a deeper nmadness. Or naybe he only thought he saw it because she
made hi m nervous.

VWhich in turn nade himwant to engage her in conversation, perhaps in hopes of
uncovering human feeling in someone who superfidcially seened as cold as the

brass mantis, and he supposed he might as well indulge the inmpulse. Maybe he'd
find out something useful.

"I"msurprised your cult even cares about The Bl ack Bouquet. | nean, if it was
a grimoire full of evil magic, | could see it, but it's just a tool for making
perfune."

She gl anced over at himand replied, "lIt's not ny place to question the tasks
nmy Dark Father sets ne."

"But you nust at |east think about them | can tell you' re not stupid."

It took her a nonment to decide if she wanted to answer.

"It takes wealth to wage war," she said finally, "and we're the Dark Goddess's
arny in the struggl e agai nst everyone and everything."

"So you need a |l ot of wealth."

"Al so, when Quwen sacked our tenple in Omath, it was a defeat and an affront
to our Lady. We couldn't let it stand. In time, we'll erase it fully. Wash it
away with his lordship's blood."

Aeron was sure Sefris wouldn't have divul ged such a thing if she thought he
mght live to repeat it. That sinply confirmed what he'd al ready concl uded,
but he felt a chill nonethel ess.

"In that case," he said, "I'mglad I'"mnot him"

"It has occurred to ne," Sefris said, her unblinking stare becom ng a shade

| ess piercing, her tone a bit nore introspective, "that it's fitting for ny
order to lay claimto this particular treasure. Because of the title."

Aeron cocked his head and replied, "I don't follow"

"The Lady of Loss teaches that the whole world is |ike a black bouquet. Parts
of it are pretty, to lure the foolish, but all the flowers are poison."
Though her statenment was unsettling, he forced a grin.

He said, "That's a cheery point of view"

"You of all people should see the truth of it. You live in Qeble, where the
folk prey on one another |ike starving rats, and friend betrays friend for a
copper bit."

He snorted and said, "I guess we nust be pretty bad at that, if our habits
make a Shar worshi per squeam sh."

"My point is, the rest of the world is no different. It's just that in Ceble,
no one tries to cover up the essential foul ness.”

"Does that mean that in the big bouquet, we're stens as opposed to bl ossons?"
"Mock Shar's wisdomif you want," she said. "Your opinion neans nothing."

"I wasn't nocking, exactly..."

She pointed and said, "Look."

A few steps below street level, the door to the nordayn den opened, and three
Red Axes, a pair of humans and a gnoll, enmerged blinking into the sunlight.
Aeron was di sdappoi nted, but not surprised. He'd assuned that none of Kesk's
henchnen woul d roam around the city al one. The Lynxes had probably stopped
raiding their conpetition-Orbert was shrewd enough to know he coul dn't
continue the harassnment for |long without his rivals discovering who was
responsi bl e-but the Axes couldn't be certain it was over.



"Loan me a couple of your knives," Sefris said.
"That's not the plan,"” Aeron answered as he started toward the end of the

bri dge.

She foll owed, saying, "If | hide, and throw daggers instead of chakrans, no
one will realize I'mhel ping you. They'll think you made the kills."

"Just do it ny way, all right?" Aeron said. "Stay well back unless | need
you. "

He al nost wondered hinself why he didn't take her up on her offer. Those past
few days, his hands had run red with blood. It was probably stupid to scruple
at spilling any nore, particularly if it belonged to the cutthroats who were
hol ding his father prisoner. Mask knew, Aeron had come to hate the bastards.
Yet even so, given the choice, he'd manage the |ast part of his schenme without
nmur der .

He slipped down the stairs that connected the Rainspan to the street, then
started to shadow Kesk's nen. Fortudnately, the street was busy enough that he
had a fair chance of going unnoticed. As he skul ked al ong, he took inventory
of his enem es' weapons. The gnoll bore a crossébow that was al ready cocked
and | oaded. Since it could strike fast and at a distance, Aeron needed to be
particudlarly wary of it.

Al as, he had no way of telling what the Axes mi ght be carrying in the way of
potions, figurines that grew and came to life, or other magical creations.
He'd just have to try to incapacitate themso quickly that they wouldn't have
time to use such tricks even if they possessed them

The Red Axes cut across the avenue toward the nouth of an alley. One of the
human cutthroats, a beefy youth with a florid conpl exi on and bl ond hair that
stuck up in unruly tufts, kicked a beggar child who was too sl ow scurdrying
out of the way.

When he reached the start of it, Aeron saw that the alleyway wasn't nearly as
busy as the street. Wthout dozens of pedestrians wandering every which way,
he had a clear throw at his targets. He stooped, picked up a pair of round,
heavy stones, and hurled themone after the other

He wasn't as accurate with rocks as he was with dagdogers. He hadn't practiced

as much. Still, the first stone cracked agai nst the back of the gnoll's canine
head, and the creature pitched forward. The second one hurtled past the bl ond
lad's skull, mssing by an inch

The human Red Axes cried out in surprise and |lurched around. By then, Aeron
had another rock in his hand. He threw that one at the yell ow haired
cutthroat's face, but his target jerked up his armto shield hinself. The
resultding i npact nust have stung, maybe even chi pped bone, but wasn't enough
to put hi m down.

"That's Aeron sar Randal!" said the remining bravo.
St ocky and mi ddl e-aged, he dressed all in blue, wore an abundance of cheap
silver ornanents, and possessed a shrill, alnost girlish voice. He and the

bl ond youth snatched out their blades and charged.

Aeron was at |east pleased that they hadn't pulled out any obviously enchanted
weapons, and the gnoll appeared to be entirely unconscious. Still, the
confrontadti on had becone considerably riskier than Aeron wanted it to be.

He judged he had tine for one nore throw, so he grabbed a stone and faked a
cast at the young Red Axe, who flinched. Aeron pivoted and flung the mssile
at the man in blue instead. The rock clipped his tenple, and he stunbled to a
halt. Looking shocked, his scimtar dangling at his side, he fingered the

bl oody graze.

The bl ond youth rmust have realized his conrade had stopped running, because
he, too, balked. It gave Aeron a chance to put his hand on yet another stone.
When he grabbed it, though, the Red Axe started rushing in again. He nust have
decided that even a fair fight, one against one and knife against knife, was
preferable to standing off and letting a foe pelt himw th rocks.

Aeron threw the stone. It snmacked the youth in the chest but didn't stop him
He pounced, sl ashed, and Aeron, his hands enpty, could only defend by
springing frantically backward.



The Red Axe pursued him Aeron had to dodge two nore attacks before he could
ready his own weapons, his largest Arthyn fang in one hand and his cudgel in

t he ot her.

He feinted a stab to the stomach with the knife, then |ashed the club at the
bl ond youth's face. Undeceived, the Red Axe sinultaneously ducked the true
attack and sl ashed at Aeron's wist. The knife tore the underside of his
forearm

Aeron thought, hoped, the wound was shallow. He couldn't stop and check. He
retreated to a safe distance, fought defensively for a few heartbeats, then
flowed into the sane conbination he'd tried before, a lowfeint with the knife
and a strike to the head with the cudgel. He nade the actions just big and

sl ow enough that his oppodnent was sure to understand them

Natural ly, the youth responded with the sane counterdattack as before. Wy
not, it had worked the first time. Wen his dagger flashed at Aeron's arm the
redheaded outl aw spun the club, trapped the blade, and carried it safely

asi de. At once he stepped in and hammered the heavy pommel of his own knife
into the center of the Red Axe's forehead. The lad's eyes rolled up in his
head, and his knees buckl ed.

Aeron felt a nonmentary satisfaction, cut short when he sensed a presence at
his back. He | eaped aside, and a scimtar whizzed through the space he'd just
vacated. One profile sneared with blood, the cutthroat in blue had shaken off
t he shock of his superficial injury and crept up on the person responsible.
Aeron parried the next cut with his cudgel. It worked, it kept the bl ade out
of his guts, but the force of the stroke knocked the club fromhis grip,

| eaving only his own bl ades with which to defend hinself.

The Red Axe hacked at hi mrepeatedly, and whenever Aeron could, he used a
variation of the blond boy's counter. He ducked or dodged his opponent's bl ade
and sl ashed or thrust at his extended arm Before long, the man in blue becane
accustoned to the pattern, to an adversary who fought as he did, with a single
weapon, and that was when Aeron surreptitiously slipped a second knife into
his of f hand.

He flourished the big Arthyn fang, |locking the Red Axe's attention on it, then
threw the small er dagger. The knife plunged into the older man's throat. He
made a gardgling sound, pawed at the hilt for a second, and coll apsed.

The Red Axe's death left Aeron feeling vaguely disdgusted, but it was not the
time to dwell on it. He inspected the gash on his forearm He' d guessed right,
it wasn't bad enough to require expert attention, not immediately, anyway.

Enmpl oyi ng his fingers and teeth, he knotted a kerchief into a nakeshift
bandage, then crouched to check the yell ow haired | ad.

It occurred to himthat it would be just his luck if he'd accidentally killed
all three Red Axes, but in fact, the boy was breathing. He gripped hi munder
the arns and dragged himinto a recessed doorway, which mght at |east hide
them fromthe casual notice of passersby. He kneeled down in front of his
prisoner, then slapped and pinched him trying to rouse him

It took a while-long enough for a couple of garishly painted whores to wander
down the alley, discover the corpse of the man in blue and the
still-unconscious gnoll, and steal their purses and other valuables. Finally,

t hough, the blond | ad nopaned, and his eyes flutdtered open. Aeron poised an
Arthyn fang at his throat, and he cringed.

"Don't fight, stay quiet, and | won't hurt you," Aeron said. "Otherwi se, |'l]|
stick you and talk to sonmebody el se."

"You're crazy," said the youth, sounding nore indigdnant than frightened.
"Attacking us in broad daylight in the niddle of the street? What if the Gay
Bl ades had cone al ong?"

"In case you haven't noticed, recently the |aw has been the | east of ny
problems. At the nonment, it's the |east of yours, too."

"I"mnot giving you any trouble, am|? \Wat do you want ?"

"For you to carry a nessage to Kesk. We're going to make the exchange, the
treasure for ny father."

"Good, let me walk you to the house. That will stop any other Red Axes trying



to kill you."

Aeron grinned and said, "How kind. But |I'm not going back into your
stronghol d. We'll make the trade in Laskal ar's Square an hour after sunset."
"Qut in the open, with people wandering all around?"

"You just said yourself, witnesses tend to di scourage us outlaws from

sl aught eri ng one anot her. Not always, but sone of the tinme."

"Kesk won't like it."

"Or ny next requirenment, either. He's to bring ny father by hinself. If | spot
any other Red Axes-or mmgi 6cians in scarves-you won't see ne."

The blond | ad sneered, "If you don't show up, your father dies.”

"Better himthan the both of us," Aeron replied. "And we both die if | |et
Kesk nake the rules.”

"Well, he won't let you nake them"

"Deliver the nmessage," Aeron said, "and we'll see."

Aeron rose and edged away. The Red Axe clanbered to his feet and hurried off
with many a wary backward gl ance. He hesitated over the gnoll as if pondering
the advisability of trying to help the Iong-legged creature, then left it
where it |ay.

"That was sloppy," Sefris nurnmured, "letting himcut you."

Startled, Aeron jerked around. The willow nonastic in her cow and robe was
standi ng right beside him

"I told you to hang back," he said.

"The Red Axes didn't see ne," she replied, "and | didn't want you to think you
had the option of slipping away fromne. If | had to chase you down again, it
woul d only be a waste of our tine and energy."

"Way woul d | run when | need you? When | went to so nuch trouble to make
contact with you in the first place?"

"Now t hat you've seen nme close up, spoken with ne, maybe you have second

t houghts. "

"No. "

He' d finished those | ong ago-he supposed he'd reached his tenth or el eventh

t houghts. But with only a few hours left before Kesk carried out his threat,
he didn't have tinme to slip away fromher, go into hiding, and hatch a nore
sensi bl e pl an.

Sefris asked, "Do you think Kesk will follow your instructions?"
"He'll cone to Laskalar's Square, but not alone,"” Aeron replied with a grin.
"Hi s underlings will be lurking around, waiting to nove in on ny father and ne

as soon as the trade is done. Fortunately, they won't know you're sneakdi ng
around, too."

"You realize the tanarukk won't want to free Nicos until he has The Bl ack
Bouquet in his hands. But | can't allow you to give it to him"

"Don't worry, | won't even carry it to the nmeeting. If | did, you m ght be
tenmpted to forget our bargain and take it away fromne on the spot."
"Then how will you get Nicos out of Kesk's clutches, and even if you do, how

can a lame old nan hobbl e away qui ckly enough to keep the Red Axes from
capturing hi magai n?"

"Trickery," Aeron answered. "Tell nme all the spells you can cast, and we'l|l
figure it out fromthere."

Hul m had presumably finished his rounds before nightfall, but when Aeron
passed fromthe Rolling Shields into Laskalar's Square, the Dead Cart was
parked in front of Giffingate House. The gnarl bones presumably had personal
busi ness somewhere in the vicinity. The utilitarian wagon stood out in
obscurely omi nous contrast to the opul ent gargoyl e-encrusted facade of Ceble's
nost expensive inn. Aeron supposed a priest or philosopher of the proper

per suasi on coul d draw sone sort of noral |esson fromthe scene. For his part,
he only hoped it wasn't an omen of his own inpenddi ng deni se.

Dotted with trees and the occasi onal pigeon-spattered bit of statuary, the
square itself was as busy as he'd expected. The shops and ki osks were doing a
bri sk busi dness. Storytellers, mnstrels, jugglers, and tunblers vied for the



attention of the crowd, and the aromas of frying sausage and fresh-baked sweet
buns scented the air. Aeron knew that under other circunstances, the snells
woul d have nade his nmouth water. He hadn't eaten since |eaving Melder's Door
that norning. But at the noment, he was too edgy to think about food.

As he drifted around, he tried to spot Kesk's nminions without their realizing
he was | ooki ng. He marked one hobgoblin reaver pretending to watch a | ewd
puppet show and a human ruffian seem ngly exam ning a | eather-worker's wares,
but not the rest, not yet. It didn't bother himtoo nmuch that he couldn't pick
out all the Red Axes. It was nmore troubling that he couldn't find the w zard,
who was surely hangi ng around as wel | .

Oh, well, he thought, if everything goes as planned, 1'll flush the whoreson
out of hiding.
If not, the magician was still likely to nmake his presdence obvi ous soon

enough, in one inconvenient fashion or another

It was on the north side of the grassy rectangle that Aeron finally caught
sight of Ni cos and Kesk. The Red Axes had cl eaned the old man up, probably so
it wouldn't be obvious to any casual observer that he was in distress. Thus,
he wasn't bound or |eashed, and of course didn't need to be. The tanarukk
could fell himin an instant if he tried to make any troubl e.

Li ke Aeron hinself, Kesk wore a cowW to obscure his identity, and in the dark
some fol k could have mi staken himfor an unusually short and burly orc if they
failed to notice the crimson snolder of his devilish eyes. No doubt he carried
his battl e-axe conceal ed beneath his cl oak. As he stal ked al ong, the set of
hi s enornous shoul ders hinted at his anger and inpatience.

Aeron took a deep, steadying breath and called, "I'm here."

Kesk and Nicos turned. The hostage gave his head an al nost inperceptible
shake. Aeron knew it was his father's way of warning himto flee while he
still could. He wi shed he could sonehow make N cos understand that he realized
Kesk intended to cheat, and had planned a ploy of his own. But if he attenpted
any sort of signal, the tanarukk m ght see it, too.

"Let's do this," said Kesk

"Not quite yet," Aeron answered. "Follow nme, but don't try to catch up until |
stop.”

He | ed Kesk and Ni cos back in the general direction of the two Red Axes he'd
al ready spotted. They'd likely remain where they were, but others night skulk
after himso they'd be close enough to strike as soon as the trade was
finished. That would give hima final chance to pick them out.

He noticed one outlaw trailing himwith a javelin clutched in either grubby,
tattooed hand, and marked sonething el se, two Gray Bl ades buying battered tin
tankards of ale froma rawboned woman who | adl ed the brew out of an open keg.
A few nore nugs lay in the wheel barrow behind her. Probably she'd used the
condveyance to haul the cask to the patch of ground she rented from whatever
gang currently controlled that portion of the square.

Aeron hesitated for an instant. He hadn't included any Gray Blades in his
schenme, and supposed that when trouble erupted, they were just about as likely
tointerfere with himas they were with the Red Axes. Yet they certainly had
the potential to add to the general chaos, and he thought he m ght as well
trust his hunches and his luck. If they failed him he and N cos were dooned
anyway.

So he stopped just a few feet away fromthe officers, beneath the boughs of a
chestnut tree. His feet rustled the dry fallen | eaves on the ground. He held
up his hand to halt Kesk when the gang chieftain and Nicos were still a couple
paces away, which was to say, while Aeron was still beyond the reach of his
eneny's axe. The tanarukk gl owered at the Bl ades, then spat. They didn't

noti ce.

"I"'mnot fond of them either," Aeron said, "but maybe having them cl ose by
will help you renmenber to behave yourself."

"G ve me the book," said Kesk

"First set my father free."

The tanarukk | aughed and said, "Don't be stupid. Hand it over before | |ose ny



pati ence, butcher you and the old man, too, and sinply take it. I don't know
why | haven't done that already."

Aeron grinned and replied, "I imagi ne because you gave your sol emm pronise.

Al so, you'd hate to send nme to the Lord of Shadows prematurely, then find out
you haven't really gotten your hands on The Bl ack Bouquet after all."

Kesk's snout twi tched, and saliva trickled around one of his tusks. It nade
Aeron want to take a step back, but he controlled hinself.

"Show me the cursed book," the hal f-denmon growled. "W'll start with that."
"That, I"'mwlling to do."

Aeron brought Mri's scuffed old saddl ebag out from beneath his cape,
unbuckl ed it, and pulled the steel strongbox out.

Kesk stared. For a second, he seenmed | ess wathful than perpl exed.

"You | ocked it back in the coffer?" the tanarukk asked.

Aeron shrugged and said, "I was worried the Gray Bl ades were | ooking for a
thief in possession of an old black tone full of perfuner's formul ae. The box
is less distinctive. Merchants and couriers use sinmlar ones all the tinme."
"Well, openit."”

"I can't," Aeron replied. "Not without ny tools. Not w thout hunkering down
over it for several mnutes and making it obvious to anybody wal ki ng by t hat
I"'mhaving to crack it. At that, 1'd be leery of triggering the wards again.
One nakes a boomso loud the entire square would hear it. | assumed you could
open it w thout any problem seeing as how | was supposed to give it to you in
the first place."

"Set it on the ground,"” Kesk grow ed.

Aeron obeyed, and Kesk brought his axe out fromunder his mantle. The edges
glowed red as he activated the sane enchantnent that had enabled himto chop

t hrough the heavy chain so easily. Aeron caught an acrid whiff of hot metal
rem ni scent of a forge.

"Are you just going to bash it open?" he asked. "You night spoil the book
it's crunbling as it is, and the box truly is liable to thunder and break your
arm Maybe you should send for Burgell Whitehorn, now that he's on your side."
"Just shut your hole."

Kesk waved his massive gray hand with its coarse nails and patches of bristle.
After a noment's hesitation, a slender figure approached. To all appearances,
he was an elf, short as Kesk, ivory-skinned, green-eyed, and clad in sturdy
traveler's attire. \When he spoke, however, it was in the cultured tones of the
anonymous w zard. He'd nasked himself with illusion instead of a scarf. Aeron
suspected the yew bow in his hand was actually the bl ackwood cane.

"I thought we agreed," the magician said, "that 1'd keep ny distance."
"I"'msettling this business now," Kesk said, "w thout another second of del ay,
and that neans | need you to open this." He gave the strongbox a little kick
"Cet to it."

"Very well," the wi zard said. He dropped to one knee, inspected the coffer

and nuttered a charm under his breath. "The wards are gone."

Kesk gave Aeron a suspicious scow . The human outl aw shrugged.

"I"'mno arcanist," the rogue said. "How could | be sure of that?"

"l suppose the inmportant thing," said the wizard, "is what's inside."
He renoved a silver key fromhis pocket. The metal shinmered subtly in a
manner that made Aeron suspect it was enchanted, |ike Burgell's skel eton key.

He slipped it in the lock, twisted it, and the box popped open. The magi dci an
raised the lid conpletely and lifted out the nusty black vol une inside.

It wasn't The Bl ack Bouquet, just another old, sinmilarly colored vol ume Aeron
had pilfered fromthe shop of a used book deal er. But neither Kesk nor his
enpl oyer had ever laid eyes on the original, and shouldn't be able to tel
until they | ooked inside. For the noment, they gazed raptly at what they took
to be the prize they'd worked so hard to wi n. Anyone woul d have done the sane.
Excitenment, however, didn't turn Kesk conpletely stupid. He never could have
schened and nurdered his way to ascendancy in Ceble's underworld if he was
that easy a mark. He still kept a wary eye on Aeron, but unfordtunately for

t he tanarukk, Aeron wasn't the one who was about to attack him The redheaded



outlaw sinply eased a step backward, out of what was supposed to be the area

of effect of Sefris's spell. Her timng was perfect. A split second | ater
tatters of shadow exploded froma central point in the air |like the petals of
some hellish flower blooming all in an instant. Caught in the silent blast,
Kesk and his enployer thrashed as if sonme fierce beast had seized themin its
j aws.

It was possible that Aeron could have killed themboth in that nmonent of near
paral ysis, but he still would have had to contend with the other outlaws, and

the two Gray Bl ades who, alarmed by the nmurky burst of magic, were pivoting in
his direction. Al things considered, he deenmed it best to get N cos noving
away whil e everyone was still startled. The spell had stunned the old man,
too. When, taking care not to touch the rippling corona of shadow, Aeron
grabbed himby the armand hustled himaway fromhis captors, reflex kept him
shuffling along until his senses cl eared.

Aeron peered desperately around, |ooking for all the Red Axes who were no
doubt rushing to attack him The plan called for Sefris to throw at | east one
foll owup spell at Kesk and the w zard, Aeron's two cl osest and nost
danogerous enem es, to keep themfromchasing right after him which neant
that for a second at |least, he was on his own when it came to dealing with the
common ruffians.

The man with the tattooed hands threw a javelin. Either he didn't guess Aeron
still hadn't surrendered the Bouquet, he was too excited and full of bl oodl ust
to care, or maybe Kesk had ordered his henchnen to kill the pest and be done
with it no matter how the nmeeting turned out. Aeron jerked his father out of
the way. The second spear flew wild, alnobst striking a curly-headed goodw fe
carrying a w cker shopping basket on her arm She squeal ed. O her people
started shouting and shriekding, too.

A bugbear charged with a mace in either hand. Aeron lifted a throwi ng knife,
but then one of the Gray Bl ades scranbled into the creature's path. He al npost
certainly had no clear idea of what was really going on, but recognized
murderous intent when he saw it. The Red Axe tried to smash himout of its
way, and he parried the first blow with his broadsword.

A crossbow bolt streaked past Aeron's head. He didn't know precisely where it
had come from and was sinply glad it would take the nmarksman a few nonments to
rel oad. He glinpsed notion and pivoted. A Red Axe was draw ng his bow. Aeron
poi sed hinself to spring aside and pull Nicos out of harms way as well. He
woul d have succeeded, too, except that the arrow nust have been anot her
enchanted weapon, for in flight, it multiplied into three.

One of them struck Aeron in the forearm Denying the shock that m ght

ot herwi se have nade hi m sl ow and stupid, he snapped the shaft off short so it
woul dn't hinder his novenents.

"Are you hit?" he asked his father

"No," Nicos panted, "but you are. You have to leave ne. |I'mslow ng you down
too much. "

"After | went to all this trouble? To the Nine Hells with that. Just watch ny
back. "

A Red Axe armed with a short sword charged them Aeron threw an Arthyn fang,
and the snapping notion triggered the first flare of pain fromthe arrowhead
still embedded in his nuscle. Still, the knife flew straight, and caught the
bravo in the chest.

An orc wearing |eather gloves studded with copper rivets thrust out its hands
like a wizard casting a spell. Aeron didn't know what to expect, but instinct
prompted himto hurl Nicos and hinself to the ground. A dazzling white flare
of lightning crackled over their heads. He rolled to one knee and tossed a
dagger. H's aimwas too |ow, and the blade only pierced the orc's thigh

Still, the Red Axe faltered, gaping at the protruding hilt in seem ng

di sbelief, as folk sonmetimes did when they took a wound.

Maybe the orc would retire fromthe fight and take its magical gloves with it,
but even if so, would it matter?

Aeron was hurt, and it seenmed as if Kesk had brought his entire band of



cutthroats to the square.

What was Sefris doing?
If she was dead, or sinply too busy with Kesk and the wi zard to cast the spell

Aeron was awaiting, he and N cos were as good as dead.



CHAPTER 17

Fol  owi ng the burst of shadow, Sefris regarded Kesk and the wizard with cold
sati sfaction. Her anmbusdcade had taken thementirely by surprise, and they
stood dazed and all but helpless. Only for a nonent, but that gave her tine
for another spell, one with an excellent chance of killing them outdright, or
failing that, so crippling themthat she'd have no trouble finishing them off
wi th her hands. Then she'd hel p Aeron and Nicos escape the rest of the Red
Axes, which would probably provide her the chance to slaughter a goodly numnber
of them Afterward, the |lone-wolf thief would give her The Bl ack Bouquet, and
as soon as she had it, she'd conplete her work by butchering himand the old
man, too. In a world where everything was dung, and all prospect of pleasure
bitter and hollow, it would nonethel ess be about as rewardi ng an evening as a
servant of Shar could w sh for

She plucked a pellet of guano and sul fur fromone of her pockets and swept it
t hrough a cabalistic pass, meanwhil e whispering a rhyme. Ordinarily she nuch
preferred spells of shadow and darkness to any that conjured fire, but she was
pragmati st enough to use the nost effective tool for the task at hand.

A mal e voice, shrill with excitenment, shouted, "Stop that!"

She turned her head. One of the Gray Bl ades, a musdcul ar young man who'd tried
with scant success to grow a beard, had spotted her and pointed a crossbow in
her direction. She'd thought Aeron an inmbecile to conduct his business in the
| awren's vicinity, and there was the proof.

As soon as he saw her face, the Gay Blade shot his quarrel. Something in her
expression nmust have pani cked him She sl apped the missile aside, but in so
doi ng, spoiled her nystical gesturing and thus her spell.

The young man's eyes w dened in amazement when she defl ected the bolt, but he
was gane. Wth a rasp of netal on nmetal, he pulled his broadsword fromits
scabdbard and charged. She spun a chakram at himand caught himin the throat.
He staggered two nore steps, then fell

It had only taken a nonent to deal with him Yet she suspected it was a noment
too I ong, and when she wheel ed back around, it was clear that she was right.
Kesk and the wi zard had shaken off the effect of the shadow bl ast and
scranbl ed out of the ragged bul b of darkness. The edges of his battle-axe
shining red as magma, the tanarukk charged her. The magi ci an wasn't doi ng nmuch
of anything yet. He didn't react as quickly as his partner, but given a
chance, he'd start conjuring soon enough

She si destepped, thus interposing Kesk between the wi zard and hersel f, and
snap- ki cked at the gang chieftain's nassive knob of a knee. To her surprise,
he managed to jerk his leg aside, and the ball of her foot only grazed him
The axe plunged at her, a powerful yet subtle stroke she had to spring
backward to avoi d.

Kesk | eered at her and said, "Did you think you were better than nme, bitch?
You surprised nme the first tinme, but now | understand how you fight."

Sefris did think she was his superior. She was confident she could defeat him
and the wi zard, too, but that alone wouldn't be good enough. She needed to do
it fast, so she could proceed to the next part of the plan before Aeron and

Ni cos were overwhel ned. She | aunched herself at Kesk, attacking furiously,
whirling, |eaping, punching, and ki cking.

Despite his bravado, Kesk gave ground, chopping at her as he backed away. He
was fighting defensively, playding for time. She | anded her share of strikes
even so, but his thick hide seenmed to blunt the force of her blows. Meanwhile
the wi zard maneuvered at a safe distance fromthe nelee, obviously trying to
reach a position fromwhich he could target her w thout fear of accidentally
hitting the half-denon with his magic.

She risked dividing her attention to rattle off an incandtation and thrust her
armat the arcanist in his elf disguise. Jagged | ances of darkness |eaped from
her palmto plunge into his chest without tearing his garments or breaking the
skin. He reeled, but didn't fall, and his riposte cane a nonment later. Darts
of blue light hurtled fromhis fingerdtips to pierce her own body in that sane
bl oodl ess but still injurious manner. The cold pain was intense. Perhaps



hopi ng the shock of the attack had paral yzed her, Kesk drove in hard, sw nging
the axe at her chest. She knocked it aside with both forearns, then followed
up with a backdohand strike that snapped one of his tusks and knocked him

st aggeri ng backward.

At that norment, he was vul nerable. She could have lunged after himand
delivered the death bl ow, except that she felt a sort of charge in the air
that could only be the wizard' s power enfolding her. Her sorceress's
intudition told her it was the sane spell of sluggishness that had so hindered

her before. She focused her will, resistding the magic, and felt it dissolve
wi t hout catching hold of her. Unfortunately, that gave Kesk tine to cone back
on guard.

Preci ous seconds were racing by, and she still hadn't found the nonment she

needed to save Aeron. Her foes were pressing her too hard. She had to di spose
of at least one of themw thout further delay, and unfortunately, she wasn't
certain that any single attack at her disposal would suffice to cripple or
kill.

But maybe she could rid herself of the wi zard another way. He didn't want folk
to know who Kesk's partner was, and with luck, his nerves were still shaky
fromthe shadow burst. It generally had such a lingering effect. Once again
seeking to cast a spell and evade the relentless axe at the sane tine, dodgi ng
the deadly strokes by inches, she recited the incantation and swept her
cestus-wr apped hand through the proper pattern

Just as when she'd negated the sluggi shness, her magic broke the wi zard's
enchant nent of di sqgui se. The appearance of an elf wayfarer nmelted away,
revealing a small man with a round-cheeked, boyish face, elegant silk and

vel vet clothes, and a | ong bl ackwood cane. He stared down at hinself in

ast oni shment, then pulled up a fold of his cloak to shield his face. He turned
and ran. As Sefris had hoped, he truly was a w zard, which was to say, the

ki nd of arcanist who needed to prepare his spells in advance. He didn't have
anot her charmof illusion ready for the casting, and thus had no choice but to
flee if he didn't want scores of onlookers to witness himfighting in concert
with the Red Axes.

"Curse you!" Kesk bell owed. "Cone back!" He glared at Sefris. "It doesn't
matter. "1l still ki-"

She smashed a roundhouse kick into the side of his head, shattering sonme of
hi s fangs and knocki ng hi m stunbling off bal ance. As she whirled with the
attack, she spotted N cos and Aeron. They hadn't made it very far toward the
perimeter of the square, the idiot son had a bl oody wound in his forearm and
the Red Axes were closding in. If she was to save them it had to be right
away.

She spoke the words of power and made the proper gesture. As before, it only
took an instant, yet once again, that was all the tinme Kesk needed to recover.
When she pivoted back in his direction, the axe was already flashing at her
body.

Aeron hurled his last throw ng knife and pierced a bugdbear's chest. That left
himonly the | argest Arthyn fang, the cudgel, and plenty of Red Axes stil
eager to spill his and N cos's bl ood.

H s arm throbbing, he offered his father the club. The weapon woul dn't save

Ni cos, but Aeron knew he'd prefer to go down fighting. The old man reached for
it, and the air around them swam and thi ckened, giving birth to dank coils of
thick white mist. In a nmonent, Aeron could scarcely see past the end of his
nose. El sewhere in the vapor, the Red Axes called out in dismy.

Ever since N cos and Aeron had broken away from Kesk and the w zard, and
despite the distracting business of struggling to stay alive, the younger
thi ef had kept track of his position and orientation in the square, and the

| ocadtion of the objects in his vicinity. Thus he was still able to hurry his
father along toward where he wanted himto go.

The Red Axe with the filthy, tattooed hands appeared in the m st, al npst
seeming to materialize |like a phantom H s javelins expended, he clutched a



short sword.

Lungi ng, he shouted, "They're here!"

Aeron parried and thrust in his turn. The bravo hopped backward, out of range.
Aeron knew he couldn't afford to Iinger and fence with the Red Axe, for fear
that the wetch's initial outcry would draw other foes to the spot. He threw
hi nsel f forward, risking a counterattack in order to close the distance.

The reckl ess dive caught the tattooed man by surdprise. Though he did attenpt
a stab, by then Aeron's Arthyn fang had al ready pierced his chest. The short
sword slipped fromspastic fingers, leaving the red-haired thief unscathed.
Aeron had only sprinted two | ong strides, but when he turned back around, he
was, to all appearances, al one.

"Fat her!" he whi spered.

"Here," Ni cos answered.

Qui ded by the sound, Aeron scurried to the old nan's side. He had to hope
that, despite the interruption of having to fight the Red Axe, he hadn't | ost
his bearings. He led his father onward.

El sewhere in the mist, lightning crackled, the vapor difofusing the glare into
a softer glow Sonebody screanmed. Aeron hoped the victimwas a Red Axe and not
a non- conbat ant .

The fugitives scranbled on for what felt like a long time, until Aeron was al
but certain he'd lost his way. The trunk of an elmtree swam out of the fog.
The bottonmost branches hung low to the ground, and despite the season, stil
clung to nost of their |eaves.

"Can you clinm?" he asked.

"Alittle, if I have to," N cos said.

Aeron grabbed himby the belt and lifted hi m upward.

"And hi de?" the rogue asked.

Ni cos gripped a linmb, and grunting with effort, dragged hinsel f higher
relieving Aeron of his weight.

The old man said, "That should be no problem™

"Then get above eye |level and stay still until the Red Axes go honme, no matter
how | ong that takes. | don't think they'Il find you as long as | draw their
attention el sewhere, and wi thout you slowi ng nme down, | can get away."

"Mask protect you," N cos said.

Aeron strode away. After a few nonments, he stunbled on the spot where a tinker
in a patched cl oak had set up shop. The thief snatched up a copper pot

awai ting repair and banged it with the pormel of his fighting knife.

"We're here, you bastards!" he yelled. "Catch us if you can!"

He dropped his makeshift gong and rushed onward.

He wondered how Sefris was faring. Plainly, she'd still been alive when she
finally conjured the fog as planned. Having perfornmed that final service, the
Red Axes were nore than welcome to kill her. But actually, Aeron was sure it

wasn't going to be that easy for him just as he was certain that he and Ni cos
couldn't evade her for long. He had to di spose of her. He just hoped the |ast
phase of his plan, the part she presunably knew nothi ng about, would do the

j ob.

He felt nore than saw the inposing nmass of Giffingate House before him He
stal ked al ong the side of the inn, heading for the all eyway where he was
supposed to renddezvous with Sefris, and his |luck deserted hi magain.

Unable to see it in the blinding fog, the small wi zard tripped over the guy
line of a vendor's tent and fell heavily to the ground. Perhaps the inpact
knocked the panic out of him for when he raised his head, he felt better able
to think.

Frightened or not, he still had no intention of letting half of Ceble w tness
himfighting in concert with the city's nost infanous outlaws. He had to slip
away, but before he did, perhaps he could cast a final spell to help his
acconplices deal with Aeron sar Randal

He hoped that despite the disorienting turnoil of the past couple mnutes,

i ncluding the alarm ng discovery that Aeron and Sefris were working together



the Red Axes still meant to capture the lone-wolf thief, not kill him

O herwise, they'd likely | ose The Bl ack Bouquet forever. Yet even if they did,
it would be better than if it sonehow reached its rightful owner, and the
magi ci an found that, rattled and frustrated as he was, he'd actudally cone
around to Kesk's point of view It was tinme to put an end to the business, and
to the redheaded nui dsance who'd so conplicated it, in whatever way it could
be acconpli shed.

Pl ainly, Aeron and Nicos hoped to sneak away fromthe square under cover of
the mst. If the small man could wash the nmuck fromthe air, perhaps Kesk's
men could still catch them

He didn't know whether it was possible. Sefris had disdpelled two of his
enchant nents, whereas he'd never tried to cancel one of hers. It was entirely
possi bl e she was the superior spellcaster, for after all, he was primarily a
ner dchant. He sinply studied thaumaturgy in private when he could find the
time, to give hinmself a secret edge.

Yet one of his teachers had told himthat any wi zard had a chance of unnaking
the nystical creation of any other, so long as he performed the bani shrent
perfectly. Accordingly, the trader picked hinself up, took a deep breath, and
gave it his best effort, enunciating the words of power as clearly and
sweepi ng his cane through the passes as crisply as possible.

It worked. Power groaned around himlike a note froma giant's cello, unti
the air suddenly cleared. The small man felt a pang of delight in his own
prowess, cut short by the realization that, with the fog gone, he was once
nore in danger of being recognized. He shielded his face with his cl oak and
scurried on toward the edge of the square and safety.

It was too late to block the battle-axe. Not even the Dark Father Abbott of
Sefris's nonastery could have mandaged it. She flung herself backward, and it
saved her life. The mighty cut, which would otherw se have cl eaved her

shoul der and plunged on deep into her vitals, sinply ripped flesh and tore
free in a shower of bl ood.

It was a bad wound anyway, and Kesk realized it. Gruntding |ike a naddened
boar through his broken fangs, pressding the advantage, he drove in hard. The
axe | eaped at her again and again.

For a nmoment or two, as shock threatened to overdowhel mher, it was difficult
for Sefris to parry or dodge and al nost inpossible to strike back. Her
training braced her, carried her to a place beyond pain, weakness, or fear
into a cold, clear state of mind vaguely suggestive of the perfect peace that
woul d endure forever once all vile created things passed into nothingness.
Strength and agility surged back into her |inbs, and she hooked a punch into
Kesk's side. Arib cracked. She was in too close for himto chop at her, so he
lifted the axe high and ranmred the end of the handl e down at the top of her
skulI. She slipped the bl ow and whi pped an el bow strike into his jaw.

The way the tanarukk's head sat atop his nmassive shoul ders, he scarcely seened
to have a neck. Ot herw se, the bl ow woul d probably have snapped it. As it was,
the fire in his scarlet eyes seemed to dim and when he tried to retreat and
give hinself room for another axe stroke, he stunbled. She leaped into the air
and thrust-kicked himin the center of the chest. He fell on his back and I ay
noti ondl ess whil e she stanmped on him

That ought to have killed him even as tough as he was. In other

ci rcumst ances, she woul d have paused to make sure, but she wanted to start
after Aeron without further delay. She didn't think he'd tried to | ose her

not with his father still up a tree in the niddle of the square, readily
avai l abl e for recapture, but she wasn't certain. The rogue was too tricky for
her to feel confident of predicting his every nove.

When she turned, her fog was gone. Though the wi zard was nowhere to be seen
he'd evidently dispelled it before fleeing. A good many of the Red Axes had

di sapdpeared as well. They nust have groped their way out of the square. Mybe
they'd been afraid the m st would make them sick, |ike the poison vapor the
magi ci an had condj ured back in the mansion, or perhaps they'd seen little



point in stunmbling around in the murk until the Gray Bl ades arrived in force,
an event which was sure to happen eventually. In any case, even though Sefris
woul d have taken a certain satisfaction in striking themout of her path,
their departure ought to make life easier.

She sprinted toward the mouth of the alley where Aeron had promi sed to neet
her. Up ahead in the darkdness, a man cried out.



CHAPTER 18

Bow i n hand and an arrow on the string, Mri crouched in the shadow gap
between two snarling gargoyles on the gabled roof of Giffingate House. She
peered at the thick white fog in Laskalar's Square and the fol k who
periodically stunbled out of it and fled down the alley. She strained her ears
in an essentially futile effort to interpret the confusion of shouts and ot her
noi ses emanating fromthe mdst of the cloud.

Where was Aeron? Her nerves were taut with waiting, and it seened to her that
it was taking himforever to appear. True, the mi st had materidalized as he'd
said it would, which indicated a part of the plan had gone off properly, but
it didn't necessarily mean he hadn't come to grief.

The vapor di sappeared. She scowl ed in dismay until Aeron dashed down the
passage. For a nmonment she imagi ned everything was all right, then a man and a
linping orc came chasing after him They'd apparently spotted hi mwhen the fog
vani shed, just scant seconds too soon

Mri's fingers fairly itched with the urge to draw her bow, but Aeron had told
her that no matter what happened, she wasn't to do anything that would revea
her presence prematurely. She was still hesitating when the human Red Axe
whirled a sling and let the bullet fly. Aeron didn't duck or dodge, maybe
hadn't even realized that the cutthroats were behind him The | ead pellet
slamed into the back of his head with a thud audi bl e even hi gh above the
ground, and he pitched forward onto his hands and knees.

When Aeron had first hatched the scheme of using Sefris to rescue his father
Mri had thought himinsane, but gradually he'd tal ked her around. She stil
wasn't quite sure how, except that he was right about one thing. As a
sorceress and expert practitioner of the Dark Mon's esodteric style of

conbat, Sefris possessed capabilities they |acked. Mreover, Kesk and his

wi zard partner wouldn't expect the nonastic to join forces with Aeron, which
gave her a good chance of taking them by surprise.

One difficulty with recruiting Sefris, however, was Aeron's alliance with
Mri. It was inconceivable that the Shar worshi per woul d take anything the
rogue said at face value if she believed the partnership was still in effect.
An even bi gger problemwas what to do with her once she'd outlived her

useful ness. Aeron and Mri were both able conbatants with their respective
weapons, but even so, they doubted they could defeat Sefris in anything even
vaguely resenbling a fair fight. The nmonastic sinply outdclassed them

Aeron conceived a single ploy to solve both dilemmas. He contacted Ml der

wi th whom he'd had sone sort of shady dealings in the past, and bribed himto
take part in the charade of Mri's capture and inprisonnment. Despite her
partner's assurances, she herself participated with considerabl e suspicion and
reluctance, for after all, the innkeeper actually had sent the yuan-ti slavers
after her. But Ml der kept his part of the bargain, making no effort to nol est
her or detain her when it was tine for her to go.

That left her free to clinb to the top of Giffingate House and lie in wait
for Sefris to appear. For all the Dark Mon agent's prowess, surely a
wel | -ai med arrow could kill her if she never even saw it comng. Mri didn't
much i ke the idea of striking down a sister human being in such a fashion

but she accepted that it was necessary. Sefris deserved exterm nation as much
as any goblin or troll Mri had ever battled in the wld.

But Aeron was down, not quite unconscious but plainly stunned. The Red Axes
were hurrying toward him the human in the | ead and the orc hobbling behind.
They were going to capture or kill himunless Mri deviated fromthe plan and
i ntervened.

She didn't see she had a choice. She | oosed an arrow, which drove through the
human Red Axe's torso. He cried out and col | apsed.

The orc whirled, peered upward, and oriented on her. The night could do little
to hanper its dark-adapted eyes. It thrust out its |eather-gloved hands like a
wi zard throwdi ng a spell.

She recoil ed, and a spear of lightning sizzled past her. The magic didn't burn
her, but the glare nmade her squinch her eyes shut.



It al so shrank her pupils and carved a streak of afterdi mage across her
vision, leaving her partly blind. She couldn't let that stop her. She had to
kill the orc before it hurled any nore lightning, either at Aeron or at her
She stared down, believed she glinpsed her adversary, and shot by instinct as
much as sight.

It was good enough. The shaft took the orc in its upturned face, and it fel
down on its back.

Mri sighed with relief-and sonething | ashed around her, pinning her arns
agai nst her body. Blinking, thrashing usel essly, she perceived that the

noon- cast shadow of one of the gargoyles had warped into a tentacle, reared
up, and grabbed her.

In the mouth of the alley, Sefris |ooked up at the result of her spell. She'd
evidently arrived while Mri was fightding the Red Axes, and waited to pick
off the victor.

The nonastic swirled her hand through a nystic pass. Alnpst invisible in the
ni ght, jagged bl ack bl ades hurtled upward. |Imobilized, Mri couldn't dodge.
The magi c pierced her flesh wi thout breaking the skin, yet even so, the flare
of pain was ghastly.

Dazed, Aeron noticed a curious thing. Hi s wounded forearm and the back of his
head were throbbing to the sane beat. For a noment, he lingered on his hands
and knees, hypnotized by that tempo of shock and pain, then renmenbered he was
i n danger. He dragged hinself to his feet and | urched around-

-just intime to see Sefris savage Mri with bolts of darkness. The scout
flailed, then dangled notionless in the coil of shadow that had caught her
Smiling al nost inperceptibly, Sefris stalked forward. Something had cut deep
into her shoul der and soaked her robe with bl ood. Yet her novenents fl owed
with the sane sure grace as ever, and try as he m ght, Aeron could draw no
hope fromthe fact of her injury. Somehow, it just nmade her seemall the nore
unst oppabl e and i nhuman, as if she was Death itself come to claimhim

"Think about it," he panted. "Nothing's really changed. | still have The Bl ack
Bouquet. It will still be destroyed at sunrise if | don't retrieve it."

"My perspective has changed," Sefris replied, still glidding forward past the
corpses of the Red Axes. "I'm done playing your ganes. You cl ained you could
hol d up under torture for a long while, but nowl'mgoing to put it to the
test. W'll see if you can keep your secret while | mangle you one small piece
at a tine. Rest assured that if you do, after | finish with you, I'Il hunt
down Ni cos and nake hi mpay for your stubbornness.”

Aeron backed away fromher. He could feel the blood fromhis torn scalp on the
nape of his neck

"Al'l right," he said, "you win. I'll take you to the book."

"It isn't that easy," Sefris said. "You' ve played too many tricks. | need to
pl uck an eye or cripple a linmb, so you'll understand what truly lies in store
for you. | need to hear you scream and beg. Maybe after that, I'Il find it

possible to believe what you say."

He Iifted his weapons. For no reason, really, except mat he preferred to go
down fighting. He knew he had no chance, or at |east that was what he assuned
until he glinpsed a stirring at the uppernost edge of his vision

Terrified as he was, he nearly jerked his head higher for a better look. If he
had, Sefris would naturally have turned and peered, also. Fortunately, at the
| ast possible instant, his instinct for stealth asserted itself, and he
managed to gl ance surreptitiously upward w thout alertding her

Mri was squirning inside the shadow tentacle. She nust have played dead so
Sefris wouldn't blast her with yet another spell. The nonastic had turned her
attention el sewhere, so the ranger was trying to free herself. If she
succeeded, and Aeron stayed alive until she did, perhaps the plan could stil
wor k.

He retreated farther. Every second he could keep away from his pursuer was
anot her monment for Mri to struggle free. Sefris broke into a sprint to close
t he di stance. He wi shed he could think her reckless for rushing his |ong,



sharp fighting knife that way, but knew she had no reason to fear it.

She | eaped hi gh, spun, and kicked at his head. Aeron junped back, and the
attack fell short by inches. He slashed at her foot as it whizzed by, but he
was too sl ow.

She touched down, and instantly, her stiffened hands chopped at him He hopped
back once nore, faked a thrust with the Arthyn fang when she foll owed, and

| ashed the cudgel at her head in a true attack. She ignored the knife, blocked
the club with her forearm and smashed her |eather-wapped fist into his solar
pl exus.

Al'l the strength went out of him He would have col 8l apsed if she hadn't
caught him Her fingertips dug into each of his wists in turn. H's hands
spasned, and he dropped his weapons. Still hol ding himupright, she
mandhandl ed hi m down the alley, no doubt seeking a dark spot where she could
torture hi mundi sturbed.

Sefris threw herself to the side, carrying himw th her. An arrow from on high
streaked past them He didn't think she'd been | ooking upward, but sonmehow
she'd sensed it com ng.

A second shaft flew at once. Heedl ess of the danger to the man Sefris stil
clutched against her, Mri was shooting as fast as she could. Ironically, at
that nmoment, it was the daughter of the Dark Moon who had the greater care for
his safety. She flung himaside to smack down on the ground.

Unencunbered, Sefris shifted back and forth, her spindning arms a blur, either
dodging the arrows or batting themaside. In a few nonents at best, the
wounded ranger's barrage must inevitably slow down, giving the sorceress the
chance to cast another spell.

Which was to say that Sefris was still going to win the fight, and hurt as he
was, Aeron had no idea how to change that. Even if he could nuster the
strength to find his fallen knife and attack, the nmonastic would just swat him
down like a fly.

Unl ess. ..

He couldn't seemto catch his breath but forced hinmself to craw. It was
easier than walking and less likely to attract Sefris's notice.

As he neared the dead orc, Sefris |ashed | engths of black ribbon through the
air. Up on the roof, a ragged bulb of shadow expl oded i nto being. Caught in
the dark flare, Mri wailed, |ost her footing on the slanted tiles, fell on
her rump, and slid. She plunged partway off the edge, then managed to snatch
hol d of sonething and catch herself. Her bow and nost of the remaining arrows
from her quiver tunbled toward the ground.

Aeron had to find the strength to rise. Gtherwi se, in just another second,
Sefris would surely finish off the hel pdl essly dangling ranger. He staggered
up and charged the agent of the Dark Mon, shouting-or croaking... naking

noi se, anyway-to divert her attention. She pivoted |ike a denonic dancer and
lunged to neet him

If the |eather-and-copper gloves he'd renoved fromthe orc's body had needed
himto speak a trigger word or make some special nystic gesture to activate
them he couldn't have done it, but it turned out that the nmere intent was
enough. And if Sefris had been standing just a couple yards away, he was
certain she could have dodged the nmmgi c. Fordtunately, however, she herself
was pouncing to close the distance, and the blaze of |ightning caught her
square in the mddle of the chest. She shuddered and twi tched, then fell

Aeron thought she clutched at himas she went down, but nmaybe it was just his
i magi nation, for she didn't stir after she hit the ground. She sinply |ay
inert, a contorted husk giving off a sickening stink of burned neat.

It certainly |ooked |ike death. But Aeron found the Arthyn fang and drove it
into her heart anyway, just to make sure.

Only then did he ook up. Mri had haul ed herself back fromthe brink

"Are you all right?" she wheezed.

"Better than | expected to be, certainly. \Wat about you?"

"The sane."

She knotted a rope around a gargoyle and used it to clanber to the ground,



where she stood peering at Sefris's snmoking body as if she too couldn't quite
bel i eve the Shar worshi per was dead.

"I think that if she hadn't already been wounded," Mri said, "we never could
have beaten her, not even with the magic gl oves."

"I think you're right."

"Thank the Forest Queen it's over."

He took a deep breath, preparing hinself for further exertion, and said, "Not
yet it isnt"

When Kesk staggered around the bend, he nmet three halflings slinking in the
other direction. Lynxes, beyond a doubt. He would have known even if he hadn't
encoundtered themin the Underways, where honest people had no business. It
was obvious fromtheir abundance of weapons and the hardness in their wary
eyes.

He knew the small outlaws could tell plenty about himas well. They could
scarcely mss his broken tusk and fangs, his pul ped, bloody features, or the
angui shed way he hobbl ed al ong bent hal f doubl e. Accordingly, he knew what
they must be thinking. There was their chieftain's hated rival, alone,
wounded, and ripe for the nmurdering at |ast.

Kesk had regai ned consci ousness on the ground surdprised to find hinself stil
alive. Sefris must have rushed off somewhere in a hurry. Maybe she'd felt a
need to chase after Aeron wi thout further delay.

Thanks to her sneak attack, Kesk had | ost the reddheaded thief and N cos, too.
He was grievously hurt, as the agony in his vitals attested. The w zard had
deserted him Apparently off battling Sefris, pursuing the sar Randals, or
sinmply blundering around lost in the conjured fog, none of his underlings were
at hand to help him either

Still, he told hinself, he was going to be all right. A priest of Mask could
restore himto health. He just needed to return to the safety of his
stronghol d before the Gray Blades or any of his other countless ill-w shers

found himin his current vul nerable condition. Accordingly, he rose and groped
his way through the mist to the nearest entry to the tunnels.

To no avail, perhaps, for thanks to pure foul luck, the three Lynxes had
di scovered himanyway. He glared at themas ferociously as he'd ever glared in
his life, and brandi shed his battle-axe, still wet with Sefris's gore, for

good mneasure. The haft al nost slipped through his nunb fingers. He certainly
didn't have the strength to swi ng the weapon.

"Do you think you can take nme?" he snarled. "M, Kesk Turnskull? Conme on and
try. "

The hal flings gazed back at himfor what seened like a long while.

Finally, when he was sure they were going to call his bluff, the one in the

| ead said, "Wy dirty our hands? You' re dead already, or so it looks to ne."
The Lynxes edged around Kesk, giving himas wi de a berth as possible, and
prow ed on.

Kesk started to laugh, but it hurt his chest like the jabdbing of a knife, so
he choked it off. Once the hal flings di sdappeared around the turn, he too
trudged onward.

The mansion is close ... the mansion is close, he told hinmself over and over
again, to keep one foot shuffling in front of the other

Finally he spied a glowing scarlet lantern and realized the encouragi ng words
had becone true. He felt a swelling of relief, and naturally, as if sone
mal i ci ous god was having a joke at his expense, it was at that noment that a
fam liar voice spoke his nane.

Kesk stunbl ed around. Aeron and the femal e archer had crept up behind him
Apparently the | one-wolf robber hadn't sold her to Melder after all. The
report to the condtrary nust have been another trick.

It was imredi ately apparent fromtheir |level stares that Kesk had no hope of
intimdating that pair of enem es. The worman was ai m ng an arrow. Aeron had
his arms extended. After a nonent-his eyes kept wavering in and out of
focus-Kesk realized the red-haired rogue was wearing the |ightning gloves that



he hinself had extorted fromthe wi zard. It was quite possible that that sane
magi ¢ was going to kill him The thought gave rise to a bitter mrth, and once
again, he had to stifle a |augh

"Track ne, did you?" he asked.

"More or less," Aeron replied. "It was obvious where you'd try to go."
"Where's the other bitch?"

"We killed her." The human outlaw hesitated, then said, "If it was your axe
that cut her shoulder, | guess the three of us did it together."

"I"'mglad of that, anyway. Now | suppose it's nmy turn to die. Do it, then. But
if you do, you'll never know who my partner was."

"I don't care who he was," Aeron replied. "You're the one |I want."

Kesk centered his attention on the ranger. He knew she was his only hope.
"The wi zard told ne Dorn Hel deion wants to change how we live in Ceble," said
t he tanarukk, "by bringing in a new and | awful way to make coin."

She frowned at the nmention of the nane of her enployer, a promn nent nenber of
the Council of N ne Merchants, chief deputies to the Facel ess Master. Kesk
realized that she nust have kept the secret of the rich man's identity from
Aeron, and he'd given it away. If the lanky thief was even interested, he
didn't show it

"I don't want to change Oeble," said Aeron, "except for erasing you fromthe
mddle of it."

"If you do want to nmake things different," said Kesk, still directing his
words to the ranger, "you can't do it by killing ne. Every city has sonebody
like ne, and if you dispose of him another just as bad pops up to take his
pl ace. The only chance to put Oeble on another path is for Master Heldeion's
scheme to succeed.”

"I told you," Aeron said, "I like Ceble fine the way it is."
"So does the wizard," Kesk replied. "He just wants to run it is all. In tine,
he will. He's clever and patient. He nakes plans that take years to work

t hensel ves out. He's the one who sabotaged Master Hel deion's tradi ng vendtures
and ran himinto debt w thout Hel dei on even underdstandi ng why everything was
goi ng wrong. "

"Why did he bother?" the ranger asked.

"Dorn Hel dei on has too nuch influence," said Kesk, clenching hinself against
anot her surge of pain. "Wen the magician has the Facel ess Master

assassi nated, he wants to ook like the only reasonabl e candi date to take over
the job. That neans ruining any potential rivals in advance. Though if

Hel dei on' s ganbl e pays off, if he gets his hands on The Bl ack Bouquet, he
won't really be ruined. The coin-lenders will be happy to keep him afl oat,
knowi ng that in a couple years, the secrets in the book will rebuild his
forotune many tinmes over. So the wizard had to try to keep it away fromhim"
"He failed," Aeron said.

"At that scheme, yes," said Kesk, "but if you let himgo free, he'll sinply
start over with a new one."

"He nust be a prom nent menber of the Council of Nine hinmself," said the
guide. "It would be useless to accuse himw thout evidence, or at least a

wi tness nore reputable than the | eader of the Red Axes."

"I can tell you where to |look for proof," said Kesk. "I can give you the nane
of the spy in Heldeion's house. Squeeze him and he's bound to sell out the
wi zard to save his own skin."

Aeron sneered and said, "Just |like you."

"The coward betrayed nme first," said Kesk, glaring back at the thief. "He ran
out on ne."

"As you betrayed Kerridi, Gavath, Dal, and ne," Aeron replied. "And you know
what, Pigface? I'mtired of hearing you oink."

Aeron extended his arns straighter. A blue spark popped on one of his

knuckl es, and the smell of ozone filled the air. Kesk held hinself steady.
They could kill him but they'd never see himcringe.

"Aeron," the ranger said, her voice troubl ed.

"No, " he said.



"If he's right, if we do need his help to give this sordid place a chance at a
decent way of living..."

"Are you both deaf?" Aeron spat "I said, | don't care about that. He tortured
my father. He killed ny friends."

"I killed your friends," said the ranger

"I blame him not you. Anyway, | don't dare let the vengeful bastard I|ive.

Fat her and | woul d never be safe.”

"I vow by the War Maker," said Kesk, "that | won't come after either of you."
"Liar," Aeron said.

The ranger reached as if to take her conpanion by the arm then, to Kesk's

di sgust, thought better of it.

"Al'l right," she sighed, "I won't argue any further. It's your right to kil
himif you want. In your place, |'d probdably do the sane thing."

"OfF course you would." Aeron glared down the Iength of his |leveled arns unti
Kesk's nerves positively screaned with the waiting, then nmade a sour face,

| owered his hands, and said, "Damm you, Mri, why did you have to prattle at
me? Now | can't do it, and | don't even know why. Maybe |I'm just sick of
killing."

Kesk felt lightheaded with relief. Wth nothing to | ose by trying, he'd argued
for his life, but had never actually expected his foes to heed him

Most |ikely the scout woul d never have cause to regret it. She'd vanish into
the wi |l derness, never to return. Aeron, however, was a different matter. Wen
the tine was right, Kesk would avenge this hunmiliation on the |one-wolf rogue
and his father, too. Surely offering up a pair of hunman hearts woul d appease
the War Maker for a false oath sworn in his nane.



CHAPTER 19

Mri was aching and bone-weary by the tine she and Aeron reached the
riverfront. Despite her rudinmentary training in the nystic arts, she didn't
truly understand how Sefris's bolts of darkness coul d cause genui ne harm

wi t hout breaking the skin, but it was obvious they had. O herw se, she

woul dn't feel so punchy and weak.

It didn't matter. The fighting was over, and the I ong search, nearly so. In
anot her hour, she'd deliver The Bl ack Bouquet to Master Hel deion, then she
could return to Ilmater's house for heal 8i ng and the use of a bed.

Wth his wounded arm and head, Aeron would benefit fromthe priests
attentions as well. She turned to tell himso, then gaped in horror. The rogue
was no | onger wal ki ng at her side.

She spun around. Except for herself, the narrow, trash-choked alley, foul wth
the stink of rotting fish and produce, was deserted. Aeron hadn't sinply

| agged a step or two behind. Sonmehow, he'd slipped away.

She cursed herself for a dunce. Once Nicos was safe, and Sefris dead, she
shoul d have known better than to take her eyes off Aeron for so nmuch as an
instant. But it was her nature to trust a conrade with whom she'd faced so
much peril, and thanks to that gullibility, she'd probably Iost the formulary
forever.

She snatched an arrow from her quiver to hold ready in her hand, then started
to run back the way they'd conme. She knew how unlikely it was that she'd spot
the Iiar skul king through the dark, but she had to try.

He called out to her, "Hold on."

She whirl ed back around, and Aeron stepped fromthe shadows.

"I"'mright here," he said, "and so is this." He hefted a heavy, bl ack-bound
volume. "I kept it behind some |oose bricks in a wall down thataway."

She peered at himquizzically and asked, "If you neant to give it to nme, why
did you di sappear?"

"I don't know," he said with a smle. "A joke? Maybe | wanted you to know I'm
turning it over because | want to, not because |I'mafraid of your bow and
sword. That | do keep ny promises to the right people.”

He pl aced the book in her hands.

When she opened the cover, a sweet scent wafted up. Hol ding the book close to
her face, squinting against the gloom she was just able to make out Courynn
Dul saer's handwiting. It was the real Bouquet, not sinply another decoy.
Aeron chuckl ed to see her check the book

"I said you were learning to think |ike one of us Ceblar," he said.

"Thank you," she replied. "For the Bouquet, not that remark. It's still an
insult."”

He smiled a crooked smle and said, "Fromthat retort, | take it you're stil
eager to go back to the woods. I'Il mss you ... at least a little."

It seened the perfect opening for Mri to propose the notion she'd been
mul I i ng over.

"You don't have to," she said. "You could cone along. |I'd sponsor you for
menbership in the Red Hart GQuild, and train you, too."

"Now you're playing a joke on ne."

"No. |'ve seen the better side of your nature, and you're too good a nan to
live out your days as a sneak thief in this wetched place.”

"This wetched place is about to reform or so I'mtold."

"Over the course of years, maybe, if everything goes according to Master

Hel deion's plan,” Mri replied. "I'moffering you the certainty of a newlife,
a useful, honorable one, right here and now. "

"I can't abandon ny father."

"He can cone, too. The guild provides a hone for those of our kin who can't
take care of thenselves."

He stood nute for several heartbeats, seem ngly ponddering the offer

At last he said, "Thank you. I'mflattered you asked, but no. | just don't see
nmysel f sl eeping on the ground.”

Though it was the response she'd expected, it disapdpoi nted her nonet hel ess.



"So be it, then," said the ranger. "I guess you'll have to settle for a bag of
Master Heldeion's gold as a reward."

"For recovering The Bl ack Bouquet?" Aeron said with a snort. "Not |ikely.
Rermenmber who lifted it in the first place, triggering disturbances across the
city that even left some Gray Bl ades dead. You nmay have a hi gh opinion of

Hel dei on, but | don't know him and | don't trust himnot to string ne up
He's a nmerchant and one of the city fathers, in other words, an outlaw s
natural eneny."

"Well, as you pointed out yourself, he doesn't ever have to see you or know
your name. | prom sed you gold when we sealed our pact, and I'll fetch it to
you. "

"Again, thanks, but no. | only asked for a reward to persuade you to trust nme.
| took the sane tack when | talked to Kesk in Slarvyn's Sword. People are
usually inclined to believe you' re speaking honestly when you say you want

coi n.

"The truth is, | don't take rewards fromfat burghers for returning what's
rightfully theirs. That's not my trade. If Hel deion gives you a bonus, keep it
for yourself."

"Then you cone out of this with nothing."

"I"ve got ny father back, that's what matters, and these |ightning gl oves are
worth having as well. Cone on, |I'll walk you to Hel deion's house before we go
our separate ways. You may find it difficult to believe, but sone people think
the streets of Ceble are unsafe.”

When the servant opened the door for him Oiseus Forar stepped out onto the
porch of his mansion, took a breath of crisp norning air, and tried to take
pl easure in the start of a new day.

The gods knew, he had sufficient excuse for a glumnmood. After his panicky
flight fromLaskalar's Square, his alliance with the Red Axes was surely at an
end even if Kesk had survived his confrontation with Dark Sister Sefris.
Oiseus still didn't have The Bl ack Bouquet in his possession, and he doubted
he ever woul d.

Yet the situation wasn't entirely bleak. As far as Oiseus knew, Dorn Hel dei on
didn't have the book, either, which neant the fool still faced ruin. Oiseus
simply had to call in the debts his proxies had bought up. Even nore

i mportantly, neither Dorn nor anyone el se of inportance knew of Oiseus's
crimnal and treasonous designs. He'd energed fromthe Bouquet debacle with
his reputation unbl emi shed, free to continue enjoying all the wealth and
luxuries his station afforded while pursuing his clandestine efforts to bring
the entire city under his sway.

O so he assumed. But as he descended the marble steps toward his litter, a
handsome, crinson-|acquered conveyance with appoi ntnents of real gold, he
spied the Gray Bl ades. They'd apparently been waiting in the street,

i nconspi cuous anong the scurrying crowds, for Oriseus to energe. Their
expressions hard, they advanced on him and Mri Buckman strode along wth

t hem

Oiseus didn't know how it had happened, but he had no doubt the Facel ess
Master had ordered his arrest. He was equally certain of the grimfate
awaiting himif he allowed hinmself to be taken. Struggling against terror, he
told hinmself it needn't come to that. Hi s magic would enable himto escape.
He began reciting a spell, lifted a hand to sketch an arcane synbol in the
air, and a fierce pain stabbed into his palm H's armjerked, spoiling the
pass. Amazed, he turned his head to discover the source of his distress. He
had an arrow sticking through his flesh, the bl oody, razor-edged head
protrudi ng several inches beyond his knuckdles. If only he'd worn his green
cloak with its enchantment against mssiles! Unfortunately, he'd been worried
t hat peopl e had noticed a suspicious character clad in such a garnent fleeing
the scene of the battle the night before, and accordingly had left it in his
ar noire.

He started conjuring with the other hand. Smiling, Mri shot an arrow through



that one, too. He tried to finish the magi c anyway, but fumbled. The Gray
Bl ades grabbed him

Once the | awren laid hands on Oriseus Forar, Aeron decided he and N cos had
seen enough. Muffled in their cloaks and hoods, they turned away, then

squi rmed and dodged their way through the mass of gawkers who had, as if by
magi ¢, assenbled to watch the weal thy and proni nent-and accordi ngly, envied
and despi sed-nerchant's downfal l

Aeron's belly felt as hollow as a whore's flattery, and he was sure that after
his ordeal, N cos could use a hearty breakfast to rebuild his strength. He | ed
the old man to an open-air food stand under a saggi ng, dil api dated awni ng.

Behi nd the bar, eggs, battered bread, trout, and perch snoked and sizzled in

cast iron frying pans, filling the air with appetizing aronas.
"I don't know why Mri didn't just shoot Forar in the vitals," Aeron said as
they clained a pair of stools. "I doubt either the Facel ess Master or Dorn

Hel dei on woul d have m nded."

Ni cos smirked and replied, "She figured you were watching from sonewhere cl ose
at hand, so she was showi ng off for you."
"I knew it had to happen sooner or later,’
"You're finally going senile."

"You could do worse than a lass |ike that."

"Right, a wonman who likes to sleep out in the rain and snow and thi nks the
point of life is to risk your neck servding others. Plainly, she and | are a
mat ch decreed by the Mrninglord hinself."

"Well, when you put it that way...."

A serving maid came to take their orders. After she finished, Aeron turned the
conversation to nore practi dcal matters.

"What itenms do you need," he asked, "to undertake a journey?"

"A fresh supply of ny nedicines woul d be nice. Wiy, are we goi ng somewhere?"

sai d Aeron, shaking his head.

"Away. | don't care how many oaths Kesk swears. |'ve tw sted his snout too
many tinmes, and if | linger within his reach, eventually he'll put an end to
ne."

"You don't seemtoo upset about needing to flee."

Aeron shrugged and asked, "Wat is there to hold me here? All ny best friends
have either died or betrayed ne, and anyway, this whole town is nothing nore
than a bl ack bouquet."

"What in the nane of Baator does that nean?"

"I don't know, but I'mlooking forward to finding out. Lately it's occurred to

me that the world's a |lot bigger than this one town. |'ve never even seen the
Lake of Steam and it's just over the next hill. Well, so to speak."

"Do we have the funds to pay for a journey?"

"W will once | lift a few purses. Afterward, we'll wander until we find a

city that suits us. Someplace | can go back to thieving as a regular thing if
| take a mind to."

"If you take a nind to ..
have a choice."

"Well, as to that..."
Aeron stealthily opened his tunic just |ong enough for his father to glinpse
the old, brown sheets of parchnent he carried inside, then fastened it up
agai n.

Ni cos | owered his rasping voice to a whisper and asked, "Pages fromthe

forml ary?"

"Slit neatly fromthe center. Dorn Hel dei on has plenty of recipes left. He'll
never miss these few But if the whole book is worth a vast fortune, then even
a piece of it should sell for a small one, once we get it authenticated. So
you see, unless we develop a yen for gol den ruby-studded chamber pots and
simlar extravagances, we're set for a long tine to cone."

Ni cos grinned and said, "I always hoped to steer you toward an honest, upright
manner of living. I"'mstarting to be glad it didn't work."

Ni cos chuckled. "If we want to eat, you may not



