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Betrayal came from a direction | never anticipated.

Rusty led the intervention on me. When | get out of Rehab, I'm going to spend some qudity time with his
head. | don’t care what happens to the rest of his body.

Therest of my top staff participated, though some of them wore masks. Masks could not hide their
visages from my awful wrath. | know the name of everyone who congpired to humiliate me. At night,
when | am strapped to the bed, | use the point of aloose screw to inscribe their names, one by one, into
the patina. My bed stinks of fresh paint because the minions here are efficient and desire that everything
remain pristine, so they paint over my list every day. | don’t carethat my list disgppears. | anrealy
scribing the namesin my memory whilel try to erase the thingsmy inferiors said to me,

Thethingsthey said to me!

“We caught you being nice to arandom dog.”

“Y our persond assistant used sarcasm on you, and you didn’t have him flogged.”

“You amiledin public, and it wasn't the smile that sends small children screaming into the night.”

“Y ou'reletting the intervention proceed without ordering usdl killed immediately,” said Rusty. “ Boss,
you'relosing your edge. Trust me. Y ou need help. Y ou’ re not our ruthless Master anymore.”

—from*“Art Thergpy” by NinaKiriki Hoffman
Also Available from DAW Books:
Hags, Harpies, and Other Bad Girls of Fantasy, edited by Denise Little
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From hags and harpiesto sorceresses and sirens, this volume features twenty all-new talesthat prove
women are far from the weaker sex—in dl their dluring, magica, and monstrous roles. With stories by
C.SFriedman, Rosemary Edghill, Lisa Silverthorne, Jean Rabe, and Laura Resnick.

Under Cover of Darkness, edited by Julie E. Czerneda and Jana Paniccia

In our modern-day world, where rumors of conspiracies and covert organizations can spread with the
gpeed of the Internet, it’s often hard to separate truth from fiction. Down through the centuries there have
been groups sworn to protect important artifacts and secrets, perhaps even exercising their power, both
wordly and mystical, to guide the world' sfuture. In this daring volume, authors such as Larry Niven,
Janny Wurtz, Esther Friesner, Tanya Huff, and Russdll Davis offer up fourteen stories of those unseen
powers operating for their own purposes. From an unexpected aly who aids Lawrence in Arabia, to an
assassin hired to target the one person he' d never want to kill, to ayoung woman who ssumblesinto an
efinwar in the heart of London, to aman who stedlstimeitself . ..

Army of the Fantastic, edited by John Marco and John Helfers

How might the course of WWII have changed if sentient dragons ran bombing missonsfor the Gemans?
Thisisjust one of the sories gathered in thisal-origina volume that will take you to magica placein our
own world and to fantasy realms where the armies of the fantasic are on the march, waging wars both
vast and persond. With stories by Rick Hautaa, Alan Dean Fogter, Tanya Huff, Tim Waggoner, Bill
Fawcett, and Fiona Patton.
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INTRODUCTION

Russell Davis

Inthemovie The Return of the Jedi, at the climax of thefilm (WARNING: SPOILER ALERT—IF
YOU ARE ONE OF THE TWELVE PEOPLE ON EARTH WHO HASN'T SEEN THISMOVIE,
THE FOLLOWING MAY WRECK IT FOR Y OU), with Luke Skywalker ison his back, the Emperor
standing over him and shooting cool bolts of Force lightning into his body. Darth Vader stands nearby
watching hisson die. It sover for the Jedi and the Rebel Alliance. Evil haswon. Then Vader allows
sentimentality to get the better of him and he picks up the Emperor and throws him down a bottomless pit
to his degath.

| have to admit that when Vader grabbed the Emperor, one of the first thoughts that ran through my mind
was, Don't do it, you fool! Y ou see, the sad truth isthat | kind of like rooting for the bad guy.

| have astrong background in role-playing games, particularly fantasy role-playing games, and asa
player character, I" ve crossed paths with innumerable bad guys, often in the guise of an Evil Overlord.
They’ re dways doing the same kinds of things: crushing the peasant population; ravaging abeautiful,
young princess, stealing and taxing and in generd making life as miserable as possible. It' s hard not to
enjoy their antics. (Fortunately, I've aso played Evil Overlords, so | have some sense of how to face



them. And have yet to have been bested by one, though | suspect that they didn’t have the advantage of
reading thisanthology.)

The concept of alist of things one might consider doing should one, in fact, become an Evil Overlord has
been around along time. It' s been one of the longest running jokes on the Internet, forwarded viae-mail
and found on numerous Web stes. Many of these liststouch on fantasy, science fiction, even mystery
and thriller tropes and cliche’ sthat speak directly and humoroudy to those who enjoy role-playing games
and novesin these genres.

It sworth noting that the“ Evil Overlord List” by Peter Anspach is certainly the most popular and widely
known of these lists, though by no meansthe only one, nor even thefirst one. In the dim, dark year of
1984, agroup of friendsand | developed avery smilar list caled “The Rules of Oblivion,” which took to
heart such statements as, “ Take nothing for granted. That rabbit may be armed.”

For this anthology, we challenged fourteen of today’ s best authors to come up with a story about an Evil
Overlord and what he or she (not al Evil Overlords are men) should consider doing to protect
themselves and their dark realms. Many writers, such as Esther Friesner and David Bischoff, came
through with enjoyable taesfeaturing familiar characters and offering plenty of laughs. Others, like David
Nial Wilson and Steve Roman, took a more serious gpproach—which has, | admit, left me wondering
what they might be plotting next.

But no matter how awriter gpproached the subject, asthe editor (the ultimate Evil Overlord in this
anthology, one might say), | got the pleasure of reading and reviewing them dl . . . and now | get the
added pleasure of sharing them with you. In short, the pleasureisal mine, but | hopeit will be yours, too.
Funny how being an Evil Overlord in the publishing field hasthese little perks, isn't it?

Enjoy!

—Russl Davis

SeraVida Arizona

IFLOOKSCOULDKILL

Esther Friesner

“Oh, shut up,” said Prince Lorime, tossing hislong, golden hair in a peevish manner.

It was abad idea, under the circumstances. The manacles holding his dender-yet-powerful armswere
ancient oxidized relics of the previous owner of Castle Bonecrack. (In fact, up until the moment of Prince
Lorime’ sincarceration, they had held the last few skeletal remnants of the previous owner of Castle
Bonecrack, per orders of the current management of said premises.) They did their job well enough, but
the wear and tear of centuries—to say nothing of the corrosive teardrops of a succession of luckless
prisoners—had roughened the iron with colonies of thorny rust that snared any soft and silky thing
unfortunate enough to brush againgt them.

Casein soft-and-glky point: A handsome elf prince' s glorious, gossamer hair.

Result: “OW! Thisisdl your fault, Gudge.”

“Aw, now, Master m’lud Lorimel, don’t ’ee betakin’ on so, naow.” The coarse yet good-natured voice
of Prince Loriméd’ s companion-in-shackles (though not comrade-in-arms) echoed through the foul
dungeon. It was this same voice, nattering about how stone walls did not a prison make, that had
provoked the prince s outburst, with concomitant hair-tossing, inthefirst place. “1 di'n't do nowt t’ yer
Worship'spurty hair, nay. See, 'tisas| told yer Reverence' s noble pa, 1o these many turns agone, ‘ The



best thing awise df prince can do fer hisself when it so happens as he' s misstepped matters and ended
up in someevil overlord’ sdungeonishide histimedl ill an’ quiet-like, waiting fer what must come.”

Y er Eminence |l noticethat still part, as means yer not to move more' n needful, * cos squirmin’ about’ |1
only—W I, | expect yer Highness has found that out fer yerself aready, what with yer purty goldy hair
al of atangleand—"

“Gudge?’ Prince Lorimd interrupted.

“Aye, m'lud?’

“Shut up.”

Sweet silence descended upon the drear and dreadful dungeon once more.

It was not to last, of course. Prince Lorimd was an df, right enough, and as such, immortal. Thelong
lines of the years spilling into centuries and even eons gave the evesthe rare ability to wrap the glowing
slence of their own deep thoughts around them like the comforting warmth of awell-loved blanket. Also,
most elvesran out of redlly interesting conversation before they hit their three hundredth birthday.

But the prince sretainer and fellow captive, the being known as Gudge of Willowstone-Thickly, was not
andf at dl. What he was, was open to some debate among those wizards who found fascination in such
blood-and-breeding puzzles. Evidence pointed to the short, fubsy, somewhat swarthy fellow having amix
of troll and brownie ancestry, seasoned lightly with abit of pixie (on account of hisill-governed tongue),
and perhaps a soupc,on of goblin. All of this, however, was strictly on his unknown father’ sside. His
mother was afull-blooded human girl who redly should have been a bit more circumspect in her choice
of Midsummer’ s Eve companions. From amidnight frolic between the rows of barley, Gudge of
Willowstone-Thickly took hislife' s beginning, and from a subsequent amorous dliance of hismother's
with adumming ef lord came hisintroduction into the court of the L ofty Elves.

The Lofty Elveswere, of dl the ef tribes ever to skim the surface of Intermediate Earth, the fairest, the
oldest, the wisest, and the most jaded. They had seen it dl and been it all and after they were through,
they complained about it dl at some length, in verse, accompanied by the tinkle-ploing-dingle that
passed for efin music. (That effete doodle-oodle-hey-lally-lally-moo was what came from an
orchedtrative tradition relying on atogether too many harps and not enough bagpipes.)

And s0, when His Awesome and Devadtating Unspeakableness, Lord Belg of Castle Bonecrack,
decided to stop torturing puppies and start conquering as much of Intermediate Earth’ s primered estate
as he could get hisscaly paws on, it was an occurrence greeted with aloud shout of outrage but also with
covert mutterings of delighted anticipation by the bored-out-of -their-pretty-skulls-till-now Lofty Elves.
Prince Lorime had one such pretty skull, but at the moment the odds did not favor his continued
ownership thereof. No sooner had word of Lord Belg' s evil schemesreached himin hisfather’ sforest
palace, than he had sworn amighty oath to sdly forth and defeet the Evil One single-handed. He then
promptly conscripted Gudge to accompany him as his squire, valet, dogsbody, and drudge-of-all-work,
because single-handed was aromantic concept in theory, but in practice it meant wash your own socks

Therewas addectableirony behind the fact that Prince Lorimel and Gudge had been captured by one of
Lord Belg'stroll patrols while the prince was excoriating his servant for doing such a piss-poor job of
washing said socks.

Now, socks were the fourth furthest thing from the ef prince’ s mind. His thoughts had turned to matters
of far graver import, mattersthat well might determine the fate of worlds!

“My hair,” hewhined. “My beautiful, beautiful hair!”

The dungeon door screeched and groaned on its hinges asthe troll who served asLord Belg's chief
turnkey entered. He chuckled with foul glee when he saw the mare’ s nest that Prince Lorimel’ s struggles
had made of his gorgeous tresses.

“Awwww, diddums dfy-welfy gettums purty hair al snarly-warlied?’ he asked in avoiceliketreacle and
carpet tacks. (His penchant for taunting Lord Belg' s prisoners with baby talk was why the Evil One had
not needed to employ afull-time torture-master nor, in some cases, an executioner.) “1zzums efy-poo
gonnacwy now hishair’ sgottago al snippy-snip bye-bye?’

“Here, now!” Shackled as he was, Gudge lunged &t thetroll. “ Doan’ *ee be sayin’ such vicious cruel



thingst’ me Master, nay! We been through worse' nthis, him’n” me, an’ let metell "ee, just gimmea
bucket o' water, afistful 0’ sogpwort, an’ alight cream-rinse afore ye goestakin’ ’bout cuttin’ off his
Worship’'shair, ayel”

Thetroll guard blinked, taken aback by hisfirst confrontation with someone who had a more annoying
gpeech pattern than himsdf.

“Hunh!” he snorted. “ Save yer breath; 'tain’'t up ' meif yer precious master gets shorn or not. Lord
Belg' sdaughter’ s heard tell that there’ s a pointy-eared princeling locked up in Daddy’ s dungeon and
now 'tis but amatter o' time before she comes down hereto . . . take care of him. Heh, heh, heh.”

Up until this point, Prince Lorime had been doing his best to ignore the cumbersomely picturesque
conversation between Gudge and the guard. Now, however, he perked up the aforementioned pointy
ears and took a keen and sudden interest it what had just been said.

“A daughter?’ Hetensed like awell-bred bird dog in an aviary. “Did | hear you say that Lord Belg hasa
daughter?’

Thetroll turnkey smirked and gave the df prince the once-over beforereplying, “An’ what'sittoyeif'n
he do, Shoogums? Or do the very thought 0 His Aweseome an’ Appdling Vilenessdoin® the Goblin
Twigt-an’-Tickle put ye off yer feed?’

“Doin’ thewhat?’ Gudge wanted to know.

Prince Lorimd made an impatient sound. “ The carnd act of which yon odioustroll spesksisthat which
we Lofty Elvesmore ddlicately refer to as* making the bogle with two backs.” ”

“Nah, thass not what | mean.” Thetroll shook hishead. “ * Cos Lord Belg did make aboglewi’ two
backs once, only the poor thing di’ n’t know was he comin’ or goin’ an’ so we had to—"

“Ohhhh!” Light dawned on Gudge of Willowstone-Thickly, abeit afoggy, heavily overcast light. | getsit
now. Y ou mean Lord Belgwasdoin’ the Haystack Ramble; the Weasd Bounce; the Three Applesina
Gunnysack Shimmy; the Naked Morris Dancers—"

“Gudge, shut up!” Prince Lorime shouted so loudly that pale green veins stood out in high relief from his
alabagter skin. “Or do we have to have another little talk about oversharing?’

“Scoop me hollow fer apun’kin pie, nay,” Gudgerepliedin haste. “I ain't got th' bruises hedled up from
th' last ‘littletalk’ we had, bless yer gracious Grace' s strong right arm.”

“Y’know, if ye two blatherboxes don’t care no more’bout Lord Belg' s daughter, why don’ | just be on
meway?’ Thetroll guard was miffed at being ignored by his prisoners.

“Nay, good lump of loathsomeness, stay!” Prince Lorime exclaimed. “ Speak moreto me of Lord Belg's
daughter. We of the Lofty Elves had no ideathat the Evil One was afather aswell asthe daughterer of
untold thousands of our kin. It gives him an unexpected air of domedticity.”

“Oh, he safather, right enough,” thetroll replied, licking hislipsin alascivious manner. “An’ no wonder,
asmany times as he' staken purty young wenches as captivest’ dake hisunnatura appetites. I'm only

S prised as His Direness don’t have more kids n what he' sgot.”

“l an't,” Gudge piped up. “A feller soendsas much time asthat’' n doesinth’ saddle, ridin’ al over th’
land on evil conquest bent, that’ Il be causin’ acertain anount 0 damage to his—"

“Gudge!” Thistimethedf lord yeled at his attendant so loudly that the sound waves rived the rust from
the manacles securing them both. Prince Lorimel’ sentangled hair was freed and immediately fell back
into placein agleaming flaxen flood.

Gudge gave his master asidelong, sulky look. “I’m only sayin’ what yer thinkin',” he grumped.

“Trust me, Gudge, the day | spend one wink of time thinking about Lord Belg's, er, connubial apparatus
will betheday | eat abadger sandwich. A live badger sasndwich,” Prince Lorime clarified.

“Ahuh,” said the guard. He took agrimy pad of paper and a pencil stub out of his belt pouch and made a
note. “So | takesit ye'll bewantin’ the vegetarian option fer yer dinner t’ night instead?”

The f princerolled his eyes expressvely. “ Are you sure you two aren't related?’ he asked Gudge.
Gudge declined to comment.

“Ligten, my good troll,” Prince Lorimel said to the turnkey.  Forget about my dinner—"

“Oh, | intend to.” Thetrall grinned affably.

“—and tell me more about Lord Belg' s daughter. Y ou said that she knows I’ m here and wishesto, as



you put it, take care of me hersdf, isthat right?’

Thetroll’ s ugly head bobbed like a cabbage in aboiling stewpot. “ Aye, that’ strue. She' sdlusthe one
as takes care o' our prisoners. She' d ve been here sooner, ' cept she just heard ’ bout you bein’ here
over breakfas . That'd be’cos Himsdf’ sasdfish o’ bastard aslikest’ keep his playthings fer hisown
use, exclusve. But now that thelassknows. . .” Thetroll’svoicetrailed off suggestively.

“Oh, me poor master!” Gudgewailed. “An’ him soyoung! A meredip 0’ alad what ain't ssenmore'n
two thousand eight hunnert an’ fifteen summers, aye. An’ what'st’ become 0’ poor loya ol’ Gudge after
that evil hussy’sgonean’ killed'im deader’ n dog droppin’s? Oh, woe' smean’ dack the day,
wurrawurra, lawks an’'—”

“ Shut up, Gudge!” Thistimethetroll joined sentiment with the élf prince. It was apretty impressive
display of interspecies cooperation. Clearly Gudge had missed his caling in the Diplomatic Corps.

“Aye, shut yer toad-pie-hole, ye big baby,” thetroll continued. “lzzums scared t’ be left dl aone after
Lord Belg' sdaughter seest’ yer fluffy-haired dfikin master? No worries: She'll besuret’ take care o
ye, too!”

Somewhere in Castle Bonecrack, agreat iron-tongued bell cleaved the air with adoleful knell. Thetroll
snapped his pad shut and stuffed it back into his pouch. “Nosaweed break time! Seeyou folks later, an’
by 'later’ | mean’dead.” Mwahahal” With that, he swaggered off up the dungeon stairs and dammed the
heavy door behind him. His exit wasimmediately followed by alitany of locks, bolts, and chains securing
said portd, then by the sound of hisflabby feet retreating in the distance, and last of al adeep and
funered dlence.

It did not last. Inlesstime than it would take aman to draw two bregths, the tomb-worthy stillness was
shattered by the sound of loud, exultant laughter.

“M’lud?’” Gudge cocked his shaggy head in Prince Lorimd’ sdirection. The maniaca hilarity was
tumbling from the df prince’srosy lips. “M’lud, areyefedin’ quite, y’ know, that thing what' sth'
opposite 0’ dap-assed crazy?’

Prince Lorime shook his head and regained his self-control, gasping for air between dowly abating gusts
of chortles. “1 am not insane, Gudge. | am merely mad with joy. Did you not hear what that troll said? A
daughter! Lord Belg of Castle Bonecrack, scourge of athousand kingdoms, menace of athousand more,
and evil overlord for al seasons, has got a daughter . And sheis coming here, to this very dungeon, to
take care of me. Do you redize what that means?’

Gudge thought about thislong and hard. At last his brows unknit and he replied, “No.”

The df prince uttered aheartfelt cry of utter exasperation, then drew himself up to asfull aheight ashis
manacles permitted and looked down his nose at his companion with supreme scorn.

Thetdesmentel by firelight of the elves recount how some tribes possess certain powersthat mortals
cannot hope to master. Some cause plants to thrive and fruits to mature out of season. Some can make
such lovely music that fish of the seaand birds of the air are ensorcelled by the sound and whole deer
legp into the waiting frying pan if the song so bidsthem. Still others have the gift of healing wounds a a
touch, which isataent frequently caled for after one of those ill-thought-out
whole-deer-in-the-frying-pan incidents.

Asfor the Lofty Elves, their talent was neither song nor growth nor healing. Their talent was contempt.
Indeed, in dl the relmsthat might clam df infestation, the Lofty Elves powers of condescension were
famed in song and story. They could breek treaties between nationswith asmplelift of thelip. A raised
eyebrow had toppled empires. It was even claimed that once upon atime, one of their kings rode forth
aoneto facean army, gaveit acool glance, clicked histongue in derision and remarked, “Bitch, please.”
And while hisfathful hunting bitch, Lady Liza, looked on, the entire army went into spasms and died of
mortification.

Thiswasdl very well and good, but either the talent had grown wobbly with the ages, or se Prince
Lorimel’ s condescending gaze didn’t have quite enough oomph, or—most likely—it just didn’t work on
Gudge.

“Beggin’ yer Gracious Glory’s pardon, but why *ee be starin’ a me like a cat what’ s got bowel
troubles?’ he asked.



Prince Lorime sighed and sagged in his chains. “ Gudge, if we can ever find awizard capable of analyzing
and reproducing the stuff your skull-bone’ s made of, we'll be able to create armor that nothing can
pierce; not even common sense. Listen to me: Even the densest dunce knows that there are certain rules
that govern thelives and behavior of dl evil overlords ever soawned. Y ou may havethe samefaithin
these rules as you might put into universd truths such as Elves are always beautiful, The sun always
risesin the east, Elves are always graceful beyond the power of speech to convey, Water always
flows downhill, Elves are always sexually irresistible to young women who are still living with
their parents, The South always votes for—’

“Aye, m'lud, aye, 'tisjust as’ ee says, dvesdlusflows downhill, right enough,” Gudge interrupted. “ But
what’ sthat got t' dowi’ our predictament?’

“Merely this, my fine bean-brain: An evil overlord' s daughter will dways be aswicked as sheis beautiful,
but shewill dsoinvariably fal passonatdy inlove with her father' s handsome, heroic captive. The girl
can't helpit. Infact, given how handsome | am, I'm rather surprised that she hasn't fdlenin love with me
dready.”

“Shean’'t even seen’eeyet, m'lud,” Gudge pointed out.

Prince Lorimel dismissed this quibble with awave of hisdainty fingertips. “Bah. Y ou know nothing about
these matters. It isnow only amatter of time before the foredoomed damsel comes into this dungeon,
sees me, and betrays her own father before you can say snap. She'll free me from my shackles, fetch me
asword, lead me straight to Lord Belg' s chambers via a secret passageway known only to hersdlf, stand
by cheering my namewhile | skewer her father like abunny on aroasting spit, and provide mewith a
high-spirited steed, a casket filled with pricelessjewds, and apicnic lunch before | go galloping back to
the lands of the Lofty Elves, misson accomplished.”

Prince Lorime smiled blissfully over hisown words. Gudge, however, drew his bushy brows together
and chewed over his master’ slesson like adog with amouthful of nougat.

“’Tan't meplacet’ bepointin’ out things’ ee says as are misspoke, M’ lud, nay, but hasn’t’ee made a
boner er two wi’ yer Exdtation’s pronouns?’

“My pronouns?’ Up until now, Prince Lorimel hadn't suspected that Gudge would know apronoun if it
bit him on the dangling participle.

Gudge nodded. “Aye: I. Instead 0' we, y'know? Now th' way ' eetdlsthings, 'tisonly yer Altitude as |l
be galopin’ away from Castle Bonecrack, back t' th' fair éfin kingdom what yer parules.’ Struth, 'tis
only yer Superiorness as |l be freed from these here chains, leavin’ me behind t’ rot in durancevile. |
don’t so much mind that, seein’ asit comewi’ th' job description, but after dl that the evil overlord's
beauteous daughter’ s gonnado for "ee, like’ ee says, shouldn’t 'ee at least beridin’ back t' yer pa's
kingdomwi’ her dong fer th’ ride?’

The df prince chuckled and shook his head dowly. “Oh, Gudge,” he said. “ Gudge, Gudge, Gudge, will
your gentle and good-hearted stupidity never cease to astonish me? Me, run off with the evil overlord's
beautiful daughter? Me, bring her home to meet my parents, just asif she were worthy of that
inexpressibly high honor? Asif she were worthy of me? Please.”

“Thenwhat’st’ beth’ poor lass sfate after 'e€ ve gone off an’ left her wi’ nowt but her pa’ s body t’
bury an’ adirty great castlet’ run dl by her lonesome?’

“Asfor the castle, she'll have no worries: As soon the Lofty Elves hear that Lord Belg isdead, we'll
overrun hisream, take back what isrightfully ours, and occupy those other lands which might not be
rightfully ours but which will surely welcome our presence until such time aswe decide they areready to
govern themsalves democraticaly. We ll evict Lord Belg's daughter from Castle Bonecrack in the
process, of course. She'll be entirely free of her nasty past, and won't that be a blessing? And wherever
her vagabond' slife may take her after that, she'll have the priceless memory of me to keep her warm. |
might even kiss her, asamore than generous reward for her services.” He smiled complacently over his
own boundless goodness.

Before Gudge could summon up the proper way to frame hisreply, aloud rattle of chains came from the
dungeon door, followed by the sound of at least three heavy wooden bars being did asde and agood
half adozen locks clicking open.



“Ah, right ontime,” Prince Lorime said with asmug smile. Hetossed his head ever so dightly, sending
hislovely tressesinto modest disarray. “How do | look? It' s very important to present the properly
rumpled aspect, you know. For some reason, it drivesthe ladieswild. Of course for the full effect, it
would be niceif I had asmal bruise on my cheek, just beside my |eft eye—Ileft’ smy good side. Gudge, |
don’t suppose you could reach over and give me one?’

To hiscredit, Gudge lunged forward in his chains most eagerly, but came up short asto fis-swinging
range. “Sorry, m’'lud,” he said, subsiding. “I can’t be reachin’ *ee’thout Strainin’ me arm summet fierce,
nay. It'd havet’ be comin’ outath’ socket fer met’ do yer biddin’.”

Prince Lorimel snorted. “1an't that just like you, Gudge: Self, sdif, self. | ask you to do one teensy favor
for meand—’

“Oh, b'lieveme, m'lud, if'n |1 could get loose 0’ these herechains, I'd begivin' yer finefaceabruisn’
that'd beth’ talk o' Intermegjit Earth, aye.”

The df prince’ s aspect softened. “Why, Gudge, you do give arat’s ass. How sweet. Consider yourself
forgiven.”

“Oh, good,” said Gudge.

He dropped his head onto his chest and muttered something further which the df prince did not quite
catch but which he presumed must be a sequence of well-deserved thanks and praise from his devoted
lackey. Prince Lorime might have asked Gudge to repeat some of the better compliments had the last
lock upon the dungeon door not opened precisay then and the door itself swung wide.

“By the four hundred and twenty-eight rings of ultimate power!” Prince Lorimel gasped. “What vison of
lovdinessisthis?’

Gudge cast adour eye at the doorway where stood atall, svelte figure draped in abloodred spill of silk
from shoulders to ankles, the skirt thereof dit al the way up to both hips. This sensua confection was
tightly cinched at the waist with agold belt studded with rubiesthe Sze of rat skullsaswell asafew
actua rat skullsfor luck. Glossy raven hair artfully obscured haf of apiquantly shaped, violet-eyed face
before pouring down over creamy white arms, nor did it cease to pour until it reached arump of such
enticing curves and proportions as to make strong men weep.

“"Eek’n stop weepin’ naow, m'lud,” Gudge said gruffly. “ " Tis nowt but Lord Belg' s daughter, what's
aswicked as she' s beautiful, aye.”

The glorious apparition in the doorway turned back and spoke to someone as yet hidden from sight.
“Areyou surethisisthe right dungeon, Turnkey? There sno onein here but aman and hisredly ugly
dog.”

Thetroll’ sgravelly voice wasloud enough for Prince Lorimel and Gudge to hear hisreply: “Nah, that's
the df prince, right enough. He Il 1ook better if yetake’im out in daylight.” Here he laughed.

“Did | give you permission to laugh?” Something just outside the door went FOOM! Acrid smoke
drifted into the dungeon, smoke that reeked of incinerated troll.

“Soyou'rethedf prince.” A dainty, sandaed foot crossed the dungeon threshold. “I’'m Beverd. So
pleased to make your soon-to-be-brief acquaintance.” A laugh dripping with malice and unplumbed
depths of cruelty bubbled from those full, red, delectable lips asthe evil overlord’ s offspring closed in on
the helpless captives.

“Ah, sweet Beverd, if | must die, so beit.” Prince Lorimd lifted his head at an angle contrived to drop a
come-hither vell of golden hair across one eye. “ Only swear that it will be your fair hand that ripsthe
breath from my body, for it has already taken my heart.”

“Oh, gyarkh!” said Gudge, who had alow tolerancefor artificia sweets.

“I think your dog’'ssick,” Beverel observed.

“That isnot my dog,” Prince Lorimel replied, glaring icy daggersat his companion. “If hewere, hewould
be better bred and more useful. That ismy servant, Gudge of Willowstone-Thickly. Y ou can dit his
throat if he bothersyou. | won't mind.”

“I’m not touching that thing.” Bevera drew back in distaste. “ Still, | can't say as| careto have. . . that
garing at me so intently whilel parley with you. It' sonething to tel my victims exactly what sort of
gruesome torments I’ m going to put them through before death’ s sweet release, but I ve never doneit in



front of an audience before, and | can’'t say | likeit.” A faint blush tinged those dabaster cheeks. “I'm
just the eensy-beensy-teensiest bit scared of public speaking.”

“Lovey idal of my soul, the only gruesome torment that | fear islosing sght of you.” Prince Lorime
opened hisluminous blue eyes as wide as they would go, which had the incongruous effect of making him
look dead sexy and very much like alemur at the sametime. “Can't you get one of the servantsto kill
him for you?’

Beverd’s succulent lips pooched out in an adorable pout. “1f Daddy findsout | got one of the servantsto
lend apaw, he'll never let me hear the end of it. He thinks |’ m soft.”

“And so you are, in dl the most scrumptious places,” Prince Lorimel drawled. “But you know, you could
awayskill the servant, afterward.”

“Oooh, aren't you the swestie to think of that. But no, no, Daddy would figure it out. He keeps very
detailed household accounts.” Abruptly, Beverd’ sface brightened. “1 know! I’ll get Vug.”

“Vug?" Gudge echoed. “Wossat, some manner o' foul an’ letha venom asyer Evility’ll try’n make me
drink, aye?

“Wadl, you got the foul part right. Vug'smy sister.” Beverd raised one degant hand for amplification’s
sake and shouted, “Hey, Vug! Get your fat butt down to Dungeon Seventeen now!”

A freshmagicd FOOM! sounded from the corridor, followed dmost immediately by the entrance of a
short, plump young woman whose mousy hair was confined to apair of untidy braids. Her round, plain
face was distorted with distress and revulsion as she picked her way down the dungeon steps. “Beverd,
what did you do to poor old Thungil? He' s nothing but a puddle of troll fat, and him with just one more
day to go before retirement, too!”

Beverd shrugged. “It saves Daddy money on pensions.”

“Yes, but you even liquefied his keysl Daddy’s not going to be happy if we can't lock and unlock the
dungeon doors.”

“Shut up, Vug,” Beverd said casudly. “It' snot asif we're going to need to lock or unlock anything once
| seetoit that our prisonersare. . . taken care of. Mwahaha!”

“Taken care of ? But Daddy said—"

“What Daddy doesn’'t know won't hurt him,” Bevere replied suavely. “ And what Daddy doesn't find out
from acertain tattletae little sster | could mention, won't hurt you.”

Vug'seyes brimmed with tears. “ Y ou dwaysruin everything.”

“Stop your namby-pamby whining, you puny excuse for an evil overlord' s daughter!” Beverel snapped,
dapping Vug smartly acrossthe face for emphasis. “I’m your elder and your better; you'll do asl
command you. Now take this wretched object—"

“That'dbeme,” Gudge said salidly.

“Shut up, Gudge,” Prince Lorimel put in for no better reason than to keep in practice.

“—put aniron collar and apair of cuffson him, take him out of here, and get rid of him,” Beverel went
on. “| don’'t much care how you do it aslong as you have the castle limner make detailed sketches of the
redly juicy bits, afterward.”

Vug' s shoulders dumped. “ Yes, Beverd,” she said. “ Asyou command.” She went about freeing Gudge
from hisfetters and saddling him with the prescribed iron collar, leading chain, and traveling manacles,
according to her received orders, then gave him ashy look. “Er, shdl we go?’ she asked timidly.

Beverd uttered aloud growl of impatience and demanded of Prince Lorimd, “ Do you seewhat | haveto
put up with?’

“My poor, suffering darling,” the éf prince replied, batting his eydashes madly. “ Tell medl your troubles.
Let me shareyour pain.” Heturned a glowering visage to Gudge and in avoice of fiery wrath bellowed,
“Don’'t just stand there, you moron! Help that stupid girl get you out of our sight before she upsets my
beautiful Beverd any further. Go!”

Gudge eyed his master with alook of cool disdain worthy of aLofty Elf. So perfectly bdittling was that
glancethat it gave Prince Lorimd the optic equivaent of being smacked right in the chopswith asizesble
halibut. Even the lovely-but-cruel Beverel was shocked to see an expression of so much authority upon
the countenance of such a previoudy underestimated supporting character.



But adl Gudge said was, “Wdl, we' Il just be off then, m’lud,” and he headed up the dungeon stepswith a
bemusead and doubtful Vug in tow.

Once they were beyond the dungeon door and had stepped gingerly over the puddled troll in the
corridor, Gudge turned to Vug and said, “Beggin’ yer Depravity’ s pardon, but thisbe asfar as| can go
"thout ' ee gives me some d'rections, seein’ as how | be astranger to Castle Bonecrack.”

Vug blushed abecoming shade of rosy pink. “Of course; how slly of me. Thisway, if you please.” She
gave Gudge sleash atug, but it wasredlly more of a gentle waggle that didn’t even make the links clank
together.

By way of fetid passageways, dimly lit and vermin-haunted stairwells, musty rooms rank with the stench
of agelessevil, and the back door to the kitchen, Vug at last brought Gudge out into the light of day. The
ef prince' s castoff servant blinked to accustom his eyesto the long-missed brightness and filled hislungs
with the sweet air of the little herb garden whither VVug had conducted him.

“Ah, 'tistrue asthey say,” Gudge opined, alook of bestific calm and resignation on hisface. “A garden's
alovesomething, th” godswot, wheret' be cruelly donet’ death by an evil overlord' s daughter what's
aswicked as she' s beautiful. All right then, young lady: | be asready naow asever t' perish, aye. Just say
t' word asto where’eg d find it most cornveenent fer met’ stand whilst’ ee rends me limb from limb, if
that’ syer pleasure.”

“Rend you limb from—? Oh my, no!” Vug dropped Gudge' slead chain and clapped both handsto her
facein an access of dismay.

“Nay?’ Gudge gave her aspeculativelook. “Then I’'mt’ die by murd' rous sorcery, aye?’

Vug shook her head in the negative so hard that she whapped hersaf across the mouth severa timeswith
both braids. “Not that. | couldn’t stand doing that to anyone.”

By now Gudge was truly flummoxed. “Not death by sted nor death by sorcery? What' sleft, then? Ah,
wait, | knowsth’ answer! *Tis poison as must send meinto th’ shadows.” He dapped hisforehead as
best he could without breaking his own nose with the manacles binding hiswrists. “How could I’ ve forgot
summat that smple? An’ this here garden where’ e€ ve brang me, m’lady, no doubt’ sthe source fer the
venom as || be my doom, aye?’ He bent over and plucked alarge tuft of leaves from the nearest plant.
“Wdl, asmeold dut of aMum used t’ say, don’t be shy, no one s gettin’ any younger, no timelikethe
present, and bottoms up!”

He stuffed the leavesinto his mouth, chewed lugtily, and swallowed, then stood by with alook of
uncomplaining anticipation.

“Er, 9r?7’ Vug tapped her captive lightly on the shoulder. “ That was basil.”

“Oh, aye?” Gudge ran histongue over histeeth, didodging afew clingy green shreds. “An’ what’ d poor
ol’ Basl dowrong fer 'eet’ beturnin’ ’im inter a poisonous shrub?’

Vug patiently corrected Gudge' s misapprehension. He listened attentively, then said, “1 see. Well now, in
that case, I’ d be obleeged if e’ d point me at th’ nearest properly lethal veggie. Meanin' no offenset’
yer Dread Badness, fer "tisnot yer comp'ny asI’mfindin’ teedjus, but on th’ other hand, there' sno
sense puttin’ off th' inevitable, nay. Th' sooner I'm dead an’ gone, th' sooner | can stop bein’ scairt a
mere hafway t' death 0’ dyin’, asis me present ate 0 mind. So.. . . got any henbane?’

Vug began to weep. “ Oh, please stop being so nice about this!” shewailed. “It’ s bad enough my having
to kill you without your being helpful about it. Redlly, it stoo crud!”

At this point, Gudge' s bewilderment had reached that level where the bewilderee beginsto question his
own sanity. In such cases, matters have come to such a cognitively dissonant head that the only two
possible explanations are:

1. That the whole world has gone mad or:

2. That the witnessto such aleged madnessis himsdf irredeemably 'round the twist.

Most people placed in such alose-lose situation tend to get rather testy about it. Gudge was no
exception.



“Naow look’ ee here, Missy!” he exclaimed, rattling his manaclesin amonitory manner. “What'sdl this
blubberin’ about? Ain't ’ee heerd th’ ruleswhat governsdark an’ evil overlordsan’ th' fruit o' their dark
an' evil loins? Yer th' daughter o' Lord Belg, aye?’

“Aye. | mean, yes,” Vug said in amiserable voice not much above awhisper.

“An’ ’eeknowsyon rules of which | spesk?”’

Thistime Vug merely nodded.

“Thenwhat’sholdin’ ’ee back from daughterin’ me, seein’” ashow th’ rulessays’eg ve got t' be as
wicked as yer beautiful ? Fer if that’s o, ' ee must needs be th’ wickedest creetur as ever breathed.”

It was now Vug' sturn to put sanity on the witness stand to determine when it had |eft the premises.
“You...youthink I’'m that evil—I mean, that beautiful 7’ she asked Gudge.

“Aye, m'lady.” Gudge sface brokeinto arapturoussmile. “ 'Eebeth’ fairest thing as|’ve ever seen, an’
"tis me one consolement, here onth’ brink o' death hissdlf, t' have been ablet’ get me an eyeful o' such
pulchritude as yer own. Now let me die, fer 'tis me sad and sorrowful fate that—"

“Shut up, Gudge,” said Vug, and she threw him down and had him in the basil.

Sometime later, Gudge sat up and scraped impromptu pesto out of his hair. “Y ou know, if thisisthe
way you' regoing to kill me, my lady, | fed honor bound to tell you that it's not working,” he said. “Not
that I’m complaining, you understand.”

Vug sat balt upright and stared at him as though he' d sprouted radishes. “ Y ou can talk?” she exclaimed.
“I mean, you can talk like that? Did | just break some kind of evil enchantment on you? Usudly it only
takes akiss. Daddy adwaysdid say | was an overachiever.”

Gudge shrugged. “Thisistheway | speak. It's not much help in the job market, though. Outside of their
house-and-pal ace domestics, the Lofty Elves only hire servants who spesk fluent Bumpkinshire, for some
reason. Ooo, arrh, aye,” he added for effect, and tugged hisforeock isthe approved Rustic Underling
manner.

“Then the Lofty Elvesaredl abunch of smug, affected, bullying twits” Vug said grimly. “Just like
Beverd. That mean, greedy thing knowsthat I’ m the one who' s supposed to take care of al our
prisoners, but did that stop h—"

Gudge semmed the flow of her complaints againgt Beverd with akiss. “My sweet Vug, I’'m beginning to
redizethat your definition of taking care of prisonersisnot one to befollowed by ‘Mwahaha,” true?’
Vug smiled and kissed him back. “I should hope not! The only proper way to take care of prisonersis
seeing that they’ ve got enough to eat and drink, that their cells aren’t too dank or too warm, that al the
dungeon rats have had their rabies shots, that their manacles aren't too tight or too—Wait, let me get that
for you.”

She spoke aword of power and Gudge' sirons dropped away from neck and wrists. “That’ s better.”
Shefavored him with asmile. “ Anyway, that’ show | take care of prisoners. Beverel makes fun of me,
but it can’t be helped. There' s no getting around the rules. the evil overlord’ s daughter must ways be as
wicked as sheisbeautiful, and just ook at me! Once | put on alittle bit of lipstick and kicked Daddy’s
favorite hellhound, but | felt terrible about it afterward.”

Gudgetook her in hisnewly freed arms. “Bother therules” he said. “I say you are beautiful, evenif

you' re nowhere near wicked. Y our father’s minions can recapture me, drag me back down into that
dungeon, torture me, and I'll till say s0.”

“Oh, you' re not going back to any nasty old dungeon, dearest Gudge,” Vug said, kissng thetip of his
nose. “1I’m not finished taking care of you yet, and the best way to do that isto make sure that you
escape from Castle Bonecrack safely. We don’t want Daddy getting his paws on you. HE salamb, once
you get to know him, but he' sjust not a people person. Or an elf person. Or atroll person. Or a
whatever-the-blazes-you-are person. Now just say theword and I’ [l fix you up with a spirited horse
swifter than the wind, a casket of jewels beyond price, anice picnic lunch with extra pickles, and amap
showing the fastest way out of Daddy’ sreddm.”

Gudge kissed her again. It was getting to be avery pleasant habit. “Can | make arequest about the
lunch?’ he asked.

“Y ou don't want pickles?’



“Pack enough for two.”

“You...Yyouwant meto comewith you?’ Vug couldn’'t believe her ears. “None of the other prisoners
I’'ve freed ever—" She blinked away tears. “Beverd aways said that was because | wasfar too ugly for
any of themto—"

“Darling Vug, do you think I give afig for what your spiteful Sster says?’ Gudge demanded. “My fool of
an ex-master’ sin the middle of seducing that vile wench as we speak, and | hope he succeeds because
those two deserve each other.”

“Sgter?” Vug'sbrowsrosein perplexity. “1 don't have any ssters. Beverd’smy bro—"

The shriek that blasted from the dungeon depths to the topmost pinnacle of Castle Bonecrack interrupted
Vug'srevelation. It embodied equa degrees of discovery, shock, incredulity, and despair, together with
asgtring of impressive cursesin the tongue of the Lofty Elves. (These were rather pecific curses, usudly
reserved for merchants who sold gilt for gold, nutmegs carved from wood, or beef potpiesthat had once
answered to the name Fido.)

It ended with a different voice cackling “Mwahaha” just before the find FOOM!

Gudge turned to hisbeloved. “So . . . about that horse?’

THE MAN WHO WOULD BE OVERLORD

David Bischoff

Thetime has come in these memoirsto discuss the nadir of my career. 1, Vincemole Whiteviper, have
had my ups and downs, my insand outs, my evenings before and my mornings after. However, say what
you will of me, | am intelligent enough il to appreciate the bitter wormwood-flavored irony of the fact
that | fell to my deegpest under from my biggest over.

Pah! To think! | stood then on avasty plateau of grandeur, master of men, df, fairie, and other ilk, up to
my earlobesin ddlightful atrocities and fiendish plots, inmy physica prime and indulgent in decadence
and debauchery beyond mere pleasure. To think that at such azenith of my star’ srise| should suffer the
lowest blow of alife battered and torn by fate.

Need | tdl you, Rotvole, that there was awoman involved in thisindignity?

I’m drunk as avat-worm, so the transcription will be difficult. Why do | hold this different sword from
my collection? Why do | swing it around so? Thiswas the wegpon with which | have judged in the past.
This was the weapon that lopped off the head of agod. | clutch it, and the memories gush forth.

Bring that dictation-gem closer, for my mournful wordswill sometimes be low and mumbled. Please, and
pour yoursdf abrandy, and avail yoursdf of these fresh handkerchiefs for weeping. It istimeto tell sad
gtories of the death of . . . things.

| wish | could say | achieved my high position, my power over so many lands, so many lives, and so
many riches through cunning, intelligence, machinations, or even abackstab or three.

Alas| came by my good fortune in the same manner | came into so much in my picaresque career—I
blunderedinto it.

Readers of these memoirswill remember that for the portion of my lifethat | was not apprenticeto a
magter hooligan or lying low in some godforsaken inn somewhere, drunk, | wasasoldier. Cal mea
mercenary if you like, call meamultiple patriot, but there being many kingdomsin thisvast world, | have
served many kings—and served them well, | might add.

However, after an unfortunate incident involving a princess, achadtity belt, afile, and the vengeful fury of
one of these selfsamekings, | thought it best to retreat to the nether regions of thisworld, the far,



undisciplined reaches to seek something that military service had not yet given me: avast amount of |oot.
Yes, | became asoldier of fortune, and it wasin the weird and mysterious land of Worpesh that | found
myself asfar from that aforementioned king’ swrath as geography would alow.

Now as my speedy flight had prevented me from taking much in the way of revenue, | had to pick up
what | could dong the way, through odd jobs and dark dleys. Not agloriouslife, but there sno place
like the streetsto pick up skills and sharpen one' s survival mechanisms. Once I’ d made it to Worpesh,
though, on ship and camel, on coach and steed, | was disappointed to discover that while the pickings
were actually less (dark aleyswere inhabitated by nothing but the poor and other cutpurses) the dangers
were more. Oh, it was a dreadful place!

Y es, supposedly there were lost cities piled with treasure—plenty of farthing mapsto them for sure. But
you had to traipse through steaming jungles full of quicksand, giant prickle-snakes, and saber-toothed
werecats to achieve them. | fully suspected that perhaps it was the snakes and cats who made the maps
to lure supper into their jaws, so | was not terribly tempted. Moreover in the humid and foul land, half the
popul ace was leprous or diseased in some fashion, and in truth whereit did not stink to high heaven it
gank to low hell.

One night, | took my disappointment and depression to abar, and there drank the sole alcohalic offering:
somekind of fermented milk. Nasty, but with enough nutrition that some of the nativeslived onit, | think.
| was hdf in my cups, plotting some method of returning to lands of proper dank shivers and warm
soothing beers, when avoice called out to me from the depths of alarge booth.

“Ahoy there, matey. Be you from more northern climes?’

“Aye” | sad.

“From the cut of your jib, I’d take you to be asoldier. And astrong, fine one & that.”

“That | am,” | said. “Fought in many abattle, skirmish, and war, with scars enough | suppose.”

“And you're herein Worpesh to seek a better life.”

| hiccuped and laughed. “Isthat written on my forehead?’

A rueful chuckle. “No, | see mysdlf hunkered at that bar. Come and join me, and drink something a bit
better than that swill in front of you.”

Wéll, | had adagger in my belt and aknifein my boot, so even though that booth was dim, | had
protection. And as| felt that | was growing cheesein my gut now, | longed for anything better than what
| was drinking. So | abandoned my swill and approached, abeit warily.

“Come, come, my friend, | won't bite!” caled ahearty voice. A candleflickered within and by itslight |
saw aman in ahood sitting back nonchalantly. One of his hands was on alifted knee and one was
around a bottle. “Come and have adrink with one of your countrymen from the land of swords and
honor.”

He lifted the bottle and poured out an amber liquid.

“Whiskey?’ | said, astonished.

“Aye, sr. And good whiskey at that. Won't you have aglass?’

Hethrew back hishood, and | saw blue eyes, pearly teeth, dimples, and ajolly smile. He pushed the
glass over to the other side of the bench.

| sat down, lifted the glass, Sipped it. | tasted poison. However, afine and beautiful poison.

| drank it down in agulp, and was rewarded with fegling good for the firgt time in months.

“Thank you stranger. The name’ s Whiteviper.”

“And mineis Divort. Dinny Divort. Would you carefor acigarillo?’ This sfsame Dinny Divort produced
ahumidor from the darkness. The aroma drifted over, a gentle and perfect complement to the whiskey. |
avaled mysdf. Ah, therasp of crinkling leaves between thumb and forefinger. “Thank ’ee.”

He sdected one for himself, stuck it in his mouth. He snagpped hisfingers, and histhumb came dight. |
jumped back abit, then grinned. “Again, thank "ee” | said, leaning into the flame. The plumes of smoke
that arose twirled with subtle shades of dabaster, cerulean, and cinnabar. The taste of the smoke was
wonderfully superb.

“A magician, then,” | said.

“A know afew things about the arcane arts, yes.” And when he brought the flame up to light hiscigarillo,



| saw that he had a star tatooed upon one pale cheek. “But | too am asoldier.”

“Of fortune?’

“Of fate. Of degtiny.” He blew out aflume: it twirled into shapes of spangly coins, glittery gems. “Rich
fate, rich destiny. Thisiswhy | have caled upon you, Sir Whiteviper. | sensewe aretwo of akind. You
have need of me and, without a doubt, | have need of you.”

| raised an eyebrow. “I may look naive, sirrah, but | may tell you, | have not had good luck in my dedling
with beingswho know magic.”

He shrugged. “1 know not magic. | am no true magician. | served, Whiteviper, asacarny in atraveling
bazaar. Aye, | know alittle bit of the true arts, but in truth most of what | do are show tricks.” He blew
out histhumb. “I keep mysdf well away from the deegper magic that would sted men’s souls”
“Sorcerors are often liars.”

Again ashrug. “Why don’'t wetalk abit, drink some drink, smoke some smoke. | would like to work
with you, Sir. But don’t you think if | were atrue sorceror, dark or white, | would seek to enchant you
rather than persuade you?’

“Y ou flatter my intdligence, Dinny Divort.”

“Thereismuch to flatter, Whiteviper.”

| allowed that | would stay and listen for a couple more drinks, knowing full well that | was captured by
the mere promise of the jingle of coinsin my pocket. Clearly thisfellow could avail methat much. If |
chose not to go aong with hisplan, 1 could just follow him to aback aley and take hismoney in return
for alump on hisnoggin.

If heknew of my plans, he made no sgn of it.

| listened.

Three or four drinks|ater, | agreed to hisplan.

The next day, we were on our way to the outmost of the Outer Territories, in the tippy-toppy reaches of
Just Beyond Beyond, to take our destined positions of High and Rightful Overlords.

“You see, Sr Whiteviper,” Dinny Divort had said, leaning forward into the miasma of smoke back at that
tavern of our meeting. “All my life | have sought money. | inherited the want from my carny background.
But in fact, during my days dogging and grogging about on the borders of things, it started to occur to me
that what | redlly wasin want of was power, for power can cregte riches and more. And in my heart of
hearts, | redized that since | am no ordinary man—no, nor are you, Sir Whiteviper—I need no ordinary
power.”

Divort diddled hisfingers. A rainbow extended from hand to hand, imbued with tinkling musics. Insense
seemed to writhe from the emerdd, perfume from the crimson. Herein was an intimation of the Fantagtic,
the Wholly Marvelousthat | had witnessed beforein my checkered career, and in truth yearned for
aboved| dse

In abresath, it was gone.

| felt agrave sadness, for these glimpses of something Wonderful Beyond aways seemed to thus
disappear. | felt empty, and was made aware of my abject poverty.

Again, as though reading my mind, Divort reached up into the dimness above his head. He seemed to
pluck something from thin air. Drawing it down, he displayed his catch: apouch. It banged and jingled
metalically upon the wooden table between us.

“Half of al themoney | have, Whiteviper. We share and we share dlikein thisventure, Sr. Take your haf
andjoinme”

| raised an eyebrow. “Naturally | wonder if | can trust your purposes here. Why me?’

“Takethe money, Whiteviper. Easier than stedling it, don't you think? Don't you truly wonder, why does
thisfool think he can trust me?’

By turning the tables he caught me by surprise. | laughed heartily. “Y ou're calling me arogue, Sr. Aye,
that will cost you!”

| snatched the pouch before he could take it avay. Inside were nine gold pieces, just enough to make my
way back to hedlthier climes.



“Ah, but the rogue | see has dreams. | see mysdlf in you, Whiteviper. Come and find your heart’ sdesire,
Come and find the power you crave. Power and glory shall be ours. Y ou see, where | take us, thereisa
prophecy of brother gods—a duo—that will come and inherit avast prize. | have magic, but | cannot
create abrother, Whiteviper.”

Another drink of whiskey was enough to convince me and we drank the bottle down. The exact details
of our talk escape me from that point onward, and | must have passed out, for | found mysdlf ina
ddirium later, lyinginapool of my own sick, daylight creeping through the cracksin the window. |
gasped and reached to make sure there was no knifein my back. | was alive, and still in possession of all
nine pieces of gold. Above me, eating breskfast and drinking a steaming cup of the locd tea, was Divort.
“Oh, two more details, Whiteviper. For the magic to work, sir, for the duration of our power and glory,
you must swesar off acohol and women.”

The very notion of either made me retch. My only comfort were those pieces of gold my new friend had
bestowed upon me.

My first decree, to my own salf, was that during the rule of Vincemore Whiteviper, there were to be no
hangoverd

And in truth, afew daysinto our journey up toward Beyondastan, | woke up with the taste of fresh
mountain air in my lungs and nary apain between my temples. Dinny Divort had proven to be afine
partner, full of jolly storiesand good cheer. Away from the damp and warm and stink below, | felt my
own saf once more.

Infact, | felt very wdl indeed!

“Y ou look good, Whiteviper. Y our foreswearance of strong drink does your congtitution well, | think.”
“Perhgps,” | said, stretching. “But even now I’ m thinking of the pleasures of lying in furs with anaked and
nubilefemae”

“Ah, nothing wrong with desire for either drink or women in our promise. Just in the taking. Besides,
condder: perhaps atime without women will make you fed even better than atime without strong drink.
Indeed, there are philosophies that state that when a man evacuates his seed into awoman, heloseshis
power. Properly controlled, that power, till inside the man, builds up keen perception, control—power.
Itisagnoss—an inner light that burns from the essense of hisbeing!”

After some nice tea and bacon and hardbread, | forgot about women, lost in the scenery. For glorious
indeed were the mountains upon which we were sumpy, snowy legs of gods lifting up to majestic peaks,
or sometimes, just peaks.

Divort had an old map he said was drawn up upon human skin. And agood thing too, for there were
many forks and intersections of pathsin this mountains.

We had acouple of pack mulesto carry supplies, fortunately—and me aswell at times, for in truth | was
never atraveler with much stamina, usudly traveling only from one tavern to another while between
soldiering bouts. However, by the third day in the mountains, when | was accustomed to the rarefied air,
without the drink, | found | had more strength and preferred to walk instead of suffer donkey stench.

It did not take long to see why no one made thistrip often. In the nooks and crannies of thistrail lived not
just brigands and thieves, but creatures of marvelous horror. Furry snakes dithered and abominable stick
folk hobbled, fully haf their bodies claws and fangs, the rest hunger. However, heretoo Divort' s bag of
tricks broke the way for us. He flashed fires of intense strength at them, burning someto piles of ash,
sngeing others. By night the most awful sounds gurgled and spat around our campfire—but nothing
seemed to dare venture beyond the sparkle of the protective spdll that surrounded us.

“Y ou well may wonder from which power isdrawn this source of thismagic—and | tell you,” said Divort
one morning, after smoting aweregoat with lightning blast. It isyou.”

“Me?’ | said, looking down with distaste at the scorpion tail that writhed poisonoudy from the beast.
“Aye! Y our puissance grows! Unmanacled from the drink that sapped you, and with your chi stoppered
up and not serving women, you are afactory of power. | saluteyou, Sr.”

Intruth, for dl of that, | sill felt awant, and wondered doud if | might try drinking women and rogering
ae. Divort’ slaugh was so hearty, and he dapped my back in comradeship, | hadn’t the heart to tell him |



was not jesting.

Oh, I could bog down thistale for a space with tales of the cat-dragons, the gnarl-critters, the
brouga-brougas we fought. Alas, our donkeys were caputured and eaten dive by acyclops, whom we
managed to prevent from eating us by dint of avast expenditure of Divort’smagic fire.

Two weeks of travel! Two whole weeks, and our supplies were gone, so we lived on any creatures
Divort could cook and on melted snow.

And when | saw that we had to scale a snowy mount for the last leg, | nearly lost faith. But it was
Divort’ sjokes and good cheer that goaded me onward despite mysalf. That, and my own dreams and
fantasies, consdering what | would do with this vast power that awaited me. To think, no longer to take
orders, but to give them! To think, no longer to be forced to work for my keep, but to rest if | liked,
wander if | liked—to kick the behinds of vassdls, if | liked.

At the crest of the hill, there in afternoon glow, at an elevation higher above sealevd than | had ever yet
attained, | saw the turrets and towers of adiamond city, awash in gold and sapphire.

Divort grinned and chuckled.

“Aye, Whiteviper. Our god isnear. There, my new brother, isour god, findly—The OverEye.”

Ah, yes, and a beauteous city it wastoo, OverEye.

A dazzling sheen arose from its tone walsto itslofty spires, coruscating with glinting color. Prisms
echoed spectraof ocher, brilliantine, and topaz in amost aesthetic manner. All indll, it seemed indeed a
city of glass. And yet, with the feding of both magnification and dimunition in this city, theimpresson that
most swept over me as we gazed upon this wondrous places was that it was a collection of lenses.

| said as much to Divort.

“Aye, that isthe reputation of OverEye,” he said beneath his breath, also caught up in the mgjesty and the
grandeur of the place. “It issaid to be caught at ajuncture of worlds, like the central sphere of an infinite
bubble cluster—and through its walls seep images of those worlds.” He nodded. “Aye, and portasthere
be.” He sghed and grinned. “ And puppet strings aswell.”

Theimplication of hiswords sank in, underscored by the otherworldly nature of that which | beheld.
“The power that can be ours,” | whispered. “| believe | had limitations on it before now.”

“Indeed,” said Divort. “I advise you, this place will outstrip imagination!” He clamped ahand on my
shoulder. He winked. “But come, brother. It stimefor acts of gods!”

We made our way down to the city, pausing at agaily babbling brook to wash and primp, that our
visages might not be so ragged and dirty.

From his pack, Divort took out fresh clothing, which he bade me wear. After shedding my rags for these
fine, fresh breeches, and astarched white jerkin and tunic, | indeed fdlt like aking, or overlord, and my
haughty spiritsrose up accordingly.

There were no guards as such at the gates of OverEye, but rather asign in alanguage hat | could not
decipher.

“What doesit say?’ | asked.

“Why, | do believeit says, ‘ Gods Needed' Whiteviper!” said Divort, chortling. “Intruth, | cannot read it
myself. But there' s nothing barring our entrance. So let’s make haste and assume our rightful place.”
There were peoples of various sorts moving through the clean and orderly cobblestoned streets of the
city, but in the main the men of OverEye seemed much shorter than oursaves, runty little fellows, uniform
and bland of feature. The women, though, oddly were taler than I’ d generaly observed women to be
before, and beautiful beyond measure, each in her own unique manner. And on every corner of the neat
blocks of this city, there was atavern, outside of which laughing people drank sudsy beer, perfumed with
heaven’s own hops.

My mouth began to sdivate. Over the beer or over thewomen | did not know.

At first we were roundly ignored. It was amost as though the citizens did not see us. Divort did not seem
to be bothered at al by this. From his pack, he drew out a stool and he sat on it, paging through an old,
musty tome. | sat down on the curb beside him after tethering my mule, fegling entirely too sober and
entirely too celibate.



Divort clamped the book shut with findity.

“Just gt there and do not move, Whiteviper. No matter what happens, do not move, and soon wewill be
Overlords”

“Perhaps,” | suggested, “1 should Sit over there at yon tavern, beside those tankards.”

“Temptation does not suit you,” he admonished. “No no, you' ve had patience yea these weeks, have
patience for afew more minutes”

Thus saying, he set up a stand, from which he performed feats of magic. By thistimel, of course, was
wondering how Divort expected these people of OverEyeto be diverted by abit of fire and thaumaturgy
when they had but to peer through the multitude of lensesinto other worldsto see far more wondrous
marvels.

Y et, from the outset of the performance, | saw that these tricks were different. Divort began by pulling off
his cap and extolling the people to observe; from the hat, he pulled out arabbit. It scampered off beneath
their legs. Then Divort produced a pitcher filled with milk and poured this milk into arolled up bit of
paper. He then crumbled the paper, which was as dry asthe desert.

By then, alarge crowd of the OverEye folk had gathered, al agog, and from the firein Divort’ seye, |
saw he was about to produce his piece de resistance. From his back pocket came a pack of playing
cards.

Ah! | thought. Cards, and wished he had produced them by our campfires, so that | might have fleeced
him of some more of hisgold.

The people of OverEye surrounding us gasped. These cards struck some sort of resonance with them.
All eyeswere on Divort, who proceeded to perform al kinds of tricks with these cards, acquiring help
from members of the audience. By the end of half an hour of smple card tricks and bout of applause
after bout of applause, Divort bowed, and bade me stand up and take a spot beside him.

“Thisismy dear brother, Whiteviper. | am Divort. We have cometo fill the positions of prophecy. We
arethe new Overlords!”

A moment of awed slence swept over the audience. Then aman cheered, and awoman swooned for
joy. Soon the approval was unanimous. A man wearing a velvet cape and mauve pantal oons stepped out
and bowed, to us, “My Lord, | am Artmus Pedercaster. | am provost of this sector and thus have the
supreme honor of ushering you to our mayor. Will you accompany me, O Great Gods, Long Foretold?’
“That was easy asfdling off alog,” | said from the corner of my mouth during the celebratory paradeto
the mayord mangon.

“Thank you, Whiteviper. Y our visage was the most vital part. And your chi imbued my magic with its
glamour.”

Wi, | wasn't going to argue with him. The promise of becoming Overlord, after dl, promised dso ahot
dinner, awarm bath, and a safe place to snore. We were taken to alarge building replete with marble
steps and marble pillars. Beyond the doors, we found ourself ushered into a superb room with high
cellings and festooned with magnificent draperies and huge muras of scenes of afantastic and heroic
nature from different worlds. Our footsteps echoed in the greatness. The scent of snuffed candles and
insense sanctified the sensations.

Through another door, we found oursalvesin another magnificent, if smaller, room occupied by agolden
desk and a high-backed silver chair behind it. Upon this chair, wearing a pair of bejeweled spectacles,
was the most stunning femae of her uniformly luscious breed. Astal as| was then—and Rotvole, believe
that | have shrunk indeed—she had ahao of golden hair, afigure an hourglass might envy, and a perfect
ovd face, with huge azure eyes.

She gazed upon us rgpacioudy, and | would like to say lustfully, save for her first words:

“Gentlemen. | am Cordinia, Continuum-Governance Administrator. What has kept you? We have been
waiting for you, yea, theselast few millennial”

“Odd are the ways of thegods,” said Divort. “My brother and | were detained by small, niggling
meatters.”

“And you have indeed cometo serve as our Overlords?’ she continued, looking at us with what can only
be cdled awe.



“We have cometo claim our due!” | announced arrogantly, getting into the spirit.

“Weéll, then, oh lords, you look weary from your trip. | will summon servants. Y ou may bathe and eat and
rest, and afterward you may take up your duties.”

| need not tell you that | accepted al that pampering asthough | wasborntoit! | bathed in silky bubbles,
| ate addicious stew and sweetmests, forsaking the wine and joking with Divort as we feasted. In
feathers and softness| dept. After abreakfast of brisk tea and fresh-baked bread dathered with honey,
we were again ushered forth to Cordinia.

“Now then,” shesaid. “ Thereisasmall matter. Who isto be the Light and who the Dark?’

“Pardon?’ | said

“That iswhy there needsto be two.”

“Oh. Of course” | said. “Well—Divort is aways one with the ready joke. So | suppose he shdl be
Light.”

“Such was my intention,” said Divort.

My brows furrowed abit. “But the Dark . . . what different duties doesthat entail ?”

“Trifles” said Cordinia. “Trifles, | assure you. Comethisway, gentlegods.”

Wewereled up aspiraling stairway to the largest, highest tower in the city, the top level of which sat like
ahuge saucer upon aneedle. | expected from this summit to witness aview of the panorama of the city
and the mountains without. Instead, the walls were dark.

“Here are your command thrones, O great Overlords. We arein the cycle of the Dark now, so you,
Lord Whiteviper, have command.” She smiled a Divort, and took hisarm. “Come, Lord Divort, | have
some other dutiesfor you.”

“Pardon me,” | said, confused. “What am | to do here?’

“Oh, Y gor will be very happy to tell you!” She clapped her hands. “Y gor! Excellent news! Y our
long-promised Dark Overlord has arrived to give you aid!”

A grating giggle of joy arose among the dim rafters. A creature unwound itsdf down on athread. At firgt
it seemed to be a spider, but acloser look showed it to be aman with severd legs, severa ams, and a
bulbous head. His entire body was twisted unnaturally—no symmetry herel—and blisters and buboes
rose up fromits pasty skin. It mumbled gleefully through crooked fangs. “ Agack! Agay! My dear lord.

Y ou have arrived not a decade too soon!” | found my hand suddenly drawn up— the thing drooled a
kiss upon my hand. | hastily withdrew, shuddering.

“Wewill leave you to your destined duties, Dark Overlord,” said Cordinia. “ Asthereis much to ded
with, your mealswill be ddlivered to your quarters here.” She pointed to a corner, where on amat, a
chair and atable sat. Upon the table was alarge | eather-bound tome with gilt edges and acandle.

When | turned my attention back to Divort and Cordinia, they were gone, leaving me donewith Y gor.
“My lord!” said Ygor. “Hereisthe dilemma. The world of Obscusein the galaxy of Narvar wobbles out
of balance, overpopulated and oversecularized. They no longer pray to the Ubergods, and are puffed up
with great hubris. Should their number be stricken with plague, pestilence, dien invasion, tornadoes,
cankers, inferna explosions, or do these haughty beings deserve protracted and exacerbated individua
torture? | have randomly selected the Spell of the Bee Swarm as a possible measure.”

My attention wasimmediately thus achieved. “Hmmmm,” | said. “To bee or not to bee! That isthe
Quedtion!”

And thus did the best days of my life begin!

Y gor ushered me up to the command barge, from which we commanded purviews of the many worlds
intersecting herein, within reach of our control.

“You see, my lord,” said Y gor, hobbling up the crooked stairs. “Lo, these many centuries| was only
intended astemporary help. | have donethe best as| could, but das, the universe hasfalen out of
baance”

“Oh?

“Witness our present case! Because of my huge casel oad there are hundreds and hundreds—perhaps
thousands—of worlds and peoples out of balance. In existence, thereislight and dark, thereis good and



evil, thereisfortune and misfortune, order and chaos. But for oneto exit, the other must dso exist.” He
shook hishead sadly. “1 should be whipped! Now there istoo much good, light, and order. The
universes hobble and cavort toward certain doom.”

“Y ou seem to dwell on doom.”

“Oh, my Overlord. Baanced doom, not bad doom, which is nothingness! Obliteration!”

“Ah. | seg!”

From the perch of craggy thrones, | looked down upon a plethora of lenses. Y gor danced and swung
upon levers and cranks. An iris opened, and | was able to peer upon aseries of friezes representing the
people of aworld. They seemed smiling and content people. My stomach churned.

“Some cataclysm perhaps, my lord? An earthquake?’ quavered Y gor indecisively. “ That isawayswhat |
fal back upon.”

| shook my head. “I see two moonsin their skies. The moons shall fal upon theworld.”

Ygor'seyeslit. “Yes What asplendid spectaclel”

| pointed decigvely. “Makeit so!”

The sounds composing the wrenching desmise of this previoudy happy planet were most satisfying, to
say nothing of the screams of the people. They’ d been rather efin looking, and as| have madeit known
before, | despise elves.

And thus began my too-short career as god. | am happy to say | was more than up to the task.
Wholesale destruction was seldom needed. Small calamities upon planets and peoples sufficed. Asthe
backlog of worlds deserving evil luck dwindled, | was able to focus more on smaller, even more
satisfying matters. Battles. Wars. Rape and pillage were gresat fun, and | soon found favorite ogre and
troll racesto do my bidding in averitable poetry of violence.

Such was the entertainment aspect of my new job, that for awhile | dept and atelittle, absorbed in the
intricacies of the tasks at hand. Y gor noticiably relaxed, and was able to take time for himsdf in hislittle
warren of cubbyholes, relaxing with his hobby of spider-wrangling.

Oneday, however, after aparticularly satisfying guillotining of abeautiful princess, | felt odd. Stir-rings of
old hankeringsflickered inside of me, and | redlized that I’ d been cooped up in this tower for weekson
end. | felt the need to receive some sort of praise for my hard work, or at the very least some mild
acknowledgment. The music of the spheres was again in harmony, with evil’ s song properly placed, and |
wasresponsible.

Letting Y gor have the conn, | managed to find my way back down the winding staircase to the lower
parts of the city. Thefirst person | saw was an attractive young woman. | went to her to announce my
presence, and offered my hand. “Y ou may kiss the hand of anew god,” | said. For while |’ d forsaken
women'smore erotic charms, | saw no harm in their lipsworshipping mein subgtitution. The young
woman gasped, gave me alook of horror, and fled. Therewas amirror nearby and | looked init. My
handsome features now were gnarled, twisted, and blackened with the evil of my duties. | snarled and
hissed at mysdlf, and covered my face with fingers that had become claws.

To rgect women isdifficult enough, but to have women rgject me wastoo much. | felt for thefirst timea
dreadful need for strong drink. However, | took a deep breath inside me, and thought for amoment:
should | drink of alcohol, I might lose my Overlordship. No morewould | be ableto lord over puny
beingslogt in their own sdfish Supidities.

Then again, | thought, what if | spoke with Dinny Divort! Surdy some kind of arrangement might be
madeto alow agod alittle sport with wine and women. A small thing surely for one with Divine Powers.
| went to the desk where first we saw Cordinia. It was empty. | explored associated chambers again. |
felt asthough Cordiniamight indeed know where Dinny was, and so inquired after her persond quarters.
Fortunately, the evil upon my face was growing less ugly astime passed, and my questions were met with
answers. updairs, | wastold.

Would | had not ascended those steps!

However, | did, and upon thetopmost | heard Divort’ srolling tones, singing some silly song.

“Divort!” | cried, burgting into aroom. “We must have words!”

Wéll, upon viewing that scene before me, | indeed needed words, because words were stolen from my



throat.

There, lying upon avast bed of amber pillows and ivory sheetslay naked none other than Dinny Divort
and Cordinia. The scent of after-coupling hovered in the air like spring, and both sported huge crystal
tumblers of wine, from which they were drinking.

“Zounds, Whiteviper! Have you insufficent courtesy to knock first?’

| stood there for amoment, aghast at what lay before me. For her part, Cordinialooked no less upset.
“Pleasg, if you ingst on staying, do close the door.”

| ignored her. “Y ou blackguard! Y ou bounder! What about our pledge?’

“Y our pledge, dear boy! Never said | would have to swear off the fun bits of life! | say though, you are
looking abit piqued. Perhaps you should go back and have anap.”

| reached down and grabbed him by the neck and started shaking him. “I am the Dark Overlord!” |
shrieked. “No one goes unpunished who betrays me!”

“Trifle melodramatic, don’t you think, old boy?’ choked out Divort.

| tossed him back into hisbed of sin and stepped back, overwhelmed by vexation. Seized by an
apoplexy, | could not speak. However, events proved | did not have to speak, for who should enter the
room through the door I’ d opened but Y gor. He carried thisvery sword | wave now.

“Cordinia? My love. Why?" He turned on Dinny Divort. “Bastard! | strike theefor this adultery!”

Thus saying, he struck at Divort, thudy—and with such force lopped off his head! Oh, thelook upon that
bouncing head! The body itsalf geysered blood messily onto the sheets and then tilted forward.

Both Y gor and Cordinialooked aghast upon this occurrence.

“Thiswasno god!” said Cordinia®l wondered as much.”

Sheturned to me. “ And you are no god ether, but a partner in thistrickery. Y gor—the sword!”

In truth, that was dmost the end of me. Fortunately | finally found words, and Y gor remembered that for
al my humanity, I’ d been the best damned Dark Overlord they could have wanted. However, with my
lack of godhood, | was now considered unfit. And so | was banished, with two mementos of my time
therein OverEye.

Y ou seethefirst now, the sword | have been waving, given to me only becauseit had been tainted with
Dinny Divort’s human blood.

And look now, Rotvole—here sthe other memento at my feet. | lift it up by its scraggly hair. A bodiless
head. The head of Dinny Divort and—

Oops! Dear Rotvole! Hah hah. The Evil Overlord strikes one more time for pogterity! Dinny’still inthe
basket under the chair. My swinging, drunken sword lost itsway.

I”’m holding you!

ENSURING THE SUCCESSION

Jody Lynn Nye

Thetropica idand was abright green and tan dot in the middle of an endless agqua sea under an equaly
endless vivid blue sky. Rainbow-colored birds emitted their raucous cries and were answered by the
ghrieks and honks of the tree-dwelling wildlife. All was till, but for agentle rustling in the bushes caused
by abody perceptible only to the watcher viewing the scene through aremote infrared camera.

The prigtine vistawas suddenly marred atiny black, elongated dot that approached rapidly from the
eastern horizon, accompanied by the loud humming of enginesthat quickly swallowed up the natura



sounds. The rocket-copter steadily descended until the wash from its steering rotors stirred up a
miniature magl strom in the waters of the peaceful cove. It landed inside atwe ve-foot circle marked out
by basketball-sized stones above the high-tide line.

Two men climbed out of the chopper, one from ether sde. They wore dark glasses and black boiler
suitswith red cuffs and collars, with the inggnia of aknife piercing atilted ring on each shoulder. Thefirst
man, atal, hefty individua with very dark skin, flipped up the latch on the hold behind the passenger
compartment. The pair began to unload the cargo: large, gray-painted crates ssamped with the same
blood-colored dagger-and-ring logo.

The moment they turned their backs, ayoung man burst out of the undergrowth. Hislong, light brown
hair waswild, and his bright blue eyes burned in atanned face. He moved with such slent deliberation
that he was upon the large, dark-skinned man before the man could turn around. The youth pulled the
gun out of the pilot’ s holster and shot him in the throat with it. The man fell. The youth leaped into the
pilot’s seet, entered a code in the keypad on the navigational computer, and strapped in as the rotors
began turning. He hauled back hard on the stick and lofted the copter up out of the reach of the other
man, who jumped up and tried to hang onto the landing gear. He missed. The aircraft was out of reach in
seconds, and, asthe jets kicked in barely ten feet above the treetops, out of sight over the horizonin
minutes

The watcher, athousand miles away in an underground bunker, the communications center for Alkirin
Empires, Inc., turned from the first screen to a second and touched ared button beneath it. Theimage of
aman’s craggy face with bright blue eyes and bushy black eyebrowsin vivid contrast to his shock of
white hair appeared.

“Hedidit. HE son hisway, sr.”

“Thank you,” the older man said. “Out.”

Vadov Alkirin closed the connection and swung away from the console. How satisfying to know that
yearsof planning were about to come to fruition. He had hoped, but hope was less than one percent of
how things cameto be.

Helooked up at the map that adorned the far marble wall of his“ office.” Others had referred to the
thirty-meter-square chamber as athrone room. If his employees suspected that he could hear them at dll
timesand in al placesthey never let on. Alkirin assumed that they did not. They believed he trusted them.
Hedid, and didn't. Only a fool trusts all of the time, he thought, surveying the boundaries of his
empire. Or never.

Hiswas not a country as the historians thought of one; rather, it conssted of large parts of severa
traditiona nationsthat he had conquered through economic ploys and other means, plus other
nonadjacent territories that belonged to him as outright purchases or giftsfrom the former owners. The
continentsin the sea of date-blue marble were of slver. The landsthat he controlled were covered in a
layer of gold. Ashoki, for example, there on the eastern continent, was almost totally under his
domination—except for two flipperlike provinces at the eastern edge of the oval country, and those two
were dependent upon his holdings for vital resources. Soon they must fall under his command for mere
survival’' s sake. He was ready to accept their capitulation. Only the stupidly proud premier was holding
back on giving consent. Alkirin was content to wait. That consent could not be long in coming, not with
the drought that had dessicated the country for the last five years, and Alkirin’ swater reservoirsthe only
nearby source, the only reasonably priced source.

He had similar plans under way everywhere. He had taken aworld under threat of war and was
gradudly joining it together under oneflag: his. One day al the nations of Ployakawould be gold. Ah, but
he wouldn't live to seeit. That wasthe purpose of the test today. If it succeeded, he had no fearsfor the
future of hisempire. If it failed . . . washetoo old to begin again?

Alkirin was not immorta. The presence of the clinical whitetray full of bottlesand vidsat hisebow was
testament to that as was the gray-uniformed nurse, a middle-aged woman who brooked no nonsense
from him, no matter how many countries he controlled. She shook out three pills and handed them to him
with acrystal goblet full of 90 percent water and 10 percent brandy. He took his medicineswhen and as



she said. Heliked Mlada Brubchek. Y oung, attractive nurses with firm breasts and tiny waists had been
tried and found wanting. They were either too afraid of him to make him take his treatments, or gossiped
about him and the workings of his personal estate when he alowed them |leave to go home. Brubchek
considered everything about her work to be confidentia. Alkirin had planted listening devicesin her home
and her possessions, but in twelve years, not one word about him had ever passed her lipsto anyone dse
not directly concerned in his care. He didn’t worry about her, but occasiondly he still checked. Trust,
but verify, asawise old man of Earth had once said. Brubchek had seen to it thet the illness that
consumed him was as pain-free as poss ble. For that she was amply rewarded, and would continue to
be. Brubchek nodded sharply to him, and retired to her quarters, through the door in the wall behind his
“throne.” Alkirin watched her go, and listened for the snap of the automatic door asit did into thewall
and locked behind her.

He poured himsalf more brandy. He had been fortunate over the yearsto acquire afew employees such
as Brubchek, but on the whole, people were sheep. Steeped in blatant self-interest, they saw nothing
beyond their next mouthful of grass. He preferred to let them live their lives, with only the occasiona
reminder that he was their master. They were happier that way, and he did not have to devote a
moment’ sworth of concern to them. Once in awhile ayoungster would rise up from the peasant or
merchant class and declare that his or her people must not be ruled by an unelected dictator. Alkirin
enjoyed listening to them. They dl said the samethings. It must be hardwired into human DNA that when
certain recessive genes combined, a bad, bombastic speech resulted. His response, therefore, was
hardwired aswell: the youngster was brought to him or one of hisfew lieutenants. If that energy could be
converted to the service of the Alkirin empire, then he had anew and energetic employeefor life. If not,
then the rebel would vanish a once, leaving the other sheep to return hastily to their grass. Presidents,
kings, emirs, lordships dl made attempts to deter or destroy him.

They had asaying in Birreshaov, on the western continent, where he had been born: you nod and nod
your head, and dl iswell. One day you shake your head, and it falls off. He had made that come true
many times. Between threats and friendly persuasion, subtle poisons and very public murders, he had
enforced hisgrip upon his holdings. Worldwide domination wasin hisgrasp, if helived long enough, but
since he would not, other preparations had had to be made. A child, one born of Alkirin’sdesign and
brought up to have all the necessary skillswould be the oneto carry on Alkirin’slegacy. Or would he?
His enemies had accused him of having aGod complex, enjoying holding the power of life and degth
over hisminions. Perhaps he did; at the moment he was reveling in having creeted life. He would only be
disappointed if this Adam did not bite the fruit offered to him.

The desperate flight from the idand far out in the M sovich Ocean had been yearsin the planning. Alkirin
had laid down the steps with greet care. It had taken time to establish arandom pattern of visits of the
supply vehicle, ajet-copter capable of flying over one hundred kilometers per hour, then dowly
regularize it to amonthly pattern: firgt, flights on the same day each month, then at the same time, until
only afool would fail to realize their schedule was more regular than old Earth’ s celebrated Swisstrains.
Monthsto drop the contingent of heavily-armed guards on delivery detail down to two whose habits
were easly observed and learned. Alkirin had chosen the final two deliberately because one of them was
night-blind and the other had poor peripheral vision in hisleft eye. They’ d been well paid. They knew
they could bekilled whilein his service, and now one of them had been. The second would retire, if he
was smart, and never tell aliving soul what he had done. That would be backed up by computer
survellancefor therest of hislife.

“Sir.” Colebridge s voice interrupted histhoughts. Alkirin checked his verification program in the console
at hissde and waved ahand. A door in the wall to the right opened up, admitting his maordomo.
Colebridge, alanky, sallow-skinned man whose thin limbs belied their strength, had started out in
Alkirin'semploy at the age of twenty asahired gun, but the way in which he handled his assgnments,
while obeying every stricture laid down by Alkirin's captain, still managed to show such aspark of
creetivity and economy of movement that Alkirin himself was moved to take a closer look. Colebridge
was fantagticdly intelligent and inclined to give histotd loyalty to his new employer. He had been repaid
with bonuses and promotions commeasurate with his growing skills, and now was second in command



worldwideto Alkirin himself. He was agood number-two man. His character was such that he never
could command, as Alkirin did, but he carried out orders and got the best out of those who worked for
him. Hewould do that no matter who he worked for. For that aone, Alkirin would have paid well. For
the whole man, price was no object.

While he was waiting for the black craft to arrive, he dedlt with other matters demanding his attention.
The stock market in lllisov City in the southern nation of Blen was bullish on astock that Alkirin felt had
not yet lived up to its potentia. He had his chief accounting officer leak an announcement to afinancia
reporter (that the corporation had bought and paid for) that they were about to sell amgjority holding—a
catastrophicaly large mgority. Within minutes of the release the stock fell to asatisfactory level. Alkirin
permitted the executive to purchase another large percentage of the remaining shares a a substantial
savings. So what if it bankrupted countless other buyers? Had no one ever told them that the market lost
asmany fortunes asit made?

Alkirin dso ordered the summary execution of amember of his security force. Colebridge had brought
him proof that Estarina Tolokombe had been prepared to embezzle a portion of the output of the
diamond mines her staff protected. At least adozen others were in on the scheme, but the sudden and
violent desth of their leader would certainly cause them to give up their plansand be good little soldiers
again. If not, Alkirin reasoned, switching off the screen after watching his hand-picked guard carry the
body away from the pock-marked wall, bullets were cheap.

He hoped the boy could be ruthless; no one respected aweak |eader.

At lagt, five hours after the communications center sent him video of the takeoff, his console beeped
again. Alkirin waved ahand over the controls just in time to see the black jet-copter hovering over the
mountain ridge that surrounded the valey in which Alkirin Headquarters was | ocated. It |landed safely and
amogt slently just beyond the top of theridge. Little detail was available at that range, but sensors
indicated thet the craft wasintact. Alkirin waited.

Whoosh! Snow sprayed out in acircular pattern when the emergency jet-assst escape pack lifted the
youth ahundred metersinto the ar. The fud cdl was only large enough to get him over the mountain to
the edge of the estate. Alkirin’s scientists had cal culated the quantity exactly; not another erg wasleftin
the tanks by the time the boy landed just inside the Six-meter high electronic barrier, less than two meters
from the nearest security camera.

For thefirst time he saw the boy’ sface clearly. Sergi! At once he could see the smilarities between him
and his son, and the differences. Alkirin had been too busy in recent yearsto pay close attention to him.
At twenty-three, he was dimmer than hisfather had been at that age, and his hair was the honey-brown
of hismother, but the eyeswere the Alkirin eyes, blue asaclear ky, with abright fire and intelligence
behind them and that went into turbo drive whenever the body was under attack. Now he would see
whether the long grooming had produced the results thet the father wished.

The old man leaned over his opulent chair' s arm and touched alighted patch.

“Intruder dert,” he said.

Sirens began to blare and security lights blazed into life. All over the compound, dogs and soldierswith
guns burst out of their guardhouses. They would give Sergi, asthe Earth saying had it, arun for his
money. Trained serpents with maws aswide asaman’s chest dithered up and out of their subterranean
cages and undulated around the enclosure, hunting for helpless prey. Occasiondly one of the dogs, and
very occasiondly one of the men, had gone missing, but that was the price of keeping vauable guardian
animals, imported a grest difficulty from another planet.

Sergi heard the frenzied barking and the clanging of meta doors flung open, and scanned around him for
an escape route. There was none. Alkirin leaned back in his chair to see what he would do once he
redized it.

The boy had lived with his mother for the first seventeen years of hislife. Alkirin’ swife, Tamica, wasa
biologist. Alkirin had not seen her in Six years. He doubted that she devoted many hours of thought a
year to him. She was consumed with her research. Those were two of the thingsthat had interested him
in her: her dazzling intdligence and her sngle-mindedness. Twenty-five years before, his staff had
prepared for him lists of likely women whose brains and character suited his purposes. Tamicawasfar



and away the best prospect. He had proposed marriage to her, talked of children, and offered her
unlimited research funding. He would have threatened her or kidnapped her to impregnate her if
necessary, but it smply wasn't. She was not entirely unworldly for ascholar; the third offer had definitely
made the other two more interesting.

Tamicavisted him oncein awhile, but shewas not highly sexed. Alkirin did not care; he had doxiesto
serve his sexud whims. Nor was she smotheringly maternal. Her offspring wasinteresting to her, but not
quite as engrossing as her latest study of synapses or brain chemicals. She saw Sergi asmore an
undereducated colleague whom she enlightened when he proved curious. What she had in abundance
weretraitsthat Alkirin wanted to make use of in the next generation. He had made sure the child had
nannies and tutors, every one ageniuswho was aso an expert at child psychology, but he never
maintained contact himsdlf. That would never have donefor his purposes. He did not want to establish
himsdlf asacosy presence.

When the boy was seventeen, Alkirin had him kidnapped and taken to the lonely desert idand. Alkirin
had watched him through monitors planted in his house and school. He believed him to have too trusting
and friendly anature. That needed to be adjusted. Men in black hoods had broken into hisroom that
autumn while his mother was away & aseminar.

The mother believed that Sergi had decided not to wait for her and hitchhiked hisway to the college he
had chosen for hishigher education. Alkirin’s staff had sent messages purporting to be from the boy,
even occasondly throwing in the photo of agirlfriend or ablatant pleafor money, dl judged to be
dismissed as abore by his mother, who was more interested in her current biomedical research,
dedicated to ridding humankind of the scourge of brain decay.

Ontheidand, Sergi’ s life was an unpredictable medley of peaceful education and terrors. He had tutors
to give him lessons on gtatecraft, science, psychology, finance, and many other topicsthat he needed.
Every one of the tutors was well-compensated, intelligent, at the top of hisor her field, and every one
with atermind illness who had been promised that they could spend their remaining days on atropica
idand with one highly-motivated pupil. Alkirin kept that promise. Somewere soiill that they were ableto
last only afew months, and were buried there, but died happy. He did not, asthe loca mediahad it,
awayskill hisemployees out of hand. Some of them died on their own. None of them knew precisdy
where they were. The astronomy professor was the one risk, since he could work out theidand's
location by the stars, but he kept his promise not to reved it to the boy.

The servants on the idand were poor, uneducated men and women from villages that had no electricity or
clean water and were located in undeveloped nations that the overlord had not yet taken over. In
exchange for generous wages paid directly to their families, they were happy to serve the “young master,”
and kept the idand mangon perfectly clean, cooked wonderful medlsfrom loca and imported
ingredients, and did al the menid tasks with which no saf-respecting despot need concern himself
directly. Asfar as he knew the boy had never made his own bed or swept afloor in hislife. That was
appropriate. Even more appropriate, Sergi knew exactly how one should do atask properly, and could
point out errorsin execution, whether it be making a ddlicate sauce, repairing adrain, or assembling a
complicated weapon.

At other times, Alkirin made the boy thetarget of live hunts. Sergi never knew when he would wake up
from adrugged deep, stark naked in the middle of the jungle, with or without aweapon, and the shouts
of hired beaters and skilled hunters pursuing him. It was to make him ruthless, as he learned woodscraft
and surviva and how to fight. Alkirin believed Sergi cameto love the thrill of the chase. He had killed five
huntersin the past two years, and had become an expert in reading terrain.

Alkirin watched with avid interest as Sergi laid afdsetrail. The boy tested the ground and judged, quite
rightly, that it was too firm to take footprints, but the hounds hunted by scent. He ran for severa hundred
yardsin one direction, looping in between trees and up over blind ridges. Suddenly, he doubled back and
hurried the other way, careful to plant hisfeet in the same flattened grass that he had just passed over,
then hoisted himsdlf effortlesdy into atreeto wait.

The hounds came baying over the hills, with their handlers behind them in nimble, four-whedled cars.
Sergi withdrew into the canopy of leaves. There were sensorsin every tree. The security overseers



would have spotted the infrared signature by now. Ah, he wastearing them out! Sergi legped from treeto
tree, finding the hidden monitors and wrenching them out of the circuit. Soon there was a dead spot in the
zone. Without seeing him alight in the last tree of his choice, Alkirin would not have aclear picture of
where he had gone. In afair battle of wits, Sergi would have made thefirst score.

The dogs found the discarded rocket pack and began baying. They ran down the scent. The dogs
quickly cameto the end of thetrail and dashed around in circles, howling their frugtration in the middle of
the field. The handlers herded them back, indsting they try again.

They drove back again to the beginning, keeping the dogs at a dower pace. While they were questing to
and fro, Sergi legped out of the farthest treetop, landing on al fours, then ran over the nearest blind ridge
to where the lizards were waiting.

He d met them before. Alkirin had sent them to theidand twice.. . . no, threetimes. Thefirst time Alkirin
had used toothless, old animds, just to frighten the boy and teach him about the creatures. They had very
poor sense of amdll, but unusually keen eyesight. They would chase down and eat anything that moved.
As soon asthey saw him, the three lizards, each twice the length of aman, swarmed toward him. Sergi’s
face tightened when he saw how big they were. He had only the gun he had taken from the jet-copter
pilot. He looked around for ahiding place that they could not fit into. Ventilation ducts for the
underground facility poked up through the earth at intervals, surrounded by a haze of dectrica filaments
asfineashair. There was dways adead anima or two lying by the intake, eectrocuted when it tried to
land on the spongy mass. It was the gardeners’ responsibility to move them before the stench suffused
thelower levels of the castle. Alkirin had had four of the ducts widened enough for ahuman body to fit
through, but one, and only one, gave passage into the castle. Sergi kept running, dodging back and forth.
Thelizards ungainly waddle was deceptive. They moved far faster than one thought they could, but Sergi
knew exactly what they were capable of. He led them toward the first of the protruding ducts. With a
mighty leap, he dove over the first mass of wires, landing on top of the duct. The lizards came after him.
Theleader piled into theinvisible filaments. A loud crack! and ablaze of bluelight, and thelead lizard fell
dead, twitching. Its companions, smelling cooked mest, began to tear into it with their dagger-sharp
teeth. In the meantime, Sergi, hisface shiny with sweet, swung down over the top of the duct. It was
wide enough for him, but this one, das, terminated in adead end. Alkirin clicked histongue as Sergi,
using very juvenile bad language, backed out and went looking for another one.

The dogs came yelping over the crest. They made straight for Sergi. The youth went on guard with the
stolen sidearm in one hand and a belt wound around the others. The dogs surrounded him asthe men
poured out of their little vehicles, shouting. Sergi spun and snapped out afoot, kicking in the throats of
the nearest two dogs. They collapsed, coughing blood. A guard leveled hisweapon. Sergi was quicker.
He shot the man in the forehead. The guard fell. Sergi ducked as the others responded, filling the air with
bullets.

Alkirin watched with pleasure as Sergi destroyed the guard squad and its animals. With only thirteen
bullets eft in the magazine of his gun, he had to make every shot count. When they were gone, he waded
into unarmed combat using the martid arts techniques of the best of the Skonzi-ka masters. All nine men
fell, dead or wounded, and the lead hound died from a shot between the eyes. The otherslay on the
ground, wounded and whining. His opponents vanquished, Sergi discarded his useless gun in favor of one
of the guards weapons, then went looking for another way in. Alkirin nodded with gpprova.

After two morefalseleads, Sergi found the air passage that led into the castle cdllar. He crawled on
elbows and knees through the ventilation system. He emerged into the darkness of adusty storeroom.
AlKkirin continued to watch Sergi’ s progress on infrared. More guards were being dispatched. Sergi must
know he had little time to accomplish hisgod. Asif he wereingde the youth’ s mind, Alkirin followed
every step of hisprogress.

Tamicahad brought the boy to meet Alkirin for thefirgt time when Sergi was eight yearsold. The old
man sensed the keen, inquisitive nature Sergi got from his mother, and permitted himsdlf to answer any
guestions the boy had. Once engaged upon atopic, Sergi could not be deterred from diciting every fact,
and got impatient when those facts were dow in forthcoming. Alkirin admired the sngle-mindedness, and
aruthlessness that reminded him of himsalf. Sergi had afacility for memorization, and retained every fact



he was given, even correcting the old man when he made deliberate errorsto test Sergi. Alkirin amost
fet sentimentd, as he answered unflinching questions from asmall, bloody-minded boy about torture,
murder, and conquest, assuring the boy hisreputation for terrible reprisal wastrue. Hetold Sergi dl
about building hisempire from asingle village, how he now controlled the fate of nations, the very lives of
al itscitizens, and kept the rest of the world guessing how, and dl from the humble originsof a
mercenary soldier younger than Sergi was now.

He had gone further, showing the boy his headquarters, describing in detail dl the places where enemies
had perished, the archives where information on government finances were kept, and most especialy, he
led Sergi past ashort hallway on the second basement level that featured a dead-drop door that he
claimed was meant to trap invaders. The room was adead end from which there was no possibility of
escape. An intruder locked within would surely diethere of starvation, hunger, and madness within days.
Hetook Sergi past that halway every time he visited, making certain that it wasimpressed in hismemory.
It was. Thefirst thing the boy did on entering was to ensure that the halway was till where he
remembered it to be. At therisk of being discovered by a security patrol, Sergi felt al thewallsand
examined the switch on the pand outside. Alkirin approved. The military scholar who had educated the
boy in strategy and tactics was worth every credit he had been paid.

Alkirin had aso made certain that the boy had overseen a guard captain opening one of the armorieson
the same level and memorized the locking codes. Those had been changed athousand times since Sergi’s
last visit, but carefully reset to that set of numbers and symbols as the black jet-copter was landing.
Nothing must be l€ft to chance.

The new guard patrols combed the levels one by one, trying to discover theinvader who had comein
through the vent. Alkirin had told none but his“trusted” few who it was. He didn’t want Sergi to fed that
he was being manipulated, even if hewas.

The youth’sjungle training had served him well. He managed to squeeze into unbelievably tight nichesor
cling to the ceilings of corridors as patrols jogged through in search of him. He broke into alaboratory
and stole ahandful of chemicals, which he mixed up and spread on the floor. Thefirst dog handlersto
lead their animals through the corridor were astonished as their charges howled and broke loose, their
brown eyestearing. Alkirin hoped the chemicas' effect wastemporary. Those dogs were highly trained.
Besides, hewasfond of dogs. It was one of his soft spots.

Sergi moved from place to place, picking up an item here, breaking into computers and changing settings
there. He must have planned hisincursion to the very last | etter over the course of the years. It cost the
lives of seven scientists, two computer programmers, an innocent file clerk who wasin the wrong office,
and adozen lower-level guards.

Alkirin allowed the hide-and-seek to go on for five or six hours, then caled for his persona body-guard.
The seven men and one woman who answered the summons were the best-trained, most deadly fighters
that he had ever had work for him.

“I wishtovist thefinancid center in the third basement,” he said.

None of their faces changed, but he knew their minds must beracing. All of them must have been
thinking that there was something wrong; he must know that the invader had not yet been captured. But
they did not question Alkirin. No onedid. All of them drew weapons. He took his placein their midst.
The first two guards scouted outside the room, then gave the signd to the othersto escort Alkirin out. He
alowed himsdf to look sedate and calm, but hismind raced, ensuring that his calculationswere dl
correct, and al preparations were made.

Now, for the confrontation that Sergi must devoutly be praying for.

For thefirst time since he had been afoot soldier, Alkirin felt the frisson of physical terror crawl coldly
down his back as they marched. The youth was following them. Alkirin knew Sergi had shorted out the
security monitorsin this section, and had looped a file showing the passage empty. The boy did not know
about the secondary camerasthat fed into Alkirin's persona console and Colebridge’ s computer. He did
not redlize his every move was till being watched.

Here. It must be here, Alkirin thought asthe guards escorted him onto the private devator. It was what
he would do under Smilar circumstances.



He was not wrong. The elevator moved downward smoothly, then jerked to ahalt. The chief escort
barked orders. One guard spoke into his communicationslink, trying to raise the engineering department.
The others pried open the doors to discover that they were nearly level with the second basement floor.
The guards decoroudy assisted Alkirin out and up to the floor when the explosion came.

Head ringing, Alkirin found himsdf on the floor, covered by the bodies of four of hisbodyguards. The
others were dead, blown to pieces. Those remaining aivetried to cover him, but they were shot dead by
the powerful hunting rifle Sergi held.

Alkirin was not unprepared. From his deeve he flipped aflash grenade a Sergi. Shielding hiseyesfrom
the glare, he ran up the corridor.

The exploding light cast along shadow before Alkirin. He wondered if Sergi had ducked or if he had
been blinded. Ah, footsteps! The boy had protected himsalf.

The pain came amost at once. The doctors had warned him that his heart was growing steadily weaker.
A trangplant, they suggested, or perhaps a cloned graft. He had turned them all down. If only histortured
organ would hold out long enough to finish this matter correctly!

He could not stay ahead of Sergi for long. The boy overtook him swiftly. A hand grabbed his shoulder
and turned him around, shoved him against awall.

“Unhand me, boy!” Alkirin shouted. Sergi legped back. The authority in the old man’ s voice made him
obey automaticaly. His handsome face screwed up with petulance. He was till achild in so many ways.
“Youl” Sergi burst out. *Y ou were responsible! Why? Why did you make me a prisoner on that idand?
Why?Y ou tortured me! My physicstutor told meit was you that took meto that idand! Why? Why?’
Alkirin remained cam. “Allow meto introduce mysdf.”

“I know who you are,” Sergi interrupted.

Alkirin held up an imperious forefinger. “Y ou know who | am, but not what | am. Sergi, | am your
fether.”

Theboy let out asnort of disbelief. Alkirin merely smiled.

“Oh, | can give you proof. Y our mother could. Sheisabiologist, but you are dso trained in the sciences.
Y ou can examine our DNA signatures. We are close flesh and blood, you and I. Y ou are my son and
hair.”

It was alot to absorb. Sergi’ s face showed the struggle to understand, to accept, but his mind refused to
release the question until it was answered. “ But why? Why did you do dl that to me?’

“To test you. To make you the strongest man you could be.” Alkirin held up his handsin admiration.
“And look &t you!”

Sergi gaped for amoment, then pulled himsdlf together. His expression became scornful. “1 overcame dl
your tests, old man. Y ou are not so formidable.”

“Ah, you gtill think you are the architect of your own rescue. Oh, no. Everything you did, | set up for you.
| engineered your opportunities. True, you took them. That was the test: whether you could see and teke
advantage of dtuations. | made the pilot leave the departure point in the jet-copter’ s memory. | changed
the schedules so that you would know when to take advantage of the craft. | Ieft the way in here open so
you could take it, made dl the rooms and safes the same as you recaled them from when you were a
boy. If you had thought about it, you would have redized things do not remain frozen intime. They
change. You will learn.”

Sergi could no longer conced his astonishment. Akirin’s point was made. “ Why? Why dl this?’
“Becauseyou are my heir, Sergi, but | have no intention of allowing you to liveif you are unworthy. |
wanted to see for myself. And now, 1,” he added, alowing his eyebrowsto droop sadly, “I have decided
that you are not worth the trouble | have goneto.”

From thedeeve of histunic Alkirin whipped adender gun and fired it. Sergi saw the movement of his
hand. He dropped and rolled. He was remarkably fast. The explosive charge Alkirin fired blew ahuge
holein thewall behind him exactly where his head would have been. The boy sprang up. Looking
adarmed, Alkirin took to hishedsand ran. Sugswinged past him with anoise like angry hornets. He was
running. Brubchek would be furious.

He was being steered, Alkirin realized, as he fled down the halway. Every time hetried to duck into a



Sde corridor, the bullets on that sde would increase in number.

Alkirin, too, tried to kill his son, triggering traps that had been set in the ceiling and walls of every room of
the fortress. The youth was superbly trained, and hismemory of his previous vistswas clear. He e uded
the weapons that sprang from hidden emplacements where he had not aready disabled them.

A lone soldier sprang out of the safe room he had been guarding. Fearing for the life of his master, he
drew aknife and rushed at the boy, shoving him face-first into the opposite door. Sergi legped up,
wall-walked upward over the man’s head, dropped down behind him, and shot him before the guard
could turn around. Alkirin took the opportunity to flee around acorner. Sergi followed. Alkirin saw his
eyeslight up with manic pleasure as he saw which corridor the old man had run into. He had not
forgotten. He rushed for the controls.

The door dammed downward as Alkirin lunged for freedom. It snapped shut so fast it took thetip off his
boot.

“Let meout of here, you brat!” Alkirin pounded furiously on the door with both fists. The steel boomed,
but al hisblowswereinvain. “Let me out! Unlock thisdoor!”

Through the solid wall he heard footsteps retreating hastily down the corridor. Silence. Alkirin turned and
collapsad with hisback against the wall, gasping at the effort. The pain returned, sending daggers of
agony stabbing in hislimbs and chest. Without his medicine he did not have long to live.

In amoment, he got his breath back. He rose dowly on hands and knees, then gradualy attained hisfeet.
His back proudly erect, he paced to the center of the northern wall and waved ahand across a
conceal ed section the same texture as the wall. Sensors beeped as they recognized his pam print, and a
panel did back to reved asmall comm screen.

His mgordomo’ s anxious face appeared on it. Alkirin nodded at him.

“He sdoneit, Colebridge. HE' s on hisway up now. Y ou had better intercept him before hetriesto leave
the estate.”

“I will, sir,” the man said. Therewas along pause, as Colebridge susualy iron jaw quivered dightly. “ Sir,
good-bye.”

Alkirin smiled. “Good-bye, Colebridge. HE |l do well. Just do for him what you did for me.”

“I will, gr. | promise.”

“Yes, youwill. Ah, yes” Alkirin waved his hand to close the link. He pressed his hand to the square of
wall beside the screen.

Thistime an enormous pandl opened. A couch-like easy chair rolled out and opened up. A padded
footrest rose. Alkirin sank into it. Comfort, aluxury herardy alowed himsdlf to indulgein. Very restful
for hisold bones.

Outsde the locked chamber, the staff, led by Colebridge, would be swearing fedty to the new young
measter, and educating him asto his new place in theworld. Sergi would be overwhelmed, but Colebridge
would guide him until he had hisfeet under him. Sergi had proven to bejust asintelligent and ruthless as
he needed to be, and would make a good master. Once he had calmed down the staff would help him
locate his mother. Whether he would believe it when Tamicatold him that she had no ideahow Sergi had
really spent the last seven years or forgive her Alkirin did not know, but that was of no moment. She had
no defenses againgt him, and was no threst to his newly-won empire.

Another small panel opened up. From it Alkirin took acup and ablue pill, both of which had been
replaced regularly for thelast Six yearsfor just this moment. The pill contained an untraceable, flavor-less,
and above dl, painless poison. Alkirin put the pill on histongue and washed it down with the excellent
brandy in the glass. A fitting end, he thought, sensing the torpor beginning to creep dowly from his
extremitiesinward. He was no longer afraid to go. Allow the boy to think he had disposed of the old
man. Only Colebridge and afew trusted associates would know the truth. Having killed the previous
master would give the boy areputation to fear. Such adefeat couldn’t hurt Alkirin, not now. He got

what he wanted. His empire would endure.

“And on thefind day, | created Man in my ownimage, and | saw that it was good. And then,” Alkirin
murmured, as the darkness began to gather in hisvision, “| rested.”

THE LIFE & DEATH OF FORTUNE COOKIE TYRANT



Dean Wesley Smith

You will live your life by direct instructions.
—Chinese fortune cookie

Theorigin of atyrant is often amixture of common sense, wild strangeness, and alot of luck. Thosethree
factorsled to the crestion of one of the world' s most feared and misunderstood dictators, Fortune
Cookie Tyrant, or just FC among his minions when speaking of himin private.

Every great ruler’ s story usualy starts with asingle event. Seven-month-old Fortune Cookie Tyrant, then
named Steven, had just soiled his diaper while strapped into his high chair near his mother, Betty, at the
end of the table a Fon Wong's Emporium and Lounge. The smell of Steven’slittle event mixed well with
the smdll of the last few bites of fried rice and overcooked chow mein, so, for awhile, no one noticed.
Steven’ sdad, Frank, burped, pushed his plate aside, and leaned back, patting his growing beer gut.
“Good food.”

Every Wednesday night he said the same thing after eating the same dinner a Fo Wong's, so Betty just
nodded and kept eating. He always finished ahead of her and then wanted to leave, so her only hope
now of enjoying thelast few bites of food wasto work fast.

Steven, being somewhat uncomfortable with the nature call, started to “fuss,” ashismother caled it.
Senging that Steven was going to be a problem, and wanting to just finish the last few mouthfuls of her
dinner, Betty reached over and gave Steven afortune cookie that had been left on top of the bill. It had
been her cookie, but at this point it didn’t matter.

Digracted for the moment from the loaded digper, Steven played with the cookie, findly managing to
crack it open before putting it in his mouth, fortune and dl.

“Whoathere, big fella,” hisdad said, reaching over and pulling the paper and most of the cookie from
Steven’ smouth. “Y ou gotta read the fortune before eating it.”

Betty laughed and just kept esting, glad for the few extramoments, as Frank opened the fortune and
read it doud. “Big fdla, it saysyou will live your life by direct ingructions.”

Steven' sfather grunted and glanced at Betty before tossing the dip of paper on the table between the
dirty plates. “What kinda stupid fortuneisthat?’

Actudly, unknown to either Frank or Betty or the growingly more uncomfortable Fortune Cookie Tyrant,
it was acharmed fortune, cursed by the magic of an angry Chinese man whose brother had dept with his
wife

The cookie had been speciadly made for the man’ s brother, with the curse on the fortune intended to let
the angry man push his brother around and pay him back for his deed by giving him fortune cookieswith
redly nasty ingtructionsinside. But asluck would haveit, the charmed cookie that wasto set the entire
processin motion was lost in the packing process. Instead of being sent to the angry man who could then
giveit to hisbrother, it was added to a shipment headed for the United States, where it ended up in
Steven' shands at Fo Wong's Emporium and Lounge.

Common sense, wild luck, and a strange curse had come together to change Steven into Fortune Cookie
Tyrant, aman whose entire life and therefore the future of the entire world was to be steered by the
fortunesincluded in small desserts.

Aslifewould haveit, Steven's parents were killed the following weekend in atragic deer hunting
accident. Steven was sent to live with hiswicked and uncaring aunt who hated Chinese food. Thusit was
twenty years and five months before Steven got his next “fortune’ and cameto redlize histrue powersfor
evil.



The date with Amy was't going well. They had met in afreshman United States history class at the
university and smiled at each other for afew classes before Steven had had the courage to talk to her,
and eventualy ask her for adate. Steven, at this point in hislife, was not an attractive man. He looked
like abad cross between anerdy scientist in amovie and Ichabod Crane. He had just finished into his
last growth spurt and had the socia skills of astumbling tenth grader, even though he wasin college.
Amy was no red catch, either, but for Steven, any woman who agreed to go out with him was someone
specia. He had fantasized for days about making loveto her.

Now, sitting in Amy’ s favorite Chinese restaurant, the conversation had lagged and become strained
toward the end of dinner, and al Steven could think about was how he was going to get her back to his
dorm room and into bed. He had no idea what she was thinking about, and had no idea how to ask her.
Infact, he had noideaat al what to even talk about next. It was that sort of uncomfortable moment.
She picked up the tray holding the two fortune cookies, smiled at him from behind her thick glasses, and
sad, “Youfirg.”

Hetook the small cookie, she handed him the tray, then she took the second. He was about to pop the
entire thing into his mouth when she broke hers open and took out the little dip of paper.

He did the same, puzzling at the strange fedling that came over him when he read the words, “ Intuition
will help you solve puzzling problems.”

He glanced up at her as she shook her head at her fortune and then flipped it toward him. “Dumb, redly
dumb. I’'m supposed to come into money shortly. Y eah, that’ s going to happen. Why can't they ever do
anything origind with these cookies?’

Steven wasn't listening. He knew ingtantly how to solve his problem, how to get her back to hisdorm
room, and into a position they might both enjoy. He didn’t know how he knew, but with one look at her,
he just knew.

Not allowing himsdlf to stop and think about what he was doing, he reached his hand past the half-eaten
plate of pork fried rice and touched her hand, looking into her startled eyes.

“I’ve got aconfesson to make,” he said, letting himsalf smilejust alittle to not make hiswords seem
threatening, “1’ ve been Sitting here this entire dinner trying not to Stare at you. Y ou' re the most beautiful
woman | have ever seen, and | just had to tell you that.”

Hiswords were smooth, smoother than he had ever spoken in hislife, hisvoice deeper, histone perfect,
his eyesfocused and caring. Steven marveled a himself as this new power took over hisbody, smoothly
talking to Amy, making her laugh, making her squeeze his hand with the promise of the night.

From that moment on, he said the exact right thing a every exact right moment.

And congdering that he had never been with awoman hisentire life, and had only watched afew porn
films, hewas a perfect lover aswell. It seemed that the power to know how to solve her needs, aswell
ashisown, stuck with him long after the dinner was gone.

The next morning, after she had left with along kiss and ahope for more time with him, the power didn’t
go with her. Hejust sort of knew how to solve problems, how to dedl with thingsthat just the day before
would have left him puzzled and logt.

And from that day forward his classes, once chalenging, were insandly easy. He knew how to get extra
money when he needed it, how to make himsalf ook better, and how to talk awoman into bed. Within a
few months, he had a new wardrobe, had moved into an apartment, had bought anice car, and had a
perfect grade point average.

Fortune Cookie Tyrant had taken hisfirst step toward world domination and control, and not once did
helink it to the fortune in the cookie; thusit was over ayear before he took his second step toward his
true destiny.

The football game had been awful, and the team had lost badly, making Steven’ smood at the Chinese
dinner more somber than excited. He had never played football because he had always been too skinny
and uncoordinated and his aunt had hated the game. But that didn’t matter. He loved watching football,
and over the last year had become one of the university team’ s biggest fans.

Acrossthetable from Steven was his date, Jane, awoman with few brains, long legs, and a sexua



appetite that needed to be fed often. At first the combination had attracted him, along with the fact that
shewasway out of hisclassinlooks. But now, after dating for dmost three weeks, he had to admit she
was starting to wear him out.

Besdesthat, the conversation with her when they weren't making love was deadly dull.

“Oh, I lovefortune cookies,” Jane said, clapping her hands like she was kid and reaching for one asthe
waiter set the bill down on thetable,

Steven just shook his head, took the leftover cookie and broke it apart. Then he read the fortune. “Y our
natura ability with wordswill make you aleader that many will follow.”

“Yeah, right,” he said, flipping the fortune back onto the table. But he could fed that something around
the table, around the entire restaurant had suddenly changed. Everyone was looking a him. It creeped
him out.

He checked to make sure he didn’'t have abig hunk of pork hanging off his nose or anoodle caught in his
hair. Nothing. Even his zipper was up and tight.

“What shal we do next?’ Jane asked, her eyes peering into hislike his every word suddenly mattered.
She was leaning forward, showing him anice view of one of her best assets.

Steven glanced around at everyone watching him asthe slencein the restaurant settled in.

Creepy.

He glanced back down at the table and the fortune caught hiseye. “. . . aleader that many will follow.”
Hisintuition sensetold him that he had gained something specid tonight.

But for thefirst timein along time, he wanted to test that sense.

Helooked directly at Jane. He' d had agreat dream the other night about watching her dance naked.
Why not try that?*“1’m up for some dancing naked in the street.”

Hesaid it just loud enough for most of the patronsin the small restaurant to hear. He wanted to just
shock those staring a him, make them look away. But actually, more than anything, he wanted to see
Jane dancing naked in the street. That would be alot of fun.

“Grest ideal” Jane said, again clapping her handstogether like shewasten. “I wish | had thought of that.
I’m ready when you are.”

He swallowed and glanced at the dip of paper on the table, then up a Jane. Maybe this fantasy was
about to come true.

Then he noticed that instead of snickers from the other patrons around the restaurant, they were nodding,
laughing, putting their napkins on unfinished medls, talking to each other about how wonderful it would be
to dance naked in the street.

Steven sat there, stunned. The entire restaurant was getting ready to follow him out the front door.

He picked up thelittle piece of paper with the fortune, stared at it, one word coming clearly to focus. “. .
.many..."

Which meant not al. He glanced around at dl the excited people getting ready to follow him.

There were two people out of the thirty or so who weren't getting ready to do anything. They were just
gtting, looking stunned at what was being suggested around them. One was a young woman with long
black hair, and the other a blond-haired jocklike man with achisded jaw.

Not everyone would follow hislead.

But most would.

A good lesson to learn.

He shrugged. He had to see where thiswould lead, but hisintuition told him that it would lead anywhere
hewanted it to lead.

Ten minuteslater, fully clothed, he stood on the sdewak watching as the entire customer base of the
restaurant, minus two, danced naked in the street. Cars had stopped and many inhabitants of the nearby
buildings were staring. Luckily, it wasn't abad sight, considering it was arestaurant full of college
students. Steven told Jane, loud enough for everyone close by to hear, to keep dancing and that he
would be back.

Jane nodded and everyone kept dancing to some silent music, dl stark naked. With hiswords, anumber
of pedestrians and drivers who had been watching nodded, took their clothes off, and joined in.



The two that hadn’t followed him were standing in the restaurant door, staring at him.

Hewaved at them, then with alaugh that didn’'t sound anywhere near as evil ashewanted it to, he
walked off down the street, thinking about what had just happened and what it meant to hisfuture.
Fortune Cookie Tyrant had taken his second step to world domination. He was coming to understand
some of his powers and he knew he was going to enjoy using them. He just didn’t know what exactly to
do with them just yet.

The next morning, Steven stared at the headlinesin the morning paper as he sipped his morning coffee
while sitting at thelong counter in Larry’ s Diner and Déli.

NUDE PARTY BREAKS OUT IN CHINESE RESTAURANT.

The article said that no one redly knew what happened, only that dancing nude in the street had sounded
like fun and so they did it. Thirty-two people. Public indecency charges were pending.

Steven laughed and tossed the paper onto the counter. Being from abroken home and having been
raised by hisevil and uncaring aunt, Steven had very few moras. Normdly, anerd like Steven would
have had few chances to push againgt what morals he did have. He had just assumed he would end up
working some dead-end job, marry some woman who would go to fat after two kids, and die mostly
broke with abunch of grandkids arguing over his comic book collection.

But now it seemed he had amore promising future. He could run abig company, he could become a
senator or even the president. Or he could just get very, very rich and live an easy life surrounded by
beautiful woman.

Or maybe he could do dl those things.

“Why not?” Steven said out loud.

The guy two seats away down the counter said, “I agree. Why not?’

Steven glanced at him, then around at the diner. The cook, the waitress, and the five other customers
wered| garing a him, waiting for him to say something, like what he might say might be important.
Creepy. Having thiskind of power over everyone around him might just get old. Then Steven laughed
and said out loud, “ That’ s not going to happen.”

Everyonein the restaurant nodded. “ Y ou’ reright,” the guy said beside him. “That’ s not going to happen.”
He glanced a the waitress. “Y ou sure you don’t mind paying for my breakfast?”’

She blinked, surprised, then smiled and said, “Not a problem.”

“Thanks,” he said, laughing and heading for the door.

This new power was going to be alot of fun. But first, he had alot of planning to do.

That afternoon, Steven went back to his gpartment and started to do some research on the Web. He
needed to know how others had gained vast wedth and power if he was going to follow intheir
footsteps. He needed to know their history, and the steps they took to keep the power.

And most of dl, he needed to know what they did wrong. If he was going to get as much power as he
was hoping to get, he needed to know how otherslost theirs.

While running computer searches on different references to power, presidents, Caesars, dictators, and
other tyrants throughout history, he came across a Web site that wastitled “ Checklist for the Aspiring
Evil Overlord.”

The site was supposed to be ajoke, aimed at dl the bad cliche' s Evil Overlords had in fiction, but Steven
knew better. The Ste was a gresat reference guide to stop those who wouldn’t follow him. Thosetwo in
that restaurant clearly haunted him, worried him more than he wanted to let on. And the checklist was
filled with rulesaimed at stopping those kinds of people.

Steven printed off checklist and studied it carefully over the next few days. Most of the suggestionswere
things that would matter later in his climb to riches, power, and maybe even world control. He was
garting to redly think big.

But many of the suggestionsin that list would help him on hisrise to power. For example,

#28. A bullet to the head shall never betoo good for my enemies.

Steven would dways keep that firmly in mind, dong with #92: | will never fall to keep in mind my
strengths and my weaknesses.



Then, after posting the list on the bulletin board in his kitchen, he took out the little dip of paper he had
gotten from the fortune cookie and read it one more time.

He needed to see if what he was thinking was right, that he had somehow gotten his powers from these
fortune cookies. So he headed back to the Chinese restaurant he and Jane had eaten at the night before.
The employees were amazingly happy to see him as he came through the door, considering that most of
them were facing charges for dancing nude and the restaurant was being investigated for spiking the food
in some manner. Even with dl that, there were still twenty people egting in the place and the moment he
gpoke to the man behind the front counter, they al stopped and turned to listen.

“I’d loveto buy alarge bag of your fortune cookies,” Steven said.

“Here, take ours,” one man a atable close by sad, offering Steven their cookies. His wife was nodding,
looking like a puppy trying to please amadter.

“No, thanks,” Steven said, waving the man off. “Y ou two enjoy them.”

Immediately the man and woman dug into the cookies, acting asif they were having smadl orgasmswhile
crunching on the cookie, paper and all.

The man behind the counter grabbed alarge bag that had to have three hundred fortune cookiesinit.
“Thisgood?’

“That' s perfect,” Steven said. “And it’ svery kind of you to give them to me.”

“The honor isours” the man said.

Steven laughed as he left. It was getting easier and easier to get everything for free. Whatever was
happening with him, he sure loved it. He could get used to everyone waiting for him to talk. After all,
that’ swhat everyone did around those in power.

Back in his gpartment, Steven opened the bag, got aglass of milk from the fridge, and cracked into the
first cookie. It was the same basi ¢ fortune that Jane had gotten the night before.

“Youwill comeinto avast sum of money.”

Steven laughed. “Y eah, that' s going to happen.”

A moment |ater, before he could even wash down the cookie with asip of milk, the phone rang. He
never did get back to the fortunes that day because hisevil old aunt had had a stroke and wasin the
hospital. He didn’t much like her, but he was the only thing she had. She died before he got there, which
didn’'t actually upset him. Thelast thing he would have needed was the old bag hanging on and building
up hospitd bills.

He spent most of the night dedling with al the details of hisaunt’ s deeth, then the rest of the night a
Jane's, making her do things naked that no woman outside of porn filmsever redly did.

He sure loved his new power.

It was the next morning, after making funerd arrangements and talking to his aunt’ s attorney that he came
to understand what had happened. His aunt had |eft him everything, and the old broad had beenrich.
Millionsrich, or so the attorney thought. It was dtill too early to tell just how much it might be.

Steven laughed al the way back to his apartment. Now he had his stake to get him started toward his
plan of world domination. The cookie had been right again.

There was no telling what the next cookie would bring him. He could just keep opening cookies and
gaining power.

Today, he would become atruly powerful being.

The bag of fortune cookies and the half-empty glass of old milk were right where he had |eft them. He
dumped out the milk, got himsalf afresh glass, then took the first cookie off the top of the bag. He
cracked it open, tossed half into his mouth, then read the fortune as he ate, as excited as akid opening a
present on Christmas morning.

But thisfortune didn’t seem right and he had to read it twice:

“All specid powersthat you have been given by fortune cookies will beforever logt.”

Steven tossed the dip away likeit was on fire, but it wastoo late. The fedings of being in control drained
away from him like someone had pulled aplug in his shoe.

“No!” he screamed. “ That’ s not afortune!”

He dammed the rest of the unesaten cookie into the wall and grabbed another one from the bag, opening



it and putting half in his mouth before reading the fortune.

It said the samething.

And o did the next one and the next one.

He opened a hundred before giving up and sitting down on astoal in disgust.

Someone had planted the entire bag with the same fortune. But who? And why? And who would have
known he was going to come back here and open all these?

A moment later the phone rang. It was hisaunt’ s attorney again, talking some sort of gibberish about
taxes and problems with the government and how there wasn't as much money as there had seemed to
be earlier, maybe none a al after al the lawyer fees and hospitd costs. Steven just listened in shock, said
nothing, then hung up.

The money was gone aswell, right dong with his powers.

He stared at the kitchen counter covered in half-opened fortune cookies. He knew, without a doubt, he
had lost everything, dl hisdreams of ruling theworld.

But how?Why had someone done thisto him, taken his specianess?

Then the faces of those two sitting in the Chinese restaurant came back clearly to mind. Not everyone
would follow him. Someone had known what was happening, somehow, and had changed out hisred
cookies with these special ones.

He needed to find out who. And why.

He dumped the entire sack of cookies out on the counter. At the bottom was a note.

Dear Fortune Cookie Tyrant,

Steven stopped reading and sat down on the stool. That was aname he had only been thinking about
using after he gained world domination. No one would know it now. Something wasn't right here.
Steven went back to reading the note.

You forgot rule #85. And sorry about the slow-acting and very painful poison in the cookies, but
after what you did to the world over the last forty years, after all the people you killed and
enslaved, we figured it was the least we could do.

Sgned,

The Anti-Cookie Alliance.

Steven could fed the pain in his stomach starting to grow.

He swept all the cookies from the countertop, then doubled over in pain. He had been poisoned. He got
to the phone and dialed 911, begged for them to hurry, told the operator that the poison wasin the
cookies, then hung up as another wave of pain hit him.

Asit eased, hismind went back to the note. Rule 85? What did the note mean by that? And forty years?
Hewas only twenty. He hadn’t been dive yet for forty years.

In the distance, asiren was growing louder. Help was on the way.

Then he saw thelist on his bulletin board, thelist of things hewould do if he became an Evil Overlord.
Theligt that he promised himsdf hewould follow carefully.

With the painin hisgut causing him to sumble, he went to the board, pulled off thelist, and dumped to
the kitchen floor, his back against the wall. Outside his apartment, the sound of the siren stopped. He
could see theflashing lights through the window.

Help would be herein amoment. He forced himsdlf to take adeep breath to hold back the pain and flip
thelist to theright place.

Rule 85. Once | have securely established myself, all time travel devicesin my realm shall be
utterly destroyed.

“No!” Steven shouted as the pain shot through hisbody. “1 didn’t get to become an evil overlord! |
didn’t get to be Fortune Cookie Tyrant!”

There was abanging on the door and his name was called out.

Hetried to get up, but instead fell facedown onto the tile floor.



The last words the great Fortune Cookie Tyrant muttered were, “Not fair.”
DADDY'SLITTLE GIRL
Jim C. Hines

At fird, | didn’t recognize the land around me. Blackened ash and burned stumps covered the earth as
far as| could see. Saplings and weeds proved at least ayear or two had passed since the devastation,
but it was afar cry from the thick wilderness | remembered.

“I think he swaking up.”

| started to turn around, then froze when | spotted the ruins. Crumbled bricks lay scattered to one side of
abroken, six-sided foundation. In the remains of the doorway, | could see huge iron hinges bolted to the
floor. Thetrick entrance was only one of thetraps| had designed for Tarzog the Black while he
tormented me with false promises to free my wife and son. | had barely eaten or dept for dmost seven
years as | worked to perfect histemple to Rhynoth, the Serpent God. Thiswas my masterpiece, broken
and scattered.

| rubbed grit from my eyes, then stared at my hands. The skin was pale, pulled tight around the bones
like dried leather. My nailswere cracked and yellow. When | poked my pam with onefinger, the
indentation remained for dmost aminute.

| was bare-chested, dressed in rough-spun trousers and my old sandal's, though the straps had been
replaced with thin ropes. | pressed asickly yellow hand against my chest. My heart was till as stone.

| had always wondered why Tarzog's dead davestook ther resurrections so calmly. Now | understood.
Whether it was aside effect of the magic or my mind’ sway of rebelling against what had been doneto
me, | felt nothing but a strange sense of detachment. Looking at my dead body, | fdlt like a puppeteer
garing down at aparticularly gruesome marionette.

“I told you | coulddoit.”

The speaker was ayoung girl, no more than seven or eight years old. She wore adirty blue gown and a
purple half-cape with a bronze clasp in the shape of a snake. Behind her stood adender, dark-haired
womean, the sight of whom made my dead balls want to squirm up insgde me and hide until she went
avay.

“Zarid,” | said. Tarzog's necromancer looked far more ragged than | remembered. Gone were the
night-black cloak of velvet, the silver claw rings decorating her left hand, and the low-cut |eather vest.
Her skin was rougher, her hair grayer, and she wore asimple traveling cloak lined with dirty rabbit fur.
To tdl thetruth, she smelled rather ripe, and that was coming from a corpse.

“What happened?’ | asked. My memorieswere blurred, full of gaps. Another sde effect of being dead.
Tomy surprise, it wasthelittle girl who answered. “Thiswasn't the real temple. Daddy built thered
temple about hdf aday’ swak from here, inthejungle.”

| stared, trying to understand. “Why would he.. .. 7’

“Prince Armand knew about Daddy’ s plans to summon Rhynoth. So Daddy built this place as atrap.
When Armand and hismen findly got to the heart of the temple, Daddy was going to collgpse thewhole
thing on their heads. But Armand and his men showed up early. They burned Daddy in hisown temple,
along with anyone they found wearing his crest.” She touched the bronze snake at her throat.

Weasthat how | had died? No, | would have remembered fire. Death had been quick, but quiet. |



clutched my stomach, recalling the pain of my insdestwigting into knots. | had avague memory of stde
raisin pudding, even worse than our usud fare. | remembered dropping my spoon.. . . “He poisoned
ma”

“Of course he did. Daddy poisoned everyone who worked on histemple. That way only he knew al the
secrets.”

If he had killed me. . . Tarzog wastoo smart to let my wife or son go after that. He wouldn't risk them
coming back to avenge me. | closed my eyes and fought despair. Gradualy, the rest of the girl’ swords
penetrated my grief.

Daddy. | stared. “Y ou're Tarzog' s daughter. Genevieve.”

“Jenny.” She smiled and nodded so hard her blond hair fell into her face. | remembered her smaler and
pudgier, awobbly child with aminiature whip she used on trapped animals, imitating Tarzog' s overseers.
According to rumor, her mother was adave girl who had abandoned the newborn baby and tried to flee.
She had been caught, executed, resurrected, and gone right back to working on the temple.

“Weshould go,” said Zarid. “Thisplaceisn’'t safe.”

Jenny stuck out her tongue. Had anyone else doneit, Zarid would have had their eyesfor a necklace and
their tongue for asnack. But Zariel smply turned and began walking.

“Where arewe going?’ | asked.

“Tothe other temple,” Jenny said, rolling her eyesat my stupidity. “1’ m going to summon Rhynoth, and
then we're going to destroy Armand and his people. They dl helped kill my daddy, so they can all rotin
Rhynoth’ sbelly.”

| stood, barely hearing her words. | kept seeing my family, dead and forgotten benegth the rubble. No
doubt by Tarzog’'s own hand. He was never oneto delegate that sort of chore. Without thinking, 1 lunged
forward and wrapped my withered gray fingers around Jenny’ sfragile throat.

Thenext thing | knew, | wasflat on the ground, a good fifteen feet from Jenny and Zarid. Jenny folded
her ams.

“I should kill you for that, but | worked hard to resurrect you. Zarid’ s been teaching me.” Sheflashed a
gap-toothed smile. “Do it again, and I'll make you rip out your own innards with your bare hands.”

| wiped ash and dirt from my palms. Jenny’ s magic had shattered several ribs, and the bones ground
againg one another as| stood. Fortunately, death seemed to have minimized my ability to fedl pain.
Onething was clear: Jenny was definitely Tarzog' s daughter.

We had walked more than an hour before | worked up the nerve to speak to Zaridl. Thiswas awoman
who had eviscerated children and sacrificed whole families to maintain her power. But | had to
understand what was happening if | wasto have any chance of stopping them.

“Why did sheresurrect me?’ | asked.

“Y ou designed thefirst temple,” Zarid said. “ Tarzog followed the same plans for the redl one, including
al of your traps. If you get usin, Jenny and | can conserve our power for more important things.”
Jenny’ s power. | touched my ribs. “1 didn't redlize she had that kind of magic.”

“I'm gtill abeginner at death magic, but | got al of Daddy’ s serpent powers when hedied,” Jenny said,
running back to join us. “I’ ve even got the birthmark of Rhynoth. A snakehead, just like Daddy’ s, with
fangs and everything. I’ d show you, but it's not in a place you' re supposed to show to boys. Not even
dead boys. The prophesies of Anhak Ghudir say only one with the mark of Rhynoth can awaken him
from hisendlessdeep.” Shetugged Zarid’ srobe. “ Did you remember the blood?’

Zariel sghed and drew asmall, glass tube from an inside pocket.

Jenny turned to me and made aface. “I haveto drink the heart blood of avirgin to control Rhynoth.
Zanid hasto use magic to keep it from getting clotty and clumpy.”

| nodded, remembering how Tarzog had scoured the countryside for virginsin preparation. At first he
planned to drain the blood of afew babies, but further reading ruined that plan. The spell required an
adult virgin, and those were harder to find than you might expect. Especidly once word got out that
Tarzog needed virgins. | imagine the midwives were plenty busy the next year. “ So which one of you
found agirl to—’



“No girls, slly,” Jenny said, chewing ahangnail on her thumb. “ They dways have lovesick boyswho try
to rescuethem. | had Zarid kill apriest. They're celebrate—"

“Cédlibate,” Zarid said, her voice pained.

“Y eah, celibate. All we had to do was find one who had taken his vows before he got old enough to
mess around.”

Zarid dapped Jenny’ s head, hard enough to make her sumble. “How many times have | told you to stop
biting your nails?’

| glanced around. We had |eft the scorched remains of Tarzog'sland behind and entered the rocky wilds
that surrounded Frelan Gorge. Tall pinetrees cooled the air, while tangled roots fought to cling to the
uneven stone. Theinsects were thick here, and they seemed especidly attracted to my dead flesh, though
none were daring enough to bite me. Instead, they orbited my body, buzzing in my ears and darting past
my eyes. | began to wonder if Jenny had raised me simply to draw the bugs away from her.

“How did the prince destroy Tarzog?’ | asked.

Zariel scowled. “Tarzog was afool. As Armand’ s men fought their way into the temple, Tarzog ordered
meto take Jenny and flee. Together, we might have destroyed them all. Instead, he stripped himself of
my power and wasted precioustime on hiswhelp.”

| glanced a Jenny, half afraid to see how she would react, but she only shrugged. “ Zariel’ sright. Daddy
was stupid, so hefailed. | won't.” She skipped ahead, then turned around. “ Do you think Rhynoth will
likeme?

| didn’t know how to answer, so | looked to Zaridl.

“The prophecies say the god' s gratitude will be like ane erending fountain upon the one who calshim
from the earth.”

“I hopehe'll let meride him,” Jenny said. “I’ ve never had a pet before. Daddy had a cat, but he burned
up when Armand attacked. He was anice cat. Daddy carried him everywhere.”

| remembered the beast, ablack, long-haired ball of fur and claws. He used to sneak into the dungeons
and pissin the straw.

“I tried to raise him,” Jenny went on, “but he bit me. So | crushed his skull and scattered hisremains.”
Movement to the side saved me from thinking up aresponse to that. Two men in the green and silver
livery of Prince Armand leaped from the cover of the trees. Both had longbows drawn. One kept his
arrow pointed toward Zariel, while the other aimed at me. Not that aregular arrow would do much
againgt my dead flesh, but perhaps Armand was smart enough to outfit his men with blessed wesponry.
He had fought Tarzog's dead warriors before, after al.

“Speak oneword, and it shall beyour last,” warned the man watching Zariel.

“No!” Before anyone else could move, Jenny ran in front of Zariel and threw her arms around the old
sorceress. “Please don't hurt her.”

“Get away from her, kid,” said the second soldier. “That's Zaridl. The black-hearted bitch murdered
more innocent—"

“Bitchisabad word,” Jenny said, her dark eyes wide. She held up her arms, and Zariel picked her up,
amiling.

Both soldiers now aimed their bows at Zaridl. “Put her down, bi—witch.”

| opened my mouth to warn them. To beg themto fire. A single shot would pierce both Jenny and Zaridl.
Jenny’ s magic might be able to destroy me, but she couldn’t stop an arrow in flight.

“Stay back, zombie!” The nearest man fired, sending an arrow through my throat. Pain shot down my
spine, and | flopped onto my back. Armand was indeed smart enough to prepare his men. | wondered
how long it would take the power in that arrow to penetrate my dead bones, dissolving Jenny’s spell.
Strangeto fed both terror and longing for true desth.

Then both soldiers began to scream. | managed to turn my head enough to see that their bows were
gone, transformed into writhing, hissing serpents. Already one had sunk itsfangsinto the man’sforearm.
As| watched, the other soldier flung the snake away and turned to flee. The snake was faster, darting
forward to bite him just above the boot. He hobbled away, and the snakes dithered back toward Jenny.
“Follow him,” Jenny shouted, squirming out of Zariel’ s grasp. The necromancer disgppeared after the



oldier.

Jenny walked over and wrapped her small hands around the arrow in my throat. Flesh and muscle tore
as sheyanked it free. She brushed her fingers over my wounds, and | could feel the skin begin to sedl. By
thetime | sat up, the holes were closed. My ribsfelt whole again, too.

“Pretty good, huh?’ she asked. “| like snake magic better, though.” She reached down, and one of the
snakes coiled around her arm. The scaleswere purple, with astripe of bright pink down the underbelly.
“They’re not redl, though,” Jenny said sadly. She wrapped her little fingers around the snake' s neck and
sgueezed. The snake crumbled away like chunks of burned wood.

A panicked shriek told me Zariel had caught up with her own prey. Jenny’ s face brightened. “Make sure
you cut off the heads,” sheydled. She glanced at me. “ Daddy adways taught meto cut off their heads or
burn the bodies. Y ou have to be sure they’re dead. If you just push them over acliff or poison them and
leave them to die, they aways find away to come back.” Shetucked a stray lock of hair back behind
her ear. “It'sin dl the Sories”

She grabbed my hand and tugged me onward. “Come on,” shesaid. “Zariel can catch up once she
finishesplaying.”

Hand in hand we continued through the woods, followed only by gurgling screams.

We stopped near sundown to rest and eat, though my body didn’t seem to need either. Zarid used her
magic to lure apair of rabbits from the woods, then Jenny conjured tiny snakesto bite them. The snakes
might have been magic, but the poison was redl, and the rabbits spasmed and died before they could hop
more than afew fedt.

A part of me expected these two to smply rip into the rabbits with their teeth, feasting on the raw and
bloody mest. Instead, Zaridl swiftly and efficiently gutted the two rabbits, then impaled them on spits over
agmdl fire

“Wehavelittletime” Zarid said. “When Armand’ smen fail to return, he'll know wherewe are.”

“Good,” said Jenny. She wiped her face on the deeve of her gown, then turned to spit out abone.

Zaid tilted her head. “ Good?’

“I summon the Serpent God. Armand and hisarmy arrive. The god eatsthem.” She took another bite of
rabbit. Still chewing, she said, “1 won't make the same mistakes my daddy did.”

“Youwant himtofind you,” | said. | had designed trapsfor years. | knew how to recognize them.

Jenny nodded. “He killed my daddy. So I’'m going to kill him, hisfamily, and hisarmy, and then I’'m going
to destroy what' sleft of hisland.”

| didn’t know what bothered me more: the calm, total conviction in her voice, or the fact that when |
thought about my wife and son, | knew precisaly how shefelt.

Frelan Gorge was a beautiful sSight. Rather, it would have been beautiful, had | been here for any other
purpose. Theriver far below was aribbon of darkness, sparkling in the light of the moon. Treesand
bushes covered the cliffs, transforming them into walls of lushness and life. To the north, acloud of mist
rose from the base of asmal waterfdl.

Jenny pointed to thefdl. “That' swhere we re going.”

“You'receartain?’ asked Zarid.

“I canfed it

| followed behind, biding my time. It would have been so easy to grab Jenny and fling her down the cliff,
but | remembered how easily she had smashed me to the ground the last time | attacked her. She had
dragged me from the grave, and she could send me back as quick as thought.

| frowned as| thought about that. “\Why me?’

“What?" Jenny asked.

“Y our father knew the traps aswell or better than me. Why not resurrect him?”’

“Yes, Jenny,” said Zariel, anasty edgeto her voice. “Why him?’

Jenny looked away, and | sensed | had stumbled into an old argument. “Y ou were niceto me. He
waan't”



“| waswhat?’

“When the daves were working on the first temple. | wanted to watch them laying the foundation and
mixing the blood into the mortar. | was't tal enough, so you lifted me onto your shoulders.”

| couldn’t remember. Either death had rotted the memory from my brain, or else Jenny had confused me
with another worker.

Up ahead, Zariel used her magic to burn atangle of thorn-covered vines out of the way. There was no
path, so we were making our own. As | watched the vegetation smolder, it occurred to me that the
burned plants would make it easy for Armand’ strackersto follow.

“Bedides, if Daddy were here, he'd want to summon the Serpent God.” She wiped her nose on her
deeve. “He had his chance, and hefailed. So now | get to be the God Rider.”

| kept my face still and prayed she couldn’t read my thoughts. I might not be able to destroy her mysdif,
but there were plenty of trapsin Tarzog' s temple that should do the trick.

Thornstore my skin as| followed them toward the falls. | could hear the water crashing, and the
vegetation wasthicker here, forcing Zarid to expend more of her magic. With her smaler sze, Jenny
seemed ableto dip through the thinnest gapslike. . . well, like a serpent.

Findly, the trees thinned, and we found ourselves on arocky shore. Water trickled over my feet, and |
could see how theriverbank fell avay afew stepsin. So long aswe stayed by the edge, we should be
safe. Any farther, and the current would toss us down the falls.

“Where sthetemple?’ Zariel asked, glancing around. My dead eyes seemed to handle the darkness
better than theirs, but even | couldn’t see any sign of thetemple. And Tarzog hadn’t built small. His
temple had been the size of amodest palace.

Jenny was knedling near the falls, craning her head. | stepped toward her. A single push, and she would
plummet to her death. Jenny glanced up, and | froze.

“I can see something behind the water,” Jenny said. “A door.”

“How do we get down?’ Zaridl asked.

“Wedon't.” Jenny smiled a me. “Right?’

Grudgingly, | nodded. “ That would be a decoy, something to delay Armand and hisilk. If Tarzog
patterned thistemple on the one | designed, that door is nothing but afac,ade. But with the water
pounding down, most heroes will dip and fal to their deaths before they reachit. If not, the door at the
other temple had hinges conced ed on the bottom, so it would fal open to crush anyone who tried the
knob. This one probably does something similar.”

“Which means the back door should be back thisway,” Jenny said, wading upstream.

| watched a branch float over the lip of thefalls, and wondered how many workers had died building
Tarzog' sdecoy trap. “It wouldn’t bein thewater,” | said.

They both stared at me.

“Tarzog needed men to dig and build.” | pointed to theriver. “Theriverbed is stone, and the current is
too strong.”

“Sowhereisthedoor?’ Zariel asked.

If Tarzog had followed the same plans. . . | glanced back toward the fals. Sixty paces from the front
door, and another twenty pacesto theright. | hurried along the shore, then turned back into the woods,
ripping through the foliage until 1 reached alightning-struck tree. Half of the trunk had rotted away.
Splinters of blackened wood hung down like fangs. Grubs and worse squirmed within the blackened
interior.

“Goon,” Jenny sad. “Openit.”

| nodded. It would have been too much to hope for her to go first. Reaching past the fangs, | felt about
until | found asmal meta lever. A quick push disarmed the trgp. On the origina temple, rusted nails had
protruded through the doorframe. Those nails were designed to shoot down, pinning an intruder in place.
Aningtant later, two stedl blades would spring out from either side to decapitate the poor fellow. | had
been quite proud of that one, actudly. | doubted this tree could house such oversized blades, but | didn’t
want to take my chances on whatever Tarzog had substituted.

| stepped into the bug-infested rot, and my feet began to sink.



Seconds later, | wasin darkness.

| brushed dirt and rotted wood from my clothes and, without thinking, grabbed the torch from the | eft
wall. Tarzog had been left-handed, and wanted to know he could roam his temple without having to
carry detailed notes about various traps. The right torch would work too, but its removal from the sconce
would prime atrap eleven feet down the hall, which would spray oil down on the head of whoever
passed. Theail itself wouldn't hurt anyone, but if he carried alit torch. . .

Theflint and stedl hung from the sconce, good as new. | half expected the moisturein the air to have
rendered the torches usdless, but Tarzog hadn’t skimped when it cameto histemple. The black, tarry
goo coating the end of the torch caught on thefirst spark.

| toyed with grabbing the torch that would trigger the trap, but decided againgt it. Even assuming dust and
insects hadn’t clogged the nozzles, the oil spray had only asix foot radius. There was agood chance one
or both of my companionswould survive.

And if truth betold, | didn’t want to see Jenny burn. Tarzog had tested the trap on histailor, who had
been caught spying. | could still hear his screams, as clear as the sound of my own footsteps, and the
smell would follow meto my grave. Beyond my grave, actudly. Why couldn’t desth have taken that
memory?| didn’t think | could inflict such anend on thislittle girl.

Besdes, there was a better way. A quicker way that would not only take Jenny and Zariel with me, but
would destroy this accursed temple aswell.

So | did as| had been commanded. | led them on hands and knees through the hall of gods, as the stone
statues of long-forgotten deities fired poisoned darts from their eyes, mouths, and in one particularly
disturbing case, from his penis. | tiptoed around the edge of the spiked pit with the crushing walls, though
not without amoment of regret. | had worked hard to design the system of weights and whedl s that
forced thewallsinward, and | would have liked to know if it still worked after so much timein the
humidity of thejungle.

The plan was identicd to the temple | had designed, al except that rotted tree at the entrance. |
wondered if Tarzog had used abit of necromancy to keep it decaying yet strong al these years.

“How much farther?’ Jenny asked. She was chewing her thumbnail again.

| pushed open adoor, ignoring the trapped knob on the right. This had been one of Tarzog' sfavorites.
The hinges were hidden on the same side as the knob, and the door didn't even latch. Friction and atight
frame held it in place. Anyone who bumped the knob would take a poisoned needle to the hand. Actudly
turning the thing would trigger aspray of acid from thefloor.

“We'rehere” | said, stepping inside.

One advantage to being dead: my body didn’t react with the same throat-congtricting terror |
remembered from my last time in thisroom, back in the other temple. Or maybe my time with Jenny and
Zariel had numbed meto fear. The walls bulged inward, carved to resemble barbed scales on the coils of
an enormous snake. Arcane symbols spirded around the floor and ceiling both.

“It'sbeautiful,” Jenny said. She took my torch and ran to the closest wall to study the carvings worked
into the snake' sbody. In one, dead warriors lay scattered before a giant serpent who had reared back
with ahorse and rider initsjaws.

The Serpent God was one ugly snake. Curved horns like scimitars grew in twin rows behind the eyes. In
addition to the huge fangs, smaler teeth lined the jaws, each one dripping with venom.

“Look at this, Zaridl,” Jenny said, moving farther along thewall. “Here he' s callecting his sacrifice” The
snake scoilscircled apit of terrified old men, women, and children.

“Forget the pictures,” Zarid snapped. “ Armand' strackers are probably making their way through the
jungle even now.”

Jenny stuck out her tongue, then squatted down, holding her torch close to the floor to read the symbols.
| turned my attention to the back of the room, where athick book lay open on araised dais. Thiswas
perhaps Tarzog's mogt brilliant idea. If his enemies had penetrated thisfar, it would mean Tarzog himself
had fadlen. Vindictive bastard that he was, Tarzog planted the book here to destroy those enemies.

The pages were blank, but in order to discover that, you had to set foot on that dais. Any weight of more



than ten pounds would trigger a collapse of the entire temple.

| stepped soundlesdy toward the book. No amount of magic or power could save them. With Jenny
dead, | would be back with my wife and my children. Perhapswe would al rest abit easier, knowing—
“Stop that,” Jenny said without looking up.

My body frozein mid-step. Unable to move, | toppled forward. My wrist hit the floor first, hard enough
that | could hear bone snap. | ended up on my side, staring helplesdy at Jenny as she turned around.
“I’'msorry,” shesaid. “1 don’t know what Daddy did to trap thisroom, but | can’t let you get to it.”
“How?" Itwasall | could do to force the word past my dead lips.

Jenny shrugged. “ Daddy killed you. He killed your family. | knew you' d try to get meintheend. That's
what I'd do.”

“Clever, isn't she?’ asked Zariel. Something in her voice warned me an instant before she struck, but |
couldn’'t have stopped her even if | wanted to. She waved her hand, and Jenny began to scream. Black
fire danced over Jenny’ s skin. She flopped on the floor like adying trout.

“Such aclever girl,” Zarid repeated as she circled Jenny’ s body. “Marked by the Serpent God, heir to
the power of Tarzog the Black.”

Zariel snapped her fingers, and Jenny went still. She wasn't dead. She couldn't be, or else the magic
keeping mein this pseudo living state would have failed. Shadowy flames continued to burn, though
Jenny’ s clothes and skin were unharmed. Zarid’ sfire fed on something deeper than flesh.

“For two years |’ ve dragged this whel p from one refuge to another,” Zarid said, her voice growing
louder with each word. “ Two years of living like acommon thief. Two years of her whining and arguing,
her stubborn refusdl to follow even the smplest ingructions.”

Sheturned to me, her eyeswide. For amoment, | thought she was going to destroy me, but she clasped
her hands and said, “ That little brat pissed her bedroll every night for six months after her father died. Sx
months!”

Zaid pulled the vid of blood from her pocket. “Well, little godling, Anhak Ghudir said you would be the
oneto lure Rhynoth from hisrest, but the prophecies never said who would command him.” She bit the
stopper from thevid, spat it to one side, and swallowed the contents.

Grabbing Jenny by the hair, she dragged the motionless girl to the center of the room. Jenny’ s eyeswere
open and dert. She could see everything that was happening, just like me.

A part of metook some perversejoy a seeing her own torments turned back upon her. | might have
faled, but Tarzog' slinewould till end.

Zariel began to chant. “Sheis here, grest one. Descendant of your own children, heir to the powers of
thefirst serpent.” The rest wasin another tongue, full of hacking, angry syllables.

Atfirg, | didn't redize when Zarid’ s chanting changed to genuine coughs. Only when she staggered back
astep did | redize something was wrong. One hand clawed her throat. Blood dripped from her left
nodril.

The shadowy flames on Jenny’ s body flickered and died. Jenny’s arms were shaky as she struggled to sit
up. Hugging her kneesto her chest, she whispered, “That hurt.”

Zarid dropped to her knees. Her expression changed from panic to anger, and she raised one hand, but
when shetried to speak, only apained croak emerged.

Jenny crawled over and kicked her in the somach.

“How?’ Zariel asked, her voice hoarse.

Jenny rolled her eyes. “1 swiped the blood aweek ago. Daddy dways told me the only henchman you
could ever redly trust was one who was dready dead.” She pulled a heavily padded tube from insgde her
dress. “Thisisthevirgin blood. You drank ablend of four different sea snake venoms, mixed in bat
blood.”

She stood up, her knees dtill shaking dightly. With her free hand, she took the torch from Zariel, then
kicked her again. The effort nearly made her fall back.

“Y ou wanted to know why him?” Jenny whispered, pointing to me. “ Because he went to stay with his
family in the dungeons every night. My daddy would have let him stay in the huts with the other workers,
but he refused. He never complained about the smell. He didn’t tell his son to siop whining. When his



boy fouled himsdlf during the night, he didn’t force him to degp in hisown stink!”

She ended her tirade with one last kick, then turned to me. | used to sneak down to the dungeonsto
watch Daddy torture traitors. One night | saw you coming, so | followed you.”

She unwrapped the via of blood as shetaked. “I'll let you dig, if that’ swhat you want. Or you can come
with me.” She swalowed the blood, then amiled. “I’ll even let you ride the Serpent God with me. But |
am going to summon Rhynoth. Armand and his men are going to die. I'm going to conquer thisland,
whether you come with me or not.”

She glanced back at Zariel, who had stopped moving. “Who knows,” she said. “Maybe you' Il help me
mend my evil ways.” Thewicked grin on her face told me how likely that was. “Y ou might even get a
chancetokill me”

| doubted it. Look at how efficiently she had outsmarted and disposed of Zaridl. Jenny wastruly her
father’ s daughter. Even more dangerous than Tarzog the Black. After dl, Tarzog had failed.

On the other hand, what purpose would my second death serve? | couldn’t bring my family back. |
couldn’t stop Jenny. The only possible blessing | would gain from death was my own pesce.

The floor began to shake as Jenny chanted the same words Zariel had. Rhynoth had avakened from his
millennia dumber, and he would be here soon.

Jenny’ s shoulders dumped as shefinished the incantation. She began to chew her thumbnail again,
wincing asthe nail tore free and began to bleed.

“I'll understand if you don’t want to come,” she said, never looking a me.

| closed my eyes and made my choice.

Prince Armand brought an army. Perhaps he knew what he was about to face. | doubted it would save
him, but who knew?

All'I knew was that when Jenny rode the Serpent God, her hands clinging to the horns as her half-cape
flapped behind her, she didn’t ook like an evil sorceress. Shelooked like alittle girl, smiling and laughing
as she prepared to wipe out an entire land. And seeing that dmost made mefed dive agan.

GORDIE CULLIGAN VS. DR. LONGBEACH & THE HVAC OF DOOM

J. Steven York

| tell you, when | answered that ad in the back of Popular Mechanics long ago, | didn’t know whét |
was getting myself into. Sure, | expected steady work, good pay, excellent benefits, and the respect and
admiration of my friendsand family. That goes without saying.

But | never expected theintrigue, the danger, the adventure!

My nameis Gordie Culligan, and I’'m the man from HVAC. That's Heeting, Ventilation and Air-C
onditioning to you. God, | love the smdll of afried starter-cgpacitor in morning!

It was aday like any other day in the Los Angelesbasin, but | felt something in the air. Possibly it wasthe
unusua number of ominous, glowing, saucer-shaped clouds moving againg the wind, or the swarms of
atomic robot bats flapping their way east over Burbank, or the unusua number of eectric dirigibles, blue
arcs of lighting crackling between their protruding electrodes, that circled over the San Diego freeway.
Maybe it was just the greenish tinge to the smog. But | knew something was up.

Now sure, | know if you don’t livein L.A., you'd consider any one of those things cause for darm, but
that’ swhy you livewhereyou live, and | livein the grestest city in theworld.

Sure, it wasalittle startling at firdt, but thisisL.A., baby! You live herefor awhile, you seethingslike
thisevery day, and nothing ever, ever comes of it, you just start to takeit for granted. Sure, there are



giant robotsin Tarzanaand giant beetlesin Griffith Park, but when you' ve had Conan for agovernor,
nothing isthat strange anymore.

By now, you're probably saying, “Gordie, thisisal very interesting and dl, but what about the
ar-conditioning?’ Seeit dl tiesin, and until recently, | didn’'t know that. Y ou see dl those crazy things,
and you take it for granted that nothing ever happens . By you know why nothing ever happens?
Because of guyslike me, that’ swhy. HVAC savestheworld, baby! That’swhat thistown is about!

So anyway, it was aroutine cal, a 318: “unexplained noise from blower.” | checked out the van and
picked up Rudy, the gpprentice the union had sent over. He was standing on the curb outside the
break-room door, two coffee cupsin his hands and abagel bag under hisarm.

He hopped in and put the cupsin the holders, then pulled out abagel for me. | looked at it keptically
through the plastic wrap.

Rudy stared at me, eyeswide, alook of concern on his squarish, freckled, face. “ Sprouts and cream
cheese, like you asked.”

| held it back toward him. “What are those seeds on the bagel, Rudy?’

“They’'re seeds,” he said. “All seedslook adike to me, dude.”

“Y our seed-blindnessis probably why they kicked you out of Fresno, Rudy. Those are sesame seeds. |
specificaly asked for poppy.”

Hekind of cringed back toward the door of the van and looked like awhipped puppy. | immediately felt
bad. They hadn't kicked Rudy out of Fresno, but that was where he was from. | think maybe he literally
fdl off aturnip truck. But somebody at the union must have felt sorry for him, or morelikely, he had a
uncle with seniority and asmall wad of cash. In any case, he’ d been taken in asan HVAC apprentice
(servicelingall) junior grade with the Brotherhood of Subsystem Service Employees, and ended up with
me.

Unlikealot of guys, | don’'t mind an gpprentice. An extraset of hands comesin useful sometimes, you
can send them into those dirty ducts and crawl-spaces, and they give the customer someoneto yell at
while you sneak off and get the job done uninterrupted. Based on our two weeks together, I’ d decided
that Rudy wasn't abad kid, if alittle green. That didn’t keep me from riding his butt though.

| peeled back the plastic, took abite of the bagel, turned up a Barenaked Ladies CD, and put the van
into drive. Rudy seemed to relax, and | had to admit that, despite my black sense of foreboding, | wasin
ageneraly good mood too. The dispatch wasto Long Beach, and that meant at |east forty minutes on
the freeway, which, since | was paid from the moment | |eft the shop, was free money.

Thetraffic was bad (hey, it sL.A.!) and it took closer to an hour. Fine by me. | consulted the GPS
screen and we threaded our way into an industrial section. As| drove, Rudy’ s atention was drawn to
something off in the distance. Aswe got nearer to the blinking red dot on the computer map, Rudy’s
head tilted farther and farther back. | wastoo busy driving to figure out what he was looking at.

Findly, he asked, “Has there always been a volcano down here?’

| blinked in surprise and looked up from the SUV in front of melong enough to see the huge, smoking
crater rising above the warehouses to our right, then glanced down at the map. “Nah,” | said, “can’'t be.”
But it sure looked like our air-conditioning service cdl wasto an active volcano. “ Thisisyour lucky day,”
| said. “1 have the fedling thisis going to be some heavy-BTU machinery we reworking on today.”

We zigged and zagged past smdll factories, warehouses, refineries, and auto-wrecking yards, and the
conejust kept getting bigger and bigger.

“Did you ever seethat movie,” said Rudy, “with Tommy Lee Jones?’

| nodded. “ Volcano, cogtarring Anne Heche,” | said. I’'m kind of amovie buff, but then everyonein L.A.
is. “Around 1997 or s0. Sucked, but Tommy Leeisterrific in everything. Except Batman Forever, of
course” | saw where he was going though. “ Don’t worry, kid. I’ ve got the feding thisisawhole different
scenario.”

We drove up to the base of the volcano, which on closer inspection seemed to be made out of painted
concrete sprayed over chicken wire. A big gas meter inside a chain-link enclosure suggested the source
of the pyrotechnics at the top. | spotted asign marked SERVICE ENTRANCE, with an arrow, and
followed it around the base of the volcano to akind of cave.



Wedroveinsdeto find afairly standard looking loading dock with two roll-up delivery doorsand a
smdl man door to theright. | noticed a L otus Elise, going 120 stting still, parked incongruoudly in front of
the loading dock. | shook my head. “Doesn't that fool know thisis Long Beach?It'sawonder that thing
isn't stripped down to the frame dready.” | shrugged again and parked the truck.

| sent Rudy up to the man-door on recon, and unloaded our gear from the back of the truck.

Rudy came back aminute later with apink Pogt-it notein his hand. It read:

Dear AC People,

Goneto Radio Shack for some diodes. Gave minionsthe day off. Back in an hour. Please let yoursdlf in
through the crater (outside, trail to left).

Dr. Longbeach

| glanced at the work order. Sure enough, Dr. M. D. Longbeach was the customer name.

It looked like along hike from the truck, so we went loaded for bear: toolbox, filter masks, atank of
R134arefrigerant (ozonefriendly, if used asdirected), aroll of trim-to-fit filter materia, and two rollsof
duct tape.

We quickly found the path, which was redlly more of a series of switchback ramps, disguised from view
below by Styrofoam rocks and plastic plants. | work out three times aweek, but | was still out of breath
by the time we lugged al our gear to the top.

When we reached the lip of the crater we dropped our stuff and took a breather. There was a breeze off
the harbor to the west. It had ataint of refinery stink, but it was at least codl. | took thetimeto size up
what was waiting for us below, while Rudy admired the view.

“Y ou can see the Queen Mary from here,” he said. Then he squinted and frowned. “Dude! Isthat agiant
octopus climbing the smokestacks?’

“Ignore the giant octopus, kid. That’s somebody el se' s problem. We' ve got a volcano with abroken AC
tofix.”

From thisangle, looking past the ring of burners and smoke generators, it was obvious that the volcano
was both fake and hollow. A tranducent fiberglass roof covered the opening, and alarge pand inthe
center of the roof wasrolled back to reveal ahuge slointhemiddie.

Rudy tore himsdlf away from the view and turned to look down into the open hatchway, which was
probably big enough to fly asmdl helicopter through. Or launch amissile, which, judging from the
rounded nose cone visible just below, was morelikedly its purpose.

Rudy’ s eyeswidened. “Dude, isthat a—"

| nodded. “Yeah, kid, itis”

“A water heater!”

| cringed. “No, doofus, it is not awater heater. Don’t you know amissile when you see one?’

“Not redly.”

“Nor awater heater either, | guess. You'vegot alot to learn, apprentice.”

“Yeah, | guess.” He stared at the missile with growing concern. “Dude, | was happier whenitwasa
water heater. Should we be worried about this?’

“About what?’

“It samissile, dude!”

| looked up. “Isit amed at you? Lookslikeit's amed at the ky to me. Probably another evil plot to
destroy the moon. We had three last year in L.A. County that | know of.”

“The moon? Serioudy?What happened?’

| shrugged. “Moon' s till there, isn't it? Somebody stopped them, | guess.”

“Who?’

| shrugged. “Y ou’ re not an apprentice to NASA, Rudy, you' re an apprentice to BOSSE.” | was careful
to pronounceit “boss,” the eisdlent. Rudy kept caling the union “Bossy,” and the shop stewards didn’t
take kindly to that.

| spotted aroof stair and aline of heavy-duty compressor units twenty yards around the crater to our
right. “Come on, we' ve got anoisy blower to fix.” We reached the stairsand | tried the knob. I’ d been



secretly hoping it waslocked, aswe d then have to wait, with the meter running, for the customer to
return. But it turned fredly, and as | opened the door, | noticed that, strangely enough, the lock had been
nestly melted out of the middle. “ Something’ s not quite right here, kid. Keep an eye open.”

Helooked & me. “ Dude, we re going into afake volcano with amissilein the middle, and you say it's
not quite right? Areyou like having aHomer moment or something?’

“Homer moment?’

“You know: D’oh!”

| frowned at him as| headed down the stairwell. “Do not ever say ‘D’oh’ to your designated union
journeyperson. There' samost certainly aregulation againg it, and if not, | just made one up.”

| turned my attention to a series of heavily insulated coolant pipes running down thewall from the
compressors above. Following them would lead us to the evaporator coils and the blower. We went
down three floorsto find agiant octopus of another kind, ahuge centrd air-conditioning unit from which
large metal ducts snaked off in dl directions. Aswe stepped closer, we could hear the fan rumbling with
an unhedthy, scraping noise just audible under the rumble.

| located the access hatch on the side, but found it padlocked. | held the lock in my hand and sighed.
Unlike alocked roof door, thiswas no rea excuse on thiskind of system. “We Il go in through the
ducts,” | said.

Rudy looked surprised. “Dude?’

| nodded up toward the metal tentacles spreading out in al directions. “The ducts. Look at the size of
them. W€ ll find agrate, climb in, and walk back to the centrd unit. Look at the size of those thingd!
Well hardly haveto duck.”

By now, it was becoming clear to me that we werein somekind of lair. Though | hadn’t done much
myself, mechanicas guys—HVAC, plumbing, €ectricians—they love lair work. Lots of mechanicadsona
big scae, and priceisusualy no object. Where these guys get their money, I’ Il never know, but they
aren't afraid to spend it. And for HVAC guys, aspecid trest: big ducts. Redlly big ducts. With grest big
registers over every secret filing cabinet, master Strategy table, supercomputer, and sdlf-destruct console.
Or so I'mtold. Me, mostly | do industrid parks, big-box retail, and office buildings, so thiswaskind of
new to me. Mostly | was going on union-picnic shop talk and secondhand info. But | couldn’t let on to
the apprentice. | kept my chin up and acted like | did thisevery day.

Wewaked down astark corridor lined with numbered doors. Maybe it was an evil lair of some kind,
but except for some roof support girders and other architectural details seemingly borrowed from
Forbidden Planet (1965, Walter Pidgeon, Anne Francis, and pre-Naked Gun Ledie Nellsen) it could
have been aministorage based on appearances.

Never mind that. | quickly found what | waslooking for—alarge, conveniently blear regiger. |
hooked my fingers around the edge, and it easily popped open without the need to remove any screws.
Fromwhat I’ d heard around the union hall, conveniently opening registers were popular lair-specific
features. | tossed my toolsinside and climbed up, noticing as| did that it wasfar easier to see out
through the register than in from the outside.

Rudy climbed in behind me, dragging the heavy tank of refrigerant, and closed the register after us.

| consdered unclipping the flashlight that | carried on my belt, but it was surprisngly well lit indde the
ducts. | stuck my index finger in my mouth to wet it, and held it up into the air flow. “Thisway,” | said,
heading “upstream.” | noticed, aswe walked, that these were top-quality ducts, heavy metd. We were
ableto move silently. None of that thin, galvanized sheet metal that thumpslike akid' stin drum every
time you shift your weight. “ Qudity dl theway,” | said.

Wefollowed a series of twists and turns past many other registers. Occasiondly | would stop to ook out
into empty control rooms bristling with blinking lights, workshops equipped with menacing looking
indugtrid robots, labs filled with colorful, bubbling beakers, and aroom with the biggest damned hot tub
I’ve ever seen (and when you'refrom L.A., that’ s saying something).

“Dudel” Rudy was redly impressed with the hot tub.

Findly the rumbling of the blower started to get louder, and it felt as though we were waking into a stiff
wind. Ahead, | could see the filter housing. We were quite close to the condenser coils and the blower,



but we needed to get past the filter first.

| found the latches and opened the housing. As| did, anumber of oddly shaped white objects clattered
out onto the heavy meta floor of the duct.

Rudy bent down and picked up what looked to be along, white bone. He grinned and waved it above
his head. “Did you see that space-monkey movie?’

| frowned a him. “ Planet of the Apes wasa ' space-monkey’ movie. Y ou' rethinking of 2001: A Space
Odyssey. | liked Dr. Srangelove better.” | frowned again, and leaned closer to examine the bone,
nearly getting my head conked in the process. “I think that’s a human femur,” | said.

Rudy went white as the bone, and dropped it like it had suddenly burned his hand. “Dude!”

| bent down and picked up the bone. The surface was bleached white and dightly pitted, but it didn’t
look old. “I"'ve seen thisbefore,” | said. “Back in’ 99, some guy in North Hollywood tried to soup up his
window AC, and accidentally turned it into adesath ray.”

“Dude, adeath ray?’

“There are some things non-union man was not meant to meddle with.”

“S0, you're saying thisair conditioner isadeeth ray?’ Theimplications suddenly hit him, and he quickly
backed away from thefilter housing.

“That'snot what I'm saying at al. Just that adeath ray could beinvolved.” | knedled down and examined
the other bones. scattered vertebra, a shoulder blade, severd ribs, adisarticulated jaw, and a
wristwatch. | reached down and picked it up. Rolex. Top of theline.

As| examined it, | accidentally pressed a stud on the side of the case and a heedle-fine red beam shot
out and heated a spot on the meta wall to incandescence before | could turn it off.

Seeing the beam, Rudy screamed like a school-girl and threw himself into awall so hard that | thought
he' d knock himsdlf unconscious.

“Cdmdown,” | said. “Don’t you know the difference between a death ray and alaser?’

Rudy blinked in confuson. “No.”

“Well, thiswatch has some kind of cutting laser init. | think thisiswhat melted the lock outside.” |
thought of the abandoned L otus downstairs, and it all started to make some kind of sense. | opened the
filter housing al the way, and the rest of the Skeleton appeared to be there, stuck in the fuzzy filter
materid.

Rudy stared at the bones, panic growing in hiseyes. “Dude, there sadead guy in the HEPA filter! We
should get out of herel”

“Technicdly,” | said, “thisis't aHEPA filter at dl.” | was sarting to fed intrigued. “ Anyway, | want to
find out what happened here, and we ve il got ablower tofix.” | pulled out the filter frameto reved a
plenum chamber behind. Ahead, | could see the condenser cails, curled like intestines, dripping
condensation.

| started to climb through the opening. | looked to see Rudy just standing there, shivering, but from fear
or proximity to the condenser, | couldn’t be sure. “Buck up! Thisiswhat you signed up for. Beaman!”
Rudy looked at me and nodded weakly. Slowly, he climbed through after me, still lugging the tank. We
dipped past the condenser coilsand | could see the huge fan spinning ahead. The scraping noise was
very loud now. On thewall of the chamber to our right, | could see an electrical box with ahandle on the
sde. | pulledit down.

Therewas aloud clack of relays opening, and the motor fdl slent, the fan spinning down, and withiit, the
scraping noise quieted. The big fan dowed until the cruciform shape of the individual blades resolved out
of the shimmering disk, and it dowed to a hdt. | stepped up and examined one of the blades, its sharp,
leading edge buried in the top of askull.

With some effort, | pulled the skull free of the blade and held it up to Rudy. He was turning white again.
“Well,” | said, “there’ sour noise.”

“Good,” said Rudy. “Dude, can we go back to the shop now?’

| looked past the fan, where along return air duct stretched off into the distance. “Not yet,” | said. “I
want to know what happened here.”

“Dowe haveto?’



“Dude” | sad, “wedo.”

| stepped carefully past the blades of the fan and into the duct beyond. In doing so, | must have triggered
some kind of motion detector. Theair in front of me shimmered and glowed, forming thelife-size

trand ucent image of a short, dope-shouldered, bald man with a goatee and sci-fi |ooking wraparound
sunglasses. The glowing image began to spesk.

“Greetings, my British friend. I'm sure you think yourself quite clever, snesking in thisway, but I've
prepared for any eventuality. Y ou are about to become the first test subject for my—" He paused for
dramatic effect, abit too long in my opinion. “ —death ray!”

Then he began to laugh maniacally. Ashedid, | saw apanel in the sde of the duct begin to dide up.
Something ingde began to move.

| dropped my toolbox and reached back to snatch the tank from Rudy. | pulled out thefiller hose and
twisted the vave just as the ugly black muzzle of the death ray began to emerge from its hidden recess
behind the door. Clouds of refrigerant shot out, enveloping the Snister device.

| kept the stream concentrated on the muzzle asit locked into position and began to swivel toward us.
The flow sputtered and died as the tank emptied.

The gpprentice yelped in fear.

| quickly hoisted the tank over my head and dammed it down on the death ray. The super cooled meta
shattered like glass.

| dropped the empty tank and turned back to Rudy, asmug smileon my lips. “You see! If you learn
nothing elsetoday, learn this: Thisisacentrd air-conditioning sysem. We are HVAC men! Thisis our
turf, and we have advantage here. Y ou shouldn’t be afraid. Doctor what' s-his-face should be afraid of
ud Fear our skills!”

Rudy dowly drew himsdf up straight, the fear draining from his features.

| patted him on the shoulder. “We can do thig!”

Rudy nodded. “Y eah. We can do this.” Then amoment of doubt. “Uh, what isit we re doing?’
“Whatever Mr. Rolex back in thefiler waslooking for, it'sat the end of thisreturn duct. | say we go
check it out.”

More hesitation. “But—why?’

| gestured at the shattered death ray. “Look at this! 1t's an unauthorized modification. ThisLongbeach
character, he's voided his warranty, and that’ s not something we take sitting down. Are you with me?’
Rudy nodded weakly. “But what if there are more degath traps?’

| grinned, drunk on my own adrendine. “Oh,” | said, “there will be!”

| wasright, too. We d traveled maybe twenty yards when | spotted asmall vent inside of the duct
(looking out onto nothing) and abunch of dead cockroacheslittering the floor. “ Breather masks,” | said
with darm, grabbing my mask from the pouch on my belt even as| heard ahissng sound.

| did the mask over my face, pulled the straps tight to form a sedl, and then hel ped Rudy, who was il
fumblingwith his

| had just pulled the last strap tight when the air before us shimmered. The phantom doctor grinned at an
empty spot in space to my left, confirming what I’ d already suspected, that the holograms were
recorded. “Well, my British friend, you' ve chegated desth once, but you won't asecond time! Isit getting
hard to breathe? Well, by now, you' ve aready sucked in afata dose of my—" Again with the pregnant
pause. “—nerve mist! Now you can spend your last moments contemplating your failure to stop my
world-destroying missile from launching!” More maniacal |laughter.

“Man,” | said, my voice muffled by my mask, “that getsold quick.” | sgnaed Rudy to follow me. After
we' d traveled afew yards, there was arelay click somewhere behind us, and the big fan began to spin
again, sucking away the clouds of poison mist.

| turned to watch them go. “ Probably a good thing he gave the minionsthe day off,” | said, “or he'd be
gassing them right about now.” | pulled off my mask and gave Rudy aknowing look. “ Just goesto show,
you shouldn’t tamper with things you don’t understand.”

| turned and looked up the duct. It dead-ended twenty yards ahead at asingle, man-size air register.
That, undoubtedly, was our god. “ Destroying theworld,” | said, “is bad for business. We' ve got to stop



thisguy’ s plan, and oh, yes, we are going to bill him for thetime!”

| stepped boldly forward, but as| did, | noticed yet another grating in the duct wall, from which, even
over the sound of the fan, an ominous buzzing could be heard.

Hesitating not at al, | reached for therall of filter materia and dapped it over the grating, holding itin
place with my outspread hands. The buzzing within grew loud and angry, and | heard the thumping of
something hitting the back of thefilter materid, like popcorn in apopper.

Therewasaglow just visible at the corner of my eye, and | knew our holographic friend was back.
“Wdl, my friend, I’'m very impressed, but now taste the bitter sting of my—"

| growled. “ Oh, get the hell on with it, will ya?”

“—mutant killer beed”

| looked &t thefilter materid just in front of my face, and saw many small somethings poking through. It
took me amoment to realize that | was seeing hundreds of stingers poking through the materid.

“Duct tape,” | yelled to Rudy. “ Give me duct tape! It’ sthe only thing that can save us now!”

It wasin that moment that Rudy seemed to comeinto hisown. All fear, al hesitation vanished from his
face. He pulled arall of duct tape free of hisbelt and pulled out along strip in the same motion, ripping it
off with histeeth.

He dapped the strip adong the top of thefilter materia, then went back for more tape.

Behind thefilter, the bees were buzzing, but it was Dr. Longbeach who droned on. “ Asyou writhein
venom-induced agony, eyes swollen shut, airway tightening down until you choke, know that you' ve
failed, and that my missile will soon disperseits cloud of sdf-replicating nanobots, converting the entire
crugt of the planet into—"

Rudy dapped more tape across the bottom of thefilter. | was able to pull my hands free and reach for
my own roll of tape. But | took amoment to glare at the hologram. “ Get on with it!”

“—peanut butter! Oh, yes! All shall know the deadly, sticky-sweet touch of—"

| kept dapping tap over thefilter, entombing the deadly insects. “ Dr. Scholl’ s? Dr. Pepper? Dr. Spock?’
“—Dr. Longbeach!”

“Never would have guessed.” | dapped the last Strip of tapein place, and ran for the vent, Rudy hot on
my heds.

| popped open the grate and stepped into aglass-walled control room overlooking the missile silo. Far
below us, clouds of rocket propelant vented from itstanks, eerily likethe refrigerant I'd used earlier.
Above us, afluorescent light flickered and buzzed, adding a disturbing surredlity to the scene.

| looked quickly around the room. There were the usua consoles, covered with banks of unmarked,
ever-flashing, and incomprehensible lights. But in the center of it dl, therewas one thing that | could
understand, abig, red digital readout counting down toward zero.

59...58...57...

And it was then, in one moment of horrible redization, | understood the gravity of our Situation. Like
Alice Through the Looking Glass (the 1974 TV version, with Phyllis Diller asthe White Queen and Mr.
T asthe voice of the Jabberwock, was surreal even by the standards of Wonderland) we had stepped
out of the ductwork. We were out of our element, and suddenly | felt lost.

“We'vegot to stop it,” said Rudly.

“Tel me something | don’t know.”

“Do something!”

“Dowhat?1 don't know anything about rocket control systems.”

44...43...42...41...

Rudy stepped toward the console, his hands hovering over the timer mechanism. Impulsively he reached
down and pried open apane below it, exposing arat’ s nest of colored wire. He stared at it desperately.
“Do something.”

“I can't,” | answered miserably. “I don’t know how.”

31...30...29...

Rudy gazed at the wires. “Look, just—Just think of it asabig thermostat! A thermostat that counts
seconds instead of degrees!”



| looked ahim, incredulous. “ That’ s upid!”

“S0 to stop the furnace—the rocket—from going off, we need to make the temperature go down instead
of up!”

“Y ou're saying we need to reverse time?’

Rudy frowned. “That doesn’'t work, doesit?’

“We re doomed.”

23...22...21...

“Look,” he said, “what do they do in the movies?’

| reached for my tool belt and took out apair of diagond cutters. “They cut awire. But which wire?’ |
sghed, thinking of dl the countlessred, digita timers| had seenin various movies. “It' susudly thered
wireor the bluewire.”

“Unless” said Rudy, “it’ sthe white wire or the black wire.”

| groaned. He was right. The timer-readout was aways standard, but the wires were always different.
15...14...13...

Behind me, | heard adoor creak open, but there was no time to wonder who it was.

“Just cut one,” begged Rudy, “any onel”

Thetimer flashed. Sweat ran down into my eyes. That flickering light made my head hurt.

Cut awire! But which one?

4...3...2...

| felt someonelean over my shoulder.

A hand sheathed in a black rubber glove slipped past me, holding something.

A knife blade glittered in the flickering light.

The blade dlipped into the nest of wires and smoothly plucked one out, pulling it tight and cutting
itwithasnap. ..

1...

1...

1...

| sagged againgt the console, the diagond cutters dipping from my cramped fingers.

Rudy jumped into the air, letting out avictory whoop. “Dudes!”

Dudes? | turned to look at our mysterious rescue.

He stood, atitan in gray coveralls and abaseball cap. He hoisted up histool belt, sniffed, and rubbed his
bushy mustache with hisindex finger.

“Who,” | said, “areyou?’

Hefolded his pocketknife and dipped it back into aholster on hisbelt. “I’m the dectrician,” he said.
“Somebody called about a busted fluorescent.”

Dr. Longbeach appeared at the door, ablack plastic Radio Shack bag clutched in his hand, and
surveyed the scene. “ Oh, thank God you're here. | was afraid thistime | was actudly going to get avay
withit.” He shuddered. “ Peanut butter. Eeew.”

Okay, so the men from HVAC didn’t save the world.

Not that time, anyway.

But we helped.

“Dude,” sad Rudy, looking at the dectrician in admiration.

“Hey,” | said to thekid, “you're my apprentice!” | turned to address the stranger as an equd. “ Y ou have
kills, my friend, as do we. We should team up.”

And that, as you' ve surely guessed by now, is how the Justice L eague of Contractors was born.

THE SINSOF THE SONS

Fiona Patton



Thecity of Riamo was neither so large nor so grand asthefive other city-states that graced the Ardechi
River. Its marble palazzos were smal and compact as wereits cathedral and its single monastery. Its
market piazzas were neat and well laid out and its harbor sturdily constructed. 1t was known for the skill
of itsweavers and its dyers and the guilds that oversaw these industries were both prosperous and
progressive. While not large enough to boast anecropalislikeits greet neighbor Cerchicava, it

nonethel ess housed five cemeteries within its ancient walls, one each for the nohility, the merchant class,
the military, the Church, the trades, and the poor. Evenits heretics graveyard, built outside the western
wall, wastidy, well-organized, and decently protected by a complement of city guards who took their
duty serioudy. The necromantic trade, so rife dlong the Ardechi, had never gained much of afoothold in
westernmost Riamo. A fact that both the Church and the governing council were justly proud of.
Standing on the duca Palazzo de Gagio’ sfine marble terrace, Luca Orcicci stared out acrosstheriver,
his cold, blue eyes carefully hooded. Known as L uca Preto, areserved foreign aristocrat with amodest
fortune, he had lived in Riamo for nearly twenty years, ever since his master, Lord Montefero de Sepori,
the premier Death Mage in Cerchicava, had sent him hereto gain avery substantia foothold for the
necromantic trade. Whatever the Church and the governing council might liketo believe, far more of its
citizenswere damned then they would ever have imagined.

Turning hishead dightly, he listened as the cream of Riamo’s nobility fluttered about the paazzo’'smain
audience hal like so many agitated geese. The Duc Johanni Gagio had been murdered in neighboring
Pisario, the second largest and singlemost aggressive city-state to the east. The duc of Pisario, Cosmo
Tdicozzo, had immediately closed the harbors, arresting anyone even remotely suspiciouswhile
denouncing the act asloudly as possible. The public belief was that the deed had been committed by the
fabled Huntsman, amysterious crossbow-wielding n of consummate skill who had terrorized both
Cerchicavaand Pisario in thelast year. But the older members of Riamo’s court held to amoreinsdious
conviction, that Talicozzo himsdf had been behind the murder. 1t was not so long ago that Pisario had
cast acovetous eye dong the entire length of the Ardechi River, going so far asto wage full-out war
againg Cerchicavaitsdf. Riamo could easily be next.

That no one had even whispered the suspicion that the necromantic trade might be involved struck Luca
as both amusing and irritating. But such wasthe way in Riamo; egotistical, palitical squabbling with no
clear understanding of the redl clandestine powersthat flowed benesth their liveslike an underground
river. It was abelief that Lucadid hisbest to promote but lately he was beginning to wish that the
complacent nobility and wealthy merchants of Riamo might, just for once, come face-to-face with redlity.
Thetedium of security was beginning to make him restless. No doubt that was why the Huntsman had
chosen Gagio in thefirg place. He dways did have the uncanny ability to read Luca s mind.

The thought transformed his expression from one of contempt to consideration as he made his way
insde. Hewas not fond of crowds, palazzos, or the nobility; thefirst clouded your thinking, the second
hampered your vison and thethird . . . He caught sght of Piero Bruni, his manservant, stlanding patiently
in the wings by the great double doors and nodded his head to indicate that they would be leaving
shortly. The third would betray you faster than your heart could stop beating benegath a cutter’ sknife. But
unfortunately al were necessary evils at the moment. He would have to remember to thank the Huntsman
when hefindly returned home. Schooling his expression, he headed for the knot of people standing
beside the ducal throne.

The Bishop of San Sdvadore had afirm grip on Johanni’ s son, Eugene' s, attention—no doubt lecturing
the new duc to do nothing either rash or impoalitic regarding Pisario—when Luca approached. Resisting
the urge to bare his teeth at the bishop, L uca gave the young potentate a sympathetic bow before moving
on with amodicum of satisfaction. Condolences having been given, he was now freeto retire before the



desire to see the churchman laid out on his dissection table got the better of him.

At the door, he paused amoment to speak with Dante Corsini, along-distance trader of powerful
influencein legitimate aswedll asillegitimate affairs. Although untainted by the necromantic trade, he was
nonetheless deeply involved in al other aspects of the city’ s unlawful activities. The two men treated each
other with a guarded respect, so when Luca gave the other man aformal nod of greeting, Dante caught
up aglass of wine from apassing servant and raised it in response.

“A bad businessthis, Preto,” he stated before the man had moved out of earshot. “ Terrible for trade with
Rsario.”

Lucafrowned at him. Most of the wedlthy merchantsin Riamo treated their servants asif they were blind,
deaf, and mute, but generally Corsini was not so careless; such thinking had led too many men of both
their acquaintancesto the gallows. All of Luca s servants were members of the trade and carried binding
spells so strong thet their very skulls would explodeif they even consdered betraying him, but Corsini did
not have that luxury. No matter how powerful a Court Mage he was reputed to be, only the Death
Mages were capable of such precautions. The servant who had brought him hisdrink also carried Luca' s
binding spdll, but Corsini could not have known that when he spoke. Outraged grief or stunned disbelief
werethe only safe reactions at thistime and Luca said as much with adark glance at the other man.
Corsini dismissed his concern with awave of hishand. Ashelifted the glassto hislips, Lucasaw thetiny
flash of adiscreet, blue purity spdll scatter throughout the wine and nodded inwardly. At least Corgini
wasn't completely stupid. It paid to be careful, even in pedantic, law-abiding Riamo.

“I wonder if they’ll linger over the funera arrangements now that the cold weather’ s here,” he mused,
steering the conversation to adightly less dangeroustopic.

“I heard the bishop dispatched his own people to Pisario straightaway to prepare the body,” Corsini
answered. “And that old fart, First Minister Poggeso, sent messages out to the five cities just as swiftly.
Ducd parties mean duca security but it aso meansincreased business opportunities.” He sipped hiswine
thoughtfully. “1 wonder if Eugene will be replacing Poggeso now,” he added with a speculative
expresson.

Lucashrugged. “1 shouldn’t think he’ d make any changes until after the funerd, but if you havea
candidate in mind you should bring it to his attention as soon as possible—before too many other people
offer their own choices.”

Asone, they both glanced over to where the bishop was still monopolizing the duc’s company.

“He |l be expected to take awife now, too,” Corsini noted sourly. “And you can be certain her family
will be swift to exert their own influence.”

“The bishop will likely cometo that subject soon enough. He has a niece of marriageable age.”

Corgni grunted. “So have, but my sster married a scheming little viper and I’ ve no intention of
increasing his power base. Pity you and | didn't think to have daughters. That might have been our
influence”

“It was an oversight, yes,” Lucaagreed dryly.

Corsini gave himady glance. “How are your sons, by the way?’

“They' rewdl. Alesandro’ sfindly taken over hislate father’ s business now that the Goldsmith’s Guild has
accepted his membership.”

“He cast the communion gobletsfor SantaLucid's, did he not?’

“Hedid.”

“He safine craftsman. No doubt thet little shop of hiswill do well for him. There are plenty of
opportunitiesin Riamo for ayoung man with ambition, if he knowswhereto look for them. His mother
would be proud.”

“I agree”

“And Domito?’

“In Cerchicava negotiating a new trade agreement with the Vintner’ sGuild.”

“How oldishe now?’

“Twenty-one.”

“Who would credit it? Why it seemslike only yesterday that you took him in. What wasit, fourteen years



ago?’

“Y es. Hisyouth and vigor make mefed old.”

“Bollocks. Get yoursdf anew wife and sire one of your own blood if you want to fed young again, or
better yet, marry him off; that’ Il take thewind out of hissalls”

Lucasmiledtightly. “1 understand your son, Vincent, isto be married this spring.”

“To the daughter of along-distance trader from Calegro. In point of fact, her father and | are outfitting a
ship bound for the far eat. It could turn a pretty profit for anyone with sharesin the venture; if you're
interested.”

“I might be.”

“Mention it to Alesandro and Domito aswell. It’' stime they began making decisons as men. They can't
hide behind their father’ s purse strings forever, you know.”

“I'll kegpitinmind.”

Later, standing in the center of hisworkshop benegath the Palazzo della Rona, a compact riverside manor
house he! d inherited from hislate wife, Lucalifted adelicate glassvid containing adiver of brain matter
from Corsini’ slate father. The old man had died of strangulation, leaving everything to Dante. So much
for not hiding behind afather’ s purse strings, he sneered.

Luca s own father had been terrified of the trade and had exhausted the family fortune trying to buy
enough protection for the family mausoleum to keep the Death Mages at bay. A decade after his degth,
L uca had harvested necromantic components from every single corpseinsde, including hisfather’s. It
paid to be careful in Cerchicavaeven morethan it did in Riamo.

The crimson preserving fluid within the via sparkled seductively in thelamplight and Luca savored the
many offengve posshilitiesit afforded before exchanging it for aplain ceramic urn with an expression of
real regret. Then, tying aleather gpron about hiswaist, he popped the seal on the urn and poured the
contents onto his dissecting table before sdlecting a fine bone-handled knife from the wall.

“Find out what the cargo on Corsini’ s new ship is and who hisbackers are, Piero,” he said without
turning. “ Then make sure we have & least one sailor aboard sworn to the trade.”

Hovering off to one sde, the manservant bowed respectfully. “Yes, sr.”

“Hasthere been any word from Drey?’

“No, gr. I’ ve people waiting on the docks for him but he’ swell killed at avoiding detection when he
wantsto.”

Lucafrowned. “Has there been any word to suggest that he might want to?’

“None as of yet. The mission was a success and word is that the Huntsman evaded al attemptsto
capture him, both magicd and otherwise.” Piero brows drew down. “He made an interesting choice
marking Johanni Gagio,” he noted.

“A curious choice,” Lucaamended. “ Obvioudy the duc of Cerchicavawasthe most attractive candidate,
but Drey may not have had the opportunity to mark him properly. Gagio' s death creates political
ramifications alittle closer to home than one of the other ducs might have done, but nothing that can't be
dedt with.” He carefully dit the piece of human intestine on the table before staring pensively down at its
interior. “There sareasoning a work here, but whether it' sthe Huntsman's, Drey Orcicci’s, or Domito
Preto’sis till unclear; he aways was acomplex child.” He turned, his eyes burning a deep, dark red.
“But regardless, | want an answer, Piero. Find him before | |ose patience with the question.”

“Yes, gar.”

The manservant bowed and withdrew, histone of voice conveying his opinion of Drey’ sreasoning as
plainly asif he'd spoken it doud. He' d always believed that Drey wastoo complex to be trusted.
Trading on their yearstogether to deflect his master’ s displeasure, he' d said as much when Luca had
taken the hdf-starved Cerchicavan orphan into hisemploy and later into hisfamily; then again when he'd
set acrosshow into his hands and sent him out to act as the trade’ s clandestine enforcer and executioner.
Hewas brilliant but rash, ruthless but sentimental, too ambitiousto act in secret and too young to act
independently. No good would come of giving him so much power so soon.

Luca had told Piero to be patient, that the boy would season. He was a calculated risk that would pay



high dividendsin the future, and in the meantime, he wore one of the strongest binding spells possible.
They were secure. Period.

Thishad mollified the manservant for atime. Piero had held one of thefirst binding spells on Luca himsdlf
inthe early days of Luca s apprenticeship. At Montefero de Sepori’ s command, Piero had taught him
everything he knew of the necromantic arts, changing him from a defrocked and condemned churchman
to ahighly skilled Desth Mage in under seven years. When Sepori wasfinaly taken down by the duc of
Cerchicavaand ayoung ex-cutter named Coll Sveddi, Piero had escaped and fled to Riamo. Now he
wore Luca s binding spell and was perhaps the only living man the Death Mage trusted, besides his son
Drey.

But there were limitsto both.

Eyesflashing abrilliant crimson, Luca spoke the words of adua questing spell, then straightened with a
nod asthe piece of intestine turned first black and then gray before crumbling into ash. Drey was dive
and Piero had not conspired to waylay him. So why hadn't he returned home?

The next day the city was abuzz with the news that the Huntsman had struck again, thistime in Riamo
itself. The body of Anthony Spoleto, awool merchant and owner of several warehousesin the harbor
district, had been found wedged under a dock just before dawn with the N’ s signature crosshow
quarrd buried between his shoulder blades. An hour later another body, that of Ciuto Farnese, owner of
one of Riamo’s midsize mills, was pulled from the Ardechi River, again pierced from behind with a
crossbow quarrel. By the time the Huntsman’ s third victim, Ferrante Ascanio, abanker for the city’s
Spice Merchants Guild, was discovered stuffed into a packing crate not a hundred yards from where
Ciuto had lain, the quarrel so deeply embedded in his back that it could hardly be seen, the city wasin
hysterics.

Bowing to the pressure of his council, the duc closed the harbors and sent his own Court Magesin to try
and discern the Huntsman' sidentity through any trace magics on the quarrels. Despite their best efforts,
they failed to discover anything about him. Rumors began to fly that he was protected by a deeper,
darker magic than the Court Mages had accessto and, for the first time, the word necromancy began to
be heard in taverns and dehouses across the city.

Hisface setinagrimline, Luca sent Piero to obtain components from each corpse, and standing over the
three carefully collected squares of organ mest on histable, he threw ahandful of dried belladonna over
them and shouted out a single word. The accompanying flash of firetold Lucaall he needed to know.
“It' sDrey. And he' sblocking me.”

Piero knew better than to ask why.

* k% %

They received alessthan satisfactory answer that afternoon. A grubby child, wearing asmple coercion
spell activated by the coin in hisfigt that had passed through three others before coming to him, brought a
message shortly before dinner. Lucaread the missive slently, then handed it to Piero, who peered down
at it sugpicioudy.

Dear Father. Negotiations in Cerchicava have become somewhat more complicated than | had
anticipated but | expect to be homein time for His Grace' s funeral. Your loving son, Domito. The
manservant gave an unimpressed sniff. “He cocked up the duc’ s death somehow and now he' safraid to
come home.”

“Possibly.” Retrieving the missive, Luca s eyesflashed red for an ingtant and a series of fine, scarlet lines
appeared scrawled across the paper before disappearing once again.

It's nothing, I'll fix it, heread. “Y ou're right, something’ s happened.” Crossing to the window, he
stared out at the sky, watching as the sun dowly disappeared behind the turreted roofline of the ducal
palazzo. “ Nothing too serious gpparently and fixable before Johanni Gagio’ sfunerd.”

“Word isthat may be as soon as three days from now. The five ducs are dready on their way.”

“Three daysthen.” Luca s eyes narrowed. “Hewasn't identified,” he mused, “or we' d have heard.”
“Every city dong the Ardechi would have heard.”

“Y es. The Huntsman’ s notorious. Every rumor, every speculation about him, is savored like amidwinter



banquet. So hewasn't identified, and he wasn't injured—the writing would have revedled that by a
darker color and athicker line—and he wasn't captured, or he wouldn’'t have been able to set a cipher
on hismessage or a coercion on his messenger.”

“Or mark three Riamo merchants,” Piero added.

Lucashot him aflat expression. “One puzzle a atime, if you don’'t mind,” he spat.

“Your pardon, Sir.”

“He sinthecity,” Lucacontinued. “But he either can’t or won't come home.”

“A locate spell on the message itsalf should reved where he was when hewroteit.”

“Yes, and I'll leave that to you presently. Hewon't have lingered but it will give usaplaceto start
looking. HE Il know that and may have left another message.”

“So hel sgoing to lead us on somelittle treasure hunt?” Piero asked in an indignant tone.

“It seems 50, and you can make your displeasure known to him later. For the moment, however, follow
histrail of bread crumbs and find out what he cocked up.”

“Excuse mefor saying so, dir, but you could just execute afull-out locate and coercion spell on the boy
himsdf,” Piero said carefully.

“I could, and I may, but for now, you will carry out my commands.”

Piero bowed at once. “Yes, Master.”

Thelocate spell on the missive led to the Site of Anthony Spoleto’s murder but no farther. With adark
expression, Lucaopened asmall iron cask and removed awax-sealed ceramic jar containing the
preserved flesh of a Cerchicavan priest long dead. The priest had been in charge of the Svedai Innocenti
Foundling Home where Drey had spent thefirst Six years of hislife. Lucahad obtained the flesh just after
he d taken the boy in and had used it only once, when he’ d given Drey the name Orcicci and taken his
oaths as master and father. Under such circumstances, the flesh would serve asthe catdyst for a
powerful locate and coercion spell that would see the Huntsman forced into Luca’ s presence despite al
obstaclesin his path.

“Unlessto do so would beto betray me to an enemy, in which case, the dua pressure would kill him.”
Setting thejar in the middle of the dissecting table, he closed and locked the cask once more.

“He has until the duc’ sfunera asrequested. In the meantime, find out everything you can about the men
he marked and what they might have had in common.”

Standing to one side, Piero bowed but said nothing.

The next three days passed without further incident and Riamo began to bresthe alittle easier. One by
one, the ducs of Montecino, Rocasta, Calegro, Pisario, and Cerchicava arrived. The added security
made unobtrusve movement in the city difficult, but Piero still managed to uncover thelink between
Spoleto, Farnese, and Ascanio. A single name. Dante Corsini.

The morning of Johanni Gagio'sfunerd dawned cold and wet; the wind whipping through the tree-lined
avenues of the city promised aviolent winter to come. Every sconce, lamp, and candelabrain the San
Salvadore Cathedral was alight when Lucatook his place dong the western wall in the pew reserved for
foreign nobility. Drey was nowhere to be found and, eyes narrowed, L uca scanned the crowds of
people, watching as the prosperous citizens of Riamo began to take their seats, most staring unabashedly
a the exotic foreign dignitariesin their midst. For many, thiswastherr first glimpse of aworld outside the
narrow confines of their shops and counting houses and once again Lucafound himself grinding histeeth
in contemptuous impatience.

Acrossthe quire, he saw Alesandro take his solitary placein the Albergo family pew, and forcibly
schooled hisexpression. A quiet, soft-spoken young man, Alesandro had accepted his new civic
responsbilitieswith all the prudence and piety expected of aman of his class, but it seemed to be taking
aheavy toll on him these last few months. Hisface was pale and his usualy open countenance cloudy. As
the Corsini family passed by on the way to their own pew, Dante paused to spesk with him and
Alesandro started uneasily. Luca s eyes narrowed.

Drey and Alesandro had been ten-year-old boys when Luca had married Vallenza Albergo, the widow



of asuccessful goldsmith. Despite their vastly divergent upbringings the two new brothers had become
inseparable companions and continued to spend time together as adults. Lucawas surprised that
Alesandro didn’t turn to seeif hisbrother had taken his place beside his stepfather. Asthe Gagio family
took their seats before Johanni’ s ornate casket and the signal for the great double doorsto be closed
was given, Alesandro met Luca s gaze with a supplicant expression and L uca nodded.

The funeral was along and dull affair dominated by the bishop who, taking advantage of a captive
audience, extolled the virtues of Johanni Gagio and his administration until even the most devout eye was
glazed over with boredom. When the congregation wasfindly released severa hourslater, they
dispersed rapidly, heading for the city’ staverns and aehouses with an obvious air of rdlief. Directing
Fiero to wait for him, Lucamade hisway unhurriedly across the sturdy marble bridge that linked the
cathedral groundsto the tidy, well-kept merchant’ s cemetery to the west. Standing before the modestly
decorated Albergo mausoleum asif taking amoment for aquiet prayer, he stared down at the bronze
plague that bore Valenza s name and waited for her sonto join him.

“Y ou seem disturbed,” he said without preamble.

Alesandro nodded unhappily. “It' sDom,” he replied with some hesitation. “ He sent me to fetch you.
He sintrouble”

Thetiny orphanage of San Jorge had been abandoned long before Luca had come to Riamo. The
children and the priestswho' d cared for them had moved to larger quarters when the last plague had
swelled the orphans numbers beyond what the small building could contain and it had never been
reoccupied. Luca strode up the overgrown walkway with an air of bored disinterest while maintaining an
amogt painful scrutiny of every aspect of his surroundings. When Drey emerged from the open doorway,
his lean face devoid of expresson, Lucaamost snarled at him.

“Just what do you think you're playing a?’ he demanded.

“I couldn’t risk returning right away, but | knew you would be getting impatient.” Resetting the wards on
the orphanage door, Drey leaned against thewall of the main entrance hal with acalm expression.

He explained his absence to his father in as few words as possible. The duc of Cerchicava had been his
origind candidate as expected but the same Coll Sveddi who had aided the duc in destroying the trade in
that city had intervened again, throwing a strange combined magic at Drey that had taken him completely
by surprise. It had left a pae, white scar across his cheek which was only now beginning to fade. That
Drey and Coll had been contemporaries at the Svedai Innocenti Foundling Home together and that Drey
had encountered him at least once before without killing him made Luca s eyes darken dangeroudly.

“S0, you dlow yoursdf to be marked . . .” The Death Mage showed histeeth at Drey’ sresponse to the
necromantic word, “. . . with alocate spdll of unknown magic, you leave the marker alive, you come
home, and you send for your civilian brother.”

“I needed to get a message to you. It was the safest way.”

“And how did you explain your inability to return hometo him?’

“I told him | had the clap.”

“And do you?’ Lucaechoed Drey’s responding expression. 1 ask only because something’ s obviously
addled your brains. Y ou ddliberately put Alesandro at risk.”

Drey’s calm demeanor did not change. “Not at al. The spdl isone of location only and it had aready
begun to fadewhen | sent for him.”

“How can you know that? Y ou said the spell casting was new.”

“The spdl cadting is new. The components are conventiond.”

“There€ snothing conventional about thisthregt in Cerchicava.”

“Coall’sonly athreat to the few Death Mages remaining there and anything that weakens them strengthens
us. When you' re ready to step in, Coll can be removed without causing any kind of stir.”

“Wewill sat your presumptuous and naive assessment of that Stuation aside for the moment,” Luca
snarled at him. “In the meantime you will explain to me why you chose to mark the duc of Riamo.”

Drey shrugged. “ There was opportunity?’



“And then,” Luca continued, throwing him awarning look, “decided to further destabilize the Situation
here by marking three Riamo merchantsjust to passthe time? Don’'t even think to deny it,” he snapped
when the younger man gave him a patently false wide-eyed look. “ Their desths have the Huntsman
written al over them.”

Drey shrugged. “ The Huntsman' s habits are well known. Anyone could copy them.”

“Redly?’ Lucalocked eyeswith hisson. “I have Farnese' s corpse on my table as we speak. Do you
redly want meto cast an identify spell of my own brand of conventional magic upon it? Should the
perpetrator wear my binding spdll the results would be dramatic.”

“I had private reasonsto mark them,” Drey answered alittle to quickly.

“What reasons?’

Drey looked away. “They’renot minetotdll,” he said at last.

“Than whose are they?’

“Alesandro’s”

“What?’

“| got into sometrouble.”

The other man had been waiting in the back garden for Drey to fetch him in. When Lucasignaed curtly
for him to explain, he ran ahand through his sandy-colored hair with ahel pless gesture. “I borrowed
heavily to invest in aship bound for the far east. It was supposed to return with acargo of gold of
unsurpassed quality. When it sank, the moneylender | borrowed the origind investment from caled in his
debt.”

“Ferrante Ascanio,” Drey supplied.

Lucaraised onefinger to silence Drey before returning his attention to Alesandro.

“I had no way to pay him back,” his brother continued.

“Sowhy didn’'t you cometo me?’ Lucaasked. “Y our mother’ sinvested monies are there for you to
make use of. Y ou only had to ask.”

Alesandro looked away. “1 knew how conservative you were in matters of money. | didn’t think you'd
approve.”

“And you thought I d approve of you subjugating yourself to amoneylender instead?’

“Wall, I'd hoped you wouldn't find out. | thought | could recoup my losses on the next venture, so when
Vincent Corgni . . .”

“Vincent Corgni?’

“Yes. He cameto seeme. | told him of my difficulties and he said he knew some people who could help
me. He convinced Anthony Spoleto to clear the debt with Ascanio.”

“Thisjust keeps getting better and better.”

“But soon he began to make demands on the shop,” Alesandro continued. “He wanted to use my cdllars
as storage facilities for smuggled cargos and my clientele as possible borrowers for Ascanio. When |
refused, he sent Ciuto Farnese to see me. He said that Spoleto would take my shop if | didn’'t cooperate.
That | would be ruined and the Albergo name would be disgraced. Vincent couldn’t help me, sowhen |
heard that Dom was back in the city, | went to him.”

“How did you know whereto find him?’

The two brothers exchanged alook before reaching into their doubletsto pull out apair of matching
amulets

Lucajust shook his head. “ So, what did you think Domito could do about them?’

Alesandro met his stepfather’ s angry gaze with an even expression. “I knew the Huntsman could kill them
for me” hesad bluntly.

The shocked silencein the hall was dmost paatable.

“How long has he known about you?’

Lucahad ordered Alesandro to go to the Palazzo della Rona and wait for them there. Once he was out
of earshot, the Desth Mage had taken his other son by the throat, shaking him like adog until the rage
had ebbed enough for coherent speech. When hefindly released him, Drey stepped back, hisusua
deadpan demeanor unchanged.



“He' saways known, father,” he answered camly. “ Alesandro and | don’t keep secrets from each
other.”

“Unbound?’ Luca could bardly get the words through his teeth they were clenched so tightly together.
“You let him walk about with thiskind of knowledge for anyone to discover, unbound!”

“I trusthim.”

“I'will kill you and leave your body for lesser magesto pick out your eyebdlslike carrion crows!”

“That’ syour right.”

“Right?Y ou don’t know anything about right. Are you so witlessthat you can't take alesson from your
own experiences? Coll Sveddi, that fellow foundling of yoursthat you' re so unwilling to mark, left
unbound by Lord Montefero de Sepori, destroyed the trade in Cerchicavawith one stroke! Hundreds
tortured and executed in the dungeons below their cathedral. And they have dungeons below San
Salvadore too, you know. Or did you think you were so powerful you couldn’t be arrested, or that
Alesandro couldn’'t be? One night in their handsis dl ether of you would last. One night!”

Striding to thewindow, he glared out at the distant rooftops of their home bardly visblein thefailing light.
“Dante Corsini’sbehind it,” Drey said to hisback. “All three of the men | marked ultimately work for
him”

“Yes, | know that. Be quiet amoment.” Lucatook a deep breath to cam himsdf. “There’ san object
lessoninthis” hesadfindly. “A lesson about the nature of power and security; whether there' s greater
security in keeping your power hidden or in being so openly powerful that none would dare defy you for
fear of the most terrible retdiation. Riamo is an example of the former, Cerchicava of the latter.”
Heturned, hiseyesadark, blood red. “Y ou will set abinding spell on your brother at once. He' s your
respong bility now. Anything happensto him, anything at dl, and I'll lay you out on my table. I'll not have
the two of you destroying everything I’ ve spent alifetime building.”

Drey nodded slently.

“And|,” Lucacontinued, “will ded with our incautious long-distance trader.”

Dante Corsini disappeared from his bed before dawn the next day. His body was found in Pisario a
week |ater, stripped naked, the marks of a savage beating standing out across hisface and ribs, his belly
dashed open, and the organs within desecrated by the obvious signs of anecromantic collection.

The entire city of Riamo collgpsed in hysterics; Eugene Gagio fled to Rocasta and the bishop declared a
date of religious emergency as the citizens overwhemed the priesthood, demanding that they strengthen
the protective wards on their families' crypts and mausoleums that had been allowed to fal into disrepair
from years of complacent neglect. When many of the bodies interred within were discovered to have
been defiled dready, the city erupted in violence. First Minister Poggeso summoned the Watch, but it
was aweek before order was restored.

Standing by Valenza s plaque, Lucaobserved that at least the fedling of contemptuous impatience had
been replaced by a stirring of curious excitement he hadn't experienced in years. It fet both powerful and
refreshing after dl thistime.

He turned to the two young men standing behind him, matching sparks of crimson fire lighting up their
eyes. “Dante said it was time you both began making decisonsas men,” he said, “so, here' syour
chance. Alesandro, you will open up trade negotiations with Vincent Corsini that strongly favor the
Albergo family. Makeit plain to him that he would do well to accept your businesstermsor he'll find
himsdlf sharing hisfather’ sfate. Be as obvious or as subtle as you wish. The days of hiding are over.
“You,” heturned ajaundiced gaze on Drey. “Will find your way past the wards on the ducal mausoleum
and obtain components from Johanni Gagio’' s body and any others you find within. Y ou will accomplish
thiswithin the week or you will answer to Piero for it.”

Turning, he caught sight of the manservant waiting for him at the cemetery gates, his expression one of
barely concealed disapproval.

“I'll give you both just two pieces of advice,” Lucacontinued. “One: listen to your lieutenants, especidly
when they tell you that you can't trust your own sons.”

Heturned to go, and Drey made an inquisitive noise.



“What?’

“The second piece of advice, father?’

“Never have sonsinthefirst place”

Turning, the premier Death Mage of Riamo took hisleave, dready planning the next step in his conquest
of the city.

LOSER TAKESALL

Donald J. Bingle

Clint Hardaway hit the reply button before he had even finished scanning the IM from his college buddy
Jason.

“Thought I might try UQO.”

“Ultimate Overlord? LOL. Man, you do have time on your hands. | try to limit myself to two hoursa
night. Let me know when you'rein universe. Lots of nastiesto kill. Just be sure to save somefor me.”
“We'll see” typed Clint. “TTFN.” He clicked off the IM box without waiting for areply, and clicked the
link for Ultimate Overlord. Acknowledging Conditions of Usethat he didn’t bother to read, hefilled out
some forms, entered the number of his platinum Amex card and got ready to play. He clicked by the
credits and went to the opening screen.

“Can you becomethe ULTIMATE OVERLORD? The path is unclear, the rules unknown. Thereisno
luck but the luck you make, no rewards but the rewards you earn. Everyone starts equd, but some prove
themsdlves superior by their actions. The ultimate chalenge awaits you in a universe beyond your
imagining. Click hereto begin your journey.”

A bit hokey, to be sure, but Clint liked the approach. No tutoria of how to play and what to do. No long
lists of thingsto do, puzzlesto solve, or rulesto memorize. Y ou learned as you experienced the game,
jus likeinlife.

Of course, he knew that there were rules. Every universe hasrules.

From overarching principles of cosmicimport to minor fads of fashion, there were dways rulesthat you
must learn to survive, that you must master and bend to get ahead. He liked that the Site said nothing
about what those ruleswere. That would be too easy. More challenging, more interesting, to figure them
out for yoursdf. By tria and error, by deductive reasoning, by publication, by rumor, and by stedlth, you
must discern cause and effect, the algorithms, formulag, and step-functions that determine success and
failure, fame and fortune, life and death.

That'slife, arandom search for Easter eggs of hidden knowledge in astark and unforgiving landscape.
Clint lived, had dwayslived, to parse out the rules and bend them to his own advantage. There was, he
knew, no other way to become the Ultimate Overlord.

Even before he clicked to start the scenario, however, he made some decisions about the rules that
would govern his character.

RuleNo. 1. The Ultimate Overlord IsEvil. Thefirst rule wasthe smplest to intuit. There snoway to
become the ruler of the universe without being evil. Those who believein goodness believein dl sorts of
other warm, fuzzy, touchy-feely concepts, like kindness and consensus and democratic values and giving
to those too poor to fend for themselves. This universe, he deduced, would not tolerate such suckers. No
one wields ultimate power by committee; no one gainsal by being nice. No one gets ahead by giving
away what they have to others, whether goods or knowledge.



Besides, the good don’t want to rule the world. They want the world to rule theworld. They don’t crave
power. They crave happiness, but not for themsalves. For others. For everyone. Asif alimited supply of
happiness could stretch so thin. Asif happiness could exigt if suffering did not exist for contragt.
Inaworld of limited resources and complex rules regarding their distribution, collection, and expenditure,
knowledge, he knew, was power. He chuckled lightly to himsdlf as he remembered his cludesshigh
school chemistry teacher writing that in his yearbook: “ Knowledge Is Power.” And even then, he had
known the corallary: “Power Corrupts. Absolute Power Corrupts Absolutely.” So, if you were ultimately
going to be corrupted anyway, why not start out that way? It eased the path.

And let’ sbe clear what ismeant by evil. Sdlfish, underhanded, maniaca depravity with the sole focus of
gathering power for greater and greater salfish, underhanded, maniaca depravity.

People aways undersold evil. Y our boss, whoever he may be, isnot evil. Evil does not golf. It does not
listen to management books on tapein traffic. It does not hatch diabolica plotsto get areserved parking
space or rush to grab the cream-filled doughnut at a staff meeting in a conference room with comfy,
adjustable chairs. It does not offer vacation time, sick days, 401(k) plans, or hedlth insurance, no matter
how crappy. It does not obsess about its receding hairline. 1t does not count paper clips or goof off at the
water cooler.

Evil estswhat it killsand sometimes eatswhat is il dive, evenif it snot redly hungry. It dwayswinsor
it destroys the game so that no one else can. It works constantly, relentlessly toward its own ends.

Y our bossisnot evil. You could kill your boss. Y ou cannot destroy evil.

Towin, hewould need to be evil.

He had no problem with that.

Click.

Gafnar shielded his eyes and |ooked about the landscape. It was a barren and vile place. No water
but the salty sea that had spat him onto this foreign shore. No vegetation but the blackened husks
of trees burned long ago, offering no shade, no fruit, no fuel to ease hisjourney. The land itself
was rocky and cracked by drought, a gusty wind tearing the last remnants of topsoil and blasting
it into his burning eyes. Other than a few others like himself, the only creatures moving across the
face of desolation were the rats. Thousands, hundreds of thousands, of ravenous rats, rampaging
toward the fresh meat that had been tossed ashore by the storm and lay quivering in shock. He
was that fresh meat, an offering to the rats. But Gafnar did not accept that fate; he did not even
hesitate to ponder his fate. He did not wait for the horde to come to him, biting and gnawing. No,
he moved toward the foul vermin and began to kill, expending every bit of strength he had left in
a frenzy of death to celebrate hisown life. Only later did he learn that he could eat the rats, skin
their hides, loot their nests for shiny valuables. These benefits were worthwhile, but the killing was
essential.

RuleNo. 2. Hard Work Is Required to Become the Ultimate Overlord. Most people, he knew,
played at life. They skimmed aong doing the bare minimum needed to continue on their mediocre
existence. They lived to joke and entertain themselves and their friends. They had no purpose, no drive.
They didn’t play to win. They played not to lose or, worse yet, just to enjoy the game.

Clint believed such creatures to be benegth the rats. Competition not only fueled society, it fueled the
soul. It madelifeinteresting.

No one gives ultimate power to someone else. To do so would be to demonstrate that they didn’t want
it, didn’'t deserveit, never redly had it. Power must be taken. By force, by stedth, by deight of hand. Itis
not handed out by derelicts distributing coupons. It does not come as afree prizein acerea box. It
cannot be won by lottery. To obtain ultimate power, you must first have power over someone or
something besides yoursalf. Someone gullible. Someone weak. And then you must increase that power
person by person, item by item, place by place, until thereis no person, item, or place that is not within
your power.

Any humdrum nature video on public televison will tell you the lion starts with the weskest of the herd,



killing and eating those that are the easiest to bring down and devour. But the baritone narrators seldom
note that, asthe king of the jungle growslarge and strong and hones his skillsin the hunt, he may move
on to faster game. He may join with others of the pride to stalk and panic an entire herd and send them
rampaging over adliff to their destruction, where they may be eaten a Ieisure. The lion does not join with
othersout of altruism or subservience, but to his own advantage. And when the drought comes, he does
not hesitate to stalk and kill fiercer creatures, even man.

Most of the others that were not devoured by the rats moved quickly inland, seeking more
hospitable environs, but not Gafnar. He feasted on the rats and on the mayhem for aslong as he
could and then he waited. And when others like him were thrown on the shore by new storms, he
quickly moved to kill and devour them before they could get their bearings, before they could
begin their journey, before the rats could devour their life force. And only then, when he was
strong and fast, did he move on to new hunting grounds, bloody musclein hisfist, veinsin his
teeth.

RuleNo. 3. The Ultimate Overlord Has No Friends. “Now that you' ve made it off the beach, dude,
we should connect up,” chirped Jason over the wirel ess headset Clint was wearing as he made hisway
through the game. “I’'minthe hillsto the east. My avatar iscdled ‘ Alexander.” Jason. Alexander. Get it?’
Clint sneered a his computer screen, shuddering at the band chatter. “ Sure,” helied, “My avatar is
Vrod. Keegp an eye out and let me know by e-mail when you see him. My headset is fritzing out on me.”
He knew many people associated with friends as they made their way in the universe, but he could not
understand how atrue Ultimate Overlord could do so. An Ultimate Overlord poses as afriend to others,
but they are never hisfriends. He chats amiably, sympathizes with their petty complaints, drinkstheir
wine, eatstheir food, and makes them believe thereisabond of mutua affection and trust. They area
resource to be gathered and husbanded and guarded from thievesin the night and then to be used or
consumed or sacrificed to the enemy to gain escape or advantage. They are to be betrayed when it isto
his advantage.

And if any one of them should remind him of himself, heisto be betrayed fir, before he betrays. The
Ultimate Overlord has no friends because dl friends may become enemies.

In these more prosperous lands, men gathered together, some for defense, others for attack.
Gafnar joined a roving band of attackers and learned their ways and their weaknesses. And then,
when it was to his advantage, he dlit their throatsin the night and took their belongings and
moved on.

The process repeated itself, though the betrayals varied. Some allies he killed himself; others he
pitted against his enemies or |eft to fend for themselves when a greater force attacked.

His favorite tactic was to volunteer to act as a roving reserve for any battles. When the fighting
started, he would hang back, presumably to be ready to go where most needed, but actually to
assess the fighting skills and weapons of both his companions and his foes alike. If the battle went
well, he would wade in just before it was over, like Russia declaring war on Japan near the end of
WW 11, to help finish off the adversary and share in the spoils of victory. If the battle was going
poorly, he would slink away and let the attackers wear themselves down killing his erstwhile
companions.

He was not stupid. He didn’t tip his hand. He always appeared to be a cooperative companion to
his supposed allies. He listened to their advice and learned their ways. He imparted information
that would not harm himself. He fought when he needed to fight, but only if he had the advantage.

He let others die to save their friends, to save him.

Rule No. 4. Always L oot the Bodies. Waste not, want not. That’swhat his mother had awaystold
him. And she was right. So many people let so much pass them by because of socia convention or



mordlity or political correctness. Relationships, opportunities, money on thetable.

He had shown he had no problem with hostile takeovers, cutthroat business dedlings, holiday firings,
pension fund raids. Of course you hit a person when they were down. That was when they were most
defensdess. That was when they couldn’t hit back. That was when hitting them meant that they would
never get up agan.

And then you raided their workforce, you bought up their patents for penniesin bankruptcy. If you were
lucky, you could scour the paperwork from their last desperate months and find that they had done
something that crossed the line of legdlity in their effortsto save their business; then it was an anonymous
|etter to the trustee or the SEC and they spent the rest of their miserable livesfighting to stay out of prison
instead of hating you for your success at their expense.

When the battle was done, Gafnar would circle back and ambush the wounded and weary victor
(or wait until the victor wandered off to rest and heal) and oot the bodies of the fallen. He would
steal coins and gems and magic and treasure and weapons. He would thieve the boots from their
feet and the half-burned torches they carried. If the loot was more than he could carry and quickly
hide away in some secret spot, he would destroy what he could not steal. Better for loot to be
destroyed in a pyre of flame than to let others have it after he had |eft.

Of course, there were exceptions. Sometimes he would |eave some oot behind. Not out of
kindness. Not out of fairness. But to lure his competitors to the booby-trapped body and their
demise. And then he would steal from them.

And just in case someone out there was clever and evil and competitive enough to do the same, he
would always firebomb from a distance any body he encountered that he had not seen fall with his
own eyes. Then he would loot the crispy husk. Sure, you could lose a little treasure that way, but
the most valuable items did not readily burn.

Besides, he preferred his meat cooked. Why should even that go to waste? Protein was protein.

Rule No. 5. Accept Luck; Make M ore. Hedidn't control the universe, not yet. So things were bound
to happen for ill or good that he did not control. He had learned long ago to take such thingsin stride. He
felt no guilt for benefiting from the whims of fate. Should his competitor suffer astrike or afireor an
unwarranted investigation, so much the better. Of course, atip here or an envelope of untracegble cash
there could always make your luck better. Don't talk to him of mordity or fairness. An Ultimate Overlord
must be evil, remember? All the circleswe move in jostle one another. All universes affect one another.
Chesting isfine, aslong asyou don't get caught.

He clicked onto eBay and fingered his credit card.

For reasons that Gafnar could never comprehend, others that he did not know came to his aid.
They intervened in his battles, they laid tribute at his feet. Some said that it was because he was
favored by the gods, but he knew no reason why that should be so. Some said that it was because
his reputation had preceded himinto unknown realms of the universe, but it seemed unlikely to
him that he had a fear some reputation. He had always let others fight for him whenever possible,
maintaining as low a profile as possible to avoid becoming a target. Sometimes he suspected these
others who helped himto be sinister plotters out to befuddle and betray him. In such cases, he
would dlip into their yurts at night and slay them. But even when they awoke, they did not attempt
to stay hislethal hand.

It was a strange world, but he could live, even prosper, with that.

Rule 6. The Ultimate Overlord Has No Family. Family members are worse than friends. They are
friends chosen not by choice, but by biology. Worse yet, they are friends with expectations. They want
goods, but offer nothing in trade. They want protection, but offer nothing toward the common defense.
They wish to share in the prosperity of power without hel ping to creete that power.

Not only are they unworthy friends, but they easily become the pawns of others. They are potential



usurpers of the throne, figureheads about which others may rally the mindless masses. They peddie
access, real or imagined, and increase their power from the scraps beneath your table. They createties
and obligations, or, at least, expectations. Wasn't that what the legend of King Arthur was all about?
Never trust your spouse, never trust your sister, never trust your son. The classics could be so
educationd.

He stared at the yellow Pogt-it Note stuck to the side of hisflat screen. “Call Mom,” it nagged. Screw
that.

As friendships and prosperity grew within groups in the more hospitable climes, some took blood
oaths of brotherhood or created clans or mated to produce offspring, but not Gafnar. He needed
no brother; he did not wish to share hiswealth or power. And, so, he moved on, questing inland to
the wild lands of danger, trusting not to family to protect him, but hired minions who would do his
bidding for minor treasure. He did not use his minions wastefully—no resource should be
squandered—but he used them to protect himself and his wealth. He took care, however, to never
gather a force large enough or strong enough to threaten himself. There was no sensein paying
for your own overthrow and murder. And whenever a minion began to gain power and sway the
others, he was given the most dangerous assignments, until one day he never came back.

RuleNo. 7. The Only Power |sUsed Power . Potential energy was okay for physics class, but kinetic
energy caused thingsto happen. It made levers move, wheels spin. It crushed objects below and inflicted
pain whereit hit. Any resource not expended was a resource wasted.

Clint remembered a class from college about Strategic nuclear weapons and the concept of mutualy
assured destruction. His classmates marveled at the madness of building more weapons than were
needed to destroy the earth completely. He wondered &t the waste of trillions and trillions of dollarsand
rubles and the coopting of the best and brightest of the world’ s scientists to create what ended up being
enormoudy sophisticated storage sheds for radioactive materid. At some point, a some time, one nation
or the other had the edge and could have obliterated its enemy forever, had it only the will to usethe
weapons on which it had expended a notable portion of the nation’s gross national product.

Oh, athreat can be ause of power, but only if it accomplishes getting someone to do something you
want them to. A threet that maintains the status quo is an empty suit.

Truth be told, Gafnar liked to kill. He relished it. But he didn’t really like to fight. And if he could
not get histemporary allies or his meaningless minions to do his fighting for him, he killed as
quickly and as devastatingly as possible. He liked to blow things up. Explosions were fun. And if
he didn’t have a handy bomb, there was always magic or poison.

Any weapon not used was a weapon that could be used against him.

RuleNo. 8. Evil IsSmart, Never Silly. Clint never hid hislight under abushel. He didn’t understand
the point of salf-deprecating humor. Hewould never wear a Star Trek uniform to an annua mesting or
strike awacky pose for a newsmagazine cover. If you didn’t gppreciate his genius, then you were even
more stupid than the average peasant. But he also never understood the point of telling others how smart
hewas. Let them figureit out too late. Let them think they had the upper hand.

At firgt, he had watched the chat boards for the game and their endless debates asto what an evil,
al-powerful overlord would do. Hewould build alair with ventilation shafts too narrow for the hero to
crawl through or he would line the ventilation shaft with crushed glass or lasers or bubble wrap and on
and on and on. Asfor Clint, hewouldn’t have ventilations shafts; let the minions dowly suffocatein hot,
carbon-dioxide laced air. But he didn’t bother to say so on the chat boards. A real overlord would never
tip hishand.

He stopped perusing the chat boards. He turned off hisIM and |et the e-mails gather unanswvered. He
had more important thingsto do.

Gafnar roamed an increasingly deserted landscape. His minions scattered far and wide, but



reported few powerful beings. Those that were found, though, he directed subtly toward each
other, goading them to battle, watching one fall, then lobbing in missiles from a distance until the
other fell. He built no castle, planted no crops, designed no heraldry. Instead, he roamed the land,
gathering power and expending it to eliminate hisrivals.

Rule No. 9. The Ultimate Overlord Destroys All Enemies. Every petty tyrant the world has ever
seen has enemies. Herails againgt other nations and peoples and leadersin an effort to unite hisown
people and wage war. But, in doing so, he increases the power of his people and therisk to himsalf. An
Ultimate Overlord is ultimate because al his enemies have been vanquished. Anything eseisan Ultimate
Overlord in training, awannabe, a pretender.

No peace is negotiated except to gain alater strategic advantage. No coexistence is tolerated except
while one marshals his own forces and sends spies to poison the enemy and sow discontent among his
populace. No mercy is granted, for mercy shows weakness and caring, neither of which hasany placein
absolute power.

What cannot be destroyed must be bought. What cannot be bought must be destroyed. If an enemy sues
for peace, agree immedi