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MY TH- GOTTEN GAI NS

" hater 1

"PSST! HEY, FRIEND! Y eah, you with the green scales! Buy me!"

I looked around.

| was browsing one of the myriad jumble sales that beck-oned to me, not in the Bazaar, where the
voice was probably that of the innocent-looking Deveel vendor behind the table, but on market day in the
town sguare, in a dimension cdled Ittschalk. 1'd stopped off on a tour of the provinces just for
the hell of it, where the people were covered by masses of long, wavy hair like Rastafarians and
the wide-open skies were greenish.

For the firg timein years | wasn't dependent on anyone else for a ride to the next dimension—thanks
to a gift from a friend. | was enjoying the novelty of being able to travel in my own company, staying as
long as | pleased, where | pleased. If | felt like having a weeklong drunk in Pookipsie with the Pookas, |
could doit. If | discovered the annua Broaching of the Casks fegtival in Harv was a bust, | could book out
of there without having to wait around for a magician to give me a boost. lib-erty was more of a kick than
any champagne I'd ever drunk.

The Prounvip Annual Village Fair was a forest of tents set up in a wide-open square, amid the few
scattered buildings on the dusty prairie plain. An oom-pa-pa band was tuning up un-der a conica, blue tent
in the middle of the clearing. The sa-vory smdl of frying sausages and bubbling pots of spicy chili drew my
nose's attention to the stringy-haired cooks laboring over pit stoves under an adjacent pavilion. Kids were
having their long locks plaited into tiny dreads and tipped off with colored beads by nimble-fingered
hairdressers, or sprayed in undulating patterns with glitter that their mothers were un-doubtedly hoping
would wash out easily later on.

Off to one side the hairy denizens were trying their luck at shying coconuts, trying to hit
inflated colored bladders with darts, or attempting to knock down a pyramid of amphorae



with a stuffed cloth ball. Pretty primitive games, to my so-phisticated Pervish eye, but the locals
seemed to be having fun trying their luck. | wasn't sucker enough to throw away my coppers on the
games, which were aways rigged, at ev-ery fair in every dimenson, or, from what | could see, on the
merchandise set out for sale on rackety tables arranged un-der the hot sun for my delectation. | surveyed it
dl with a phlegmatic eye. Mogt of the stuff for sdle was unmitigated junk, but | was enjoying a look
anyway before checking out the quality of the loca brew in the hostelry across the way. Enough of the
patrons were staggering out to give me a good feeling about the place.

"Hey! Look down! Please, good fellow, get me out of here!"

| looked down. An eye peered up at me. It was reflected in the inch or so of dull silver blade protruding
from the worn leather scabbard on the table. | glanced up. There was no one nearby from whom it could
be reflected. Intrigued, | grasped the darkened brass hilt and pulled the sword out a few more inches. A
second eye appeared reflected in the blade. They were long, steel-blue orbs outlined in black, keen and
sum-ming. | glanced up to see if it was the black-braided merchant casting a spell on the blade to make it
more appealing to pass-ersby, but he was at the end, talking to an old lady covered by long, silver hair about
aflowered china chamber pot.

The voice murmured again. "Thank the Smith, | thought you were never going to listen to me!"

"I heard you," | said, pleasantly. "Have anice day."

| prepared to pass on to the next pile of goods.

The voice grew frantic. "Pray, friend, don't go! You may hear something to your advantage!"

My ears pricked up. Pervish ears are well designed to hear things to our advantage, being shaped not
unlike those of bats, who can hear noises up into the highest decibels. We can hear sums well up into
fifteen figures.

"What could you possibly do for me?"' | asked, keeping whatever interest | might have out of my voice.

"First, friend, cleanse me of the grime of this place.”

"How?" | asked.

"If there be no enemy to strike, a sharp rap upon a stone will do it."

"Why not?' | said.

| don't carry weapons. Pervects like mysdlf are well fur-nished by nature with defensive armaments,
such as hide tough enough to turn a fairly sharp blade, yellow claws that could as readily disembowel an
opponent as poke open a can of beer, and four-inch, pointed teeth capable of ripping into anything including
the cheap steaks at a truck stop. Still, | know how they're used.

Scaring the pair of arachnoids next to me into dropping their egg sacs prematurely, | swept the sword
up over my head and knocked the blade on the ground. It hummed. The corro-sion just exploded off it. |
covered my eyes to protect them from flying rust. When the dust storm ended, | found | was clasping a
gleaming brand with a blade of white-hot silver and a hilt of chased gold studded with cabochon gems of
the pure colors of ruby, amethyst, emerald and sapphire that made my pams itch with unrealized profits.

The eyes, now free of the film that had veiled them, were sharper than ever. | had seen eyes like that
while playing Dragon Poker, over the top of a hand of cards, as my opponent won-dered if | redly held an
Elf-high flush, or if | was bluffing. These made an inteligent search of my person from head to feet.

"A Pervert," it said. "l have both aided and killed your kind."

"It's Pervect, you hunk of tin," | snarled.

The eyes closed briefly as if the unseen being was bowing its head in gpology. "As you will. Your
people have attained a higher status, then, than they had when last | saw Perv. Pray, friend, buy me, and
hagtily. | would be away from this place. | will see to it that you will be reimbursed tenfold."

"Tenfold, eh?' Wdll, that was a pretty good return on an out-lay. Still, | didn't have amniotic fluid
dinging to me anywhere.

"In case you didn't know it, Skinny, you're a sword. Where are you going to get the money?"

"I will tell you my story, if only you will remove me from this locale. | fear that danger may lurk about
us soon."

| observed just then that more people than | had taken notice of the transformation of the flea-market
sword from letter opener to museum piece. | gave them a good glare and showed my teeth. They backed
away, careful to keep their hands and feet far away from my mouth. | shoved the sword back into its
shabby sheath and dragged it carelessly over through the dirt to the being who owned the tall.

"Ah, good...gr," the Ittschalkian said, turning his mass of braided fur my way. He eyed me nervoudy,
but he wasn't about to drive away a potential sale. He peered at the weather-beaten tube of leather in my
hand. | kept my fingers wrapped tightly around the hilt. "I see you have chosen one of my favorite artifacts.
| am sure you appreciate its vaue."



"I suredo," | said. "Five gold pieces, and not a copper more."

"Five?" the man asked, his face transforming spectacu-larly from oily accommodation to outrage.
"How could you ask me to part with a family heirloom for a mere five coins, scaly sir? It's worth at least
forty!"

| aways thought it was amusing how a shopkeeper could set out a tableful of crap, ignore it unless it
was being openly stolen, abuse it to his friends and family as the garbage it was, then ingtantly start spouting
the woe-iss-me-my-family-will-starve line. I'd heard the litany so often | could recite it dong with him. If the
guy's a good salesman, | will sometimes join in the banter just to enjoy the show, but this clown had no
natural style. He was clearly one of the guys who'd bought the course advertised on the back of a
magazine that was headlined, "If you can draw Sparky, you, too, can be a filthy huckster!” He just didn't
haveitin him. Besides, | wasn't in the mood.

"Too high an opener, brother," | said, shaking my head reprovingly. "A Devedl wouldn't have had the
nerve to ask me for twenty for this pig sticker.”

"Fg ticker!" echoed the voicein the scabbard. 1t was muffled, but there was nothing wrong with its
hearing. "I'll have you know, varlet..."

"Shut up. Not you," | said to the merchant. "Fvesmy offer.”

"Then | will say fifty!"

| sghed ludtily. He had not seen the sword's transformattion, and not only was | not going to tip him
off about it, | gave awarning eye to everyone in the crowd gathering around us to make sure they didnt,
ether. "Sx."

"Sixty!" the merchant responded.

"Saven."

"Seventy!"

"Four."

"E..what?" The runaway freight train just piled into a brick wal.

"Youve jud tripped into absurdity, brother. The price goes down from now on."

"Why, you can't do that!" His braids flapped with outrage.

| grinned, giving him the benefit of my last dentd prophy-laxis. He blanched at the sght of my
Pervect amile

"Sure | can. Do you want to make asale or not?"

"That's the quff, friend...I" the voice from my hand mumbled oui.

"Shut up. Where were we? Four."

"Nay, good Pervect, | an worth at least a hundred times that!"

"Shut up!" | growled out of the corner of my mouth. "Do you want me to leave you here?'

"Nay, | beg you!"

"Then, zip it before someone hearsyou! Four,” | repeated.

"No, gr, please!” The merchant was aghast. He wrung his hands together. "It cost me far more than
thet! | obtained it from a hairless, old soldier down on hisluck.”

"Probably out of drinking money,” | said, coally. | had the upper hand, and | wasn't letting it go.

"Give me twenty, at least."

"That'smorelikeit," | said approvingly.

"Thenyou'l pay it?'

"No way. My origina offer was five, and you're going to be lucky to get that."

"Fifteen, friend."

"Nope."

"Ten. That's just a single coin more than | paid for it. That's my last offer.”

The truth rolls out if you give it time, and so does the loca police force. | noticed a quartet of
hairy pikemen trot-ting down the street towards us with purpose. Someone in the crowd must have decided
that | looked dangerous. | could prob-ably get away with stiffing the merchant at nine gold pieces, after his
admission, but | didn't fedl like tangling with the con-stabulary. This was supposed to be my vacation!

"Done." With an air of magnanimity | felt in a pocket for the right change and tossed the money

onto the table. The coinsrang as they clattered to a stop on a brass commemora-tive coronation platter.
"Nice doing business with you."



| turned away nonchaantly, tucking the sword under my arm. In a cloud of hair, a bunch of people
rushed toward the table to talk to the merchant, probably to tel him what a sucker he had been to sell a
prize piece of cutlery like that at cut rates. | sauntered idly toward the inn.

"By heaven, friend, you are a frighteningly good business-man even for one of your kind."

Normally, flattery feels good, but it had just occurred to me that there was now a
ten-coin-shaped hole in my purse that hadn't been there before. | snarled.

"Shut up. | just paid out good money for a sword that | don't need."

| needed a drink. | stalked into the inn, took sole possession of a corner table, planted mysef with my
back to the wall and my eye on both the front and back doors, and signaled to the bar-maid, a fetching lass
with long red hair dl over her shapely form.

"Hey, babe! Whaddaya got on tap?'

A moment passed while | persuaded the girl that the egg-cups that Ittschalkians drank out of wasn't
enough to keep a Pervect dive over lunchtime. By the time she reappeared with a hastily scrubbed bucket
filled with beer, the sword could no longer restrain itself.

"By the Smith, it is good to be away from those pathetic artifacts and their master! Unsheath me,
friend. | sense that we are in a reasonably defensive location with few potential foes nearby."

It was exactly the same assessment that | might have made of the situation. The main room of the inn
was empty except for a few locals chatting earnestly over the long table right in front of the bar, and a
couple of oldsters with thinning, gray locks playing a board game under the window on the oppo-site side
of the room. | felt mellowed enough by the first mug of beer to indulge the sword's whim. |
pulled it free of its case.

"What hight you, friend?" it inquired, giving me another one of those summing, X-ray looks.

"You mean you can't read it off my underwear band?' | countered. "Aahz is the name."

"Oz?"

"No relation.”

"Ah. It was the green color that put me wrong. | hight Er-satz."

"Yeah, sure" | chuckled, taking a pull a the second bucket of beer. "So is every other taking sword in
the dimensions, and most of the ones who can't talk."

"But | am THE Ersatz."

"That, my shiny friend, is what they dl say." | looked down at the eyes. They were angry. "Okay,
maybe the guy who forged you and set the intelligence spell in your metd told you your name was Ersatz,
but | gotta tdll you, you couldn't be the real one. That sword was made about ten thousand years ago. It
fought in about a million battles..."

"One million, four hundred thousand, eight hundred and two—no, three. | have never been
defeated.”

"Ligten, pa, you can spout off fake statistics until you're blue in the...er, steel, but there are
hundreds or thousands like you."

The eyes blazed. "There is no one like me! | am unique! |, the leader of the Golden Hoard, am nothing
like those hun-dreds or thousands who may have followed. They are named for me! | was at the side of the
hero Tadetinko who saved Trollia from the blazing monsters from Lavandrome! | was in the hand of the
congueror who bested the usurper of the Deveel Corporation! |, and | aone, was the weapon who hdd
back the gate that protected the capital of your very dimenson and kept it from becoming a wholly-owned
subgidiary of that very business concern. | am no imitation! | am the REAL Ersatz!"

At that moment | remembered where | had seen a sword that looked like Ersatz. It was woven into a
tapestry that hung on the wall of the Perv Archaeological Museum in the city where | grew up. In
particular, | had noticed the unusua pat-tern of jewels in the golden hilt. About two or three thousand years
before | was born, a Pervect named Clonmason had de-fended the dimension against the invasion
of Deveels that had attempted to occupy our main city. He drove them back to their infernal regions with
alegendary sword named...

"Nah..." | breathed. "The Golden Hoard is a myth!"

"Indeed," said the sword, "we are not."

| sat back, forgetting even to drink my beer. The Golden Hoard had been renowned throughout the
dimensions for thou-sands of years. It was a collection of fabulous animated trea-sures whose who seemed
to find their way to people who were about to be heroic, so they could save the world from what-ever peril
had arisen at that time. | knew al about the Hoard. It consisted of dl the traditional goodies, one of which
some hapless knight comes across just when he was hoping to avoid a major conflict, and finds
himself at the heart of a battle roya to save the world, turning up just in time to ransom a fair



lady, or in the hands of a wet-behind-the-ears wizard enabling him or her to make the prophecy that saved
a kingdom from certain disaster. They had dl been around for thousands of years. | rarely fed awe for
anyone living, and almost never for anything inanimate, but | had to admit | felt respect for the dip of steel
inmy hands. If it was the real Ersatz, it had led more generals than the hope for glory. It was worth a big
chunk of change, making ten gold pieces a cheap investment against a potentially enormous return.

"So the crystal, the cup and the book...?"

"Aye, the ring, the flute and the endless purse of money also are members of our order. | am the
eldest. The great shidd isdl to brast,” the sword added. "He gave his dl for the Lib-eration of Klahd,
four thousand years past. The harp was crushed, stringless, in the rout that followed the
Taming of the Centipede Giants. The Great Key was melted down in the fire that destroyed the treasure
house at Nox. Yet, that is our fate. | have seen great treasures join us, only to depart this existence, yet
satisfied that they had been crafted for just such a moment."

"Weren't there some more treasures?' | asked. "l heard about a golden mace some guy was hauling
around some years back. It was supposed to be part of the Golden Hoard."

"We have an ongoing problem with wannabes," the sword said, with a sigh. "For a while, Heroic
Treasures were coming out of the woodwork, so to speak. No mace was ever part of our number. There
was a clam from the Bagpipes of Fear, but it turned out there was redly nothing magikal about them. Their
sound just naturally made anyone hearing them turn and flee, something any one of ten hillion sets of
bagpipes could do."

| shuddered at the thought of ten hillion bagpipes. | exam-ined the sword again.

"Looks like katae," | said, admiring the metal. It had been folded over itsdf again and again to make
layers katae that were many times stronger and more flexible than any poured blade could be.

"Katae!" the blade shrieked. "My smith predated katae by ten thousand years! He devised and forgot
about more tech-niques than any swordsmith since his day!"

"Don't get your quillons in a braid," | said, continuing my examination. The sword, "Ersatz," was once
famed as the sharpest, most inteligent sword around, but so many fakes were made that the name became
a byword for cheap and shoddy. "Y ou look like you can 4ill hack with the best of them."

"I'm dill as sharp as | ever was," the sword insisted. "But | can't get anyone to believe it. YOU didn't
believeit."

"The jury's dill out, as far as I'm concerned,” | said, but | was starting to take his word that he was
what he said he was. "Where are the others?’

"l know not where most of my companions be" Ersatz admitted, the sted-blue eyes dropping dightly.
"Many of us haven't seen one another in over a century. If truth be told, most of us don't care for each
other. Kelsa—she is the great scrying crystal, the most accurate viewer of the future ever crafted, and she
has never made a direct statement since the day she was carved. When time is of the essence, she cannot
get to the point!"

"That's your speciaty.” | grinned.

"Y ou have a sharp wit yoursdlf, my friend."

"So, what am | supposed to do with you?" | asked. "I dont redly need a trophy for my wall,
especiadly not a tak-ing trophy."

The blue eyes looked alarmed. "Nay, friend, | wouldn't want to be a fixture. For atime | was embedded
in the wall of yonder eating establishment,” the sword managed to glance in the direction of the street. Out
the inn's door | could see a red-walled hut with customers emerging carrying flat, gooey comestibles that
were this dimension's equivalent of pizza. "l lived side by side with a wain's worth of junk from al over this
dimension. | was only freed from the endless chatter of ‘tonight's specials and 'two-for-one dinners when
the patrons
findly decreed that they would no more sit at the table be-neath my prisoning brackets. | think they did not
like my com-ments upon the resemblance between their meals and the guts of enemies | have dain. That is
when | was vended unceremo-nioudly to yonder merchant."

"They just didn't appreciate good dinner conversation, | said, grinning. "I know a couple of pretty good
swordsmen who would take care of you in your old age. Keep you dl buffed up, listen to your stories.”

The sword got huffy. "I do not need shielding! | need to be cast forth into fate's way once again, so that
I may end up where | am needed next. Friend, you have proven to be an inteligent being who sees more
than a few ducats at the end of the next trade."

"Who says?' | interrupted him.

"I need your help."

"Mine?'



"Aye, yours."

"Forget it, bud," | said. "I'm on vacation. I'll take you as far as the next war, then we part company."

For the first time the eyes bore an expression of appeal.

"Honorable master Pervect, | beseech you. Listen to my story. Then, if you must place me in the
hand of some mudstained lad who is throwing himsef into the battle, | will accept it."

"Fine. Suppose you can't buy me adrink.” | glanced around for a likely spot.

"Nay, such is not my talent. | am sorry. | have been waiting for one such as you. | have heard word
from a passing dagger that my fdlow Hoard members are being collected. One greedy individud is
gathering dl of them up. This must not happen. We cannot gather dust upon a shelf for dl eternity. We
must be free to blow in Fate's wind."

I chugged the last of my second bucket and signed to the lass for a third one. She delivered it with
some dispatch, and retreated. Guess that not many of her customers took a table
for the purpose of taking to their weapons. "Sorry, skinny, but | stopped doing freebies, especialy big,
legendary freebies, not long after | stopped being an apprentice mysdf."

"Did | mention that one of our members is the Endless Purse of Money?' the sword asked, the
reflected eyes gleaming.

| stopped in mid-gulp, entranced by the memory of that legend. There wasn't a Pervect child who
heard it in school who didn't have itchy palms and avaricious dreams about it. "Wdll, yes..."

"Whatever you can get out of her, that shall be your reward."

"I've heard offers like that phrased before, and not just about money," | said. "Forget it."

The sword's eyes dipped with understanding. "Very wel, | shdl persuade her to give you whatever
sum you require. On my honor, we will reward you more than adequately. Thou-sands of gold pieces shall
be yours. Tens of thousands. But, first, we must find her."

The offer sounded better the longer | hesitated. "Waell...all right. What do we do first?'

"You must take me to Kelsa. Sheis the only one of the Hoard whaose location | know, and the only one
who could tell us the location of the others. Then we will find each of them and free them from their
captivity."

"Not part of the deal," | said, seeing visions of money bagswinging away from me. "Forget it.
I'm not going off on a quest just because you want to put the band back together. You wanted
out of the flea market, and you're out. From my point of view you owe me a hundred gold pieces. That's
al"

"But...care you nothing for the greater good?"

"Just because you and your buddies get cabin fever?' | snarled. "l don't think so. I'm just going to hang
out here and have a little snack, then I'm..."

At that moment, the door burst inward. In a flurry of hair, the crowd from the square came
rushing ingde, the junk merchant at their head.

"There heid" the Ittschalkian exclaimed. "The one who cheated me! Well tear the hairless one apart!”

| had aready sprung to my feet. Somehow the hilt of the sword sprang into my hand.

"Draw me, friend!" the sword shouted. "Let me drink of their blood. We will be victorious! Have at
you, varlets!"

The mass of Ittschalkians was closing in. As a matter of course | have al the exits from a place scoped
out in advance in case of just such a moment as this. | made for the rear of the establishment, only to come
face to face with the loca gendarmes bounding toward me with purpose in their eyes. One of them was
raising a particularly nasty-looking magikal wand from its hip holster. | had no choice. | reached into my
pocket for the D-hopper that had brought me there to Ittschalk, and hit RECALL.

BAMF!

Chapter 2

THE INN VANISHED. It was replaced in a magikal second by an equally dimly-lit room, but most of the
occupants were aready on the floor. Loud music filled the air, dong with the inddible stink of stale ae
mixed with vomit, fried food and unwashed bodies. The frat party I'd left behind in Bonhomme was Hill
going on. | found myself straddling an upended beer stein and a purple banner reading "V ertebrates Rule!”
A couple of the drunks on the carpet lifted their snakelike heads and tasted the air.

"Aahz!" one of them hissed. His black-bead eyes gleamed with pleasure. "Y ou're back! Have another
drink!"

"No, thanks, Slisssiik," | said. "Just here to make a pit stop.”



Slisssik aimed his tongue toward the doors at the rear of the room. "On the I€ft, but watch your step.
Tktktksssni went back to shed his skin and disgorged the prey he'd engulfed dl over the floor.”

"Poltroon," the sword said, sulkily. "Not one of those cai-tiffs back there was armed with anything
sharper than a butter knife, and you whisk me away from the only good fight | have seen in ten years."

| glared. "Shut up, or I'll use you to shave with."

"Who's your friend?' asked Slisssik, blinking at the blue eye that stuck up over the torn edge of the
leather scabbard.

"Ersatz am |," the sword said.

"Cool." The Bonhommey giggled and dlid back to the floor.

The sword returned its keen gaze to me. "Wadll, friend Aahz, if you return to Ittschalk you will walk into
a fight. | would gladly be at your sde, but you say you care not for a hearty battle. Misadventure has
thrown us together. What say we cast our lots into fate's wind?"

"The only 'lots I'm interested in is the money you owe me," | pointed out.

The blue eyes were wigtful. "Alas, | cannot repay my debt to you if you do not carry me to my
friend Kelsa's side. If youd lief not, | would understand, but we both feel strongly. | care not for being
in debt, and you do not care to be owed. Indulge me yet one more time, friend Aahz. You will not re-gret
it."

"l regret it already.” My temper was up. | missed my snack, my third beer, and my quiet wak around
the town. | wanted a vacation, and instead | got a sword that speaks fluent Forsooth. If | bent it into
paperclips | couldn't get my ten gold pieces back. | stuck my finger at the blade between the eyes where its
nose would be, if it had a nose. "All right, I'll give you one chance. How do | find your crystal friend?”

"SheisinOri."

BAMF!

It had been about twenty years since | last visited Ori. Nice enough dimenson, but the rice
beer didn't have the hit of good sake, and the women weren't interested in a guy with scales. Too bad,
because they were a nice bunch of pussycats.

We appeared at the edge of Perrt, the second-largest town. Getting by the sentry box at the main gate
took only a mo-ment. The guards, who resembled enormous, sinewy black leopards, inspected my baggage,
which consisted of one talk-ative sword, cash and the toothbrush in my pocket, and rubbed their jaws dong
my thigh, scent-marking me to indicate I'd passed inspection.

"Kesa has spent the last hundred or so years counseling the great seer Ori Ella" Ersatz explained as |
followed his directions through the maze of streets that wound in between the white painted plastered
houses. "She is a great wisewoman, who has made good use of my friend's gifts.”

| was a whole lot less interested in her gifts than | was in ridding myself of my talkative companion.
We dodged a huge cart full of silver fish each the size of my torso, and the parade of Orion shoppers
fallowing behind it with an insane gleam in
their eyes. | had the urge—resistible, fortunately—to yell "Here, kitty, kitty! Din-dind" | quite rightly judged
it would be the last thing | ever did. It would have picked the fight of a life-time with the locals, who were
touchy about their resemblance to the smal animd that was a house pet in over a hundred other
dimensions. Ersatz would have been thrilled about it. While | walked he told me tales of his past derring-do,
and he had a million of them, literally. Siill, as | watched those long tails switching avidly on those furry
behinds as they followed the fish cart, it would have been fun.

".It was a dght you might have redlished, friend Aahz. There they were before us, sixteen
black-masked ruffians, each with six swords clutched in their many hands. They moved in upon us. | guided
the hand of my young ward. Up, to guard in prime! Over hand, stabbing downward, into the vita
midsec-tion of the firat attacker. My blade passed right through the body and out the back into the lowest
right wrist of another villen, severing the hand. Back out! My wielder drew me over his head in a
two-handed stance and brought me down and around, spinning. | turned my blade so my sharpest edge was
outward, and we severed the necks of three of them on the spot. Hah!"

I held up a hand to put an end to the spate. "Are we going the right way?' | asked.

The keen eyes surveyed the streets. "Aye. We are within a street's length. Do you turn left at the clock
tower which yon fdinoids are stropping their talons upon, and we will be upon Ella's doorstep in ho more
than a dozen paces."

| have good eyesight, but it took another hundred feet be-fore | focused on the shapes at the base of
the tower. He was right. The clock tower looked like a popular meeting spot for the citizens of Perrt, a
hundred or so of whom were spaced out around its square base, claws out and raking hard at the



surface, which seemed to be made of a soft stone. From hun-dreds of years of wear it had been carved
into long narrow ridges like corduroy. The Orions gossiped as they clawed, and

came away from the wdls with their fingernals honed to fine points and ears full of the latest news, the
locdl variation on the old water cooler. | skirted them and counted twelve paces to the second doorstep.

"Mount here, good Aahz," Ersatiz said. "Kesaiswithin.”

Ori Ellds tabby housemaid answered the door and Ieft us in the hdlway. | had given her my name,
but told her I'd state my business to the midtress of the house. She took that without question. | would
have bet that over 80% of vidtors did the same thing. Either the seer would know dl about us without
having to be told, or she was a charlatan, and sheld get out of me what she could read from my body
language when we met.

Apparently, Kelsa was good at choosing the company she kept. The arched door at the end of the
hdl burst open, and an Orion with pure white fur came budtling toward me, shimmering blue and green
robes fluttering in her wake. She had huge blue-green eyes with vertica pupils that were open into wide
ovas.

"Oh, Mr. Aahz, Kelsa has talked of nathing but you for the last two hourst Where is he? Oh, yes, |
forgot!" She tit-tered, and put a coy paw to her breast. "You don't know me, and you don't trust me. I'm
Hla Welcome! Where is Ersatz?'

She was the red thing. | was impressed. In my experience, fortune tellers were ether deluded
sengtives who thought the voices in their head had some mysticd sgnificance, or scam artists who used a
combination of psychology, body reading and shrewd guesses to tell the customers what they wanted to
hear. | hadn't mentioned the sword's name since we hit the dimension, so she could not have heard it
from an agent or a py-eye. | hiked Ersatz afoot or so out of his scabbard. His eyes gleamed.

"Honored, my lady," the sword said.

"A pleasure,” the seer replied, beaming down a him. "Both of you, come right thisway! Oh, we have
fdt for weeks that monumenta changes were upon us. | am only glad that you
were able to get here so quickly. I've had a dreadful feding that something was going to go wrong, but I'd
rather be wrong about being wrong. Don't you agree?"

Stll babbling, she swept around and led us toward the door from which she had emerged. | followed in
her wake, rolling my eyes.

The house might have been a mansion, but the room she led us to could have been any gimcrack
psychic's tent any-where in the cosmos. The room was lit with candles in sconces. The wicks dl smoked
like sportscasters. The air was thick and tasted of cheap paraffin. All the furniture was covered with
loud-colored silk throws, three or four to an item, so that a customer had to plant his feet firmly on the floor
to keep from diding off. There was lots of it. | had to watch my step in the dimness to avoid bumping into
little tables filled with useless knickknacks that would have made any Victorian auntie beam with pride of
ownership, like a clock shaped like a tarantula that told time with two of the arms, and a bronze
ceramic vase so ugly | was surprised it hadn't scared the petals off the flowersin it. Amid the tables were
four or five bureaus and a dozen upholstered chairs with stiffly upright backs. The por-traits on the walls
were of the Angry Ancestors school of art. | got glared at by assorted curmudgeonly Orions of both
gen-dersin various weird costumes, informing me that Ella wasn't the first one in her family to lack dress
sense. | glared back.

All the kitschy decor faded into a dim setting as my eye was caught by a blaze of pure golden light. In
the center of the room, on a little round table with a purple, star-spangled cloth, was a sphere. It was so
perfectly shaped it reminded me of a soap bubble. It glowed like a movie sunrise. My feet started moving
toward it under their own power. | hauled back, reeminding my body to whom it belonged, but | kept my
eyes on the gleaming orb.

"Kelsal" Ersatz said.

"Ersatz!" the globe squealed. As | got closer | could see a face in the sphere, that of a female
Orion wearing a turban
adorned with a big gold aigrette and a backward-curving os-trich plume and jeweled spectacles whose
corners angled up-ward. Her whiskers pricked out with delight. "The portents have come to pass. The
energies have digned themselves in the order | foretold as of old. | knew you were coming."

"Indeed she did," Ella said, gliding over and settling down on the ottoman beside the table. She gestured
me to a small chair opposite her. "Why we have been talking about it for some time. | am pleased that you



are here. Why, your exploits have absolutely thrilled me to the core of my soul!"

| preened. "Thanks, Ella. | don't talk about myself much, but it's nice to be appreciated.”

"And, you, too, of course, Mr. Aahz," Ella added, with an apologetic inclination of her head. "Your past
has been a most interesting tale. We didn't know until a very short time ago that you were the one who
was going to convey the Great Sword Ersatz here to this place!"

| scowled. The face in the globe turned to face me, and became that of a female Pervect.

"Y our fate has been foretold many times," Kelsa said, "and it changes as frequently as the weather. |
believe that the Ele-ments who govern chance send you to tumble like the dice they throw, yet you
constantly turn up with a winning number. Oft and oft your future has altered. A benevolent power must be
inyour stars. How confusing it must be to constantly turn this way and that!"

"| take care of mysdlf," | said curtly.

"I'm going to miss her so much,” Ella said, stroking the crystal fondly with her paw. "Weve had such
marvelous times together! We've gotten to be good friends over these last few years, haven't we, dear?"
She leaned fondly toward the globe, and the face within it became an Orion again. "And we've had our
fun."

"Oh, we certainly have" Kelsa exclamed. "Do you recal when the governor of Perrt came to
ask—was it the first time, or the second time? No! It was the third visit after the great
festival of Wheeleaf five years ago. Or was it six? About the three women he was keeping behind his
wife's back?

Ella tittered. "And one of them had sent a spy dong in his entourage. How foolish of him to think he
could come incog-hito to US. Why, you saw through her at once."

"Ah, yes" Kelsa said. "And he was having an affair with her, too. Sily girl. She didn't know whom she
was going to betray first. Well, she DID, since she was there to betray the governor first, but then she was
going to turn her coat on the mistress, but she wasn't sure in what order she was going to do the betraying!"

| began to see what Ersatz meant by Kelsa's inability to get to the point. Ella was a perfect match for
her.

"Never mind that,” | said, waving a hand to get their at-tention. "The sword here came for some
advice. He wants to know the location the Endless Purse of Money. Give it to him so | can get out of
here and get back to my vacation."

"Oh, your vacation!" Kelsa said, turning the Pervect face to me. She beamed, showing rows of
razor-sharp teeth. "Why, you won't have to worry about your vacation. Not at all."

"Good," | said. "Okay, Ersatz, say your piece and let's get out of here."

"Fair Kelsa," Ersatz began, "l have suffered idleness for the last many months. | wish to return to battle
in the hands of warriors, but | have adso heard a disturbing rumor concerning the fate of our fellow Hoard
members. Isit true?

"But, which rumor, dear?' Kelsa asked, switching her at-tention to him. Her face changed from scales
to steel, but the glasses were dill in place on her now razor-sharp nose. "Did you hear the one about the
Cup? He was said to have been offered as a prize in a school games day competition. That one is true. He
was won by an eight-year-old Klahd for the twenty yard dash! Second place! He sits on a shelf between a
collec-tion of toy soldiers and a box of stale Milk-Duds. He's lividl What a comedown for the goblet that
held the Wine of Peace between the Comdeails and the Lenoils of Perosol!"

"Not that," Ersatz said.

"Or—nhere's one that made me laugh—I'm supposed to have been secretly transformed into a
bowling bdl in the Imper League Championships!” Kelsa let out a trill of laughter. "Pic-ture me ralling
down a lane toward a group of clueless pins to score a mere ten points.”

"I can, no problem,” | growled.

"About the rest of us, Kelsa," Ersatz urged. "l heard that the others are being stolen one by one, by a
collector!"

"Oh, that" Kelsa said. "That's not nearly so amusing as the one | picked up the other day
from the ether. You just wouldn't believe it! | hear that the ring isliving in..."

"That's the only one | want to hear about, Kelsa," Ersatz interrupted her.

"But it's so dreary!"

"Reved it!"

The globe sighed, seeming to deflate dightly. The face in-side gilled, and the eyelids dropped halfway
over the round blue eyes. The turban on her head got fancier, and the stone in the aigrette started to glow
bright gold. The eyes started to change size, one growing huge while the other shrank, then shrinking as the
other bulged.



"The treasures of the ages shdl reunite again," Kelsa in-toned in a spooky voice that made the skin on
my back crawl. "The seven golden ones shall be gathered again by a green hand. When dlies stand at odds,
fortune shal favor the one who casts them to the winds of chance. An enemy pursues closdly, eager to fail
happiness! The eternal dance must be set again in motion, led by a duo from two worlds. Ah! Lives may be
lost! Fates will change! Disaster will fall upon the heads of the masses! Dentek up two, Porcom down a
haf, Scongreb unchanged in heavy trading..."

"A green hand! That must be you, Mr. Aahz," Ella said, beaming a me. "You are meant to put the
Hoard together!"

"All right, that's it," | said, disentangling mysdlf from the slippery cloths and scrambling to my
feet. "I've had it. All |
promised to do was get Ersatz here together with his girl-friend so | could get my money back.
Forget it. I'll call it a bad debt.” My face felt hot. | needed to get out of there before | trashed the
place out of sheer temper. Ten gold pieces lost! | smacked the scabbard down on the table and stalked
toward the door.

"Nay, Aahz," Ersatz protested.

Ellarushed to intercept me. She put a hand on my arm. "Oh, won't you please reconsider, Mr. Aahz,"
she said, flutter-ing her large eyes at me. "It's not often that one is asked to become an instrument of
fate!"

"l don't care if you want me to be lead saxophone in a jazz quartet,” | snarled. "I'm outta here.”

"...Lakers 32, Bulls 98...aaiiiieeee!"

"Stop her!" Ersatz's voice rang out.

Ellaand | spun on our heels. It took me a moment to fig-ure out what was wrong, since it seemed as
though the lights had gone out. The crystal was gone!

"After her!" Ersatz shouted. The blue eyes reflected in his shimmering blade were wide with anger.

"How'd she get out of here?" | demanded.

"The green wench!"

"What green wench? Where'd she go? How'd she get out?"

"Up there, caitiff,” Ersatz said. | followed the direction his eyes were pointing, up the wal to the single
window in the room, twenty feet above the floor. Its small wing casements were open, and the light mudin
curtains fluttered in the breeze. It didn't look big enough for anyone to have entered that way, but clearly
someone had. "She dipped down like a wraith. It was the work of a moment to smother Kelsa in a cloth to
dill her outburst, then up again, dl without making a sound!"

| may not have my magik at the moment, but | can sense when it's been used. This was not a hit and
run. It was a surgi-ca invason, quick, precise and disturbing nothing more than it had to. This was a
professional theft.

"Isanything else missing?' | asked Ella.

"Widl, | don't think s0," the Orion said, peering around with her big, glowing eyes. "There shouldn't be.
Thisis exactly what she predicted, after al."

"She did? She predicted this?"

"Oh, yes. She said she'd probably be stolen before she could finish tdling you the prophecy about the
Golden Hoard," Ella said. "And that's exactly what happened! I'm so pleased!"

She wasn't going to be any help. | ignored her and sur-veyed the room for clues.

"Did you leave that window open, Ella?" | asked.

"Why, no. It's so difficult to reach. | rarely use it. On the outside, it's a sheer drop of thirty feet to the
ground. My good-ness, this is exciting!"

"Exciting?' | asked.

"Wasit locked?" Ersatz asked.

"Forget that," | told him. Any good thief worth his sdt, or in this case, hers, wouldn't be stopped by a
little latch. Come on." | grabbed him up and ran out. The chances of spotting the thief were
vanishingly minute, but | had to try. Ellas voice rang behind me.

"Kelsa told me that there would be some dight hiccup when the two of you met again, but | had no idea
it would be now!"

| jogged down the steps of the whitewashed house and around the corner into the aley that the window
overlooked. As Ella has said, it was a steep wall with no handholds in sght. That would be no
problem for a professional. Whoever it had been must have run off over the adjacent rooftops, which were
s0 nearby that anyone could have made the jump unas-sisted by magik.

"Have after her at once, Aahz!" Ersatz demanded. "Wrest Kelsa from her grasp! | must know my



fatel"

"Forget it, Bub," | said.

"What?"

| peered around, hoping to spot something that would give me a clue.

"I know a few professional second-story operators. They only work aone after dark. Usudly during
daylight they've got at least one lookout, maybe some hired muscle close by. I'm not going to dive into a
trap. We're going to take this nice and easy."

"But she will be far away by now! Possibly in another di-mension.”

| met the sharp blue eyes on the blade. "If she could have magiked in and out without coming in the
window, she would have. Nobody takes chances like that unnecessarily, and not for free, either. Speaking
of which..." | opened my hand, as if about to let Ersatz fdl in the gutter in front of Ellas house.

"Anything!" the sword said. "I will offer you a further re-ward, good Aahz."

I grinned. "Nice to see we're on the same page. All right. Let's see what we're dealing with. You're
the sole eye-witness to the crime. Describe our perp. She's green. What €l se?!

"A well-shaped wench, or so many of my wielders would have described her. Tight garments, and yet
they did not re-strict the movement of her limbs, of which there were only four' two arms, affixed at
shoulders to an upright torso on either side of the base of the neck, and two legs, affixed like-wise, to the
bottom of said torso. Musculature endoskeletal..."

"Cut to the chase! What dimension does she come from?"

"Oh, that. Wéll, then, good friend, she hails from that most fascinating of places, where dimorphism is
of an extreme, in inverse character to many species for whom the female is the larger of the two in order
to better conceive and carry off-spring, a comparison that is something apposite in this case since the
females are readily fond of mating..."

"What is she?' | bellowed, my voice ringing in the quiet street.

"A Trollop," Ersatz said. "A most limber one, like many of her species. A denizen of Trollia.. .why do
you break into a smile? Is that good news?"

"Did | ever tel you," | said, unable to keep the glee off my face, "that | don't believe in coincidences?”

Chapter 3

IT TOOK A while to search out the local hostelries that served demons, but with a few threats and a
couple of smal coins to help spur memories, | got the names and locations of ones where a Trollop might
hang out, if she had just finished a suc-cessful job and hadn't left Ori yet.

'‘Demon’ doesn't mean ‘terrifying monster from hell' as it does to races in backwater places where
advanced magik and science are unknown—all right, it doesn't ALWAYS mean that. It's smply a
shorthand way of saying ‘'dimensiond traveler,' like myself and countless others who have the means of
hop-ping in between locales at will. That's not to say that when we land in some places were not
considered to be terrifying mon-sters from hell. Some of the uncomplimentary descriptions I've heard of my
kind have been enough at times to make me lose my temper, and anyone you ask will tell you that doesn't
happen too often. That is, if they know what's good for them.

The inns where we tend to congregate have a few things in common, such as a magika link to the
Bank of Zoorik, off-dimension newspapers, a host of mercenaries and other be-ings-for-hire, and a hot
grapevine where gossip, rumors and job offers are mixed up with the local news. They're not a-ways
friendly or comfortable places.

The first demon bar | visited had dl the charm of the wait-ing room in the Bucharest airport. No one
was there but a couple of loudly-dressed Imps hanging over a table in the cor-ner drinking up the proceeds
from the day's sale of snake ail to the locals. The second had just been raided by the Perrt Constabulary to
haul away a drunken Ogre and the angry Salamander he'd ticked off. There wasn't anything left to sit on.
All the furniture was smashed or burned, and the Orion pro-prietor was curled into a furry fetal bdl in the
corner behind the ruined counter.

We struck lucky, as | could have guessed, in hostelry number three. Even though the lights were pretty
low | could see that the place was crowded. Hardly an Orion was in sight except for the bartender and the
barmaids who swished their abundantly furry tails playfully around the patrons. Conver-sations, furtive or
fueled by dcohal, were going on in every part of the big room. | walked in with Ersatz displayed
in plan sight on my hip, golden hilt and gems dlinting. | nodded to a couple of Deveels playing
Dragon Poker, and cleared my throat.

"Y o, bartender," | called. "A table for me and my sword."



The dderly tabby Orion polishing bowls and glasses glanced around, then nodded toward a rickety
two-top in the corner near the stairs. Every eye in the room followed me as | saun-tered over and plopped
myself down in a chair. Within mo-ments, | felt a saucy tickle at the fringe of my right ear.

"Surprise" a voice breathed. "Is that a hand-and-a-half in that scabbard, or are you just glad to see
me?'

A pair of lips planted themselves firmly on mine. When | could breathe again, | gasped out, "Tananda."

My old associate and even older friend backed away and smiled at me. "In the flesh, tiger."

"Thisis she" Ersatz said, "down to garments she was wearing when she sailed down the cord in Ellds
study.”

"How nice of you to notice," Tananda purred.

I let my eyes wander up and down Tananda's body. You can't say that female denizens of Trollia don't
know the mean-ing of the word 'modesty,’ but you might decide after having met a few that they have no
use for it. Her attire was not only suitable for dipping in and out of smal window casements, but for
displaying those charms for which Trollops were so judly famous. Her tunic dove low at the top and
reached high at the bottom, leaving just enough cloth in place over delec-table flesh so as not to leave a trail
of stunned males behind her as she walked down the street. Her skin was green, as were her tumbled locks
of hair. It dl made a very nice package.

"Fancy meeting you here," | said. "Have a seat, babe."

"I thought that was you | saw in the fortune-teller's,” Tananda said. The lithe oozing
movement that settled her into the chair opposite mine caused a dozen males in the bar to let out a
breathy sigh. | gave them a glare, and they hagtily went back to their drinks. "There aren't a lot of Pervects
on Ori, and none I've seen with your dress sense. What are you doing here?'

"Trying to help afriend," | said. "What about you?"

"Oh," Tananda said, running her finger through a few drops of liquor on the tabletop, "I've got a little
job."

"Lifting the crystal bal from a psychic isn't exactly your usual high-level handiwork,” | said.

"Vidting one isn't usudly on your calendar, either,” Tanda countered, with a sweet smile. "Let's
stop talking as if we don't know one another. That wasn't an ordinary crystal bal. | have information
that says it's part of the Golden Hoard, along with a sword that looks a lot like the one you carried in here.
o, let'stak.”

| could tell by the look in the one eye vishble over the torn scabbard that Ersatz was going to put his two
centsin, so | flung up a hand to forestall him. "Let's not start spreading any rumors we can't squelch.”

"Fine. I'll show me mine if you show me yours." Tananda grinned lazily at me.

"Promises, promises,” | said, grinning back. "Excuse me while | whip this out.” | did the blade about a
foot out of the sheath so both of the reflected eyes were visble. "Tanda, this is Ersatz, just like in the
legend. Ersatz, thisis Tananda."

"My pleasure, my lady," the sword said.

"Mine, too," Tananda replied, giving a little wave of her fingers. "So, what's going on?"

"We need that crystal bal back that you lifted. My friend here has business with it."

"You can't haveit," another female voice said, in a strange accent. "It belongs to me, now."

| looked up. A lithe figure was suddenly standing next to Tanda. Where the Trollop was curvy, this girl
was aerobics-instructor wiry. Where Tanda's hair fdl enticingly al over her shoulders, the newcomer had
her deek black hair plastered down against her head and bullied into a shining knot at the nape of her
neck. The rest of her face was a sharp, narrow besk, over which a pair of large, dark eyes
regarded me. She looked alot like a stork, or maybe an ostrich. She was wearing a tight tunic, abbreviated
to show her nave, if one had been visible through the covering of feathers on her midsection, and
loose trousers that cut off just below her knees.

"Who are you?' | growled. Instead of replying, the girl lifted her prominent proboscis proudly.

"Aahz, thisis Calypsa," Tananda said. "My new partner. This place has a trandation spell operating for
demons.”

"l heard what you said,” Calypsa continued, her big, dark eyes gleaming. "That is Ersatz, the Great
Sword."

"In the steel," | said.

"What do you want for it?"

"Not for sale, babe. He's an independent contractor. In fact, we're working together at the
moment.

"But | must have itl" Her eyes flashed again. They were pretty nice eyes.



"No can do. The sword owes me money. We're together until he pays me off. You got a hundred gold
pieces?' The girl's eyes fdl. "I didn't think so."

The gaze lifted and battened onto mine. "You must under-stand. | must bring together the greatest
treasures of the ages. | need them dl!"

A little alarm bell went off in my mind. | met Ersatz's eyes, and | knew he was thinking the
same thing | was. The rumor was true. Someone was collecting the Hoard. So, | asked the only practical
question.

"Why?"

With the same kind of silken glide Tananda had used, Calypsa poured herself into the remaining chair.
The movement looked
totadly different performed by the two women. Tananda seemed to be careless and sexy, but she had set
herself up so she was on guard, ready to spring into action if there was trouble. Calypsa was focused, the
energy of her motion aimed directly at me. If she'd been amissile I'd have been spattered dl over the bar.

"It is my grandfather," she began. "The greatest dancer in any dimension, the great Calypso.”

"What's he need with a sword and a crystal bal?' | asked. "I don't think there's a pair of shoes
in the Golden Hoard."

"Once such footgear tried to join us" Ersatz began, "but we chivvied them hence. They were not so
much of utility in the courtly art as they were mundane covering for the nether extremities, which the
gold did not become..."

"Shut up,” | interrupted, without taking my eyes off Caypsa. "Your grandfather did what?'

The proud head drooped. "I come from Walt. It is a peace-ful dimension—or | should say, was."

"Yeah, Tootse, I've been there. Peaceful to the point of boring!"

"Maybe before," Calypsa said. "That was before the evil Barrik arrived!”

"When was that?"

"Ten years ago. | livein atown called Pavan, at the curve of a mgor river just north of our largest port.
At first we made no note of the castle being built on the hillsde that overlooked the river. All of our lords
like to have large domiciles so that they can host parties and dances. All Walts love to dance. It is in our
blood. It is the source of our magik. In fact, a mgor rhythm was named for our dimension. Have you ever
heard of Walts Time?'

"Inpassing,” | said. "Get on with it."

"We thought nothing of it when the castle grew to encom-pass the entire mountain top. It was made al
of shiny black gran-ite, which we considered an odd color choice, but we were more curious that we never
saw anyone working on the building. We
believed the stones must be shifted at night by giant elves, or something. It was a puzzle. | myself
sneaked up there often as achild, but always when | arrived, the elves had Ieft the building.”

| groaned. She gave me a puzzled look, and explained. "There was no one there. Yet the walls grew
daly. At last, it was finished. We of Pavan waited to be introduced to our new neighbors, and hold a
welcome dance in celebration. Weeks went by. They never emerged. No one answered our knocks at the
great wooden doors. We left invitations on the step to our own humble village dances. No replies. We
began to think that our neighbor was antisocial. But how antisocia we had no ideal Henchmen like huge,
evil birds began to emerge from the castle. They swept down upon our humble homes and cap-tured the
finest dancers in the city. Sometimes we would find them again, wandering logt and dazed in the fields, their
feet bloody. Barrik had commanded them to dance until they dropped! Their choreography had
been inexorably altered. They were never able again to make the magik they had before, such as the
Dance of Sowing, so the crops would be hedthy, or the Dance of Precipitation to bring the rain. We were
dl fearful of being swooped down upon and carried off.

"At lagt, his minions captured my grandfather, the greatest dancer in the land. According to the other
prisoners who were set free, my grandfather refused Barrik's orders. He stood, un-willing to yield a single
shuffle-ball-change. Barrik threatened terrible torture, but my grandfather would not be treated like a
common entertainer. At last, the great Calypso performed the Dance of Insult, fleering his defiance right in
Barrik's face. Barrik was furious!"

"W, hurray for the old boy," | said. "How's this involve us?'

"When Calypso did not emerge from the castle as the others had, a huge group of us went and
demanded to have him set free. | stood before the doors, begging Barrik to de-liver my grandfather. The
next thing | knew, | was in a room
before a stone throne. The creature that sat upon it—too horrible to behold!"

| glanced at Tananda. "By the description he's a Dile" she said. "Green scales, long teeth."



"What's wrong with green scales and long teeth?' | de-manded.

"Not everyone likes the overlapping shingle look, Aahz," Tanda said, patiently. "Now, | kind of like it,
but you know what Troll men look like, so I'm not your most unbiased judge.”

"Fine" | snarled. "Get past chapters twelve to forty-eight already. | want the upshot, now!"

Calypsa glared right back at me. "He told me the old man would die for the insult he had given him. |
swore to do any-thing he wished, if only he would free my grandfather. | even promised to do the Dance of
Lust for him, but he refused." Her eyes flashed again. "He said the only way | can regain my grandfather's
life is to procure a great treasure for him. | must subdue and bring him dl the members of the Golden
Hoard. He has given me but thirty days to complete the task. Already ten of them have elapsed.”

| shook my head. "Guy's a regular Wizard of Oz," | said. The girl looked at me blankly. "Forget it.
Before your time."

"With the great crystal | have two of the treasures,” the girl went on. "You would not consider helping
me by giving me the sword, would you?'

"Au contraire," | snapped back. "l heard a prophecy that says that the Hoard should not be gathered
together under any circumstances. Disaster will fal, and dl the hokey words."

"But | must save my grandfather! The great Calypso must dance free!"

| looked at Tanda.

"Seems to me the best way isjust to break the old man out of the shiny black castle on the hill," | said,
reasonably.

"Impossible,” Tananda said. "l've been over the place mysdf. This man takes his
Evil-Overlording serioudy. There isn't a weak spot anywhere where | could break in and make it
dl the way to the dungeons without being caught. His guards never deep, and they're made of stone. Half
of them are Gar-goyles, half are Diles, and they don't like each other."

I moved on to the next practical consideration. "What about taking out the Dile himsdf?
Remove the head and the body usualy collapses."

"Never goes out without heavy-duty magika shields and about a dozen guards. He's better protected
than the next Wiz-ard School novel."

"Hmm." Tananda knew her stuff. Second-story work was a siddine for her. She had been one of
M.Y.T.H., InC's great-est assets with her experience, brains and charm, but she had another Sddine
assassination. If she couldn't close with a target, that was serious.

Tananda tried reason. " Perhaps we can work together."

"We are at cross-purposes here, Tanda. Ersatz doesn't want to be collected. All he wants is to have a
conversation with Kelsa and we're out of here. | don't have any interest but getting my investment back.
I'm on vacation. I'm sorry, kid," | told Calypsa. "Good luck, but you're going to be at least one gadget shy.”

"No!" Calypsa protested. Before | could move, she had swooped down and seized Ersatz from where
he lay on the table.

| made agrab for her, but she zipped out of reach again.

"How'd she do that?" | sputtered, staring at my empty hands. "I couldn't follow her on a
broomstick!"

"The Dance of Speed," Tananda said, amused. "Her family's famous for it."

"Whew! | have never seen a dance that was practical for anything but seduction before."

"Well, get used to it,” Tananda said. "She's got a bundle of them. You should have seen her up on that
roof. I'm an old hand at second-story work, but that Dance of Balance of hers had her tippy-toeing along
the eaves like an Orion."

| eyed the girl, and she eyed me back. Fancy footwork was one thing, but low-down cunning was
another. She didn't have
any of that. If she was hanging on to Ersatz, she couldn't have Kelsa in her immediate
possession.

"Kelsal" | shouted. "Where are you? Ersatz needs to talk to you!" My voice echoed off the rafters.
Everyone in the room turned to stare.

No answering voice replied, but | noticed that the dimness was beginning to lighten. Within moments a
golden glow lit the cobwebbed space under the stairs. | could see what looked like a clump of
undigtinguished rags become incandescent, then blinding.

| grinned at the girls. "Can't tak, but there are other ways of communicating.” | got up to retrieve the
crystal.

Before | took two steps, Calypsa was in front of me, her narrow chest heaving, one feathered hand
held over her head in a flourish. "You shdl not pass.”



"Don't try me, kid," | said. | stepped around her. She ap-peared in front of me in the proverbial
twinkling, but | was never one to hold with proverbs.

She was fast. But she was light. | picked her up by the elbows and moved her out of my way. She
eded in front of me again. | moved her. | heard a titter of laughter from the rest of the room. | gave the
onlookers a snarl. By the time | turned back, Calypsa was halfway up the stairs, the glowing bundle in her
arms with Ersatz balanced across it.

"Y ou shall not trick me again, Pervert."

| fumed. Tananda chuckled.

"Give it back to him, Cdly," she said to the young woman, who clutched the sword to her breast like
the heroine in a bad novel. Tananda couldn't stop grinning. | snarled. "We want his cooperation. Aahz could
be your best friend, but taking his toys away from him just makes him bad-tempered.”

Eying me distrustfully, Calypsa stepped daintily down the stairs. | snatched Ersatz from her hand and
dipped him haf-way out of the sheath.

"Youdl right in there?"

"S," hereplied.

"All right," | said, smacking the hilt home against the worn leather. "I'm walking out of here right now.
Good luck, kid. I mean that. No hard fedlings,” | told Tananda. "I'll figure out some other way of getting
paid back."

"Look, Aahz," the Trollop said, winding herself around me in the way of a very od friend and
whispering in my ear. "We both have something the other wants. What'll it take to make a dea here?"

"There isn't room for compromise,” | said. "You want Er-satz. He's a free agent here. He doesn't want
to be collected.”

"But we have something you want: information from Kelsa. Couldn't you...come dong with us for a
while, in exchange for that information? Maybe Barrik will be satisfied having dl the Golden Hoard
assembled in one place for a moment. Then you and he can go off again."

| eyed her. "You're not going to tel me you believe he will trade the old man for a collection of
legendary junk, do you?'

"Friend Aahz!" Ersatz burst out.

"No offense meant," | said smoothly. "Come on, Tanda. Y ou weren't born yesterday."

"Certainly not," Tanda said, tossing back her head full of wavy green hair. "I'd use it as a ploy to get
into the castle. | think it will be alot easier to get a shot a him and save Calypsa’s grandfather if we show
up carrying what he wants."

"Nay," protested a muffled voice. | pulled Ersatz free. The sharp, dark eyes reflected in the shining
blade were alarmed. "Nay, good Aahz. It would be a fearsome thing to assemble the Hoard. Why do you
think it has not been done in dl these centuries?’

"I'm with him," | said. "I don't invite disaster without a reason."

"Then why did Kelsa say they would be reunited?' Tanda asked, reasonably. "I could hear everything
hanging upside down from the window-frame. A green hand—that could be either you or me."

"Or Barrik," Calypsasad, faintly. "Heis green, too."

"There," Tananda said, beaming. "So, shouldn't we find out more from Kelsa what she meant?"

"She will not explain properly,”" Ersatz said. "She has never been able to keep to a narrative."

"Well get it out of her,” | said. | smacked the table with a palm. "Put 'er there."

Very reluctantly, Calypsa unfolded the cloth that contained the crystal ball. The second the folds fell
away, we could hear what had probably been an uninterrupted stream-of-conscious-ness, if you could call
that babble consciousness.

".. .this has dl been very exciting, you know. | haven't been carried off in many years! Well, not since |
was staying with a Rhinoid fortune teller, and her neighbors stampeded, taking the entire tent with them on
the tips of their horns as they thundered across the plains. What aride that was! | haven't been so bobbled
in.." The turbaned head turned around in a circle, and the eyes behind the diamante glasses blinked at al of
us. "There you are! My goodness, | wondered why no one answered me. It was dark in there!"

"And she'saseer?' | asked, with agroan.

"She is clueless regarding her own circumstances,” Ersatz said, resignedly. "It was ever thus."

"Hi, er, Kelsa," Tananda said, tapping the crystal bal to get her attention. The head turned to look at
her. Kelsa beamed.

"Oh, yes, you're the one who stole me! Very deft, you know, very deft. Why, | would think that you're
the smoothest thief ever to remove mein...oh, six centuries!”

"Thanks," Tananda said. "Look, do you know why | took you?'



The eyes blinked. "Why, of course | do, dear. You want to reunite the Golden Hoard!"

"Can you tell uswhy you think it might be a bad idea?"

"It depends, dear. What do you consider a bad idea?' Kelsa asked. "Explosons? War? Fire?
Cannibaism?'

Tananda blinked a couple of times. "Y es, those would quaify in my book as bad ideas."

"Of course you do! | can tell just by looking into your soul." Kelsa nodded knowingly.

"Tell uswhy it's going to happen, then."

"Well, becauseitidl | told you all before."

"No, it is not, Kelsa," Ersatz said. "Have you no memory? Don't you recall the lagt time we were al
together? What a terrible time that was?"

The large eyes clouded for a moment, then looked alarmed. "It wasn't that bad, dear. Not redlly."

"Indeed it was, Kelsa," the sword insisted. "l will not co-operate with this. Neither will my friend
Aahz."

"Wait!" Calypsa pleaded, leaning toward me. "Is there noth-ing that you would take to let me have this
sword and complete my quest, Aahz? Do you have no heart's desire that | can fulfill?"

"Nothing." | crossed my arms firmly. "One hundred gold pieces, and I'm out of here. That's all |
want."

"Oh, that's easy,” Kelsa said, interrupting my protest. Her eyes had gone dl unfocused again. "He
wants his magikal pow-ers restored.”

"No!" | bellowed. "Not asingle thing! Not a...what?"

"His powers are gone," Kelsa went on telling Calypsa, asif | hadn't spoken. "He's been without them a
while now, though he's done well enough by his cunning. Don't discount his brains, dear, in spite of his
looks. A foolish trick by atrusted friend, now dead. A joke, but with serious consequences.”

"Can it be undone?' Calypsa asked.

"Oh, of course!" Kelsa said. "Why..."

| leaned forward, interested in spite of myself.

"No!" Ersatz exclaimed. "We seek only to locate Chin-Hwag. She can help me to pay my debt. Then
we will go. Can you tdl me where to find her?"

"Now, wait a moment,”" | said, holding up a hand to fore-stall him. "It couldn't hurt to ask the lady. What
would it take to get my powers back?"

"Wdl," Kelsa sad, turning her Pervect-face to me. "It might be that the Cup can help. Or
perhaps the Ring. The
Book would have dl that information at his fingertips, so to speak, since dl he has is pages. He's full of
useful spels. He is, after dl, the Ultimate Grimoire.”

"Redlly?' | asked. The posshbility of having my powers re-stored again had never occurred to me. | had
been so relieved to be able to wander the dimensions freely with the help of the D-hopper that my
imagination hadn't taken me any further—not yet, anyhow. That imagination was operating at full throttle
now. | could be a full magician again? Never again to be taken advan-tage of by some two-bit huckster
who had picked up half a spell from the back of a box of Witch Crunchies cereal? Not to set off magika
boobytraps because | couldn't fedl the force lines leading into it from sky or earth? "How do | find them?
What do | need to do to get my powers back?"

| ignored the cat-ate-canary grin on Tanda's face as she sat back in the chair and swung her boots up
on the table top. | was just gathering facts, that was dl.

Kelsa squeezed her eyes shut and concentrated. "Hmm. The posshbilities are most intriguing. Plenty of
scope. You need scope.”

"Keep the personal remarks to yourself," | growled. "Just read me the smdl print, willya?"

"Just a moment, Aahz," Ersatz said, the sharp eyes show-ing panic. "You cannot agree with their
insane plan? It will be a disaster."

"Just considering it," | said, casualy. "It doesn't do any harm to hear what she's got to say, does it?'

"No...I...of course it does! Harden your resolve, friend!"

My resolve was already working on alist of people who had interfered with my life over the past few
years while | had been powerless. It was compiling a compendium of ways both subtle and nasty for
getting even with them, dl the while keeping the connection with me out of the picture. | had no wish to
gpend a single moment involved with any correctional ingtitu-tion, when | was only righting the balance of
jugiceinmy favor. Let's see, there was the Geek, and...

"Aahz!"

"What?' | snarled, coming out of a blissful daydream of the whole Merchants Association of the



Bazaar offering me a percentage of their profits to avoid having me make information about their business
dealings public—all legd and above-board, though underhanded. | liked the mental picture of dl of them,
hands trembling, handing over bags of gold so big they needed wheels to move. It'd take a while, though to
get together enough dirt to make dl the Association cave at once, but as soon as | had my magik back...

Ersatz's keen eyes fixed upon mine. "Aahz, lisen to me. | have told you of the danger. I, who have
fought in hundreds of thousands of battles, have no fear of ordinary war, but | tdl you that what
these women propose is dangerous beyond recall!"

"Uh-huh," | said, absently. "So, Kelsa, baby, what have you got?'

"Wdl, Aahz—I can cal you Aahz, can't I?' She blinked at me coyly.

"If you get on with it!"

"The path to regaining your powers is fraught with peril. No sure way exists to restoration without
redemption. Friend-ship stands beside you but also in your way. Do not destroy that which is, to gain that
which may not yet be."

| wasn't starting to lose patience with her circumlocutions, | was in the next county already. "Get to the
point!"

She tilted her head quizzicdly. "But, that is the point, dear Aahz. All of this is important.”

"I'm ligtening. Which one of the Hoard can restore my powers?"

"Wel, | am not yet sure,” Kels