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To the memory of Brian Thomsen, Editor, friend, fan, scholar. We will missyour sense of humor and
your generous spirit.

Chapter 1



"Immortaity isaoncein alifetimeded!"
—L.Long

| sat back in my chair with my feet propped up on Aahz's desk. My baby dragon, Gleep, lay curled
undernegth the bridge of my legs. Whenever Samwise, a pink-faced Imp with blunt little horns on hisbald
head, in a hideous checked black-and-yellow suit too wide across the shoulders for anyone but a Trall,
made one of his frequent exclamations, Glegp would raise his green head deepily, checking to see what
the fusswas. When it turned out to be another bombastic sales pitch, he went back to deep. | wished |
could do the same, but | had promised Aahz | would sit in on thisone. | didn't mind. There was no place
inany dimension | would rather have been.

It had been a couple of weekssince M.Y.T.H., Inc., had put itself back together. Oh, there were
changes. Everyone had some getting used to it to do, especidly me. And Aahz. But | thought and till
think that it wasfor the best. Trying to come out of my salf-imposed retirement had not been the booming
success | had hoped it would be. Try as| might, | kept stepping on the toes of the people | most cared
about. Still, intheend, | wasback in M.Y.T.H., Inc., with my friends and trusted colleagues, though not
asitspresident. I'd lost that privilege, but | found that | was happier in my current, and | hoped
permanent, position as partner. The others seemed as glad to have me back as| wasto be there. They
had chosen anew president: my former assstant, Bunny. | couldn't argue with the decision; | had relied
on her intelligence, tact, and organization for along time. M.Y.T.H., Inc., would benefit from her talents.
Bunny had some new ideas that she was putting into operation, most of them received without argument
from the other partners. On the whole, it had been agood reconciliation.

We had opened a second office afew milesfrom thisone, our origina location. When the lease on the
remote Site was up in afew months, we'd vote on what to do with it. At the moment, it was used for
private meetings with clients who didn't want to be seen entering the narrow tent in the Bazaar at Deva
that was well known asthe home of M.Y.T.H., Inc. It dso was a home away from home for Buttercup,
my war unicorn. In the Bazaar, owing to cramped conditions, alot of establishments opened out &t the
rear into extradimensiond space, extending them asfar asthe host dimension would alow. Thistent
backed onto a gloomy, low-magik dimension called Limbo. By contrast, the secondary office occupied a
piece of Ombud, a pleasant and pastoral dimension mostly populated by farmers and low-technology
craftsmen, not unlike Klah, where | grew up. Buttercup occupied afield behind the farmhouse that was
our smdll tent's presencein Ombud. | dmost wished | wasthere at that moment, lying in thesuninthe
grass, with Buttercup herein my place, prodding the Imp with his single, well-sharpened horn to make
him get to the point.

"So what kind of business proposition isit?" | asked, no longer bothering to be subtle.

"Profitable," Samwise declared, with thelift of an arched black eyebrow. If ared-skinned
Deved—Devedswere the natives of the dimenson inwhich M.Y.T.H., Inc., operated— made the same
gesture it might have come across as elegant or menacing. In Imps, asmaller, lighter-hued race, it came
across as supercilious. Even their horns and pointed tails didn't hold any menace. "But | wouldn't expect
aKlahd like you to understand an intricate arrangement like this one."

| glanced at Aahz. Hisydlow eyes were half-lidded with unconced ed boredom.

"Pd," hesaid, inalow, genid tonethat | recognized as the one he used just before he ripped someone's
head off, "as a salesman, you're awashout. Did you ever make asuccessful dedl by insulting the partner
of the guy you're trying to sdll to? Didn't you listen when | introduced you? Thisis Skeevethe
Magnificent, the most famous Klahd magician of dl time."



The Imp turned from hot pink to pale ecru. "No offenseintended!" he said hadtily. "I mean, Mr. Aahz, it
isyou Pervertswho are masters of the complex scheme.”

"That's Per-vect!" Aahz snarled. Samwise blanched to off-white.

"Of course. | misspoke. Sorry. No intent to offend. Klahds are usudly, er, more sraightforward, if you
get my drift.”

"I've heard enough,” Aahz said lazily. " Skeeve, does your dragon want an Imp for lunch? Or a snack?'
"l don't like him to eat too many Imps,” | said, patting

Gleep on the head. Gleep blinked hisbig blue eyesat me. "They give him gas. | don't want him blowing
out the back of the tent.”

"Too bad." Aahz grinned, showing amouthful of four-inch pointed teeth. "Think Guido could use alittle
target practice?"

"Maybe," | replied, keeping one eye on the Imp. "He's getting rusty without live targets to shoot at.”
"You can't do that!" Samwise exclamed. "What will people say if | don't leave here?’

"l don't know," Aahz said, leaning back and flexing histalonswhich were, if not asimpressve ashis
teeth, imposing when compared with the minor claws of an Imp. "Did you leave any advance directives?
Or anote saying where you went? | doubt anyone's going to miss you much, the way you manage to
make friends everywhere you go." He grinned.

The Imp swallowed heavily. | tried to look innocent, good Klahd versus bad Pervect, but it's tough to be
an innocuous presence with alive dragon snoring under your chair. Samwise sputtered.

"Look, all | want to doismakeyou aded. A great ded! A once-in-alifetime deal!"

Aahz yawned. "Y ou have ahundred words or lessto make your pitch, or you can takeawak. I'ma
busy man, and | don't hear any bulldogs being fed—or dragons.”

"What'sabulldog?' | asked. The picture that appeared in my head was intriguing, but dmost guaranteed
to be wrong based upon my experience with Aahz and his colloquia expressions.

Aahz turned toward me with an expresson of irritation that dowly relaxed into agrin. "Kid, | gottatell
you, | missed that. Show you later. Samwise, your hundred words starts now."

The Imp took adeep bresth. "Mr. Aahz, when | said that thiswas aonce-in-a-lifetime ded, | meant just
that: only oncein alifetime does something this fantastic come aong! Have you ever thought what your
contribution to the future was going to be? | come to you today with an offer—no, two offers. One'sa
straight businessdedl. | need the help of an organization like M.Y . T.H., Inc., to watch over the
day-to-day operations of my little company. The other offer isimmortaity, or the next best thing. Y ou
might not have thought about your legacy, but | want to offer you. ..." He clamped his mouth shuit.

"What legacy?" Aahz roared, lunging forward. | was pretty curious about it mysdf. "You'rejust going to
stop there?"

"Sorry, but you only gave me ahundred words!" the Imp squeaked, trying to pull histie out of Aahz's
grip. Aahz let go and thrust the Imp back into his seet.

"Okay, you can finish, but with the minimum verbiage. Tak. What kind of immortality? Arewetaking



about eternd life? Because I've talked to some immortals, and believe me, it'snot al it's cracked up to
mll

"Widl, unfortunately, it's not within my power to provide anyone with eternd life," Samwise said,
graightening histie. "I'm morein the monument business. But they're monumental monuments!”

"Describe them in concrete terms,” Aahz said. "No excess verbiage. We're going to have to have the
place vacuumed asit is. What do the monuments look like?"

"Why, what they are."
"And what arethey?'

"Pyramidd" Samwise announced proudly. "The Eterna Garden inthe Vdley of Zyx. That'sinthe
kingdom of Aegis, Ghordon. Second phase opening this month.”

"Pyramids?' | asked. "Arethey buildings?"
"They are, my friend," Samwise said.

"Forget it,” Aahz said, waving ahand. "I'm not getting involved in any pyramid schemes. Just because
they're not illegal in some dimensons doesn't mean the legidation doesn't have apoint. Y ou've had half an
hour of my vauable time. Enough. I've got other clientswaiting. Takeawalk."

"Mr. Aahz, please!” Samwise begged. "I admit I'd like you involved personally, becauseit's aproduct |
truly believein, but it's more than that. | need help. My people are suffering alot of on-site accidents.
Too many to be just bad luck. People are getting hurt. | have Cobra, but even he's getting overwhelmed
by the claims. Someone or something is sabotaging my project.”

Aahz raised an eyebrow. "Did you bribe thelocd officias?’
"Every oneof them!"

"Trade unions?'

"It'saunion project.”

"Y ou hire enough prominent politicians nephews?" "Enough to hold afamily reunion,” Samwise assured
him. "I can't figure out who'sdoing it. It's deliberate. It hasto be. So many incidents couldn't occur just
by chance. | don't believe in coincidence.”

"That'sthefirst thing youve said that | agree with," Aahz said. "What do you want from us?"

"Wel, M.Y.T.H., Inc., isfamousfor figuring things out. That'swhat | need. | have to find the source of
the trouble and put an end to it. It'sinterfering with construction. All | want to do is make people happy.”

"By sdling them amonument?’
Samwise shook his head. "They're more than monuments, Mr. Aahz. They're apart of future history!"

He reached into the inner pocket of his suitcoat. | whipped up aglittering handful of magika force. He
shook his head to reassure me and came out with an irregular-shaped piece of rock with aflat bottom. It
looked like aminiature landscape. A toy?

"Scalemodd," he explained.



"What'sthat mean?' | asked curioudly.

"For comparison,” Aahz replied. "The mode'sin proportion to asingle scae of adragon that would
gpproximate the size of the actua object.”

"In this case, the dragon would be about sixteen mileslong,” Samwise explained.

| gulped at the notion. He set the scale modd on Aahz's desk and held both hands over it. It started to
glow. Suddenly | could see every detail.

"The stone you choose will be part of an edifice that will last throughout the ages! Each oneis unique, one
inamillion.

In fact, each pyramid is made of amillion and one stones! From the top you can see the whole Plain of
Zyx. including the River Null, the only mgor waterway in the dimensonsthat flows backwardd" The
image of the river gleamed brilliant blue with hot white twinkles of reflection from an unseen sun. At the
opposite edge of the mode lay a mighty mountain ridge the color of bread crust. In between those two
features square-based shapes rising to points dotted the plain—pyramids. | fdt dizzy asmy sense of
perspective zoomed from one to another. In the center of the plain, one edifice rose higher than dl the
others, amountain made by living beingsinstead of by nature.

Aahz'seyes glittered like the river water.
"How many stones are on top of each pyramid?' Aahz asked.

"Just one," Samwisereplied. "The most exclusive location isthe most expensive, of course—hbut asa
specia added bonus for the buyer, you get to name the pyramid after yourself.”

Aahz's eyebrows perked up again. "The whole thing?'

"Thewholething,” Samwise said. "It'sonly right. It'sthe most expensive site on each pyramid, soI'm
offering a perk to attract just the right buyer. Of course, we can't build the top until al the sites below it
aresold. It'sagrest location, Mr. Aahz. It is absolutely peaceful—except for designated mourner
sessons”

"Mourner sessons?' Aahz had adreamy look on hisface.
"Uh, Aahz," | began, "you told me never to get involved in aproject at itsoutset. You said ..."
"Never mind, kid," heinterrupted me. "What about mourners?”

Samwisewasdl business. "All part of the service. Every customer can decide what kind of moaning and
wailing he wants, how much praise and how many accomplishments he wants attributed to him. And this
iswherethelegacy | spoke of comesin: we have ateam of scribeswho will chisdl the details of your
great deeds so that they are never forgotten.”

"Never?' Aahz asked. "Never'salong time.”
"Absolutdy never. When | say written in stone, | mean written in stone!™

"About how much would the pesk stone cost?* Aahz inquired, aiming an idle talon at the centermost
pyramid.

"Not acopper coin lessthan ten thousand.”



Aahz pursed hislips. "Ten thousand copper?’

"Y ou maign me, Mr. Aahz! Ten thousand gold pieces. But for adistinguished citizen like yourself, of
course, dl pricesare negotiable. It isthe most exclusive Ste available. | know such a connoisseur asyou
would appreciateit. And | like the idea of abusiness partner having atangible stake in the project. Shall
wesay . . . eight thousand?'

Aahz grunted thoughtfully.

To my horror, Aahz looked like he was buying into the Imp's sales patter. | jumped up and put myself
between them.

"Hold on, Samwise," | said. "Y ou said there are problems here that are preventing you from building this
pyramid et dl."

"Right," Samwise said, with apeeved ook a me. "That'swhy | need M.Y.T.H., Inc., to help me.
Besides, I'm worried about cost overruns. What about it? Will you come to Ghordon and give me a
hand?'

"Well ..." | could tell that Aahz was just waiting for adirect question like that. He shook his head. "We're
not accountants. We don't do lineitem andysis.”

"Just make sure I'm not being cheeted blind by my staff,” Samwise pleaded. "The main thing isto find the
source of the sabotage and stop it. I'll make you agreat deal on astone.”

"I don't buy apiginapoke, buddy," Aahz said. "But | might take alook a a penthouse location, if you
knock fifty percent off the price.”

"Fifty!" Samwise ydped. "That's my whole profit margin!™

"If you don't stop the bleeding, you won't have any profitsto margindize," Aahz pointed out.
"Let'sdiscussit after you agree to take the job, Mr. Aahz. How about it?"

"Aahz, you dwaystold metheided job was oneinwhich you didn't haveto do anything ..."
"Hold the phone, kid, I'm just listening to a proposa.”

"It'sjust arock, Aahz!"

"It'salegacy,” Samwiseindsted.

"A tomb!" | yelped. "Y ou have to be dead to enjoy it."

"Not at dl,” Samwise interceded smoothly. "We guarantee total access for your enjoyment from now
until one, er, takes up permanent residence. Some of our clients hold picnicson their Site. It'saways
sunny in Ghordon."

"See, kid?' Aahz said. "It'snot just aone-timething. Besides, dl | agreed was that we'd take alook at
thejob. That's what Sam here cameto ask.”

| saw something in hiseyesthat | had seldom seen before: wistfulness. Whatever hefdlt he could get out
of apiece of the rock wasn't something | could define.

"We haveto run the dedl past our president,” | pointed out lamely. While we could take jobs as



independent contractors, | till had afunny fedling about Samwise and his construction project. We could
afford to turn down hisjobs. Each of us and the partnership had plenty of money. Except for the
commodity for sae, this sounded like ahundred other corruption-sniffing projects we turned down every
day. "Bunny getsthefina vote on whether wetake ajob or not.”

Aahz waved ahand. "WEell let her know after we see the place, partner,” he said.

| could see that he was hooked. All | could do wastag dong and hope | could spot pitfals before we
both fdl in them.

"Watch the office" | told my dragon.

"Gleep!" he said. It was both farewell and warning.
Chapter 2

"Y ou dways haveto read thefine print."

—E. A. WdlisBudge

Wetranderred silently from the dusty, sunlit officeinto instant and tota blackness. In my mind'seye, |
could see plenty of force lines arching overhead and deep underground, below my feet. They were all
shapes and sizes, from thin and spindly threads of lilac up to asurging, shining black torrents. | reached
tentatively toward along, snaky blue forceline. When it didn't burn me, | drew some power fromit. |

had learned through bitter experiencethat if you didn't grab every opportunity to refill your interna
magika supply, you'd find yourself short a the most inconvenient moment. | took some of the power into
my hand and formed it into abal of light. | held up my impromptu torch and looked around.

Wewerein anarrow chamber of pale tan stone with aflat tan celling. Each wall had been deeply carved
with tiny picturesthat seemed to dance in the wavering light of my spell. The air smelled musty but coal.

"Where arewe?' Aahz asked.

"Thisisthe tomb of Waycross," Samwise explained, pointing to alarge image incised into thewall just
above our heads. "All visitors have to come through herethefirst time.

And ... they like meto enter the dimension thisway. | don't exactly know why.—Theresthe old boy
himsdf."

| lifted the light to illuminate the portrait. Waycross had the face of aturtle. The beady eyeslooked
disapproving. When | shifted to get away from its gaze, the eyes seemed to follow me, even though they
were pointed toward each other.

"He originated that phrase about looking at someone cross-eyed,” Samwise explained. "He's reputed to
have had aredly bad temper, so no one ever did anything without his oversight. And he overlooked a
lot, | gottatell you. Shoddy construction in most of his projects, especidly this one. Thiswas supposed
to be on agridwork pattern, sx storeys high, but it isn't. Don't worry. WEell get out eventualy.”

"Don't you have amap?' | asked.

Samwise shrugged. "It doesn't help. The rooms move around by themselves. No one anchored them
where they were. Cost-cutting. Y ou won't find that on my projects. Y ou just keep on walking toward the
light." That startled me. Samwise waved ahand. "It's not like a near-death experience. If you seethe
light, you're actually getting closer to the outsde. When you find an open window or adoor, hang onto it.



That'sthe easiest way out. No one ever died in here unless they panicked. Well, amost no one. Come
on. Therésadmost aways an opening off the Grand Gallery."

Just afew feet beyond the looming portrait, along corridor stretched off into blackness. The walls here,
too, were covered with incised designs.

"What'sdl this?' | pointed to the carvings.

"Tourigt rules," Samwise explained. "Ghordon has gtrict regulations. 'Don't cheat the Ghords, lest you
suffer adire curse. Don't spit on public roads, or adire curse will follow you. Do not make unwelcome
advancesto fellow guestsin drinking establishments, under pain of dire curse.' Y ou know. Don't worry
about reading them. I've been herefor years, and no one has ever tried to enforce any of them onme. |
get dong great with everybody. Comeon.”

| peered closdly at the minute figures of men in skirts, birds, dogs, lions, and deer and frowned. My
facility with spoken languages didn't stretch to written lingo. If | had to, we could hirealoca interpreter
to trandate therules.

We trudged dong. The corridor was wide enough for usto walk abreast. The smdll of cool stone and
ancient sweet made my nostrils twitch.

"Say, Samwise, whered you get the name?" Aahz asked suddenly.
The Imp waved ahand. "My mother read the classics.”

"Tough breek," Aahz said sympatheticaly, but there was abig grin on hisface. "Hope you don't fed
hobbited by it." I didn't know why the name struck him as funny. | made amenta noteto ask later.

"Therésone" Samwise said, ignoring Aahz'sjibe. | looked up. A square of brilliant blue light beckoned.
"Hurry. It'sdready shifting Sdeways."

Indeed it was. The blue square started to narrow as the room to which it was attached ground to the | eft.
| rushed toward it, my long legs egting up the distance faster than my two shorter companions.

By thetime| reached it, the portal had narrowed to arectangle.
"What do | do?' | shouted.
"Hang onto it!" Samwise shouted back.

| braced my hands againgt either side of the open window. The heat from outside dammed into melikea
charging bull. | gasped. Thewall continued to shift Sdeways, carrying the window and the room with it
toward the corner. | hopped up into the casement and shoved my feet against the oncoming wall. The
room didn't like having an obgtruction initsway. It dammed againgt the bottoms of my feet afew times,
trying to didodge me so it could move. Samwise and Aahz hurried toward me.

"Hurry!" | yelled.
"Hang inthere, partner,” Aahz caled.

| summoned up al the magik force | was carrying, but | wasn't strong enough to argue with an ancient
sonewall. It kicked meloose. | landed on the ground, groaning. The room shifted out of sight, leaving us
in darkness. | summoned up ancther bal of light.

"Well, you know what they say,” Samwise said gamely. "Where awindow closes, adoor opens.”



"If I find one, I'll throw you out of it first," Aahz said. "Do you haveto go through that every time?"
"It'swhere my transference spdl landsme,” Samwise said. "o, yes."

Aahz looked disgusted. "I knew we should have let the kid here do the transporting. HEd have popped
usright into the middle of the action.”

"Why not you?' Samwise asked, with a curiouslook a my partner. "Or are the rumors about the great
Aahz losing his powerstrue?

Aahz waved ahand airily. "C'mon, I've been in the business for centuries. | don't do the penny-ante stuff.
That'sfor apprentices and, er, junior partners.”

| was still so glad to be back with M.Y.T.H., Inc., that | didn't mind Aahz saving facein front of
clients—once, anyhow. At least thistime he didn't suggest hewould stepinif | couldn't handle things.

"I'm pretty good now," | said modedtly. "Aahz taught me everything | know."

"Well, that and atwo copper pieceswill get you acan of warm de," Samwise said. Just before Aahz
grunted out aretort, we spotted another opening, a door, asthe Imp had predicted. Almost as soon asit
appeared, it started to head for the floor, and the celling of the new room with it.

My wits were back where they belonged. Instead of running for the gap, | gathered up alarge quantity of
magik from the deep-rooted black force line and built anicelittle frameinsde the bright square. It was as
strong as | could manage. | could hear the groaning of the stones as they fought against the obstruction.
Sparks of magik broke away from the master spell with aping! | threw more and more force into the
gap. Waycross must have been one powerful magician. Weran for the opening, | nursing my bruises and
the others panting behind me.

"It'sgoing to breek,” | said, gritting my teeth as| rebuilt the spell one moretime. | ran toward the hole.

With aloud report, the spell shattered, sending hot splinters of light shooting outward. | averted them
from uswith aquick flick of my wrigt, but it meant that | wasn't doing anything to prevent therapid
descent of the celling of the next room toward the floor of this one. The gap had closed to four feet. |
could just makeit. Three.

"Come on, partner, let'sfly!" Aahz said. He hdd out hisarms asif hewasllifting off. | scooped him up
with ahank of magik and dovetojoin him.

"Hey, wait for me!" Samwise pleaded. He flapped his arms as he ran to catch up.

| didn't have timeto look behind us. The sone dab of the ceiling was just knee height from the floor. If
we migudged our speed, it could chop our legs off. | didn't want to art off in Ghordon two feet shorter.
| threw out ahook of power and wedged it into the doorway at the far end of the shrinking room, tied
the other end around Aahz and me, and pulled.

The magika cord contracted faster than a Deved's good will. Aahz and | not only reached the door, but
catapulted through it. I hit the sand-dusted flagstones outside Waycrosss tomb and rolled to a halt
twenty feet beyond. | blinked up at the hot yellow sun. Aahz struck just behind me, bounced and ended
up landing acrossmy legs.

A shadow cut off the blinding sunlight. A face surrounded by a draped cloth headdress peered down at
me. The face had the long nose and floppy ears of ahound, but the bare chest and arms of aKlahd. It
extended a normal-looking hand to me. | took it, and he helped me to my feet. A lion-faced Klahd



helped Aahz up.

"Welcome to Ghordon, wayfarers," the dog-faced man said. He and his lion-headed companion wore
pleated white skirts and sandd's, but nothing el se except their headdresses. "Receive the eight greetings of
the Pharaoh Suzal, the eterna hospitality of her people, and the warm regard of the land of the Ghords
be always upon . . . oh, no, not you again!™

| frowned at the unfriendly tone, then rel axed.

It was not addressed to me or Aahz, but rather to Samwise. The Imp crawled out of the porticoed door
through which we had just been propelled.

The Imp dusted off hisloud suit and stumped over to dap the two maes on the back. "Hey, Fisal and
Chopri, good to see you!" They accepted the gesture with resignation and returned to the posts they had
occupied beside the doorway. Heturned to us. "'l told you | get dong great with everybody here.”

Ghordon's climate was similar to Devals, adry desert with ahot sun and wispy breezesthat did nothing
but stir up the dugt, but there was something subtly different. At first | couldn't put my finger onit. Then |
redlized that there was little more noise outside Waycrosss tomb than there had beeninsdeit. The
sprawling Bazaar at Deva, which covered much of its dimension, was never quiet. During the day, it was
filled with the shouts, cries, bellows, and ululations of the Deved traderswho liked to argue at the top of
their voices. Adding to the din were street performers, friends and soon-to-be-friends greeting each
other, musicians, the entourages of important visitors announcing the name and business of the person
they were escorting, the roar of dragons and other beasts for sdle, and just the endless audible tumult of
thousands of beingsdl talking at the sametime. By extreme contrast, Ghordon was amost silent. | could
hear the wind. It reminded me of the bucolic isolation of my parents farm on Klah. It was unnerving. | felt
like Snging or shouting just to remind myself what noise sounded like.

My footsteps made a hushed, shushing noise as| trudged aong in the drifting sand behind Samwise and
Aahz.

"Comeon, well catch aCamd," Samwise said.

"Aslong aswe don't haveto walk amilefor one" Aahz said, and waited for applause. None was
forthcoming, sincel didn't know what he was talking about.

Ahead, | spotted long, ova heads bobbing on narrow necks. | couldn't tell what they were, but the
humped shapes behind the heads suggested gigantic serpents.

"What arethey?" | asked aswe got closer. The heads turned toward us, and large brown eyeswith long
lashes fluttered at me. They didn't look like snakes, but the necks connected to alumpy body that lay flat
on the desert.

"Came, sr, Camd?' thefirst one, a creature with dark brown fur, inquired in aloud, hoarse voice. "Take
you sSghtseeing around the grand pyramid, Hobokis, the city of Suzal, may sheliveforever, the Pharoah
Ides, or theterrific shopping in the Khazbah?'Y our choice, reasonable rates! | will give you amost mild
ride. Y ou will think you are sailing a sheep.”

"Ship?' | asked, curioudly.
"Sheep,” the Camd said. "'l am not aboat, | am aliving being. Come with me, come, hurry!"

"l saw them first," exclaimed apaetan Came, trying to bump the first one out of theway. "1 will convey
you safdly and well, O tourigts. . . oh, Samwise." The Camels enthusiasm petered ouit.



| was beginning to redlize that our potentid employer, if not actudly didiked, had worn out hiswelcome
with the people of Ghordon.

"Well wak," Aahz said.

"You'd never makeit," Samwise said. "The quicksandswill drag you down in no time. The dowsands are
even more dangerous because they have afirmer grip.”

"Wecould just fly."
"Er, | prefer to patronize the loca businesses,” Samwise said hadtily.

"Hmmph!" Thelocd bus nesspeople—al right, Camels— didn't seem that grateful for his custom. |
sugpected he wasn't good at keeping up with hishills.

"It'sokay,” | said, jingling my belt pouch to show that one of us had money. "My name's Skeeve. Will
youtakeusto...?' | looked at Samwise.

"To the And Company main office," the Imp said.
"And Company?' | asked.

"Well, everyone knows me," the Imp said. We stepped gingerly onto the humps behind the Camel's head
and settled in between them. There was barely room for the three of us. | got wedged between Samwise
and therear hump. "But | have partnersin some of my projects, so | named the enterprise after them.
That way they get the credit they deserve, too."

Oncel was on the Camel's back, | realized that it wasn't a snake or serpent. The beast had limbs at the
four corners of its body, but they were submerged beneath the surface of the sand. Instead of running, it
swam, gliding as smoothly asawater bird. | looked behind us. Our passage | eft a V-shaped wake that
swirled and settled again into gentle peaks.

"The hump keepsthem afloat in the quicksand,” Samwise explained.

"Hold on, please. No jumping up and down, no music, no photographs,” the Camd said, ashe swam
away from the stand. " Spitting isalowed." Asif to demonstirate, he let go of agob of brown goo that
plopped onto the surface of the sand and sank. | felt my stomach turn. "I am Dromead, your driver for
today."

He paddled a distance out from Waycrosss tomb and began to circle around to the right. No matter
what criticism Samwise had for the ancient architect, | admired the monument's construction and how
well it fit into its setting. It looked asif it had just risen out of the desert at the beginning of time and would
be there forever. The admonitions and curses | had seen inside continued on around the building in
endlessrows.

Waycross sure had alot of rules.

Chapter 3

"l don't want this monument thing to get out of hand.”
—Z0ser

Aswe cleared the massive square edifice, | goggled in wonder a a new, marvel ous structure ahead of
us



"You didn't tell usthat you'd aready built one pyramid,” Aahz said.

And animpressive sight it was, too. | had never seen anything like it outside of the storybook or history
booksin my mother's study. A perfect, smooth triangle of pearlescent white, it loomed above thewide
desert floor like amathematical absolute. It didn't look so large from adistance, but as we glided toward
it, | realized what | thought were insects walking on the stones were people my size and larger. Aswe
paddied closer, | studied them. Their bodies were similar to denizens of my dimension, Klah, but their
heads and feet resembled those of animals.

A narrow staircase led up the center of one side of the pyramid to atiny doorway, astartling rectangle of
black in the gleaming white side. The people trudged up and down the steps bearing cloth bundles, jars
of colored paints, and rolls of thick parchment.

"Er, wdll, that oné'snot mine," Samwise said, fingering hiscollar. "That's Diksen's. He built it. | used to
work for him."

"Y ou mean you're copying his blueprints?' Aahz asked suspicioudy.

"Not at dl! Not at dl! I'll show you my plans as soon aswe get to the office. They're completely
different. That onesmine.”

Ahead, | could see apier made of plain dabs of stone. Beyond it was asmal square building that |ooked
like an outhouse for Waycrossstomb. Above that were three incomplete rows of enormous, rough
rectangular blocks arranged on top of one another.

Compared with the completed pyramid, Samwise's project was a deep disappointment. On every side,
plain blank cubes of pinkish-gray rock were piled higher than the completed portion. Many of these were
surrounded by Ghords busy with hammer and chisd. Small objectsthat caught the light flitted back and
forth between them on wisps of magik. | thought this pyramid looked more like the aftermath of a
demalition than abuilding site. Still, more blocks were rolling upwards to the empty spaces on ramps that
had been piled up against the outer edge on each side of the building.

| peered at the stones, but | couldn't see anyone moving them. It wouldn't surprise meif Samwise's
people were using magik to do the congtruction; there was an unbelievable amount of raw power
available both above and below ground. | glanced around for wizards. | saw no one whose demeanor
said to me"professond magician at work." Instead, at the corners of every level and in prominent
stations among the workers, stood large, husky locals. Each held ashort whip and anarrow striped, stick
with a curled-over top like a shepherd's crook crossed on his chest. These Ghords glared at the tourists
on Camel-back who paddied around in the sand at a safe distance to watch the work in progress.

| paid our Camel when we arrived at the pier and made a mental note to add the small silver cointo the
invoice when Samwise started paying M.Y .T.H., Inc., for its expertise. We disembarked. The Camel
swam away, muttering and spitting.

"| thought you said thiswas aunion job," Aahz said, watching one of the massive dabsarrangeitsdf in
place and settle down.

"Absolutely,” Samwise said. "No choice, redlly. | just took the path of least resstance.”
"But these sones are moving dl by themsdves. Magik!™

"No magik," Samwise said, wincing. " Scarabs. The Universal Sacred Hegira of the Everlasting
Brotherhood, Teamsters Interdimensiond.”



"USHEBTIS?' Aahz whistled. "Powerful group. Tough workers.”

"They've pretty much got astranglehold on thisdimension,” Samwise admitted. I have an ongoing
argument with their chief negotiator and shop steward, Beltasar. Y ou'll meet her later. She'sadways
coming by with acomplaint.”

"Y ou think they might be causing the problems?’ | asked.

"I don't think s0," Samwise said doubtfully. "I hope not. They've had more than their share of accidents.
They keep babbling about an ancient curse.”

| raised my eyebrows. It wastime for the other shoeto drop. Here it was. | exchanged glances with
Aahz. "And isthere an ancient curse?'

Samwise flinched defensively. "No! Or | wouldn't have started this project in the first place.”

"What about the cursesin Waycrossstomb?' | asked. " There are probably thousands of them listed on
thet building."

"No!" Samwise was adamant. "Those have nothing to do with me. I've kept this enterprise honest . . .
well, as honest as any red estate development,” he admitted.

Now that | knew Scarabs were carrying the stones, | could see thetiny black dots as they swarmed
toward the next block in line. Amazingly, the massive object rose about an inch, then glided asif under its
own power toward the ramps. The overseers stood aside. No need to harry Scarabs with the whip.
They weredl hustle and go.

Aahz did some cdculationsin hishead.
"S0, there's three hundred of them per block? How much can one of them carry onits own?”

Samwise made adismissive gesture. "Are you kidding? If union rules didn't forbid it, a Scarab would
carry awhole block by itself. The only reason there's a crowd under each stoneisfor safety. If it tips, a
Scarab can break aleg or crack ashell, and you don't want to know what my insurance billsare like

aready."
"Then, what are dl the muscle-men for?' Aahz asked.

"Security,” Samwisesaid. "Comeonin. I'll show you thelist of thingsthat have gone wrong. Herésthe
office” Heled ustoward the small sone hut on the edge of the building site.

| should have guessed that the Devedls trick of using extradimensiona space had spread to other places.
What we walked into was asmal stone hut, but insde Samwise had spared no expense. An atrium with
atriangular skylight soared above us. On the gleaming gray marble wall ahead, the words"And
Company" stood out in high bronze letters. A girl with awonderful, curvaceous figure but small, round
ears, athick snout, and beady, piglike eyes occupied the reception desk. Like al the other Ghordswe
had seen, she wore awhite linen headdress; athin, pleated robe; and afancy beaded necklace. She was
dedling with alarge, angry Gorgon woman who held onto asmaler male by his forearm. Snakes whipped
around thewoman's head in fury.

"You'rekidding! Oh, | don't believeit." The Gorgon pushed away from the desk and stormed toward us,
dragging her small and apologetic husband along. The few snakes | eft on his head waved feebly. "Can
you imagine?' the Gorgon fumed at us. "Can you imagine? | wanted to buy one of these tombsfor my
husband—but they say he hasto be dead before | put himinit! Of al the nerve. Come on!™ She dragged



her husband away. He stumbled behind her like atoddler.
"Reminds me of one of my girlfriends"™ Aahz said fondly, watching her go. "Y egh, those were the days.”

| knew from experience how formidable Pervect women could be. | didn't want to generalize, but |
couldn't imagine dating one mysdif.

"Thisismy receptionist,” Samwise sad, leading usto the desk. "Any cdls?'

"No, gr," the girl said. She glanced at Aahz and primped the edge of her headdress with an upturned
hand.

"Hey, gorgeous,” Aahz purred, leaning over the desk to gaze into her eyes. "Howyadoin'?"
She beamed at him, showing peg-shaped teeth at the corners of her jaws.

"Miss Tauret, these are the people from M.Y.T.H., Inc. Will you have refreshments brought into the main
conferenceroom?"

"Certainly, sr." When sherose from her desk, | saw that her shapely legs ended in thick, cylindrical gray
fedt.

Samwise led us down awide corridor. On the walls, images of buildings had been incised and painted. |
read a couple of the labelsas | went by. A very gaudy, high-rise building was marked " Carnival
Warehouse, Vaygus." A white, dmost featureless cylinder said, ".Info Ctr ©, Kobol." A tiny canvastent
was named as " Shaharwadi Empire Headquarters, Deva."

"| think I've seen that one," | said, pointing at the third image. "1 bought some stuff-sacks there. The place
ishugel"
Aahz glanced back at it. Y eah, I've been there, too. Nice place. Y our work, Samwise?"

The Imp shrugged, alittle embarrassed. "Uh, no. These were done by the last architect to own this office,
Ahmahotel. Heretired a couple of years ago. Here we are. Have a seat.”

We perched on stools around a high, white tabletop. Samwise unrolled ahuge yellow parchment. He did
his best to smooth it, but itswrinkleswouldn't |et it lay flat. The planslooked like they had been
deliberately crumpled up, then flattened out.

"Thislooks exactly like the building next door," Aahz said, frowning. "If thisisascam, it'sa pretty inept
one"

"No scam, Aahz, | swear to you!" Samwise turned the paper around so we could both seeit. "It'sredly
different.”

"It looksthe sameto me" | said.

"Well ... it was designed by Diksen, too," Samwise admitted. "But he discarded it! He had alot of good
idess. He'savery creative guy. | knew he wouldn't mind."

"Uh-huh," Aahz said. "Does he know you're using a plan that you plucked out of hiswaste-papyrus
basket?'

"Oh, yeah, no problem,” Samwise said. | thought he wastaking just alittle bit too fast, "He drew it up. It
didn't work for him. He threw it away. | rescued it and adapted it. He didn't say | couldn't. What'sthe



problem with that?'

"I don't know yet," Aahz said. "Tell usand save usdl alot of time."

"Y ou said you worked for him," | pressed. "Why aren't you with him any longer?”"

"I had big ideas of my own," the Imp said, describing arcsinthe air. "Plenty of big idess.”
"Such as?' Aahz asked.

"Financing," the Imp said, with hisarms spread triumphantly. "Diksen had to sump up for that whole
thing out there by himsdlf. | came up with a much better ideato build my dream pyramid. It'sa
cooperative venture. Every buyer helpsfind more buyers. The more they bring in, the lower their buy-in
becomes. It'sawin-win propostion.”

Aahz groaned. "That'sjust what | was afraid of. Why didn't you tell usthat in our officein the Bazaar and
let me say 'no’ then? C'mon, kid, we're leaving.” He stood up.

"Aahz, just listen!" Samwise begged.

BOOM! Thefloor lurched out from under me. | pushed away from it with ahandful of magik and
retrieved Aahz before he hit the ground. Samwise was tossed sideways. He grabbed onto a hank of air
and steadied himsdif.

"What wasthat?' Aahz demanded as soon as his feet were back on the ground. "An exploson?'

"No, nothing like that, I'm sure,” the Imp said. He hurried out into the hallway. A Ghord with the face of a
bull rushed toward him. He whispered in Samwise's e=r.

"Oh, no," Samwise said. He strode toward the doorway, but it wastoo late. A fist-sized knob of black
buzzed in the door and hit him smack in the chest. It backed up a handspan and zipped up to the Imp's
eyelevd. It shook atiny finger in hisface.

"Have | not told you athousand times? It has happened again!”
Samwise took a pace back and rubbed the point of impact. "Beltasar,” he said wesakly.

| regarded the newcomer curioudy. Since my first visit to the Bazaar a Deva, | had made friendsand
acquaintances that ranged from the sze of abuilding down to the size of my thumb. | had thought at long
distance that Scarabswere dl black, but Beltasar was an iridescent blue with complicated designsincised
on her shdll in bright cord, turquoise, and gold. Her large, round eyes were aso turquoise, and they were
fixed with disgpprova on the Imp.

"Anacther stone cameright off our backd" she exclaimed. "Unauthorized use of an unregistered magician
on aunion stewill get you fined ten gold pieces per incident.”

"There aren't any magiciansworking today," Samwise squawked. "It hasto be your fault. Y ou dropped a
sone? Whose wasit? What will my clients say?"

"They'll say you run adangerous operation,” Beltasar said, firmly. "It landed on your building.”
"What?' Samwise ye ped. He hurried outside, the Scarab flitting next to him. Wefollowed.
Chapter 4



"All that mattersin real estateislocation, location, location.”
—Imhotep

Outsde, theair wasfull of flitting Scarabs, dl humming with darm. The Ghord laborers, too, had all
stopped working. They had gathered around the building to look at the accident. | turned to gawk. One
of the carved blockslay at an angle on top of the And Company office building, flattening acorner of the
sructureto rubble. | couldn't believe how largeit was up close. Klah was full of family cottages smdler
than this single piece of rock. It must have weighed tons. Nothing short of amajor cataclysm or magik
could have tossed it from the top of the partly-built pyramid. It would take heavy lifting equipment to
move.

| peered insdethe office. It was unaffected, sinceit didn't exist in thisdimension. The secretariesand
clerks continued about their businesswith only an occasiona glance out the door at us. Miss Tauret gave
me a broad wink and went back to her papyri.

"Couldvethrown it over herethemsdves," Aahz said suspicioudy, looking the accident up and down
with an expert's eye. "Pretty nifty action. No way to tell what direction it came from. Tekealook at the
power lines."

| shook my head. "No fluctuationsthat | can see, but those lines are strong. Any magik that was dipped
out of onewouldn't leave atrace. Or it could be an overload. That black line just under our feet is
bucking like abull goat.”

"We could have been killed!" exclaimed a Ghord with along bird beak. "It is one of the ancient curses!
Someone must have left gum on the paving stoned!™

Therest of the crew joined in with their panicked suggestions of the cause of the disaster.

"What are you doing?' Samwise screamed at his taff, waving hisarms. "Go back to work! Beltasar, get
thisrock off my officel"

"Sign awork order," Beltasar said, crossing her upper two sets of arms. "My people get regular hourly
pay plus hazard pay plus off-gte supplement.”

Samwise groaned and smacked hisforehead with hispam. "All right, &l right! Get the paperwork ready.
I'll Sgnit. What choicedo | have?'

| didn't notice any satisfaction, smug or otherwise, on the Scarab's little face as she whipped a document
from under one wing, flicked it open, and handed it to him. "Sign here. Wéll have it off your building in
two wags of a Sphinx'stail.”

The Imp resignedly took the pen she proffered.

"Not so fagt." Aahz pushed in between them. "Y ou brought me here to check for holesin your
operation.”" Heturned to the Scarab. "He signs nothing from this day forward unlessit goes past mefirg.”

"Fine" Beltasar sad.

Aahz scanned the page. He grunted and shoved it toward Samwise. The Imp signed it.
Tucking the document back under her wing, Beltasar flitted away.

"Y ou see what I'm dealing with?" Samwise gppedled to us. "Thanks for agreeing to help.”



"I'm not committing,” Aahz said. "But if we do take you asaclient, | can't watch you make bad decisons
in front of me."

Aahz and | stood back as aswarm of USHEBT! workers poured down from the worksite and ascended
the sde of the small sone building. If | hadn't seen them do it before, | wouldn't have believed it possible.
As Bdtasar shrieked out orders, the wave of black dots spread out around the fallen dab. Slowly, asif
under itsown valition, it moved away from the broken side of the building. | looked closely, both with my
open eyes and my mind'seye, and | didn't see atrace of magik. The Scarabs were just that strong.

"l could help them,” | offered.

"No!" Samwise exclaimed, pamsout in darm. "Thanks, but no thanks. If you interfere with the Scarabs,
they'll strike, and I'm aready months behind schedule. Look, come out with me and see the rest of the
gte. | think youll likeit."

We passed in through anarrow gate. Beside it wasalarge sign.

Thisisan And Company Congtruction! We pride oursaves on Providing a Safe Working Environment.
Days Since Last Accident . . .

Therewas ablank undernesth. The number '43' had been written there at one time, but it had been
scratched out. The numbersthat had replaced it over timeincluded 8, five, two, one, one, one-half, and
at the moment the sgn proclaimed "Eight hours since our last accident!” As| passed, ahawk-faced
Ghord came over and dgectedly drew aline through it with apencil. | looked uneasily at Samwise. He
ignored the Ghord, me, the sign and anything except the existing construction work.

"lan't it wonderful?* he exclaimed, waving hisarms at the hegp of rocks.
| was unimpressed.

The guards and the other employees regarded us with suspicion as we followed Samwise to the foot of
the pyramid.

"Thisis Phase One," he said. "It's already eighty percent sold. We're starting Phase Two pretty soon. It
be even more exciting than thisone!™

Aahz |ooked up & it, hisfistson hiships.

"What atower of junk," he said.

"No, itisn't!" Samwise protested. "Y ou haveto let it grow on you, Aahz."
"If anything like that grew on me, I'd have it removed,” Aahz retorted.
"You just need to seeit from a better angle,” the Imp said. "Thisway."

| followed him to the left, past heaps of sand and gravel, smdl bundles of persond items, and a Ghord
with amonkey's face grilling vegetables over asmoking fire. The three layers of carved stones didn't
drike me asexciting— far fromit. To me, it wasjust an upright graveyard. Still, there was something |
couldn't define. Aswe got closer, the unprepossessing chunks of incised stone took on anew glamour. |
reached out to touch the carvings on one of the monoaliths that even on its side rose above my head. It
tingled under my fingers. Alone, they were just inanimate hunks of mineral. Together, though, they
created their own magik. | took a deep breath. | felt dmost asif | could hear voices from the pagt,
tingling bells, the call of horns, the bray of animals and voices, voices, voices. | took my hand away, and



the sounds and tingling stopped.
"That'samazing,” | said.
Aahz didn't seem to find any wonder iniit.

"It'sjust aheap of rocks," he said flatly. "Why would anyoneinvest asiver coininit, let done
thousands?'

"Ah, but thisisn't the best way to view it," Samwiseinssted. He beamed at Aahz. The crisswas over,
and he was a sadlesman again. "Now, follow me. Please stay out of the way of the workers. | have to pay
them an interruption fee if they have to pause more than 1.5 seconds to let someone by who isnot on the

payroll."

"Y ou sure have to put up with alot of regulations,” | commented.
"TheDeved isinthe details," Samwise said with plaintive resignation.

"In other words, some Deved wrote your employment contracts," Aahz growled. "That'll cost you extra
if we haveto untangleit.”

"Whatever it takes, Aahz," Samwise said. He patted the stone | had touched. " See, down here are the
economy stones. A whole family can have the eternity of their dreams for not much more than ayear's
incomein Imper. Engraving and other services are extra, but can be arranged for in perpetuity. | think
you will find we don't have asingle unhappy customer.”

"Uh, what'syour . . . occupancy rate?' | asked. In Klah, stepping on someone's grave was punishable by
acurse.

Samwise turned to me. Do you mean, has anyone taken up permanent residence here yet? No, young
gr, not yet. Barring accidents, | doubt that will happen for many years. By then, | hopethe Valey of Zyx
will take its place among the dimensions greatest destinations! Now come with me. This awayswows
the customers.”

Hefdt around with onefoot, then began to climb, step by step, up an apparently invisible set of steps. |
looked more closaly with my mind's eye and saw that a staircase had been constructed of magik. It
reached upward at adiagond, leading to a point high above uswhere it intersected with three other tiers

of steps.

Aahz ssumped upward, unfazed by stairs he couldn't see. | kept some magik availablein case | needed to
keep mysdf from faling. | was good at flying, after years of practice, but | hated having the floor drop
out from under me.

"Y ou can see what agreat |ocation we have here. Were positioned in the heart of the western portion of
the vdley. Over the hillsto the east isthe city of Aser, the seat of the empire. It comprises amarriage of
old and new, acity of millenniawith anew outlook. Why, the Pharaoh hersdlf isabig fan ..."

"Judt thefacts, pa," Aahz interrupted him.

"That isafact, good sr!" Samwise exclaimed. "Why, al the best people are going to be interred here.
Only the best. They are the most forward-thinking of consumers, wholehearted supporters of the
cooperative scheme. Dying isthe new living!"

Supported on the invisible steps, we walked right over the heads of the Ghord stonecarvers. I'd ways



been fascinated by artisanswho used skill instead of magik. Dressed in the same kilt and headcloth | had
seen on everyone in Ghordon, they knelt before the dabsin place, hammer and chisel in hand, tapping
away. | thought there was dready plenty of ornamentation on each of the stones, but the craftsmen and
-women worked away at minute details, dmost bringing theimagesto life. In fact, ahawk-headed female
incised on anearby stone turned to look a me. When it did, the two female Ghord carvers knedling at
the rockface glanced over their shoulders. They giggled. One leaned forward and tapped something on
the stone wal with her hammer and chisdl. The other bent to read it, then hammered out asmal carving,
which her friend read. They giggled again. So did the image of the hawk-faced woman. | grinned a them
awkwardly. What was so funny? I'm told I'm not bad looking. | had run acompany. | had faced insane
wizards. | had made friends and enemies across the dimensions. So what they were laughing about?

| redly didn't understand women. All my choicesin the dating field thus far had been bad ones.
"C'mon, kid," Aahz called. | hurried to catch up.

Chapter 5

"Y ou can takeit with you."

—Tutankhamen

Samwisewas dill talking. ... So | said to myself, who wouldn't want their very own monumenta tomb?
Everyone hasto die sometime. So why not find like-minded individuals, with money, of course, to create
that fantastic piece of real estateintimefor . . .intimefor . .. " The lmp sought asuitable euphemism.

"... Thair permanent nap?' Aahz supplied.

"Miger Aahz!" Samwise said, shocked. "I have the greatest respect for my clientee. It's something that
everyone's going to need eventudly, even Vampires, and Ghordon isadimension at easy accessto
Limbo aswell asKlah and Deva. It can't missl"

Aahz gave Samwise awary eye, but | put it down moreto hisdidike for Limbo than the idea of amodest
commission per sde. We could do well financially out of the dedl. | just kept thinking there had to bea
catch.

We passed the top tier of guards. They bowed to Samwise and |ooked us over pretty carefully. Though
most of them were Ghords, | was surprised to seea Titan, a Troll, and afew other surprising species
represented.

"Y ou do alittle hiring from outside the dimension,” | mentioned casudly, tilting my head toward the Titan.
Aahz's eyebrows rose when he saw him. Titans—gigantic, well-muscled and silver-skinned—had
notorioudy bad tempers. They didiked working for anyone but themselves. Rumor had it that they even
atetheir own children if they were displeased. | took that last with agrain of salt. After dl, | had heard
some pretty disgusting rumors about Pervects. Most of them weren't true, no matter how much Perv

spent on P.R.

"Oh, yeah," Samwise said. "They are hereto work off the cost of their own pyramid tombs—their piece
of therock, so to speak.”

" Speaking of that, let'stalk about financid specifics,” Aahz suggested smoothly. | could tell he wanted the
top spot on the pyramid being built.

"Fine" Samwise rubbed his pamstogether. "What can | do for you, my friend?'



"Well," Aahz said, looking unimpressed as he watched the Scarabs manhandle—or should | say,

beetl e-handle?— another massive dab up the ramps and into place on the current level below us, "I think
maybe you have something going on here—maybe. It's not great yet—but with our help it could be
bigger than Diksen's place.”

Samwise's eye summed Aahz up. | think he knew exactly where Aahz was going. An Imp making adedl
isaweakling compared with a Deved, but they can usudly hold their own against a Pervect. Still, hed
never dealt with Aahz before. | stood back to enjoy the bargaining.

"Well, my friend—I can cdl you my friend, can't 17"

"No," Aahz said. "M.Y.T.H., Inc., can be your business partner or your paid consultants. Depends on
how devoted you want usto your enterprise.”

"I've dways believed in | etting enterprise go where it wants to. Exploring strange new worlds, you know,"
Samwise said.

Aahz grinned.

"Huh?" | asked.

"Tell you later, kid. So, Sam, what'sit going to be?Y our construction project has along way to go
before it equals the magnificence of the guy next door.”

"What do you havein mind?' Samwise asked. "I don't really need you, but you would be agreat help.”

"That's not what it sounded likein our office," Aahz countered. "Y ou would have sold usthewholefarm
if we had asked."

"l wasjust usng my powers of persuasion on you, Aahz," Samwise counter-countered. "It worked,
didntit? Youre herel"

"Thiswasdl afake?' Aahz bellowed. "1 suppose you set up the accident to makeit look good!”

"Y ou impugn my honor?* Samwise demanded. "Imps don't have any!" "And Pervertsdo?' "That's
Per-vect!"

"Where | comefrom, it's pronounced Per-vert!"

| stumped upward, |etting nature take its course. Asthe two of them hammered out a price for
M.Y.T.H., Inc.'sservices, | concentrated on feeling my way aong theinvisible steps.

"Ten percent! We wouldn't get out of bed for ten percent!" Aahz shouted. ™Y ou should have offered us
twenty-fivel"

"If | give you twenty-five, my profitisgone! Twelvel That'smy highest offer!”

A Ghord sdlesman with alion's face and a thick mane peeking out from under his headcloth mounted the
steps on the opposite face of the pyramid to ours. With him was afamily of Kobolds, denizensof a
dimension that relied on technology rather than magik. | recognized them by their gray skin, domed heads
and large, dmogt black eyes. The adultswere dmost identically skinny and small. | could tell the wife
from the husband only because she had abun of black hair coiled up on the top of her head, and shewas
carrying apink Perfectly Darling Assstant instead of a stedl-blue one asthe other one had. They were
talking in symbolsthat were nearly readable in spite of the distance. The Ghord halted them at the top



level of stones, pointing out some feature | couldn't see. The male Kobold shook his head, and pointed
upward. The Ghord pointed to his clipboard. The femae Kobold countered, angling the screen of her
PDA s0 he could seeit. They were negotiating, too. The Ghord led them upward aleve at atime until
the Kobolds began to look happy. They started exchanging symbols again. They soon were far above us,
still gesturing back and forth. The children looked bored, but they tagged adong behind, sending messages
to one another with fruit colored devices. The cloud of symbols got more complex the higher the party
ascended. When they were about fifty feet above me, the Ghord stopped and offered the adults his stone
clipboard. The Kobolds became excited and shook hands with him severa times. At least they had come
to amutually satisfactory conclusion. | glanced back. Not like Aahz and Samwise. The Imp blustered.

"Fifteen percent! Not a copper coin more.”

"Twenty-three," Aahz said. "Were worth twice that. Y ou came to us because of our reputation. Well
make it worth your while."

"Twenty-three! My children will starvel” the Imp pleaded, wringing his hands.
"Do you have any children?' | asked.

"What hasthat got to do with anything?' Samwise demanded. "What happenswhen | do? They won't
have any food, thanks to your greedy partner.”

"Pd, if you haven't worked in atwenty percent fudge factor, then you'd better turnin your horns," Aahz
saddryly.

"Areyou caling me supid?'
"How about naive? |s naive better?"

"We Imps were running successful businesses before Perverts sopped contempl ating each others
naveld Sixteen, or nothing!™

"I don't know why | bother," Aahz snarled. " Sounds like you don't value our services. It would serve you
right if wewalk out and your entire project comes crashing down on your head!”

A wild yel interrupted us. Welooked up. The Kobold had backed up adong theinvisible platform with
hisPDA held up to hiseye. He missed a step and fell. He plummeted toward the open layer of stonesfar
below.

Samwise squawked. With adisgusted ook, Aahz leaned out over the edge and held out ahand. The
Kobold reached out for it, but missed by inches. Hiswife and children shrieked, filling the air with
exclamation points.

| threw mysdlf flat on the stairs and tossed a handful of magik woven into arope toward the Kobold. It
flew down, easly outdistancing the falling body. It wrapped around hiswaist like asnake. Hisweight
yanked me close to the edge, but | anchored mysdlf with more magik. On my command, the rope
retracted dowly. When he came within reach, | grabbed the Kobold and hel ped him up onto our steps.

Thelittle male recovered hiswits swiftly. He shook hands with us several times, and emitted a stream of
unintdligible symbols.

"Areyoudl right?' | asked.
"#P* & ;@" he exclaimed, hisface adarker shade of gray. He waved angrily toward the Ghord, then



turnedtome. ...:-).
"Gee, am | glad to hear that," | said.

As soon as he was free of my spell, the Kobold opened his small device and tapped the keys with one
finger. A handful of sparkling pointsroseinto the air. They lengthened into lines, then spread out into
geometric shapes. At his command, the shapes collected themsalves into a narrow platform supported by
aframework of wedges.

"Mathematica congtruct,” Aahz said, approvingly. The Kobold gave us a cheery wave and waked
across to the other staircase.

Hiswailing spouse and family surrounded him as soon as he arrived on the other sde. The Ghord politely
dusted him off. Smdll symbolsfilled the air asthe Kobold gave his guide apiece of hismind. Thefemde
turned toward me. Her mouth moved. A single symbol appeared over her head. It looked like a pair of
puckered lips. They blew me akiss.

"My pleasure!™ | shouted and waved. | glanced down again. In the middle of the expanse, asingle Ghord
stood staring up at us. He looked so tiny in the distance that my stomach did adoubleroall. | gathered up
more magik from the force lines, just to be sure. Then | picked mysdlf up and dusted mysdif off.

"l suppose,” Samwise said, weekly, "that | could squeeze out twenty percent of net profits.”
"Ten percent ..." Aahz said.

Samwise looked astonished, but he grabbed Aahz's hand and shook it.

"Ten percent? Done!™

"... Of gross" Aahz finished, firmly. Samwise gawked a him.

"Gross! Not achance!"

Aahz looked unconcerned. "Gross. Or the kid and | find the nearest inn and drink it dry. Y ou can dedl
with your own problems. We wouldn't be around for the next potential customer to take an unscheduled
dive"

Samwise swallowed hard.

"Gross," hesaid, weskly. "l suppose. . . your expertise would be worth it.”

"Right,"” Aahz said. He stalked uphill. I followed. Aahz was Htill up to something-
Samwise hurried on his shorter legsto catch up with us.

"So," Aahz said, "that's my partners taken care of. What can you do to make me happy?*

"Ah, yed Y ou showed someinterest in joining our little community here.” Samwise rubbed his hands.
"W, then, you understood the cooperative nature of my business here. | don't have to draw apicture
for you, do 1?If you want to secure a spot on this fine edifice, you just have to say theword. I'd be
ddighted to have you involved—ddighted! | have locations on dmost every level. Y our indoor locations
are, of course, much more modest in price than your outdoor |ocations, but the spells provided by our
magicians make certain that you and your loved ones will have permanent access. Furnish it with
whatever goods you choose. Decorateit! Our artists and artisans are the finest to be found anywherein
Ghordon. The neighbors are dl quiet. And you'l never find abetter deal in your life. Or death. Hahaha"



| was not amused.
"What about theft?' | asked. "Y ou said you had a problem?”

Samwise grinned, showing amouthful of pointed teeth that would once have daunted me, but I'd seen
lots bigger and worse since | garted working with Aahz. "I hired the most notorious bandit chiefs from
the three biggest bands as my consultants to prevent shrinkage. Nothing that has been | eft by the owners
for safekeeping in any of the tombs has been stolen.”

"Ye," Aahz sad.
Samwise hurried past me until he was only a step behind Aahz.

"And that's something | expect you will advise me on, now that we have agreed asto terms. | can even
offer you an advantageous price for astone.”

"How advantageous?' Aahz asked.
Samwise puffed after him. "'In the name of good will, to my new consultant, a generous offer isin order."
Aahz waved adismissve hand. "And how much isthat trandated from Imp-speak?*

"Oh, twenty percent off." Samwise said. "If you take alook down, you can see our model tombs. The
tops have been made transparent so you can see the dimensions and the workmanship.”

"Twenty percent off how much?' | asked. | peered down at the rectangular cases. They looked like
identical shoe boxesfitted together sde by sde. "They dl look the sameto me."

"Naturdly, the priceis different for identica repostories depending upon how high up the pyramid you
buy, my friend,” he said. "And there are other amenities we can discuss once you decide on your
location." He stopped and bent over with his hands on his knees.

Aahz continued upward, ignoring both of us. When it felt like we had been climbing for an hour, he
touched the air with hisfoot, then stopped where he was. | looked down again, and realized that we
were amogt at the center of the massive square formed by the sides of the pyramid. Aahz must be
standing on the gpex.

"What about thisone?' Aahz asked.
Chapter 6

"I knew it was too good aded to betrue.”
—0Dr. Faustus

| looked at it with my mind's eye. Under Aahz's feet was atiny square platform, just big enough for one
person to stand on. Samwise elbowed past me, gushing.

"Oh, that is our very best, the bestbest benben. There's only one of those. It isthe capper of thewhole
project. Thetop. A fitting memoria to awdl-lived, not to say well-recompensed life. And, as| said, the
person who purchases the top location will have the pyramid named after him, giving him aplacein

higory."

We gazed around us. The Valey of Zyx spread out benesth uslike agiant's sandbox. In the distance,
winged creatures | couldn't identify dipped and swooped, but the most numerous living things out on the



surface of the pale golden quicksands were Camels. Here and there, Ghords paddled tiny, one-being
boats just large enough to sit in with their knees bent. Otherwise, the desert looked lifeless.

Humble, flat-roofed buildings like the And Company office clustered here and there, and againgt the
eastern foothills colorful tents were spread out like an armload of discarded handkerchiefs. | could just
see the corner of Waycrosss tomb. There were no other edifices of importance in this desert landscape
except Diksen's monumentd structure. The whiteness of its sides picked up atinge of pink now that the
sun was gtarting to dip toward the mountains to thewest. Behind it, | noticed a shimmering, pale blue
sphere that floated yards over the surface of the sand. "What's that?' | asked.

"Oh, that's Diksen's office suite," Samwise said dismissvely. " Such a showoff."

"What isit? It looks like abubble."

Samwise snorted derisively. "It'saball of water. The guy just hasto flaunt hiswedth.”
"Wedlth?' | echoed. "Water isfree”

"Not in adesart, my good man,” the Imp said. "It hasn't rained in Ghordon for centuries. The cities
maintain magica wdlsor they irrigate from the Zyx. Wedthy Ghords have abathtub. The redly rich ones
have showers"

| admired the finished pyramid again. "Gee," | said, shaking my heed.
"Y our placeredly suffers by comparison,” Aahz added.

"One day, this pyramid will look like Diksen's" Samwise said, defensively. "Better! It won't have that
boring white covering. Thisone will be faced with clear crystd so that al the work my stonecuttersare
doing on each tomb can be seen by vistors. It'saso thirty feet tdler than Diksen's. It will bethetalest
thingintheVdley of Zyx!"

For amoment, Aahz's face grew dreamy, but he regained control over himsdf inamoment. "So ... if |
invested in the top spot, the pyramid would be named after me?”

"Of course!" Samwise said. "It'sthe very least | could do to indicate that |ocation is specid—beyond
gpecial. Not that itslocation isn't the most important aspect of it. No one would ever look down on you,
in any way, shape or form. Even the steps end at the base of that level, asyou see. The top stone itsalf
will form the peek.”

"And how much does a penthouse like that cost?* Aahz inquired.
"Only one hundred thousand gold pieces.”
| was shocked, but the effect on a Pervect who hated to turn loose an extra copper was dramatic.

"Forget it," Aahz snapped. "I can't think of anything that I'd spend a hundred thousand pieceson.” Fie
stopped, and his face softened. A huge, wicked grin spread acrossit. All histeeth showed. Helet out a
low-throated guffaw. | wished | could see what he was thinking, but glanced at his smile again and was
glad | couldn't. "Almost nothing. But on ahunk of rock?'

Samwise tapped him on the arm. 'Ah, but Sir, you can't take it with you. What €l se are you going to do
withit?'

"Do?" Aahz echoed. "The moment | find out that my timeis up, I'm gonna start whooping it up with al



my buddies, and with luck, drop dead the next day without a plugged nickel to my name.”

Samwise wasn't giving up. | could see how he had attained an eighty percent sell-through on a stretch of
empty desert. "A most admirable goa, my friend. But before you go, you surely want to make provisions

for your . . . legecy."
"What legacy?’
Samwise waved decriptive arms. "Thiswill becomethe valey of the celebrities.™

"These monuments will ensure that your nameis remembered for dl eternity. Those who have questions
can read the legend that is you in the very stone. Y our legacy. Y our vaue to the future. Asyou want it
told." He reached into a pocket and came out with ascroll. "Here. Let me show you afew samples that
some of my customers have ordered for their own inscriptions.” He unspooled it, and it grew lengthwise
and widthwise until it was larger than the Imp himsdlf. | peered over Aahz's shoulder at the rows of
eagles, dogs, cats, dancing girls, men in headcloths, musicians, suns, moons, ars, and many more
esoteric symbols that would not have been out of placein agrimoire. " See here? Denby's a second
under-stonemason from Bolder.” Samwise perused the symbols and cackled to himself. "Oh, yes, he
pulled out al the stops. Y es, you would think from reading thisthat he ruled half adimension and had a
dozen wives and afortune the size of the Gnomes"

Aahz frowned at the rows of pictographs.
"I can't read that."

Samwise reached into the other pocket and came out with asmall, handsomely bound leather book for
each one of us. "Here's alexicon to the Ghordish language. Each sign can stand for aletter, aword or
even awhole paragraph. Y ou write out the text of what you want on the sides of your stone, and my
scribeswill render it into glyphs. Y ou can say whatever you want. And most people do.”

| looked at the first symbol, theimage of akneding Ghord wearing ashort kilt on one side of its body
and along dress on the other, one hand waving in the air, the other making afist. On the top of its head
was aspindly-legged chair. The trandation next to it read, "In the name of Oris, the GhordessWhois
Her Own Brother, | commend to you this male or female who is aslofty above dl felow beings asthe
clouds arein the sky. How strong and mighty isthismale or female, as powerful asthe earth!”

The next image was of a Ghord female with a.cow's head topped by awild coiffure.

"Hail to the reader of these preceptsin the name of Hathed, She Who Looks Asif She SeptinaField,
who commends to you the heroic soul known as (Y our Name Here), whose doughty deeds must be
proclaimed throughout the land asthe finest of al (Y our Profession Here) who ever practiced this
honorable ill."

| skimmed afew more of the glyphs, but found them to be more of the same, some longer, some shorter.
| admired the way the Ghords had managed to get dl that information into asingle symbol. Sncetheir
primary means of noting down information was hammer and chisdl on stone, | supposed it wasa
necessary timesaver. | glanced between the lexicon and Denby's autobiography. On aquick study, |
observed that Samwise wasn't tdlling us the half of what Denby had to say about himsdlf, but in an
impressive economy of space.

"Y ou should certainly have this one on your stone, Aahz," Samwise said, pointing to ahawk in aloincloth
with one wing extended. "The god Chorusisthe Ghord of acclaim. Having that in your inscription redly
tells people what an important guy you were ... | mean, are.”



That reminded me all over again what the purpose of the pyramid was. As astonishing asthe view was, |
gtill felt uneasy about being around dead people dl thetime.

"Aahz, thisdoesn't redly sound likeagood idea. ..."

But Aahz wasn't listening to me. "What about an offer in cash? Will that bring the price down alittle?
How much?’

"W, you know how my operation works, Aahz,” Samwise said. "l can arrange for the artisansto begin
work on your ssoneimmediately, but | can't build a penthouse until the rest of the pyramid isfilledin
below it. No matter how much magik | use, the least cataclysm will bring the whole thing down on our
heads. So, are you willing to help mefind clients?’

"For acommission?' Aahz asked, one eyebrow up.
"Naurdly."
"How much?'

"Oh, we don't need to discuss that now." "Y ou don't think 1'm going to buy a Pegasusin a poke, do you?
Twenty percent? Fifteen?' "The standard commission.”

Aahz sneered. "Oh, ten percent. Why didn't you say that? It'san insult.”
"Too little?" Samwise screeched. "When I'm giving you the chance of alifetime?”

| tapped him on the shoulder. "Uh, Aahz, you said you didn't want to be involved in any pyramid
schemes. You sad ..."

"Saveit, kid," Aahz said sharply, throwing off my hand.

"But, Aahz, look at it from my point of view. There are over amillion stonesin apyramid. If | dlow you a
ten percent commission on each one, you could end up making money. Plenty of it." Samwise smiled as
my friend stopped to think. "In no time at al, you would have afree stone plus aweekly paycheck on top
of your share of M.Y.T.H., Inc.'sfee. Now, how does that sound?"

Aahz hated to give up without a fight even when he was getting everything he wanted. He glowered for a
moment. "What's the catch”?'

"No catch! Twenty-five thousand gold pieces for the top stone in Phase Two, reduced by a percentage
for each new prospect you bring me who buysin." Samwise held out ahand. Aahz clasped it.

"It'saded. | think I'm gonnalike spending eternity in your little penthouse, pd," Aahz said, with ahuge
grin. "Yeah, | likethe view. Right here, you get the best of the sunset, and probably the sunrise, too. You
ought to get amagician to cast illusions of the stonesin place. | can't wait to see mineright here." He held
up hishands, fingersforming aframe. "Of course, four Sdesian't going to be big enough to contain dl of
my accomplishments, but | can abridge them. Kid, which ones should | have illuminated by the light of the
etting sun with those mountains framing them right here?”

"There's only one wee little teensy problem with that, Aahz," Samwise said, edging around carefully so
that he was standing behind me. "Y ou can't have thisone.”

"What?' Aahz roared. He lunged in Samwise's direction. The Imp ducked and sidestepped further. The
only way at him wasthrough me. | lifted my hands helplesdy. Aahz backpedaled. His eyes glowed



ydlow. "Why the hdll not?"

Samwise's voice was small and apologetic. "I'm sorry, Aahz, but this placeis dready spoken for." "By
you?"

The Imp waved his hands. "No, no, mine will be amuch more humble place. Besides, | couldn't afford
thewrite-down. Thisoneis earmarked for the Pharaoh Suza, she who rulesthisfair land."

Aahz's shoulders dumped visbly. "Why didn't you say that in the first place?"

Samwise sighed. "Between you, me and the benben, Aahz, it wasthe only way | could get permission to
build on thishdf of the Zyx Vdley. After getting snubbed by Diksen, she wasn't in the mood to grant any
more licenses. | had to come up with some serious bribes, let metell you, but when | talked to the great
lady hersdlf, there was absolutely only onething that | could offer that would even keep her from having
me pitched out of the palace on my tail, and you're sanding on it.”

"Ded'soff," Aahz said, turning to somp down theinvisible staircase. | could fed the magica structure
shake under the force of hisfootsteps. He was redlly upset. I don't settle for second best. | doubt
M.Y.T.H., Inc., can help you, pa. Good luck. C'mon, kid."

| haveto admit | wasrelieved. | followed Aahz willingly, readying the spell to take us home.

Samwise, seeing twenty-five thousand gold pieces and his business consultants departing on apair of
green-scaled feet, hurried to head us off.

"Don't despair, my good friend. Don't go! Thisisonly

Phase One of my grand project. Phase Two will be even larger. Infact," he drew closeto usand
dropped hisvoice to anear-whisper, "it will be substantidly taller than the Pharoah Suza's pyramid.”

Aahz narrowed hiseyes. "How much tler?

"Sixty feet," Samwise said. He pulled apapyrus out of his pocket and glanced around hastily before
opening it. "It will bethe biggest onein the project. Thelocationisdightly lessided. | had to givethisone
the finest Site Since it was scaled down from my origina plans. Cost overruns, you know. But the next
one—oh, yes, the next one will be the most impressive. Watch this." He took asmall wand out of his
pocket and waved it. At once, the bleak desert filled with buildings. | counted about twenty pyramids.
Each one was constructed of the blocks we saw being made below us. A skin of smooth, clear crystal
covered them creating the four-sided facade | had admired in Diksen's pyramid. In fact, Diksen's was il
visible beyond the points of two of the buildingsto the east. It didn't ook that impressive by comparison.

Between the pyramids were smdler buildings with colorful fronts which I guessed to be shops and
guest-houses. Camels swam over the surface of the sand, bearing visitorsin what looked like expensive
clothing. | could hear faint, mournful voices chanting dirges.

"That'sthe one | am talking about,” Samwise's voice came from behind the image of the completed
uppermost tomb. On its Side was the image of aswan wearing acrown. A pink hand protruded through
theilluson and pointed. Just to the west of the structure on which we now stood, another point aimed
toward the sky. Even at thisdistanceit dwarfed thefirst pyramid and al the other onesclosetoit. "That
could beyours, Aahz. Y ou, a thetop of the highest point in the Valey of Zyx. Think of it!"

Aahz was not mallified. "And how do | know you won't build abigger onein Phase Threg?"

"Footprint, Aahz," Samwise said, emerging from the benben with asmile on hisface. ™Y ou can only put



S0 many square feet inayard. Tell you what: you can register my plans with the Pharaoh's clerk—but
only after Phase Oneis complete. | don't want Suzal pulling my license before I'm through. |'ve had
enough problems. Y ou will start tomorrow, won't you?”'

"We-ed ..." Aahz was|etting himsaf be persuaded. "Maybe | won't tell the Pharaoh what kind of scam
yourepulling. ..."

"The local beer's very good. I'll make sure you have your own barrel.”

"I don't know," Aahz said. "I don't want to break any loca laws. | bet if | read through the regulationsin
that tomb— what was its name, Skeeve?'

"Waycross"
"| bet ther€lll be dozens of ruleswereviolating.”
"Daily barrds of beer?' Samwise offered, looking increasingly desperate.

"Two," Aahz said. "It'sahot climate. Y ou don't want me dehydrating on you. | might art to lose my
equilibrium, and you know what happens when amaster magician loses his equilibrium. What do you
think, kid?'

"Catastrophic,” | agreed. "Better make it three barrels.”
Samwise gulped. "W-w-why not? I'm sure you'll help me save more than you're costing me. | hope.”
"Double, at least," Aahz said, with a casud wave.

"Widl, then,” Samwise said, pulling two more papyri out of his pocket, "let's formalize our agreement.”
Thefirst one was between M.Y.T.H., Inc., and And Company. The second, which Aahz read over twice
as carefully, was apersonal contract for Aahz. | noticed that the terms had been written in exactly as
discussed. It puzzled me, until | saw the Pyxie peering out of the Imp's pocket. It looked exhausted.
Those miniature beings were the fastest scribesin al the dimensions. Samwise probably figured he
couldn't lose aminute when signing a prospect. Heflicked ataon at a series of dotted lines. "Sign there,
there, there, and there.”

That waswhen | stepped in. "WElI take that first one back with ustonight and bring it back tomorrow,” |
sad, taking it from Samwise. "Aahz will want to read it over firg."

Meaning it had to go up before the partnersto agree if wetook it. Bunny had made us start checking to
be sure that we didn't have conflicts of interest after Guido and Chumley had ended up on opposite sides
of what had sounded like apretty good dedl. Aahz shrugged.

"No problem, no problem!" Samwise said. "Do you want to take the second one home with you, too?
The only way to make surethat everything istheway you likeit isto sgn right now. Because | warn you,
the termswill go up every few hours. Standard Deved contracts.”

| opened my mouth to suggest that Aahz do just that, but he was too impatient. He grabbed the second
document and put his name on the dotted line.

"Thank you," Samwise said. He snatched it away asif hewas afraid that Aahz might change hismind and
tear it up on the spot.

| heard aloud rip.



"Ow!" Aahz bellowed. "What did you just do to me?| wasn't going to Signit in blood!"

| looked at hisfinger. A narrow dit had opened up in the pad just under the talon. Y ellow-green blood
welled up.

"That'sstrange,” | said. | didn't know Pervects could get paper cuts. Their scaly skin wastoo thick and
tough. I'd known Aahz to squeeze handfuls of broken glass without cutting himsdlf.

"Just bad luck," Samwise said and then looked guilty.
Chapter 7

"W, you don't know everything about me."

—M. Butterfly

Once out of the Imp'ssight, | popped us back to Deva. We appeared in the president's officein
M.Y.T.H., Inc.'s headquartersin the Bazaar with an explosion of displaced air. Everyone looked up.

"Hi, everyone!" | said. At her desk, Bunny was poring over asheaf of papers, looking concerned.
"What'swrong?"'

"Nothing much," Bunny said. She smiled up at us. Shewore her thick red hair cut very short at the nape
of her neck, like aPyxie. The hairdo and her large blue eyes made her look cute and vulnerable. The
former wastrue, the latter absolutely not. She was no more unprepared than my dragon, whose big blue
eyes aso mided people asto the brains behind the stare. No one made the mistake of crossing either one
twice. "My Uncle Bruce just sent over some paperwork. | didn't really expect it . . . but, hey, forget it.
Let's gart the meeting. I'm going hometo vist my mother tonight, and shelll skin meif I'm late for dinner.”

"No problem," Aahz said, settling back in the armchair in the corner of the president's office. "There's not
much to report on our end.”

It was Bunny's new custom to have agroup meseting once aweek inthe M.Y.T.H., Inc., headquarters.
Partners and associates working on projects—if it was possible to get away from them—to compare
notes and give everyone else arun-down on their progress. Guido and Nunzio, apair of Mob enforcers
who had been sent to me by Don Bruce, had dso initialy protested the idea of aweekly confab, but only
out of loydty to me and theway | used to run things. | thought it was an intelligent ideaand had said so.

Apart from that, | hadn't seen any real moments when the others showed difficulty accepting Bunny as
the president. She was, after dl, the niece of their former employer. Still, she didn't take their respect for
granted, any more than | had. But some of our clients had to adjust their expectations, being showninto
the knockout redhead whom other firms might have had taking appointments behind the front desk. She
had only acted as my public interface while | was attempting to be a sole practitioner, and even now |

fed foolish having given such amenid job to such atadented person. Bunny had adegreein accounting, a
knack for figuring out how things worked, and an eyefor style. | appreciated that she didn't hold it
againgt me, and hadn't made me take on a subordinate role once she took charge. | owed her, as| owed
al of my friendsand partners.

| settled back in the chair that she had picked out for me and tried not to fedl jealous as she sat down
behind the desk that had been minefor so long. Bunny gave me alook of understanding but without
apology. However, | hated her new chair. The back was made of thin wirewoven into abig ova and
molded so that it stuck forward into the sitter's lower spine. The seat cradled the rear end like a basket.
Wed dl tried it when the Deved sdesman brought asample buy. | liked to sit with my legs comfortably



gplayed. This chair was made to keep alady's knees together. Bunny claimed she was very comfortable.

The rest of her—formerly my—office had been redecorated to suit her tastes, deek and subtle. | admit
that my styleismorethe 'finding it out on the curb’ chic, or ‘it felt good to St on.' Thewallswereapae
shade between tan and pink, with white trim like whipped cream sprayed into curlicues. An ova mirror
on astand opened through extradimensional space Bunny's persona wardrobe, which was extensive, to
say theleadt. It meant she could change into something more formidable if an upcoming meeting
demanded it. Objets d'art hung on thewalls or sood on plain little pedestals that were elegant in
themselves. Her files occupied atiny box on top of the pristine, pale wood desktop. Usually she kept it
cleared of everything but the box, her coffee cup, and Bytina, her PDA, or Perfectly Darling Assistant, a
flat roundel of red metal about the size of her palm that kept her notes and sent lettersfor her.

Across from the desk were adeek couch and a carved bloodwood chair with needlepoint cushionson
the seat and back. Neither piece of furniture invited along stay, to get clientsto come to the point of their
vigt as swiftly as possible. Her partners weren't expected to use those. On meeting day, Bunny opened
yet another hidden closet that she concealed our personal furniture, each item chosen especidly by her
for us. My chair, as comfortable as ahammock, was covered in aloosely woven cocoa-colored fabric
that looked like old sacks but felt soft to the touch. Guido favored a seat that kept him upright, in case he
had to spring into action. His chair, made of heavy wood, would have been a great wegpon in afight. It
rolled on puffs of magik that alowed it to scoot across the floor. Nunzio liked shiny lesther padding. His
upholstered chair was the color of oxblood and smelled like money. Tanandas, like Tananda hersdlf, was
slken to the touch and tougher than it looked. She sat cradled inits gleaming, golden depths, like an
emerddinaring. | glanced around for the heavy, steel-framed seat with the shaggy brown cover favored
by her brother, the Trall. It wasn't againgt the wall where it usually stood during meetings. "Where's
Chumley?' | asked.

"Big Brother'son a private assgnment,” Tanandasaid, filing her nails. "Where?" | asked.

Thefile paused. "It's confidentia," Tananda admitted. "He started the contract along time before
M.Y.T.H., Inc., went into operation.”

| didn't push further. When Chumley came back, | could always ask him. Some missonswere only
confidentia throughout their duration. We'd often been called on to provide security for awizard working
on anew invention he didn't want to see duplicated al over the Bazaar or some other marketplace before
hewasfinished withiit.

"Pookie's not coming, ether,” Bunny added. " She and Spider are working for mercenariesin Dromolind."
"Which side arethey on?" Guido asked.

"The Dromoderries" Bunny sad.

Guido grunted. "My sympathies for the other side. Should we send flowersto the losers?”

"I doubt they'd appreciate the gesture,” Bunny said. "But it's sweet of you to suggest it."

Guido's cheeks reddened.

Gleep didn't have achair. He curled around mine and rested his head on my feet. Buttercup, my war
unicorn, was al so absent but voting.

"S0, how'd the prisoner transfer go in Diberot?' Bunny asked Nunzio.

"It went fine, Miss Bunny," Nunzio said, uneadily. "L ook, | know we agreed to do it, but isn't there aless



brutal way to make sure aguy shows up for hiswedding?*

Bunny was not without sympathy. "It was the sixth time held tried to leave Lady Tumult at the altar. She
was just making sure. Guido, you checked in with the Merchants Association for my uncle?’

The big man in the wide-shouldered, pin-striped suit straightened at her address. "Y es, Miss Bunny.
Everybody was reportin’ no problemsat al. | made the collection. Our cut has been deposited as
accordin' to our usual custom. Nobody tried to stint us, so no one required any excess persuasion. It'sal
there." Guido aimed athumb at another ddlicate little box on atiny shelf of black, polished wood. When
you dropped piecesinto it, they landed in our saferoom at the Ghome's Bank and Trust in Zoorik. This
was another new change. While | had favored keeping our money in astrongbox here in the tent, Bunny
had decided it was too much of atemptation to thieves. Shelet it be known that we only had expense
money on hand.

Not that 'expense money' for us was afew coppers. My favorite old strongbox still stood about half full
of gold, silver and jewds. It wasn't hard to find, either. At the moment it was propping up one end of the
tablein our atrium next to the mermaid fountain. If we needed money, we just needed to pry up the
tabletop and take a handful of pieces.

Bunny smiled & me.
" Skeeve, what are you working on?"'

"I'm between assgnments,” | said. "That Werewolf who wanted to talk to me at lunchtime didn't show
up, so | went with Aahz this afternoon.”

Bunny turned to Aahz, who had kicked back in hisreclining armchair. At his elbow was a specidly made
drink holder with a diameter the size of adinner plate. It held awine cup deeper than awell bucket.
"How'd it work out with Samwise? Should we take him on asaclient?

"Yes, | think s0," hereplied. None of the enthusiasm he had shown in Ghordon registered in hisvoice. |
gave him a puzzled glance, and he shot alook at me that told me to keep quiet. "All the guy needsis
someone to fix up the books and oversee the spending. And he's got some problems with on-the-job
accidents.”

"A lot of them?" Guido inquired. He twined hisfingers and extended his arms outward. His knuckles
exploded with aloud crack! While working exclusively for Don Bruce, he and Nunzio had been called
on to arrange Smilar "accidents.”

"Plenty," Aahz said. He waved adiffident hand. "But | figureit's adisgruntled employee causing trouble.
I'll find the guy and get him to knock it off."

"Y ou goin' to need some backup?' Guido cracked his knuckles deafeningly. "I got sometimefree.”

"I've got the kid with me," Aahz said, aiming athumb my way. "If we need some muscle, | canring the
bal.”

Bunny asked, "What's your recommendation?’

"l say gofor it. It'san interesting project. Massive congtruction, not quite unique but with the possibility of
becoming higtoric. | think it'd be good to be connected with it. Samwise's businessis dow at the moment,
but if it picksup as| think it could, with alittle expert guidance, we could bein for anice profit. In fact,”
he added, in acasud manner, "l decided to invest in it mysdf.”



Bunny nodded, aquestion in her eyes. "Y ou believein it that much?'

"| figureit makesit alittle more worthwhileto meif | have apiece of the action,” Aahz said. That much
wastrue. | dwaystook more interest in businessesin which we had a share. The Even-Odds had
become afrequent hangout for afriendly game of cards.1

"All right,” Bunny said. "Sinceit'sthe only piece of new business at hand, let'stake avote onit. Everyone
infavor of Aahz and Skeeve consulting for Samwise And Company, raise your hand.”

Without hesitation, | threw up my arm. Everybody dse

1 (To learn about Skeeve's connection with thecasinoin

question, reed Little Myth Marker.)

voted in the positive, including Bunny, though her hand went up more dowly than the others. Why?

"Carried,” Bunny said, tapping abright red nail down on Bytinas surface. Thelittle PDA warbled,
indicating thet it had made the note. "' So, what will you do next?"

"Y ou know, fix up the books, help organize the finances, oversee the spending, and make sure
M.Y.T.H., Inc., getsitscut.

"Find asolution to the accidents as early asyou can. It might just be some people trying to get the day
off."

"Not the guyswho amost got squashed by astone. They'd be taking more than the day off. Or the
Kobold who took adive off the high platform,” Aahz pointed out.

Bunny raised her eyebrows. "Industrid sabotage? Who dseisinterested in the Site?"

The scales on Aahz's forehead went down. "I dready made a note to check around,” he snarled. "I didn't
get into thisbusinessyesterday."

Bunny smiled sweetly. "No one suggested you had. | assumed that was your first step. That would have
been mine. But our styles are different. What will you do after that?'

Aahz grinned, the bad temper dissipating as swiftly asit had come. Bunny was anatura a managing
people, even cranky Pervects.

"Depends on what | find out about Samwise's businessrivas. The guy acrossthe way, for example. He
and the Imp seem to have split the Zyx Valley between them, but maybe Diksen wants the whole place
to himsdlf. | don't think it'll bethat big adeal. The biggest problem will be convincing the employees that
there's no curse on the place." Aahz reached for hiswine cup, or rather, bucket, and lifted it to hislips.
The bottom fell out of it.

Wine gushed out al over his clothes. Aahz jumped up, swearing. Pervect cursing createsits own miasma.
All the potted plantsin the room suddenly turned brown and wilted. Aahz squeezed arainshower of red
liquid out of his natty tunic. He picked up his cup, now in two pieces, and glared around the room.

"Who did that?' he demanded.

"Noone," | said. Tanandaand | both checked. No outside magik had touched the cup. | couldn't detect
anything specia about it. Just in case, we examined our own goblets closely. Mine seemed to beintact. |
pulled up some magik to dry Aahz off, but | wasn't that good at stain remova. The more| tried, the more



of the shirt the purple blotch covered. | frowned and readied another spell.

"Stop that!" he bellowed, backing away from me. "Y ou're making it worse. I'll take it to Zafnir thetailor
three doors down." He turned to Bunny. "Are we done wasting time here? I've got alot to do before | go
back to Ghordon in the morning!”

Bunny glanced at Bytinaand let out asgueal. "Ooh, I'd better get going. My mother isgoing to scream! If
thereisn't any further business?'

"No," we chorused.

"Good! Meeting adjourned.” Bunny stood and adjusted her dainty jacket. "Tananda, can you givemea
lift home?'

"Why not?' Tanandasaid. "Therésashop | want to visit near her house. The manager'sreally adorable.”
She gave awicked smile. The two of them laughed loudly as Tananda waved a hand. They vanished with
aloud bamf!

Aahz didn't say another word. He stalked off through the door of the tent, wringing out his clothesand
growling to himsdf. | thought about catching up, but al | could do was draw attention to the accident and

my patinit.
"Hey, Boss?' Guido asked. | turned to find him and Nunzio a my e bow.

"Hi, guys,” | said. "Want to get some dinner? | hear there's anew Wyvern restaurant down by the grand
promenade.”

"Uh, maybelater, Boss"
| smiled. "Y ou know, you don't have to call methat any more. | appreciate it, but Bunny's the boss now."

"We haveinfinite repect for Miss Bunny," Guido said. "However, if you would do usthe favor of
acceptin' our ongoin' respect, it would be afavor to us."

| wastouched. "Gee, guys, | don't fed asif | redly deserve
it"

"Youdo," Nunzio said. "It isn't asif we throw our support around to just anyone. It has and continuesto
be a pleasure to work with you."

"| fed the sameway, guys. Thank you." They both still looked concerned. "Is there something wrong?” |
asked.

"Wewas goin' to ask you just the samething,” Guido said. "Isthere somethin’ the rest of us ought to
know?'

| wrinkled my forehead. "What do you mean? About what?"

Guido tilted his massive head to look at me sSideways. "Okay, Boss, you don't haveto go dl innocent on
us. Far beit from meto poke my nose into somethin' that | shouldn't. We're not tryin' to snoop into
persond business. Right, Nunzio?'

"Just asyou say, cousin,” Nunzio agreed. | blinked.



"I think 1 missed something, Guido,” | said, trying to force my brain to make sense of what he had just
sad. "Let'sstart over. Ask mewhat you want to know. I've never held back anything from you fellows.
Y ou know that."

"Dat'swhy wetrust you," Guido agreed. "Okay, | will be more directly blunt than | originally was. For
what reason did Aahz just buy himself atomb?’

"Well, heredly liked the dte," | said. ™Y ou can't believe how amazing the view was from the top of that
pyramid, and the workmanship that the Ghords put into each oneis absolutely unbelievable. | admit, |
amost got swept up in the hype, too; but | wouldn't get any real use out of onefor alongtime. ..." My
voicetraled off. | fet asif | had just been hit by an oncoming Gargoyle. 'l havenoideaat dl. Aahz
seemsfine. He never said aword to me about fegling . . . under the weether,” | said weakly. "Hed tell
meif hewas sick, wouldn't he?!

"Maybe yourethelast one," Guido said, "seein’ as how you are the closest person to him that we know
of, nephews and cousins notwithstandin'. | might trust Pookie, but not that Rupert, and Pookie don't
exactly invite confidences from us, not even Aahz.”

"That'strue.” | sat heavily on the footstool of one of the armchairsin the tent'svast atrium. Gleep
understood my distress and came to ingnuate his head underneath my palm. | stroked him. "I don't
know. Hedidn't say anything. | mean, | haven't seen him for months. Anything could have happened in
that time. When | firgt got back to the Bazaar not long ago, he had been home seeing his mother.”

"Or so hesad," Guido pointed out. "A visit to amedicd professona might be somethin' he wanted to
keepto himsdf."

My brainfdt asif it was spinning. It was alot to take in. Aahz had aways been more than hedlthy, or so
he seemed. Maybe | wouldn't know what to look for. Pervects had little in common physicaly with
Klahds, and | was no doctor. | would have to ask around and see if he had been consulting a doctor.
Chances were that he wouldn't use a physician anywhere in the notorioudy porous Bazaar, where
everything wasfor sae, even information about conversations and trestments that should remain private
between a doctor and patient.

But if Aahz didn't confide in me, considering that | had been out of sight, if not out of reach, there was
one person he might have. Then and there | made up my mind to do something that | had meant to do for
avery long time. Now | had two reasonsinstead of one. | turned to the cousins.

"Y ou've given mealot to think about. In the meanwhile, I've got afavor to ask.”
"Anythin', Boss," Guido said. "Y ou don't even havetaask.”

"It'sjust alittle piece of information. Nunzio, you know more about the inns and restaurantsin the
Bazaar. Let meget your opinion. ..."

| 1eft Gleep in the office with very specific instructions and ran out to take care of two errands.

When | returned, my dragon was on his back in the middle of the floor, eyes ditted, crooning, as
Tanandaran her fingertips up and down hisbdly.

"Hi, tiger," Tanandasaid. "l jumped back here after | dropped Bunny in Klah. Glegp kept circling around
me every time | headed for the door. He didn't want me to leave. I've got to check in with aclient in the
Fleeced Customer Inn."

"Sorry," | said. "That was my doing. | wanted just a minute to speak with you without any of the others



around. Do you mind?'

"Not at dl," the Trollop said, smiling up a me. Gleep let out amoan redolent with sulfur fumes that made
us both cough. "What's on your mind?"

"I, uh..." Now that the moment was upon me, | could hardly force mysdlf to talk. "Can | ask you
something?'

"Anything," she said. She leaned forward. The action shifted her generous decollete forward againgt the
low-cut green deerskin top she was wearing, causing a change in the garment's geometry that made my
blood pressure shoot through the roof. "What can | do for you?"

"Well..." | swallowed nervoudy and ran afinger around theinside of my collar. Before| could corrd
them and let them out of the paddock one at atime, my words rushed out of my mouth al at once. "1 was
wondering if you would go out to dinner with me. Tomorrow. Or the day after. Whenever. | mean, if you
would liketo."

Tanandalooked taken aback, as | was afraid she might be. Then she realized she might have hurt my
fedings and brought her face under control.

"Y ou'd like meto go out with you?'

"l redly would," | said. | pulled myself together and remembered the speech | had memorized. "I mean, if
you would do me the honor of having dinner with me, I'd consider it abig favor.”

Shetilted her head asiif trying to figure out if | wasjoking. | gave her my most sincere, open expression.
Shesmiled a me. "It would be a pleasure. Tomorrow evening isfine.”

"That'sgreat!" | said. "Okay. I've heard of this great restaurant about six milesfrom here on the edge of
the Home Entertainment zone. Say about seven o'clock or so? I'll make areservation.”

"Great," Tananda said. "Formal? Informal ? What's the dress code?"

| was the wrong person to ask about clothes, no matter how long Bunny had been teaching metheins
and outs of fashion. "Uh, kind of nice, | guess. Not wedding-reception nice, but not just drop in off the
street nice. That'swhat it looked like when | checked the place out.”

"Seven o'clock, then," she said. "I'd better get back to this. The client's expecting it by close of business.
It'san unexpected invitation, tiger, but it'l be nice. Thanks." She clamped mein asolid kiss, then
undulated out the door.

| recovered enough to say thanks as the tent flap dropped.

Gleep popped up and laved my face with histongue. | nearly gagged at the smell of hisdime, though |
appreciated the gesture.

"Good . . . idea" hesaid.

Did | mention that my dragon can talk? When | told Guido that | don't hold back anything from my
colleagues, that wasn't completely true. Gleep's ability to speak was one thing that he and | kept between
us. | hadn't even known at first how long it took baby dragons to become verbal, and considering how
often he was underfoot, it might become awkward if | let it be known now. Someday, though, wed let
everyone know.



But I'd doneit! I'd finaly worked up the nerve. Inordinately pleased, | gave Gleegp avigorous scratch
between the ears and went out to confirm areservation for the next evening.

Chapter 8

"Thegodswon't redly mind."

—Prometheus

"Hand me volume three of lies and deception, willya, kid?" Aahz said, holding out ahand.

| ran my finger down the pile of ledgers sticking out of the mouth of the gigantic Crocofile and found the
one he wanted. | passed it to him. He flipped it open and |ooked from the papyrus sheet he was reading
to the book and back again.

He shook hishead. "'l don't think I'd ever want to go into afifty-fifty partnership with thisguy. I'd end up
owning hisunderwear."

"Why?" | asked. The Crocofile yawned. | patted its nose. Samwise kept his books protected by the
ultimate security system, atoothy beest the size of ahouse. When itsjaws closed, nothing could get at
what was insde. "Has he cooked the books that much?"

"No," Aahz said, with disgust evident. He sat back on the stone seet that served as an office chair inthis
dimension. "In fact, they are not as crooked as | thought they would be. He must be too dumb to chest.
Theresthe usua amount of larceny and bribes, but that's just the cost of doing business. HEsusing a
magika accounting system that automatically reconcilesinput and outgo. Asfar as| cantell, he didnt
work in any fancy wrinklesto hide money. Well, figuring out the cost overruns just got that much essier.
Want some beer?' He held up adoshing stone pitcher. The gray-skinned secretary spent alot of time
running back and forth between the reception desk and our office three doors down the hall to refill it. |
think she liked waiting on Aahz, and he certainly looked asif he appreciated her.

"No, thanks." | held up amug of ice-cold fruit juice. The beer was as good as Samwise had promised,
but | watched my acohol intake. I'd made too many mistakes when | thought | was still sober, and it had
cost me.

Aahz had turned up in the company tent later the previous evening. Hed had time to mellow out once the
wine had been bespdlled from histunic. By tacit agreement, we hadn't mentioned anything. A stain here
or there was not a significant event between two people who had saved each other's lives severa times.
He was moreirate about the destruction of hisfavorite wine cup. The next morning, before we departed
for Ghordon, we went looking for the silversmith who had madeit. Practical jokes and delayed-reaction
spellswere big businessin the Bazaar (consdering the tremendous success of Genuine Fake Doggie
Doodle with Genuine Odor That Really Sticksto Y our Hands) and it wasn't beyond reasonabl e thought
that someone had decided Aahz deserved the dimension's biggest dribble glass. The slversmith pleaded
innocence and offered to repair the cup for afee that amounted to haf of itsvaue. A loud screaming
match, uh, bargaining session later, Aahz had strutted out, with mein hiswake, leaving the slversmith to
undertake the repair for amuch more reasonable price.

As promised, Samwise had provided us with an office and beer. We were on our own for everything
else, but that was pretty much what we expected.

A loud rumbling shook me out of my studies about midmorning. Aahz patted hisbelly. " Sorry about that.
We cut out of Devabefore | could eat a decent breskfast. | smell food out there. Y ou want to see what
you can turn up?'



"Sure," | said, putting aside the ledgers. Bookkeeping was my second |least favorite duty when | was
managemen.

After talking with Guido and Nunzio after the staff meeting, | wasworried about Aahz's hedth. If hewas
suffering from somekind of fatal condition, | intended to do what | could to help him live ahedthier life.
Who knew? If the condition didn't progress too fast, amagikal cure could be found. In the meanwhile,
I'd find something hedlthy for him to eat.

Asl |eft theoffice, | was nearly hit in the nose by asmall chunk of stonewhizzing by. It zipped into the
hands of one of the clerks working at a desk behind me. | glanced back and the Ghord with the sheep's
face looked, well, sheepishly a me. | had become used to Ghords constantly sending glyphs back and
forth to one another dl day long. With the easy availability of power in dl the forcelines, it was no
trouble for Ghords to drop notes to one another, chiseled on asmall piece of stone or scribed on ascrap
of papyrus. Scarabs carried afew of them, but they mostly went by magik. | picked up from my brief
examination of the glossary the fact that the open mouth meant O My Ghordess. It began many of the
short glyphs from young workersto one another. But | also noticed some glyphsincised on the big
blocks of stonein place of the pictographs that they were supposed to be carving. Chief scribes, wearing
sour expressions, had to check the work of some of their employeesto make certain that they were
chisdling what the customer wanted, not some remark about a hot date or a cute guy. The glyphsaso
talked about the frequent accidents. | would speak to some of the stonemasons later on to get full details.

| headed out in search of asnack. Naturally, wherever people work, a support system grows up around
them, offering services that busy workers don't have time to do for themsalves. Near the rear of the
pyramid's base, along walk from the office a the front of the Site, snake-faced laundresses knelt over
wash tubs. Dozens of dripping kilts hung on lines. They wouldn't take long to dry in the parched air.
Barberswielding long shears gave haircuts to Ghords sitting on backless stools with their headcloths
wrapped around their necks like towels. A dick-looking individua in expensive and brassy robes
oversaw atrio of gambling tables where bored stonemasons might try their luck at dice or cards. Nearby,
curvaceous lovelies beckoned to passersby, inviting them to try for adifferent kind of luck. Prosperous
women in gprons poured beer at a semi-permanent bar counter mounted on two carved pillars. |
recognized the seal on their barrels as the same one on the excellent beer Aahz was being supplied. |
gave them afriendly wave and followed my nose to the food sdllers.

Thevariety of ediblesin the makeshift cookshops told me that Ghordon was used to dimensional
travelers. Next to staples like mixed beans and sausages, Imperid speciaties were plentiful and, judging
by the crowds, popular. | walked past vendors shouting the virtues of their fried bread, oiled meat with
greasy sauces, thick stews, and pastries dripping with honey, dl of which smelled delicious. Ghords
crowded around, clamoring for service. Shopkeepers bantered with their customers as they hurried tofill
clay bowlswith orders. | stopped at the booth of aforlorn female with a short-beaked face who had
plain, baked crispbreads for sale. Knowing Aahz had a substantial appetite, | bought a basketful for a
few coppers. | left her shouting blessings after me.

A few tablesdown, | was able to get alarge selection of diced vegetables and a quantity of smooth
dipping sauce made of ground legumes, the kind of thing Bunny had always been trying to get meto et
instead of roast meats and cream salces.

| brought my offerings back to Aahz.
"What'sthis?' Aahz demanded.

"A snack," | said. "Look. This bread was baked fresh this morning. And these vegetableswere al home
grown."



Aahz looked at measif | had gone out of my mind. "Y ou cal thisfood? If | eat thiswallpaper paste and
rabbit food I'll die of boredom! Y ou could use these crackersfor roofing tiles! What made you buy
them?'

Thiswasn't working out the way | had hoped. "Well, you seemed asif you werent . . . feding well," |
began. "I didn't want to bring you anything that would upset your ssomach.” Even as| said it, | knew how
foolish it sounded. | wasn't supposed to know anything was the matter.

Aahz blew araspberry. "That was nothing, kid. | wasticked off at an incompetent craftsman, that'sall.
I'mfine. In fact, blowing off seam made mefed pretty good. I'll pop back to Devaand stop in at the
Pervish restaurant near the dump.”

| brightened. If hefelt he was up to his native cuisine, then he couldn't be very ill, not yet. No weakling
ever attempted to eat Pervish food. Half the time you had to wrestle it back in the bowl beforeit

escaped.
"No, don't bother," | said hastily, heading for the door. "I'll get something better."

Samwise's books didn't take much longer to review. That |eft the main puzzleto investigate: the
accidents. Thefirst variable to consder was the peopleinvolved. Aahz and | split up to interview the
workforce.

Theworkers on site were generdly cheerful. Many had come directly out of school. | had seen the ads
for Glyph Art College ("If you can carve Ra-nem-het, you could be an artist!") in the loca daily papyrus
left around the necessary. They were overseen by long-time veterans of projects around the dimensions,
including Devaand afew other places| had visited. Even the team of professiona mourners were upbesat
people. They only sounded sad when they were rehearsing.

Except for the accidents, they felt Samwise's pyramid wasn't that bad a place to work. | got some of the
sonecarverstalking over the communa water jug about where they came from and what they thought. It
was a convivid location, presided over by a shrine dedicated to the Ghord of the water cooler, Hapi-Ar,
He Who Makes Others Merry Through Drink.

Very casudly, | introduced the ideathat the accidents and mishaps might be ddliberately caused.

"Oh, no, Skeeve, no," Ba-Boon, amonkey-faced Ghord assured me. He bared histeeth. " Saboteurs?
No, not at all. We are proud to be part of thisoperation. It isnot every day you work on something that
will become part of higory."

| recognized some of Samwise's pep talk and grinned.
"Does everyonefed likethat?' | asked.

" am not so sure about the commitment of the Scarabs,” sniffed Pe-Kid, amae who resembled aKlahd
except that his skin was dark green. "Y ou notice that none of them ever seem to get hurt.”

"O My Ghordess, but that is not true,” piped up Lol-Kit, akitten-faced young female. "1 was on the
second mastabawhen those four stonesfell al at once from above. Many Scarabs werekilled, and dl of
them were destined to be buried herel”

"| forgot about that," said the green Ghord. "But, when you are working with heavy stone, some mishaps
areto be expected. It isthe will of the Ancients. They must not have placated the sacred onesin the
correct manner.”



"You bdievethat'sthe reason?' | asked.

"Sincerdy," said Pe-Kid. "The Ancients control every aspect of our life. Who isto say they are not
responsiblefor the departure fromit?"

"How can that be?" | asked. "I mean, they're not around anymore.
"Did not your parents not order your comings and goings when you were achild?' Lol-Kit asked.

"l guess s0." | thought of how it was before | left home. | defied anumber of rules my parentslaid down,
but | was dways aware of them. And | was punished when they caught me.

"Think, then, of the power that your fiftieth-times great grandfather will have over you, then. That iswhy
we pay atention to their will and desires”

That the Ghords did their best to obey those desires | knew to be the truth. Shrines abounded on every
level and in the most unexpected places of the congtruction site. All the Ghords performed littlerituals
prized by whichever ancestor they wished to honor or placate, such as blowing awhistle, ringing a bell,
tossing apinch of tiny leavesinthear, turning in acircle, waving an incense stick, or saying aword like
Iboo.' They performed these ceremonies upon clocking in every morning. Aahz refused to do it, calling it
nonsense, as did Samwise. Those weren't their ancestors, after dl. Still, | felt alittle guilty about not
participating. When in Zyx, as Aahz might have told me, do asa Zyxian.

"Oh, yes," added a baritone Mourner, Bah-So. "Nonli lost his favorite chisel between two blocks and
nearly was squashed between them before the Scarabs noticed him. It took severa offerings of beer to
placate the Ancients.”

"You don't think it could just have been bad luck, do you?' | asked.
"Oh, no!" the Ghords agreed. "We don't believe in superdtition!™

A loud blatting interrupted our conversation. The overseers of the carvers, master scribes, cameto urge
their workers back to their stations.

| wasimpressed by the workers eagernessto get thejob done. Samwise wasin ahurry for his
investment to pay off, and his people reflected that sense of urgency. It didn't mean they were cutting
corners, though. 1 had never seen such fine stonework.

Throughout the day, | noticed strangers climbing the invisible ramps overhead. Most of the time they
were accompanied by Ghord salespeople, but often they were following someone from a different race
atogether. | guessed those were customers who had the same ded as Aahz; they wanted to reduce their
own payments through commissions, but by their gestures | could see their enthusiasm for the project
itsdlf. I'd done some listening around the Bazaar. No one had ever proposed such an undertaking before.
Many of the Deved merchants thought Samwise was crazy, but | think they were just jealous. One look
at Diksen's structure across the way, and it was hard not to want a piece of that.

Samwise was right about Beltasar, too. Severd times during the day, the voluble Scarab cameflitting
after the Imp, with a high-pitched complaint about something. | tried to tune her out, but her voice
carried. | could hear her admost anywhere on the Site.

In spite of my effortsto steer Aahz to hedlthier food, heinvited meto join him for lunch on the far sde of
the pyramid at Fat Ombur's, an open-air cookshop run by a Ghord with abird's face but a corpulent
body. ("1 get thisway from eating my own cooking!" he assured us. We both considered it agood sign.
Aahz's motto never to trust askinny cook amost dways held true.)



Like everything else we had seen in Ghordon so far, the tables and stools were made of chunks of stone.
| perched at the edge of a squared-off piece that seemed to have been a practice sheet for some pretty
complicated runes. My rump was going to have reverse impressions of goats, birds, shepherd's crooks,
and open eyes by the time wefinished egting.

Fat Ombur did good business, for good reason. Thethick, flavorful stew, which we ate with our fingers
or with torn pieces of fluffy flatbread, was delicious. Even Aahz went for the grilled vegetables, snaiched
off alow burner heated by atiny snoring Salamander.

"Here, my good gentlemen,” Ombur said. "Eat up!" He beamed proudly.

The strips were too hot for meto eat, so | chilled them with atouch of magik. Aahz, imperviousto most
temperatures, grinned as he ate them by the handful. Aswe chewed, | listened to the mourners keening
onthelevel aboveus.

"Not my ideaof dinner music, but it addsto theloca color,” Aahz commented.

"They're actudly pretty good," | said. The ululations combined in six-part harmony. Then ashrill buzzing
audible over the wailing and moaning made my ears contract. | winced. "There she goes again.”

| turned toward the painful sound. Samwise picked hisway through the tables, his eyebrows drawn
down, as Bdltasar harangued him from the air.

"... And there will befivefurther finesfor the interruption by Deved vigtors. They prevented usfrom
segting a cornerstone. That will cost you also asecondary pendlty. ..."

"Hey, Sam!" Aahz cdled, waving to him. "Come and join us. Leave the bug."

Samwise hurried over. "Would that | could, Aahz," he said, aiming athumb at the Scarab. "Well talk
later,” hetold her.

"Wewill talk now!" Beltasar shrieked. "The safety of my workersis paramount.”

"What about the job?" Aahz asked.

"What?' the Scarab demanded.

"Isthe job lessimportant than your workers?'

"N-no," Beltasar said, hesitating briefly. "We wish the work to be done, but in asafe fashion!™

"Then why are you congtantly leaving your own work station to harass Samwise here?' Aahz asked. "If
there's no active danger, then you're pestering him unnecessarily. If there is a safety problem, then you're
leaving your peoplein harm'sway by tracking him down. That doesn't make senseto me.”

"That istheway USHEBTI works! We must notify the management of violaions at the time of
occurrence!" "Not codt effective,” Aahz said bluntly. "But it isthe way we do things.”

"That'sagreat reason," Aahz said, with asmirk.
"Areyou teling us how to do our job?"

"Not how. Just when. Like now. If you're not stopping for lunch or abeer break, then you're goofing off.
You just cover it by following Samwise around and haranguing him.”



The Scarab blew up in outrage. "How dare you? Nine hundred generations of my family have been
involved in congtruction. Y ou walk in, and in one day you claim to be an expert? Y ou must be as stupid
asyou areugly!”

"Sticksand stones," Aahz said, dismissively. "I'm saying that you're wasting your employer'smoney. I'm
limiting access to him from now on. Y ou can say 'hello' to him in the morning, ‘how was your lunch? after
the noon break, and 'goodbye' when you leave the site. Everything ese will have to be areal matter of
lifeand death."

"Y oureinterfering with aunion officid!" she shrilled.

"Now, Aahz," | said, raisng my handsto placate the combatants. "'Y ou can't stop her from conferring
with him when sheredlly needsto. Beltasar hereis an experienced manager.”

"That'sright, | am!" she exclaimed, then looked puzzled. "Y ou're defending what she'sdoing?' Aahz
looked dubious.

"I'm saying she'sdoing it for agood reason. Thefines arejust away of reminding Samwise they're
serious. Right?' | turned the Scarab.

"Uh, right."
"So, how can she let Sam here know what she needs him to?"
Bdtasar's head went back and forth between us. "Y es! How can we?"

"Well, if wasme," Aahz said in hismost reasonable voice, "I'd save up al the problems and report them
to him at the end of the day. I'd hit him up for dl the feesthen. That'll give him achance to indtitute better
safety measures overnight. Bel here can pass out the new policies every morning to the workforce. What
about that?"

"I think that sounds like agood idea. Doesn't it, Beltasar?' | asked her.

"Yes, er, no. No!" The Scarab findly redlized she was being double-teamed. She beat onetiny fist
againgt her undercarapace. "We decide how we ingtitute new orders. We do! Otherwise, And Company
faces dtrike action!”

Aahz shook his head. "I'm the paid representative of your employer. If you'd rather shut him down than
cooperate and get the job done that you're being paid to do, be my guest.”

The Scarab's bright blue eyesturned red with fury. "Perhapswe will! Y ou will seethe might of the
USHEBTIS"

"Yeah, yeah," Aahz said, waving ahand. "Y ou and what army? Throwing your weight around?'

Asif on cue, | saw ashadow appear and grow larger and larger until it covered dl of us. Justintimel
used al the magik force | had inside meto push Aahz back. | fell backwards on top of Samwise and Fat
Ombur, who wasjust bringing asteaming dish to us.

A Titan guard in loincloth and headwrap crashed down on the table, splattering food in every direction.
Helay moaning until Aahz helped him up.

"What happened to you?" Samwise asked.
"Scarabs,”" the blue-faced male puffed, pointing upward. "Under my foot. | think they did it on purposa!”



Could the green-faced Ghord have been right about the Scarabs wanting Samwiseto fail?
"Impossiblel” cried Betasar indignantly. ™Y ouimpugn

ud

"Youtried tokill me!" the Titan bellowed, making fists. "I'll squash you like the bug you arel”

"Just you try it, big boy!" Bedtasar fumed, curling her tiny fordegsinto bals. | could picture seam coming
out of her ear holes.

Tan-taral Tan-tan-tan! Ta-ral

A flourish of horns drowned out the argument. A booming male voice echoed acrossthevdley. "Make
way for the Queen!"

"Oh, no!" Samwise exclaimed. "Y ou must not tell her what just happened! Everybody to their places!
Hurry!"

All the Ghordsran out of the cookshop. They bumped into one another, running around the corners of
the pyramid.

"What'sgoing on?" Aahz asked.
"The queen! The Pharaoh Suzd. She didn't tell me she was coming. Hurry up. Follow me!"

Samwise legped onto the ramps and flew over the top of the uppermost layer of the pyramid. Aahz
shrugged. | furnished uswith magik, and we took to the air after him.

Chapter 9
"I hardly noticed her face."
—Aderix the Gaul

My heightened vantage point gave me agood view of the eastern part of the valey. At firs, | couldn't see
what was gpproaching because of the massive cloud of dust that surrounded us. Suddenly, theroiling
cloud dispersed.

Approaching toward us across the sand was a parade. At its head were dancing girlsin sheer robes,
undulating and spinning. Behind them was acovey of musicians, puffing into or strumming away a a
marching song. Drummers pounded the tops of skin-covered drumsin time with the beat. Magicians
threw balls of flameinto the air and conjured rainbows. For amoment, | thought that they were
respongible, too, for the stream of knivesthat flew in acircle at each side of the procession, but then |
redized atroupe of jugglers was throwing the knives. All of them stood on Djinn-woven carpets that
conveyed them over the smooth surface of the dunes.

Behind them wafted the most impressive carriage | had ever seen. At least thirty feet high, it had a
curved, gilded back like that of achair, but aswide as a street. The sides doped down to carved arms of
black wood. At the ends werefiniasin the shape of red hearts. It was pulled by ateam of eight creatures
with the bodies of lions and the heads of Klahds and massive, golden-feathered wings.

At the center and riding high enough that her head was just below the upper edge of the chair sat a
dender female Ghord. Over her headcloth, which shimmered like pure silk, she wore agolden circlet that
supported a golden snake's head. Cascading from underneath her crown tumbled tresses of long, blond



hair. She had high cheekbones, adender neck, alovely nose, large blue eyes, and a decided mouth.

| redized suddenly that | wasthe only onein my immediate vicinity till sanding. All the Ghord workers
and dl the Scarabs were on their knees, foreheads touching the ground. Hadtily, | did the same.

The carriage swept up and over the pier and the And Company office, then camein for alanding at the
foot of the pyramid. The entourage hastened to catch up. The musiciansfinished their marching tune with
aflourish, and launched into aregd melody. At the top of the carriage, the queen rose and descended the

steps.
"What ababe," Aahz murmured.

| peeked. Thefinelinen of her robes outlined afigure that, while dender, was furnished with plenty of the
usual female attributes. Not only that, she walked with asway that | couldn't take my eyes from.

From the rear of the structure came girls carrying fans and Ghords of both sexes wearing chains of office
around their necks.

"Hail, in the name of dl the Ghords of Ghordon, Eternd Ancestors Who Give Lifeand Light to All
Creatures. Blessings upon Suzal, daughter of Geezer, she who is Pharaoh and Queen of Aegisfrom the
Underworld to the Overheaven. All hall!"

"All hail!" echoed the Ghords around my fet.

Samwise dashed over the paving stonesto be at the foot of the carriage before Queen Suza got to the
bottom. He threw himself to one knee and bowed his head. She touched his shoulder and he rose, talking
with hisusud animation. Suza listened with aregd tilt of the head.

Samwise turned and beckoned enthusiasticaly for usto join him. We made our way to his side. Under
the Pharaoh's eye, we bowed deeply.

"These arethe ones | told you about, your mgesty,” Samwise said. "Thisisthe Great Skeeve and, er,
Adz"

Aahz rose and bent over her hand like the practiced courtier he was.
"Hey, doll," hesad.

"Hey, yoursdlf," Suza said, fluttering her eyelashes at him. "Y ou have anoble face, Sir, reminiscent of our
scaly river Ghord, Sober, He Whom Rivers of Drink Do Not Affect.”

"Heand | have alot in common,” Aahz said, modestly. "'I'm on my second barrel of the day. Would you.
.. careto come around to the office and knock back a couple?’ He raised his eyebrows suggestively.
Her ministers were shocked, but Suzal |ooked pleased.

"Y ou are too kind, Sober-faced one," Suzal said. "Perhaps another time | will be able to accept your
hospitdity. Thisisjust acasud vist."

Casud?| glanced at her entourage: at least thirty dancing girls, twelve musicians, apair of conjurors, and
two files of courtiersin pleated linen and fancy striped headdresses.

My mouth dropped open when | spotted one of the courtiers. He stood at |east two feet taller than the
rest of the nobles. His body was covered in thick purple fur, and histwo, large moon-shaped eyes were
different Szes.



"Big Crunch!" | exclamed.
"l beg your pardon?' Queen Suzal asked.

Behind her, Chumley cringed. The Troll hastily patted the air with both big pams. '‘Big Crunch’ was his
nom de guerre as amonosyllabic enforcer in most other dimengions, but clearly not here. | immediately
tempered my statement.

"I mean, your mgjesty, were on abig crunch for time here, trying to get the pyramid done, but I'm very
pleased to have the opportunity to meet you. Samwise here has been telling me what an honor it isthat
you have given him permisson to build such an amazing structure. | am eager to seeit finished.”

"Asaml, O great Skeeve," she said. She smiled at Samwise, who turned brilliant pink with pleasure. "He
shows honor to me that had been heretofore withheld. I, too, would see it complete.”

"Who would dare refuse to give you whatever you wanted, beautiful lady?' Aahz purred.
Suzd'slong lashes flicked as she eyed him up and down, but her blue eyes flashed.

"Why, that ignoble wizard across the valey from here" she said, aming her nose toward the eastern
mountains,

"Y ou mean Diksen?' | asked, puzzled.

"Speek not hisname!" Suzal snarled. "I cal him accursed. And sdlfish.” Her lip quivered. Indignantly, she
put her noseintheair. Likeal of her features, it was unusudly pretty. Chumley redized | was staring and
cleared histhroat audibly. | lowered my gaze.

"But | am very pleased to give you what you want, your magjesty,” Samwise said. "Everyone knows that
thisisthe Queen Suzal Pyramid. When it isfinished, it will be the wonder of Ghordon and, er, many other
dimensons”

"When will it be done?"

| jumped. This unexpected question came from somewhere around my waist. | looked down.

Another officid in striped headgear stood at the queen's sde. Hewas only half her height. He peered up
at the Imp. Samwise gestured impatiently.

"Whenit'sdone, Gurn, | havetold you that athousand times.”

"And | will ask you athousand moretimes, on behaf of my lady. Shewould liketo seeit finished long
before she needsit. So. . . when will it be ready?"

| felt my ssomach churn. Gurn had aface like ahandful of squashed dung. No, that didn't come closeto
approximating the misshapen quality of hisfestures. Each looked asif it had been designed by a scul ptor
with less than no talent and who had failed to communicate what he was doing to the others. | thought |
was used to ugly. After dl, | hung out with Pervects. But Gurn was something above and beyond the
dictionary definition, a degree past where two drunken master magicians would have kept daring one
another to go. It actudly hurt to look a him. He leered a me.

"So you are on abig crunch to complete this enterprise, Klahd?' he asked. "Do you think it will be done
inyour lifetime?'

"If Samwise saysit will, thenit will," | stated boldly, not knowing whether or not it wastrue. The Imp had



been notably vague on his estimate of a completion date of this or any other pyramid in his plans.
"Her mgjesty is not accustomed to lies and half-measures.”

"S0, she doesn't have anything to do with palitics at al?* Aahz asked innocently.

"l don't ded with politicians, either, Pervert." " Per-vect!"

Gurn looked up a him and wiggled his hand back and forth. "Not so much. Do you have an answer for
her mgesty?’

"Do you, Sober-faced one?' Suza asked. "My favored Imp hereis coy with hisanswers. | would liketo
see my stone erected in aslittle time asit took that excrescence there to the east to be completed.”

"And how long wasthat?' | asked, curioudy.
"Fiveyears and two days," said Gurn. "How about it?"

"Wll, your mgjesty,” Samwise said, fingering his collar and swegting more than the heat might account
for, "my financing is of a cooperative nature. Diksen was ableto pay for hisentire bloc by himsdf. ..."

"Perhaps, magjesty, you were not wise to give alicense to an underfunded architect,” Gurn said, hisvoice
velvety with menace. "'l seeit—one day he will come crawling to you for dmsto complete your own
monument.”

Aahz dgpped him on the back and sent him staggering. "1 can tell we're not gonnalike each other, pd.
Come on back again some time. When we're not here."

"' Sober-faced one, do not abuse my courtier,” Suza chided him in her soft voice.

"Lookslike Mother Nature did thejob for me, mgesty,” Aahz said. "But if that's what you want, who am
| to refuseyou?'

| stepped in. "I bet you'd like to see how the project is going, your majesty. May | escort you around the
gte?'

"Youmay," Suzd said. Shelifted afinger, and two of the Sphinxes separated themsaves from the others.
They brought over a sedan chair with poles sticking out to either Sde. The queen stepped into it. The
Sphinxesfluttered their wings, and the structure hovered three feet off the ground. Using a coil of magik, |
pushed off from the ground and followed. To my dismay Gurn clambered onto the leg of the queen's
mini-chair, scaled up, and made himself comfortable on her chair arm. | frowned at him. Heleered & me,
or perhaps that was just the way his face worked.

"You think | don't belong here, do you?' Gurn asked.

" think your head's higher than the pharaoh,” | commented mildly. "When | was last acourt magician, the
gueen just hated that."

To my surprise, Gurn hunkered down afew inches.

| decided hewasn't al bad. After dl, he didn't work for me.

"Y ou were acourt magician, O Klahd?' Suzd asked. "Tdl mewhich of my sster monarchs you served.”
"Hemlock of Possiltum?2," | replied.



Suza nodded. "I have met her at the Royals and Despots Convention in Zoorik."
"Uh, how did shelook?"

"Imperious”

"Uh, that'sgood."

| fel dlent, not wanting to say the wrong thing about my former employer. We had since gotten on better
termsthan when | left the job, and Suza might be afriend of hers.

The queen's chair headed up and | followed.

It took no time to rise above the finished layer of stones.

"Uh, asyou can see, your mgesty, were up to level three”

| did aquick caculation. "Only eighty-six stonesto go, then we can move on to level four."

"That'snice," she said absently. She was staring over her shoulder at Diksen's pyramid and let out a
heartfelt Sgh of longing. Everyone reacted like that. Poor Samwise had atough act to follow.

"| doubt that your master could ever produce anything as well-proportioned or deek asthat,” Gurn said
tome. "l mistrugt his skills. Stolen dreams never prosper.”

"Hisdreamsaren't golen,” | said. "And it'll be great, you'll see"

2 (Toreview Skeeve'sjob history with the notorious queen, invest in copies of Myth-Conceptions and
Hit or Myth.)

"I command that we should go down," Suza said suddenly. "I do not fed well.”

Her lovely skin had taken on agreen tinge, and small drops of sweat dotted her brow. Gurn shouted an
order to the Sphinxes, who wheeled around and headed for the carriage.

"Make way for theroya gectal” Gurn bellowed aswe landed. Aahz looked up from histalk with one of
the Sphinxes at the cry.

The mini-chair landed as softly as aledf faling, impressive under the circumstances. Scantily clad ladiesin
waiting hustled toward their mistress. One held a bgjeweled golden vessdl shaped like apail. Eight others
bore fans made of enormous white plumes. Suzal staggered somewhat ungracefully from the smal chair
toward the girl with the bucket. The others surrounded her, shielding her from view, but the sounds that
issued from within the makeshift place of conced ment were unmistakable. | felt sorry for her.

"Issheusudly airsck?' | asked Gurn.
"Never," he sad, frowning. " She has aways had amagnificent head for heights.”
"Rest of her's not bad, either,” Aahz commented.

"It isonly recently that these spells overtake her. Our court magician is baffled. | see your master's hand
inthis"

"He's not my master, he'sabusiness associate," Aahz said. "Making queenssick isnot in my job
description.” "Then you must befredancing.”



"Look, pup, if seeing you every day doesn't make her sick, then aface like mine's not going to affect her.
Y ou heard what she called me. Noble." | could tel Aahz liked that.

Gurn wasn't convinced. "Because she'sddirious.”

Samwise bustled up, frantic. As soon as the queen emerged from her place of concedment, hetried to
usher her into hisoffice.

"I think not, kind Samwise," Suza said, applying the back of her hand delicatdly to her forehead. "I wish
to return to my paace. | thank you for the tour, Master Wizard," she added, with awan smileat me.
"Y ou will bewecomeif you should chooseto visit."

"I'd be honored," | said.

The ladies helped Suza up the golden stepsto her seat and fussed over her with cold drinks and more
fanning. | wanted to talk to Chumley, but he gave me awarning look. Instead, | went to join Aahz. The
Sphinx lay on itsbelly withitstail wrapped around its haunches. Lying down, its head was till higher than

my own.
"Thisisthe partner | told you about,” Aahz said to the Sphinx. " Skeeve, meet Tweety."

"Tweety?' | asked, astonished, looking at the huge creature. He outwelghed me and Aahz put together.
"Uh, isit an old family name?"

Tweety eyed me. "What isit that isdark in the morning, pae a noon, and gone by sunset?”

Aahz looked concerned. "Y ou'd better answer him, kid. It's an important test. Sphinxes don't like people
who can't solvether riddles.

"What happensif | can't answer him?' | asked.
"| et you," Tweety said Smply, compelling golden eyesfixed on mine. "Please answer the question.”

| looked down at the curved yellow claws of hisfront paws curled on the flagstones just inches from my
feet. | felt panic risng in my stomach. My brain couldn't fix on asingle coherent word. What object fit dl
the qudificationsin hisriddie?| didn't want to be eaten. But Aahz wouldn't have introduced meto
Tweety if he wasn't confident | could passthetest, of that | was certain. It sounded like ariddle that |
had heard when | wasachild. | ran ahand through my hair, trying to think.

That wasit!

"H-hair," | sammered out, hoping | wasright. | braced mysdlf, ready to pop out of Ghordon if he came
after me.

The Sphinx opened his mouth to show two rows of sharp teeth and leaned close. | cringed. Then he
grinned.

"Well done!" Tweety roared. "Now you're part of the family. Y ou can ask me anything any time. Happy
to be of service. We pick up alot of information other people might not have. By the way, Tweety was
my dad's name, t0o." The Sphinx rose and clapped Aahz on the back with one huge lion's paw. " Good
to seeyou, Aahz. Too bad about the Magicians Club, huh? Tough luck."

"Yeah," Aahz said sourly. "Maybe | won't bother getting it straightened out. WWho needs them?”

"No one, redly,” the Sphinx said. "I just like to have a place to hang out with my fellow 'users, swap



gpelsand lieswhen I'min Vaygus, that'sall. Hey, come on down to my lair and have adrink, now that
you'rein town. Y ou come, too,

Skeeve. | live on one of the Pharaoh Idands. Ask anyone, they'll tell you how to find me."
Aahz nodded. "Don't mind if | do. Seeya, Tweety."
"Seeyou, Aahzmandius. Got to go."

The Sphinx returned to his place and attached his harness. At asignal from theflyer at the front left
corner of the carriage, they al spread their wings and pulled forward. The carriage lifted off the ground.

"What about the Magicians Club?' | asked.

"Nothing, kid," Aahz said, with the kind of expression that told me not to push it.3 "Nothing. Dammit,
what are the odds that the only Sphinx in the entire membership roster hasto turn up like that? It means
everyone's heard.”

"Did he bring you bad news?"

"Nah. | knew dready. Just reminding me of ahumility lesson | didn't need." He watched the carriage
depart, sailing over the sands like ashadow. "What in Crom's name is Chumley doing here?"

The details of Aahz'slast visit to the Magicians Club on Vaygus can be read in the thrilling Myth-Gotten
Gains, ared page turner available from your local huckster of literature.

Chapter 10

"Sometimes adinner isjust adinner.”

—T. Jones

"Ready?" | asked, extending my arm to Tananda.
"Ready," shesad, smiling alittle uncertainly.

| was nervous, too. | had set everything up in advance for our evening out, and | hoped the arrangements
would please her. | wore an open-necked shirt in adeep date blue that Bunny thought was my
best-looking shirt, and sand-colored trousers. | had resisted the impulse to wear my favorite shoes, the
oneswith the toesthat curled over twice before terminating in tiny bells. Instead, | had apair of
comfortable ankle-high bootsin case | needed to do any fetching and carrying for her.

Speaking of fetching, Tanandawore alow-cut dress of green fabric so thin that it looked asif it had been
painted on her but remained opague. | scanned it for magik, but it must just have been a master weaver's
accomplishment. The skirt was not as short as she normally wore, but it flared with each step, reveding a
bewitching glimpse of knees. Tananda's were worth looking at, no matter what. The shoeswere apuzzle
to me, as most women's shoes were. Why anyone would bind themselvesinto a network of narrow
straps on top of an acute dope of sole attached to ahed no wider than my little finger wasamystery |
didn't understand. Y ou couldn't run away in them. The narrow sole made it awkward to stand on one
foot to use the tiletto for aweagpon. Still, they made her legs ook even more attractive than ever.

| escorted her out of theflap of the M.Y.T.H., Inc., tent and helped her into a chuckshaw, alocal
two-wheeled vehicle that was pulled by ateam of Soxen, one red and one white. They trundled down
the streets of the Bazaar, kicking up dust and emitting the kind of flatulence that you'd expect from large



herdbeasts. | had paid them to keep from defecating until after they had dropped us off. That would spoil
the mood | hoped to achieve. As evening settled over the Bazaar, the air remained stiflingly hot. It would
take an hour after the sun went down before the desert cooled. Coming from the temperate climate of the
dimengion of my birth, | still marveled at the extremes of living in adesert.

| chatted about this observation and compared it with conditionsin Ghordon.

"It'sfunny how aikethey are," | commented. "1'm used to dimensions being redly different from one
another. If you'd asked me before | |eft Klah for thefirst time, | would have said there was only one way
for aclimateto behave, but | likethe variety. What isthe wegther likein Trollia?"

"Different,” Tanandasaid, unexpectedly terse.

As Tananda sat againgt me in the curved but not adequately padded seet, | could fed thetensionin her
body. For someone who came from arace of beings who enjoyed— no, actively sought out—intimate
contact with others, her behavior was unnatura. | hoped by the end of the evening she would relax.
Perhaps a gift would improve her mood.

"Here," | said, pulling asmdl box out from behind me and setting it in her |gp. Shelooked through the
clear top at the contents. White blossoms of nested oblong petalslay clustered on curling, blue-green

foliage.
"Flowers?' she asked weakly.

"Squizzias" | said. "They'rerare flowersfrom Klah. They smdll redly nice. My mother used to grow
them in the front garden of our farm house. They're her favorite. | hoped you'd like them, too."

"I'm. .. honored," Tananda said. She opened the box and lifted the blossomsto her cheek. "Mmm. They
amdl ddicious”

"Shall | helpyou pinit on?' | asked. The Deved florigt in the Bazaar had given me pretty specific
ingtructions on how not to puncture my date with the pin. He had let me try out the lethal-looking metal
skewer severd times on adummy he kept in its shop for that purpose. When it stopped saying "ouch,” |
found | had become pretty expert at attaching corsages. Tananda fended off my helpful hands.

"No, thanks, honey. I'll take care of it." With deft fingers, she attached the cluster of flowersto her
bodice high on her shoulder. | admired the effect. She wasredlly beautiful. | never forgot that—I'm ill
breathing—but sometimesit just struck me like asack of rocks.

"That looks nice on you," | ssammered out.

For thefirst time | could recall snce | met her, Tananda blushed. Her cheeks bloomed dightly green.
Instead of commenting oniit, | told her about the pyramid complex, without going into adiscusson of the
problems or the suspicions Aahz and | had about their source. Y ou never knew if the Soxen werein the
pay of any Deved hoping to pick up useful information from people who forgot that the cab had ears.

Beforel knew it, we had arrived. Le Mouton Suprisee had along line waiting to be seated. | handed
Tananda down from the chuckshaw and escorted her boldly past the line of dapper Deved s and their
dates. Some of the customers gave us dirty looks, some looks of envy, and some both. | didn't
acknowledge any of them, concentrating on getting Tananda safely inside.

"Misgter Skeeve! How wonderful to see you thisevening! And thelovely lady!™

The maitred', who had responded to alittle early bribery in theway of al good servers, seated uswith



effuson at the table | had chosen earlier: near the front window, in between a couple of potted plantsto
give usthe greatest possible privacy while we watched the nightly perambulations of the Bazaar outside.
He furnished us with lesther-bound menus and bowed himsdlf away to wait on the next good client. |
smiled. Sofar, everything was working out as| had planned it.

Over thetop of her menu, Tandaraised an eyebrow at me.
"|sthere anything you think | should choose?"

"Nope," | said expangvely. "Try whatever you like." | read down the list to make my own sdection. The
prices made my inner farm-boy choke, but my modern, executive magician salf had plenty of money and
awillingnessto give enjoyment to my guest. The menu of Le Mouton Surprisee listed every kind of
elegant dish | had ever heard of, plus hundreds of things | hadn't in its crisp parchment pages

Next in the line of employees who would expected tips was the wine seward, afemae Deved wearing
her badge of office, aslver tasting cup on achain around her neck. In the past, my knowledge of wine
was limited to what didn't taste bad enough to spit out. | had since learned to pay more attention to
qudity, as| limited mysdlf to one glass per night. That, | promised myself, would be the case this evening,
no matter how nervous | was.

And | was nervous. | was controlling mysalf from shaking with asolid dollop of magik. | wondered if
Tanandacould tell. She knew me better than almost anyone. It mattered to me to make this evening

specid.
"What do you recommend?’ | asked.
That was the wrong question.

"Wadl, ar," the sommdier said, beaming, "1 am so glad you asked.” She launched into alecture on grapes,
dopes, sun, brix—which | had aways thought of as an uncomfortable operation—age, barrelsand a
wholelot of other esoteric information which would have been more useful had | planned to go into
winemaking instead of wine-drinking. | needed to take control of the Stuation. Tananda couldn't help
grinning mischievoudy &t the expresson on my face.

| held up my hands to stem the outburst.

"Hold on!" | said. "If you offer classes, I'll come and take one someday. In the meanwhile, what's the
least | need to know to order something that will taste good with the food here?!

"Areyou planning to order mest, fish, reptile, fowl, insect or other?' the Devedl woman asked. "That's
the least J need to know to recommend awine."

"Fgh," Tanandasaid.
"Me, too," | sad.
"Then awhite or agreen would be your best choice.

| grinned a Tananda. "I think we'd like a nice green from somewhere in the middle of your list. Weve got
agreen themegoing, and | think it'd be fun to continue.”

For some reason my joke made Tananda blush again.

"Asyouwish, gr." The Deved held out her pam. | dropped atip into it, not too much or too little, |



hoped. She seemed pleased by it, or as pleased as any Deved wasto get a portion of the contents of
your money pouch instead of the whole amount. She snapped her fingers. In an ingtant, abrown glass
bottle and apair of tal, delicate wine glasses floated gently toward us. The wine steward plucked the
bottle from the air, ran her talon around the foil sedl, and extracted the cork, al with one hand. | dmost
applauded. She poured alittle for each of us. | tasted it. The pae green wine was as unlike my normal
tipple as could be.

"Thisisgreat," | sad.
"Mmm," Tanandaagreed.

After filling our glasses, the Deved withdrew discreetly, to be replaced by ayoung Imp who supplied us
with bread (woven basket) and water (cut crystal pitcher), the ederly Deved who snapped open our
napkins and set them on our 1aps, the pair of young, perky girlswho replaced our table settingswith a
whole new set of plates, cutlery, and glasses, dl of whom extended their pamsto me before or after
service was rendered. At last, an unctuous male Deved appeared armed with agleaming ivory square
and apencil. He bowed to Tanda, then to me.

"May | have your orders, Sir and madame?’

After some urging from me, Tanandawent down the menu with a hunter's eye. | followed her example,
ordering appetizer, soup, salad, and one of the fish dishes. | had never heard the name before, but if the
food was anything likethewine, | wasin for atreat.

"And, gr," thewaiter said, "it isgreen. Assir has expressed his preference, we wish to please.”

That made me blush. He withdrew, bowing. Tanandalet out alow chucklethat only | could hear. | hope.
| covered my embarrassment by blurting out conversation.

"l...er...got amessage from Chumley today,” | said.

Tanda's eyes went wide, and she looked around. There was adiscreet screen of magik between each
table intended to mute sound. | realized | could scarcely hear the diners nearest to us. She turned back
and whispered, "You did?'

| felt awkward. Maybe | shouldn't have mentioned it. "Uh, yesh. |, uh, heard he'sfine. Enjoying the
westher."

Tananda's mouth curved in arueful smile. "I'm happy to hear that. | do worry about Big Brother when
he'sout of my sight. Y ou know | couldn't tell you where he goes. Asfar as| know, it doesn't interfere
with anyone e sgs assgnment.”

"I don't think so, ether, but it's aways good to know he's. . . around.”

If | had said | had seen him in Ghordon, | might blow his cover. | had no ideaif his assgnment was
dangerous, but | was utterly unwilling to put Chumley or any of my friendsin danger.

"Wel, tell him I love him the next time you send him amessage,” Tandasaid. She smiled a me. "Big
Brother and | are so glad you're back intown. | know | visited theinn oncein awhile, but it hasn't been
the same.”

"I know," | said. "l felt that way, too. It took awhile before | was ready to come back. Then | dmost
ruined everything when | did."



"Don't beat yoursdf up, tiger. We'd al been thinking about you so much that it took us amoment to
redlize what your return meant. I'm glad that it worked out.”

"Bunny seemsto be handling the presidency well. Better than | ever could.”

"Family training," Tananda said, "athough she told methetitles generaly get passed to amae heir. Not
aways, of course. She's nervous about making sure the business runs smoothly.”

"Gosh, you could never tell shewasnervous,” | said.

"Oh, sheid Shewantsto get everything right. | keep telling her that we trust her. She doesn't haveto try
S0 hard.”

| smiled. " She's one of the most competent people | know, present company excepted.”

Tananda grinned. "Thanks, but you don't have to compliment me. | like my job. When the gang broke up
thefirst time, | did some fredlance assgnments, and afew with Big Brother, but | missed the
camaraderie. I'veredly never been so closeto anyonein my lifewho wasn't family."

"Me, neither,” | said, looking deeply into her eyes.

An unessy slencefdl. | wasamost grateful when a Devedlish maiden brought abowl and towedsfor us
to wash our hands. A chandler arrived to trim the wicks of the candles on our table. The appetizers,
Devedish dancing dumplings, arrived. By then, the awkward moment had passed.

That would have been agood time to bring up the subject of Aahz's hedlth. Then | had agood look
around the restaurant, and redlized | couldn't. It wasn't just Tananda's discomfort, though that was abig
part of it. Instead, | asked her about growing up on Trollia. She didn't mind talking about her childhood. |
found it an eye-opening conversation. | asked afew leading questions and listened with fascination while
shedid most of the talking. Finally, she was relaxed enough to laugh. We started to lean closer and closer
to one another. | admired the shape of her face, the charm of her features.

"Madame and sir, the soup,” a Deved server announced. We sprang back, | very reluctantly.

The food was every bit as good as Nunzio had said. | enjoyed dl the courses. | couldn't have described
what was different about the taste of the fish from all the ones | had eaten before, but it was better. The
service was unbdlievably smooth. Our empty plates were whisked away without afuss, by magik. No
crumb ever marred the perfection of the white tablecloth for more than amoment. Our glasses dways
held exactly the right amount of wine.

At last, time came for dessert. Over the years, | had learned some of Tanandaslikes and didlikes,
including her favorite flavors. When | had discussed her tastes with the maitre d', he had laughed asiif |
had just told him agood dirty joke and given me alasciviouswink. | hoped the dish wasn't an obscene
suggestion of somekind.

| watched her face asthe dessert arrived. To me, the rounded shapesin the dish didn't seem suggestive
of body parts or anything | could construe as objectionable.

"Passionfruit and angelberry sundaes!" Tananda said. Shelooked ddlighted, which made mefed great.

The wine steward appeared once more, to pour alighter vintage than the one that had accompanied the
savory courses of the meal. It went down pretty smoothly, too.

"I hope you're enjoying yoursdlf," | said, reaching out to touch Tanandas hand. She held very ill.



"l am, Skeeve. | can't tell you how much.”

"That'sgreat.” | looked into her eyes. They were alighter green than her hair, dmost like tourmalines.
"I've been hoping for achance like thisfor aredly long time. I'm really happy that you said you would
comeout with me."

"Skeeve..." Tanandalooked at me searchingly. ™Y ou know, I'm alot older than you are.”

"That doesn't matter," | said. "Honest. That's never mattered between us. Hasit? At least | don't think it
matters.”

Tanandadrew her hand back. "But it mattersto me. And, actually, I'm seeing someore. ..."
"That shouldn't make any differenceto us, not here and now."

Tanandatried again. "1 don't know how to tell you this, Skeeve—don't get me wrong: thiswasa
wonderful date, and you were so swest to ask me—but, well, you have to know that nothing would ever
work out between us. | know this hurtsalot of guys egos, but I've dways thought of you asthelittle
brother | never had.”

| whistled. Patrons at nearby tablesturned to stare at me. "That's great!" | exclaimed. "That's perfect!”
Tanandablinked. "1t is?"

"Oh, wdll, yeah." | couldn't believe how relieved | felt. "That's just how | hoped you would fed. | mean, |
have tried going out before, like with Cassandrad. Things just went too fast. | never got to know her;
and, well, you know what happened. Everyone knew. It was abig mistake. | made afool of mysdlf, and

| didn't handle it well. None of my attemptsto find agirlfriend have worked out. The problemisthat |
just didn't have alot of experience dating while | was growing up on Klah. If you don't mind, | could
really use your advice on how to treat awoman the way she wantsto be treated. Therejust aren't alot of
people | can trust with this sort of thing. | mean, to everyone ese I'm supposed to be the Great Skeeve. |
should know everything, and | don't. | knew you'd tell me the truth, because you're one of my best
friends. I've dways prized your honesty. Giveit to me straight: how'm | doing?"

Tanandathrew back her head and laughed. "Oh, Skeeve, you don't know how much you worried me.
How much you worried dl of us"

4 For the fullest account existing of Skeeve's date, read
Sweet Mythery of Life, availablein plain brown wrappers at your loca booksdller's

I grinned. "1 know. | can see Aahz back there in the corner trying to pretend he's a potted plant. That's
Masshaand General Badaxe in the front table. They might be disguised as Deved's, but look at the way
the tables on elther side of them are pushed out to give them enough room. Bunny brought our entrees.
Y ou couldn't concedl the way she wakswith any kind of illusion. And Guido'sin the kitchen, isn't he?'

Tananda's eyebrows flew up. "How do you know?'

| drew the miniature crossbow quarrel out of my folded napkin and held it up. "Thiswasin my soup. I've
picked birdshot out of game hens, but you don't have to shoot squash.”

"l guessthejigisup,” Tananda said, looking sheepish. "We were just concerned about you.”

"| gppreciateit,” | said. "You didntthink ... ?"



Thelook on her face said she had, but she said, "1 hoped not, but | didn't want to refuse automaticaly
before | knew what you wanted. | had to give you achance. Y ou're one of my best friends, too." She
leaned over and kissed me. The potted plant in the corner rustled fiercely. Tananda drew back and
laughed again. She beckoned to it, and Aahz emerged with al the finesse of a child who didn't want to be
kissed wrestling hisway out of his great-aunt's grasp. He stalked over to a nearby table and sat down at
it asif he had just taken awrong turn coming from the men'sroom. | shook my head.

"How'd everyone know where to come? | didn't tell you the name of the restaurant. It was meant to be a
big surprise”

Tanandalooked alittle embarrassed. ™Y ou asked Nunzio for recommendations on good placesto edt. If
there's one thing the Mob knows, it's good food.”

"Hetold you?' | asked, dismayed.

"No. He respected your confidence. He didn't want to say specificaly, but we narrowed it down based
on whereyou said it was. Y ou noticed everyone el se | ft this evening beforewe did.”

| lifted my shoulders sheepishly. "'l guess| did, but | didn't think about it. They came out herefirst to spy
onus?'

"Maybealittle,” Tananda admitted. "That's not the only reason. We have to look out for each other.
Weve got some open investigations, and the proponents might just consider it a Crom-send if one or two
of uswereout in plain sight alone. Not that we al can't take care of ourselves," she added. ™Y ou must
have noticed how Aahz never sitswith his back to adoor or awindow. Y ou've been doing it sinceyou
darted hanging out with him, too. It'sjust smart planning.”

| nodded. "See? One morething | didn't think of but I have to take into account. Werein ahigh-risk
business. We have enemies. We've got assets. I've got to think about my date's safety aswell as whether
shesenjoying hersdf.”

"Soisthere anameto that 'she?' Tanandaasked, her bright green eyes narrowing into merry crinkles.
"No," | said honestly. "Nobody."

"Y ou don't have anyonein mind right now?' Tanandawheedled. "Really? 1 mean, it isn't any of my
businessif you do."

"No, | swear. | just wanted to get some experience taking someone out and showing her agood time. If
you don't mind. Now that Bunny's my boss, | thought it would be out of placeto ask her. Masshas
married. Pookie doesn't give the kind of advice that redly worksfor me."

"Y ou do tackle everything asif it was amagik lesson, don't you?"

| felt my cheeksburn. "I'm not trying to be calculating. I'm just so good at faling over my own feet. It
makes me nervous enough when | meet apretty girl. I'd like to look like | know what I'm doing. | mean,
to acertain extent.” | was horrified, worrying that she might think that | would push thingstoo far. But |
should have trusted her.

Tanandasmiled gently and put her hand back on mine. "I understand exactly what you mean. Believe me,
girlsfed the sameway."

"Redlly?"



"Redlly. Do you want meto fix you up with anyone? | 've got a cousin about your age who'salot of fun.
Y ou could try out your skillson ared date."

| held up my hands. "No, thanks, not yet. I'm not looking at the moment. If it happens, it happens.
Besdes, | had fun. Did you?'

"Yes, | did,” Tanandasaid. "It was wonderful. Thank you, Skeeve. | guess we both learned something
thisevening."

"Then would you be willing to go out with me again? Asafriend and advisor?'

"Any time, tiger," she said, lowering her eydids so she could look a me through her lashes. "Y ou don't
need any advice from me, not redly. If you need atestimonia for somelucky lady, just et me know."

| floated away from the restaurant happily. That night, | had great dreams.
Chapter 11

"Would | steer you wrong?"

—E. Ponzi

When Aahz and | |eft for Ghordon the next day, the subject of my date with Tanandawas off the table
by tacit agreement. | was pretty sure al of my partners had heard everything we had said to each other.
Onthe one hand, | was alittle embarrassed that my attemptsto learn how to date had become a
gpectacle viewed by almost the whole group. On the other, having it known among my partners was not
exactly public knowledge. It made mefedl good to know that they cared about me enough to make
certain | wasn't making ahuge mistake. Not that | hadn't dreamed about finding someone like Tananda,
but as| had said, and meant, she was the big sister who awaystold methe truth. | waslucky to have her
and the others on my side. They'd dl given me good advice on relationships before, but not redly on how
to get one started. Asin so many other things, | needed to go back to square one and relearn the process
from scratch. Fortunately, | had good aswell as bad examplesal around me.

The sunwas just peeking over the eastern mountains when we popped into the building site. Ghords
arrived on Camd-back, flying carpet, or hanging on to one another in atring trailed by aflying Sphinx.

"| dways hated commuting,” Aahz commented, watching the fliers descend onto the long pier. But these
were frequent fliers, accustomed to the discomfort of their transit. They bent their legsjust before they
touched down so they didn't hurt their ankles, though the odd, squarish way they held their shoulders
suggested that hanging from their aams dl the way from the main city of Aegisthrew their backs out
somewhat.

The Scarabs were dready there, burrowing upward in huge numbers. They lived just below the surface
of the sand where it was cool. They were aready at the tiny shrinesthat represented their ancestors,
singing high-pitched snatches of verse, lighting incense, pouring out drops of beer and sacrificing berries
to placate the Ancientsinto blessing their workday.

"Quaint," said Aahz, dryly. "C'mon, | want to talk to Beltasar before she gets going.”

It was not difficult to locate the shop steward. She was at the center of aswarm of circulating Scarabs,
al buzzing with orders aswdll asgossip.

She noticed Aahz as we approached. "Y our framework is on the agenda.”



"I've got apotentid client stopping in around lunchtime. Will it be ready by then?'

"By morning breek, if the magician has no trouble,” the Scarab assured him. "Do you question our
competence? | only have four handd!™

"Don't get your wingsin awringer," Aahz said. " Just trying to drum up some business”
"Whoisit?' | asked, aswe headed for the office building.

"An old acquaintance from Perv," Aahz said. "Bendix ownsalaw firm. Thought held like to take alook
around. I'm not going in for the hard sdll. Shouldn't haveto. A ded thisgood will sdll itself.”

But Bendix was not as easily persuaded as Aahz thought he would. We stood at the top of the new
invisble framework overlooking the unfinished pyramid. As Beltasar had promised, though the spells left
the staff magicians panting, it was completed in time. Aahz had borrowed the illusion wand from
Samwise, and pointed out dl the future attractions of the site to Bendix, but the Pervish lawyer kept
coming back to the same point.

"So you want meto invest in abig piece of nothing?' Bendix asked, asif astonished that he should even
have to ask. He wastdler and thinner than Aahz, dmost astall as me. Hislower jaw thrust forward and
his brow crouched over his eyes so he dways looked as though he was scowling. At the moment, he was
scowling. Sowas Aahz.

"Bennieg, thisisthe chance of alifetime,” Aahz said, in hismost persuasive tone. "L ook over there a the
finished one"

"But you're asking meto invest in something on which you haven't even broken ground. | liketo see
what's on the table before | write acheck, Aahz. | don't like the idea of buying asiskinin asatchel.”

"What'sa...?" | began. Aahz gave me aquick gesture to forestall the question.

"Isthat one over therefor sale?' Bendix asked.

"That'sariva operation,” Aahz said, dismissively. "Not connected to this project.”

Bendix was not s0 easlly deterred. "Well, how do | buy a piece of that? Maybe you can introduce me."
"Y ou couldn't afford it. It was privately funded. One owner."

"That guy hastheright idea," Bendix sad. "Hethe king or something?'

"Something likethat," Aahz said, changing the subject immediately. "But he had to fork out the entire
price of hispyramid. Y our wife would never put up with that."

"Y ou got that right! Y ou should have heard her when | wanted anew crystal bal for the office.

"Widl, thisisjust asmdl piece of the whole thing, and you get the benefit of everyone esesinvestment.
All you need to financeisamillionth of thetotal. Y ou can have bragging rights that you werein onthis
onefromthe gart.”

Bendix stroked his chin. "That's appeding. But how much are we talking for a nice spot near the top?
Say, thethird levd?’

"Only fifty thousand gold pieces”



"What?'
| covered my earsto shut out the bellow.

Dedls between Pervects were nowhere near asloud or shrill asthosein the Bazaar, but they escaated a
lot fagter to imprecations and counter-accusations. | had more respect than ever for Aahz's vocabulary
by the time he and Bendix paused for bresth.

The Pervish attorney gasped in air in outrage.

"Y ou've got to be out of your mind. You say you invested in this. . . thisnon-hole in the ground? | used
to have some respect for your brain, buddy. The sun must have baked it out of you."

"I'm not nutd" Aahz ingsted. "It'sagreat ded! You'l never find onelikeit.”

"No, not unless | want to help some scam artist move hislate uncle's nonexistent millions out of the
dimension! Fifty thousand! When | think what | went through over acrysta ball—you know Deplora.
Sheld tear my clawsout. That'sit. Forget it."

Bendix pulled asmall device out of his pocket. With his eye on the smdl flat screen, he started moving it
around. When it wasin line with the wavy blue linein the sky, he reached for the red button below the
screen. He was leaving. It looked like no sale. | gave Aahz alook of deegpest sympathy.

Aahz'syelow eyes seemed to smolder into ablaze. He drew himsalf up asif cdling oninternd strength.
Then he reached out and put out ahand to forestall Bendix. Asif prying the words out of his mouth with
acrowbar, he managed to eke out a single sentence.

"We. .. might beabletowork out a. . . discount.”

| was s0 taken aback at the concept that it took me amoment to remember to breathe. Aahz?
Negotiating a discount? On amulti-thousand coin dedl? For someone ese? When it took al of usto
remind him not to siff waiters?

Bendix was smilarly impressed. His eyebrow ridge shifted upward. Hewhistled. "Y ou must redlly want
this bad, Aahz. What's the catch? Pervects don't give something for nothing.”

Aahz waved ahand. "It's not for nothing. Y our partners are gonna be envious about your new asset. You
can share the wedth with them—and I'll make sure you get a discount off your own stonein return.”

"How much arewetaking?'
Aahz countered the question with aquestion. "How many senior partnersin the firm?”

Bendix turned up apam. "Ten. But my name'sfirs on the letterhead. What consideration are you willing
to offer me, as most senior partner—and an old friend?”

"Five percent,” Aahz said promptly, even though the words sounded asif they hurt as much as mgjor
surgery. "Each. If they each buy astone of equivadent vaue, yoursis haf price. Find twenty prospects,
andit'sfree”

Bendix eyed him. " Sounds too good to be true.”

"It'sthe dedl I'm getting from the developer. I'm getting such agreat bargain I'm passing the savingson to
you. | still get apiece of the action, but I'm more interested in sharing an opportunity. Like | sad, it's
onceinalifetime.”



"That's not what the sales brochure says. There are going to be twenty of these pyramids herein two
hundred years."

Aahz dragped an arm over his shoulders and drew a panoramawith the other pam. "Y eah, but thisis
gonna be the showpiece. The tallest. The most well-equipped. Y ou get to choose the parts of your life
story you want carved on the sides. Think of it, pal: your most successful cases engraved the way you
want them remembered. Never mind the Pervish Law Review that'll get backed up in some hard drive
somewhere. Thisll be out where anyone can read it, forever. And how about your other exploits, huh?
When we were young? How many babes in that cabanafel for you over that weekend? Wouldn't that
look good in astonefrieze?' He nudged Bendix familiarly intheribs. "It dl bewrittenin
hieroglyphs—you don't have to tell Deplorawhat they mean.”

Bendix was starting to get that same dreamy look that Aahz had had when Samwisetalked him into
buying. He snapped out of it momentarily, and the brow ridge went down again. He glowered.

"I'll bet every tooth in my head that you're not giving me the same discount you're getting.”

"I'm full-time on site," Aahz snarled. ™Y ou want to set up shop here, too? | thought you had afull

"No, no.. . . but you'll have to give me your word you won' let any of my partners have the same ded as
you gave me. | want it to be exclusive, or theré's no dedl.”

Aahz raised his hands. "What arrangements you make with your partnersis up to you. | don't careif you
charge them double. | don't careif they pay you in marshmallow bunnies aslong as Samwise getspaid in
gold. I'll even give you the contracts to sign them up yoursdlf, so they never haveto deal withmeat al.
Now, let'stalk about location. ..."

By the time Bendix bamfed out of Ghordon, Aahz was strutting with pride. The Bendix Frimmis Wisten
Katz and

Asociateswing would almost fill theleve third from the top. 1n keeping with Bendix's satus, hetook a
corner tomb with astunning view of the western mountains. "Things are looking up, partner,” Aahz said.

Chapter 12
"| didn't know my own strength.”
—Samson

But when our waiting Camel brought us back to Phase One, instead of |ooking up, we found that things
had actualy gone down.

We pushed through afrantic crowd of workers clustered around the northeast corner of the pyramid.
Everyone was shouting. | looked where they were pointing.

To my horror, the house-sized corner stone had tilted downward. Part of its outer corner was buried in
the sand and sinking fast. The whole structure looked threstened. The dabs above the tilted one were at
risk of dipping or cracking. Ghord workers in loincloths had thrown themsel ves againgt the massive
block. Others had dashed to their shrines to invoke the assistance of their ancestors.

Countless Scarabs dug away at the foundation to get at the lower edge. A rooster-tail of sand flew under
their feet. Assoon asit was visible, they swarmed under it, dragging ropes and harnesses.



"Heave!" the beetles shrilled in ther tiny voices. "Heavel™

The block stopped tipping. | held my bregath as the mass of workers surged together, pushing with al
thar srength.

More Scarabs swelled the ranks, but they couldn't bring it back to level.

"No!" Beltasar dhrilled, audible over dl the others. She hovered in mid-air, pointing her tiny handsto
direct her workforce. "Reinforce the corner! Division One, down to the superstructure! Divison Two,
sceffolding!™

"Hup one! Hup two!" The beetles formed themselves into wedges, driving the sone upward, afingernal's
breadth at atime.

"Pray harder!" shouted the Ghords. "The Ancientswill raisethe sonel”

Wefound Samwisein the middle of agaggle of supervisors. The Imp spread out arolled papyrus. All the
section bosses argued with one another over who or what wasto blame.

"What can we do to help?' Aahz asked.
"Nothing, my friends, nothing,” Samwise said, waving us away. "We have thisunder control.”
"Doesn't look likeit to me," Aahz commented.

"I know it doesn't ook likeit," Samwise said, "but we are handling the Situation correctly. First we
confer. Then we act. Now, will you kindly leave usdone? Thisdelay is putting us hours behind!"

Fortunately, the Scarabs weren't paying attention to the Ghords, Imps, and other two-legged beings.
They had enlisted other help. A flying wedge of beetles carried harnesses out to the sands where Camels
waited. They threw collars around the Sheep of the Desert and fastened them.

"All hands on deck," Beltasar shrilled. "Divison Three, we need to get e evators undernegth it at once,
beforeit al tumbles down on us! Ready? Heavel"

The Cames swam away from the pyramid, pulling as hard asthey could. Slowly, the stone began to lift.
Severd Scarabs, standing on their front feet, rolled six-pointed metal spikestoward the opening gap with
their hind legs. Just as they were about to insert them between the tilted stone and the foundation the big
stone dropped. The building jacks went flying.

| heard aloud twang. The Camels were yanked bodily right out of the quicksands by the weight of the
building and dragged dong the pier. They cameto ahdlt, lying on their sides, looking dazed. Shaking
themselves, they rose on four paddle-like feet.

"Camdsgot legs," Aahz said, enlightened.
A couple of them heard him and exchanged shocked expressions.

"Now well haveto kill him," thefirst Came said. "Not now," the second one whispered. "Everyoneis
watching.”"

"No, no, no!" Beltasar screeched, zipping around in frugtration. " Try again! Everyone back into pogtion.”
The Ghords, Scarabs, and Camels al made their way back to their starting points. The beetles dug down



Aahz and | hurried over to the hovering supervisor.

"Y ou're the only one doing anything practical,” Aahz said. "What can we do to help?’

"Nothing!" Beltasar shrilled a once. "Perverts are in the way. We can handleit! |s everyone ready?'
Aahz's protest of "It's Per-vect!" was drowned out by the voices of thousands of Scarabs. "Ready!"”

The Cameswaded back into the sand, and their mysterious legs disappeared beneath the surface. They
braced the harnesses on their chests and |ooked back over their shouldersfor the word. The Scarabs
rolled the jacks back into place. More beetles forced their way under the now periloudy leaning dab

"Oh, for Phoenix's sake," Aahz said, angrily. "A blind bat could tell they're making it worse!™
"What should they be doing?' | asked.
"Bracing the foundation,” Aahz said. "They have the right idea, but they're doing it wrong."

Aahz's assessment was dl too accurate, as the heavy stone cresked againgt its restraints and continued to
dip.

"Pray harder!" the Ghord supervisor shouted at his staff.

"Areyou idiotsjust going to stand there and | et the whole thing come down?" Aahz bellowed at
Samwise. "Youll be paying meto consult on nothing if you don't shore up the underpinnings before you
relay thedabs"

"l say we consult on whether the corner dab should be replaced entirely,” the chief Ghord scribe said,
frowning and stroking his chin. "Clearly it doesn't wish to be there.”

"But that iswhere the customer paid for it to be," Samwise moaned. "Why does everything have to
happen to me? What do you think we should do, Aahz?"

A loud creak made everyone look up.

"It'sgoingto go,” | said. | ranto Beltasar. "I'll do anything to help,” | offered. "I'm a competent magician.
| have plenty of experience. I'll follow your ingructionsto the | etter,”

The huge dabs groaned. | was afraid they would crack at any moment. | could tell that the Scarab was
vacillating between breaking the rules and letting the project in which they took so much pride be
damaged.

"Letmehdp!” | sad.
"Klahds are more usdess than Perverts Y ou will only getin theway.”

Ghord workerswailed as the corner dab above thetilting stone started making grinding noises. | offered
desperatdly, "I'll Sgnawaiver. You can blameit al on me. Y ou can even fine meif you want for
interfering.”

That got her attention. She dewed her big turquoise eyestoward me.
"All right! Can you lift the edge of the stone up so we can get ajack underneath?"I'll do my best,” | said.

| closed my eyes and concentrated. | pictured the thin yellow line of magik twisting underneath our feet



and let the force line flow into me until my hands were almost stinging with the power. | pictured my hand
under the edge of the stone, lifting it gently.

It wouldn't move. | opened my eyes. The dab wasjust where it was. The Ghords who had expected
their burden to be lifted off their shoulderslooked disappointed. Beltasar was furious. She butted mein
the chedt.

"Ow!" | protested.
"Usdesd | told you Klahds are usdless!™
"Givehimachance" Aahz roared. "C'mon, kid, pick it up!"

| absorbed some more power from the yellow line. | was used to using magik to raise mysdlf and
possibly afriend or two, but this stone weighed more aone than the whole staff of M.Y.T.H., Inc., put
together and then some. | felt mysalf sweeting. Stone grated on stone. The noise set my teeth on edge.

"Go away, go away, Klahd!" Beltasar screeched. "Y ou are not helping!™

| opened my eyes. Aahz was a my shoulder, ong with the entire management staff. They werewringing
their hands. "What'll | do, Aahz?1 cant lift the stone."

"Dont pull,” Aahz advised, camly. "Push. Picture yourself pushing up from the bedrock under the stone.
I'll et you know when you get it level. Cmon, kid. You candoiit.”

Theyelow force line wasn't strong enough. The next nearest line was the surging black line. | felt nervous
about dipping into it. Compared with the thinner ones nearby, it was araging bull instead of afriendly
dog. But | didn't have achoice. | needed power, alot of power. | reached out to it.

Wham!

| often wondered what it felt like to be struck by lightning. Some racesreveled iniit, like my buddy Gus
the Gargoyle, who would linger outside during the most terrifying thunderstorms hoping to be electrified
by those blinding strikes of power that would fry aKlahd to acinder. That'swhat | imagined astheforce
from the black line surged in through my fingertips and burned itsway dong my body. | tried turning off
the flow, but it was stronger than | was.

Power roared into me, overspilling my batteries and filling every inch of my body. | fdt asif | had drawn
in the entire force line and become part of it. | had never used amore powerful sourcein al my
experience. That explained why even the humblest Ghord used magik reedily. It was more plentiful than
food or water in thisdimension. | hoped that I'd worked with enough force linesin my timeto handleit. |
directed the flow downward, letting it carry my consciousnesswithiit.

My sensesfelt for the bedrock. It wasn't where | expected it, directly undernegth the foot of the pyramid.
Instead, the gigantic structure stood on akind of aggregate, like compacted sand, over twenty feet thick.
Thispad of sand had broken off at the edge, crumbling more every time the stones above it shifted. | had
to reach down farther than | dreamed until my mental hand touched something truly solid. The magik told
me thiswas indeed the bedrock. Uponit | built apillar of magik. | filled it in with more and more power
from the force line, asthough it was the upward surge of afountain. It reached the bottom of the tipping
stone and pressed againgt it. | felt it move. Yes! | heard voices around me exclaiming. And cheering. And
gasping.

| felt ahand on my shoulder.



"Uh, kid, that's too much."

| opened my eyes and looked at the pyramid. Or, rather, where the pyramid had lain. There was nothing
ahead of me except... abig square shadow.

| raised my eyes. | gawked.
The whole pyramid hung about thirty feet inthear.
"Wha?" | choked out. "Uh, how . .. 7"

"Perhaps,”" Beltasar said, alot more respectfully than she had sounded before, "you can hold it there for
just alittlebit."

"Careful!" Samwise shouted. Heran to my side. "Oh, careful, Skeeve the Magnificent. | had no idea that
you lived up to dl that hype going around the Bazaar. | thought you were merely paying for the publicity.
No one ever told me! Y ou are so much more than | expected, even more than Aahz's reputation. Be
careful! Don't let the carvings get scratched!™

"Don't pester the kid when he'sworking,” Aahz said, dragging him back. He looked disgusted.

My eyesrefused to believe what | had actually accomplished, but there it was. | had to grin. All those
years of straining to pick up tiny objects, al thetimesthat | had nearly dropped people for lack of
confidence, and | wasjuggling awhole building—well, thefirst threetiers of one.

At my thought, the stones started to wiggle. Beltasar's people let out ashrill wail of concern. Samwise
wrung hishands.

No, don't juggle! | told my subconscious, hadtily thinking of stillnessand calm. That was better. | wiped
my forehead with my deeve. A crowd began to gather around me, staring up at the pyramid in the sky.

"Do you think we should leave it there?" asked one of the Ghord supervisors, amale with the head of a
snake. "It'svery impressive.”

"The underside would need more decoration,” said the chief scribe, awoman like aquail with three
feathers growing out of the top of her head. "We would have to get instructions from the property owners
on what to put on the bottom.”

"That will change the terms of their contracts,” Samwise said. He plucked the Pyxie from his pocket and
whispered ingructionsto it. The Pyxie dove back in. | heard faint rustling sounds.

It wasn't easy, holding the pyramid aoft. No one seemed in ahurry to get anything done. Consultation
went on endlesdly, delaying Beltasar and her workers from the repairs. Aahz kept telling them what
would go wrong whatever choicesthey made. My shoulders started to shake. No matter how much
power was available, it was till going through one mortal Klahd magician—me.

"Look, guys,”" | began.

"Hold it, kid," Aahz said, raising ahand. " Samwise, you gottamix in somelarger grainsinto the mix. The
little stuff'sjust eroding. It1l blow away during the next sandstorm.”

"Our climate spdlls prevent ssndstormsin thislocde," afemae Ghord magician informed him with some
asperity. "Perhaps it has been too long since you studied advanced weather magik?'

"Ligten, Sigter,” Aahz said, dangeroudy, "1've supervised bigger projectsthan this, in dimensonswhere



the primary currency wasn't scorpion tails and beer. Y ou need physical matter to supplement the magik.
Any idiot who livesin a structure more complicated than ablanket flung over agtick could figure that

"That isenough,” the chief scribe said. "My people will not work with this savage. He does not
gppreciate our culture.”

"Of wadgting time?* Aahz asked. "Pd, every officein every dimension hasthe same culture asyours. The
heat degth of the universe is gonna be due to meetings, not inertia."

Now my arms were starting to shake, too.
"Aahz!" | ydled.

Aahz snapped out of lecture mode. "That'sjust what | mean,” he said. ™Y ou get atop-flight magician
volunteering his services, and you waste histime! That's going on our billable hours, Samwise.”

"No, no, that's not in our agreement!"
"Show me where Skeeve signed off oniit," Aahz countered.

"Foold!" Beltasar screeched, breaking off from the group. "Division One, prepare to reinforce foundation,
now! Divison Two, ready to relay sedant layer! Divison Three, containment spell!™

"Ready!" they shrilled. Go!

Millions of Scarabsroseinto the air and spread out across the huge empty square. They dropped armfuls
of what looked like glowing dust. Whereit touched, the ground lit up. | saw that not only had the corner
nearest me collgpsed under the weight of the building, but the foundation was covered with little cracks
that gleamed like hot gold wire. The cracks melded and sedled up by themselves. The next swarm of
Scarabs dropped black dust. That covered the glow in alayer of darkness. The third group filled the
entire gap between the bottom of the pyramid and the ground with a network of tiny fiberslike
spiderwebs of magik. | fet the bond form. In fact, my fingersfelt asif they were sticking together like
glue. | had to force my eydlids open again when | blinked.

"Well done! It will never shift now, not if the whole dimension goes away." Bedltasar let out one more
dhriek. "Divison Four!"

No one responded.
"Divison Four! You, Klahd! That'syou!" "Me?" | turned ablank faceto her.

Betasar pointed atiny fist a me. "Y es, you, Skeeve the Magnificent, lower the pyramid, please. Gently.
Gently!"

| lowered my trembling arms very, very dowly. The enormous square base sank with them until it was
about my eyelevel. | caught aglimpse of Samwise's anxious face. He made me nervous. | was afraid |
would drop it, ruining the work of hundreds of beings. | closed my eyes and concentrated, putting him
out of my mind. If | could raise the pyramid, | could put it down safely.

My hands shook like leaves. | heard a nerve-wracking rumble and everyone moaned. | forced my wrists
togorigid. Inmy mind'seye, | saw thetiers of stone settle onto the enormous square of sand. | had to
open my eyesto make sure. | had landed it without even athump.



"Way to go, kid!" Aahz shouted.
| grinned.
Bdtasar hurtled into my shoulder, the Scarab equivaent of Aahz chucking mewith hisfig.

"Well done, well done!" shetrilled. "We shall vote on making you an honorary Scarab! And," she added
generoudy, "there will be no fine againgt an unlicensed builder on ste! However," sheturned to Samwise,
"I cdl for finesfor running an unsafe condruction zone."

"How about that?" | asked Aahz. | was gill marveling at having moved awhole building by mysdif.
Aahz gave meawry hdf-grin. "Remind meto cal youif | ever need to change atire.”

"Into what?' | asked. | was proud not to have to ask what atirewas; | had visited Perv and seen the
vehiclesthey drove. But Aahz still looked exasperated.

"Thank you, thank you," Samwise exclaimed, rushing up to pump my hand. | nodded. | had never fet so
exhaugsted in my life. "No wonder they cal you Skeeve the Magnificent! | had no ideal”

| felt proud. Me, the same apprentice who had been unableto light a candle for Garkin, or make a
feather fly without drenching mysdlf in sweet! | had lifted an entire building and not cracked asingle brick.
The Scarabs and Ghords kept glancing back a me. Glyphsflew back and forth around the site, and
everyone who received one looked at me, too. | rubbed the back of my neck with both hands. Now that
the power had abated, | was no longer buzzing. | felt numb.

"Sorry for not seeing what kind of fix you werein at firgt, kid," Aahz said, giving me acompanionable
dap on the back. "I don't get into good arguments like that much anymore. | love playing Deved's
advocate againg office politics.”

| didn't mind Aahz having fun. | hadn't dropped the ball, er, pyramid anyhow.
"What caused the break?"

"I don't know. That shouldn't have happened,” Aahz scratched his head thoughtfully. “Theloca magik
looks pretty strong. Lots of forcelines. Shouldn't be thisfull of problems. That foundation ought to have
held adozen buildingsthis size until the second day of forever. | wonder if Diksen had the sametrouble.
Do you know if hedid?' he asked Samwise.

The Imp turned from hisadmiring regard of me, to my relief.
"Of course not, Aahz! Asfar as| know he has had no troubleslike mine at al."

Aahz was unimpressed. "Y ou're not amagician. How would you know? He might have had to
counterspell someone'sinterference, or counteract acurse.”

Samwisewasindignant. "'l just know! Hewould have said something. . . . Well, mumbled something.
Diksen doesn't liketotak alot. . . . Wéll, not to me."

"l can't seewhy not," Aahz said dryly. "All right, Skeeve, what do you say? Shal we drop in on the
neighbor and get aheads up?’

"Sure” | said. "l want to get alook inside that ball of water."

"Let'sgo catch a Camedl." Aahz headed toward the walkway that led to the pier.



"No!" Samwise sputtered, jJumping in front of us. "Y ou don't want to do that. He hates to be bothered!”

"It'sno bother," Aahz said, handing him aside firmly. "It'sacourtesy cal, two master magicians, new in
town, stopping in to pay respectsto theloca head honcho. He's probably wondering why we haven't
come around before this. We ought to pick up abox of oranges or a bottle of booze asagift.”

"But why?" Samwise wailed, wringing his hands as he strode to kegp up with us. "Why bother Diksen?"

"It'snot abother,” Aahz explained, starting to lose his patience. "It's the neighborly thing to do, since
we're going to be working around here for awhile. I'd like to ask him what histake is on the accidents,
seeif he'sbeen having trouble he can't explain.”

"Oh, no," Samwise exclaimed. "Y ou don't want to do that!"

Aahz studied him. "The more you tell me not to visit Diksen, the more | want to do it. Y ou're starting to
make me think you never worked for him at al.”

Samwiseraised hishandsin protest. "Yes, | did! Redly, | did. HEsagood guy, honest, Aahz. Hejust
hates, | mean, hates interruptions. We parted on good terms. It's just that's one of the reasons | |eft. His
studies were more important than good employee relations.” He rubbed his backside, and | guessed a
little of how the magician had expressed his dipleasure a being bothered in the middle of hisstudies.
That made up our mindsto try and talk to him as soon as possible. "I just want to prevent you from
making the same mistakes | did."

"Youvewarned us," Aahz said curtly. "Isthere security around the pavilion? Are we going to have to
fight our way through cold-seeking lasers or anti-personnd cantrips?’

"Nothing. | once suggested an array of stasis bombs, because he has some redlly vauable artifactsin that
office suite, but he didn't want to bother. Thereisn't redlly aneed for specia security measures around
Diksen."

"Why not?' | asked.

"He'savery powerful magician,” Samwise said, asif that ought to have been obviousto me. The hero
worship of afew moments ago was aready relegated to the past. "He can do things to people who piss
him off. Persondlly.”

"Urn, what kind of things?' | asked, glancing at Aahz. We were better off being prepared.

"Oh, you know, the usua kinds of catastrophic magik: transformations, banishments. . . death. You
know." The Imp squirmed alittle.

Aahz and | exchanged alook. | wondered if Samwise had ever redly witnessed any of that revenge.
Sometimes having the reputation for being the biggest, baddest, toughest, meanest magik-dinger in town
was awhole |ot better than ever having to proveit.

We left Samwise protesting and called aCamd.
Chapter 13

"Should auld acquaintance be forgot?*
—Inspector Javert

Now that Aahz and | had become known as people who paid for service and even left tips (Aahz'sa



little less generoudy than mine), we were customers to be sought after among the loca transportation
industry.

"Mister Skeeve!" cried Tritza, aCamel with rich sable hair and ey ashes three incheslong. She sdled up
to the pier and fluttered her eydidsat us. "Climb up, climb up. Beautiful day for aride. Where are you

going?”
"Not your turn for afare, Tritza," snapped Maobor, astout Camel whose fur was patchy brown and

white. He cut in front of her and madeit to my feet first. "It isfor meto ask. Where would you like meto
take you?' he demanded, turning his piebad snoot my way.

| couldn't decide between the two. They were both reliable, safe drivers, and hadn't tried to cheat me too
badly on fares. Yet.

"Y ou know you shouldn't take the first or second cab to offer itsdlf," Aahz said dryly, asthe beasts
clamored for our attention.

"Why not?' | asked.
"Rules of Victorian detection,” he said.
"What'saVictorian?' | asked.

"No fun, uncomfortable clothes, redly awful food," he replied, and counted off among the Cameswaiting
for our attention. "Eeny meeny miney moe, catch ataxi by the. . . you guys have toes on those feet you
don't want anyone to see? Forget it. Balu, you win." He beckoned over ayoung Camel. "Y ou'rerdiable.
Y ou promise not to glyph while driving?'

"No, sr, no!" Bau exclamed, then looked down guiltily a where hisforepawswould beif they were
visble above the sandline. "I will stop, sr. Climb aboard.”

"Not fair!" complained Chibar, atan Camel.
"He jumped theling!" Tritza protested.
"The end of thelineiswhere he belongs," inssted Obrigadu, ajet black Camel.

Aahz and | paid no attention and clambered in between Balu's humps. The young Camel looked pleased
with himself. He eased smoothly away from the jetty. The others crowded in, bumping him. He bucked
asif someone pinched or kicked him underneath the surface of the sand. Aahz and | bounced.

"Hey!" | protested. The others looked shamefaced and moved alittle farther away.
"Where do you wish to go?' Balu asked over his shoulder.
"Diksen's pavilion,” | said.

Suddenly, the Camels stopped and stared. "Y ou don't want to go there," Mobor said. "Why the hell
not?' Aahz asked.

"Heismercilessto intruders,” Tritzasaid, her eyeswide. "How do you think Mobor lost most of his
har?'

"l told you, it isabad haircut,” the piebad Camd protested. "Sheislying, sirs. But sheisright about
Diksen. Heisaterrible Ghord."



"What about it, Balu?' Aahz asked. "Are you going to chicken out, or will you take us?*

The young Came swalowed hard. "If you will protect me, | will take you. But it must cost extra, Sirs.
Hazard pay isrequired for certain destinations.”

"Hazard pay—!" Aahz bdllowed.

"I'll pay you doublethe usua fare," | cut in. "Can we go? | want to get there before business hours are
over."

"Very wdl, gr," Bau said with asigh. He paused. "One moment. | must glyph to my wifeto tell her | love
her, in case | do not come back."

"It can't bethat bad,” Aahz snapped. Bau said nothing, his forepaws busy beneath the sand. Ina
moment, he kicked out into the quicksands and set out due east across the desert. The other Camels
bade him amournful farewell.

| shrugged. "Maybeit could." We had met plenty of powerful magiciansin our time, some of whom
wanted to kill us, like The Ax (who became a close friend later on5), some of whom were actudly
insaneg, like Istvan, and some of whom just liked being the only onesin town with power.

5 (To discover the secret identity of the n magician
known as The Ax, read the thrilling Little Myth Marker, avolume no library can be complete without)

Aswe cut across the expanse of desert, Samwise's low-rise project disappeared behind the sand dunes.
In no time you wouldn't have been able to tell anything was there except for the tiny shapes of glyphs
flying around and the magikd framework that thrust upward from the partidly-finished pyramid. Ahead
lay the gleaming white of Diksen's building. At sand levd, it was awe-inspiring and beautiful, but from a
magician's point of view, it was completely overshadowed by the much smaler shape hovering behind i,
yards above the desert floor.

Yes, so abdl of water was ostentatiousin an arid dimension, but it was truly impressve.

Aahz and | offered guesses on what kind of power structure he used to keep its shape, and whether he
had problemswith evaporation or not. | looked forward to friendly discussionswith Diksen. | admired
hisimagination.

We were able to get within adozen yards of the pyramid's base. The afternoon sun glared at usfrom the
tilted whitewadll. | had to throw up a sheet of magik to keep us from being toasted from sheer reflected
heat. Balu veered around the square foundation and made hisway toward the glimmering office building,
which looked just likeagiant crystal ball.

| took agood look around. Samwise had been right. | saw no security measures, not even lines of force
laid down to prevent intruders. Diksen clearly felt he had no reason to populate his remote fortresswith
the army of guards that Samwise employed. | felt atwinge of envy for the kind of reputation that could

keep people away without what | considered the minimum of actua protection. | said as much to Aahz.

"Don't count him out yet, kid," Aahz said, peering even more criticaly at the two structuresthan | had. |
fdt alittle annoyed, but | had nothing on Aahz when it came to functiona suspicion. Hed saved me
before by assuming the worst about other people. | hated to think that | was naive— but | had to be
honest: in comparison with him | was naive. Still, | hardly ever found a problem with assuming the best
about other people.



Diksen was so unconcerned about intruders that our Camel managed to glide directly underneath the
wavering sphere.

"How do we get in?" | asked.
"It'swater," Aahz sad. "Well swvim."

Making it look good for Balu, Aahz held out hisarms and pretended to be dredging power up from one
of the force lines underneath the desert floor. | sat watching him, but | was the one who redly internaized
some of the available magik and lifted us straight off the Camd's back.

"Wait for us," Aahz called down to Balu. The Camd nodded nervoudy at us, and the sand in front of his
chest beganto roil. He was glyphing to hiswife again.

"Blub!" | exclaimed, as my head plunged through the water barrier. Aahz grinned a me, bubblesfiltering
out between histeeth. | had not been paying attention, as he had, to how high we wererising. The outer

shell of the sphere was more than eight feet deep. Once | was completely surrounded by water, | kicked
with both my feet, desperate to reach air.

My lungs burned. My cheeks bulged as | struggled to hold in my half-breath. A solid rim that rested on
the interior surface cameinto view. | swamto it, grabbed the edge, and pulled mysdf up. There, | lay
there on my back, gaspinginasmuch air as| could.

"Good afternoon,” ayoung Ghordess said. She sat crossegged on the floor, which | now observed raniin
abroad ring dl the way around the bottom level of the bubble of water. A fold of her linen skirt was
stretched across her kneesto create alevel platform. On it lay a papyrus sheet inscribed with adozen
symbols. The feather penin her hand was black with ink at the end, asif | had interrupted her in her
work. "May | help you?'

"Hey, baby," Aahz said, with an ingratiating grin. "We'd like to see your boss.”
Sheregarded him primly. "Do you have an appoint-ment?"

Oncel had recovered from nearly drowning, | redlized that she was avery pretty girl by Klahdish
standards. She had anarrow face with large, dark eyes and high cheekbones. She wore the usua
headdress, but | noted that there was a hole in the middie on top of her head to make room for three tall
featherslike the onein her hand. Therest of her hair hung like long strands of black down. A couple of
large, sand-colored cats sat on pedestal s behind her and batted at the erect plumes. It seemed to annoy
her, but she did not chase them away or even chastise them.

Even though there were no chairs, the rest of the office was modern, even more modern than Bunny's
back at M.Y.T.H.,

Inc., headquarters. A computer, a philosophica device with which | had become familiar in Kobol, sat
on alow table behind her. The three rows of keys were marked with hieroglyphs. Ornamented chests
stood with their lids flung back to expose rolls of papyri with colored labels stuck to the uppermost edge.
Fromwhere| sat | tried to read the glyphs on the labels, but | wastoo far away. A sharp glance from the
secretary reminded me | was snooping. | gave her agrin.

"Werenew intown,” | explained. "Visiting magicians. Thisis Aahz, and my nameis Skeeve. We thought
it would be polite to drop in on Diksen and get to know him alittle. Well probably be around for a
month or s0."

She beamed at us. "That isgood news!" she said. "He will welcome you with afull heart.”



"See," Aahz said. "That's not what we heard.”
"Oh, no, he enjoys conversation with other magika practitioners.”

One of the catstook aswipethat bent al three feathers over the girl's eyes. Sheraised ahand to
straighten them, and the cat recoiled with a protesting mew.

"Oh, | am sorry!" she exclaimed, turning to bow to the anima. She put her hands together and closed her
eyes, intoning aphrase | couldn't understand, but which sounded like the ancient Aegistian that some of
the Ghords on site used to offer gpologiesto the ancestors.

"Why don't you just shoo them out?" | asked.

She gave me alook of outrage. "They're sacred cats! | can't do that. Y ou can't tell them to stop. They
must do whatever they are divindly inspired to do.”

"Shemust just like being inconvenienced,” Aahz said. "Beats working. How's your boss's schedule
looking for now, sweetheart? Has he got a couple of minutes?’

"l will ascertain. It isnot my employer's custom to be interrupted in the middle of the day, yet he would
be pleased to become acquainted with you as brothersin the arts magikal, of that | am sure.” She put
asde the letter she waswriting and picked up ascroll on the edge of the table near the computer.
"Hmm," she said, unwinding it. "1t would appear that he hasfinished his noonday meal and meditation.
For the next hour he will be reading from ancient texts."

"How ancient?' Aahz asked. "Like amillennium ago, or last week?"

"Oh, very ancient," the girl assured him solemnly. "But it isaforgivable interruption under the
circumstances, and the texts will become even more ancient in the waiting. It would be an honor to assist
the three of you to meet. My employer will take great pleasurein your visit.”

She raised her eyesto the heavens and put her hands out, palms up. "O great Diksen, he of the endless
wisdom. . . " she chanted.

"Lookslike Samwise waswrong,” Aahz said to me. "He said Diksen wouldn't stop for visitors. The guy
sounds reasonable to me.”

"... Worker of wonders, son beloved of Maul-De and Omphalos, brother to—did you say Samwise?"
the girl asked, halting her invocation.

"Yeah," Aahz sad. "We're working with him on the big project acrossthe way.” He gestured vaguely
toward the west. Through thewall of water the partialy-finished building was awavy blob.

The girl stood up, scattering the sacred cats and her manuscripts.
"| gpologize deeply to you honored gentlemen, but | must ask you to leave.”
"What about meeting Diksen?' | asked.

The girl's cheeks flushed. "Heis not available. | am greetly sorry, but no onewill be dlowed in to seethe
megidan.”
"No one? How come?"

"No one," the girl said firmly. "No way, no how." She pointed toward the shimmering floor that we had



swum through. "Please go and do not return.”

Aahz and | shrugged at one another. Weweren't going to insist. Asfar aswe could tell, everything was
running smoothly in Diksen's domain. Aahz wasn't going to leave as though he had been chased away.

"l cantell when aguy'stoo busy,” Aahz said. "Tel himif he can get over the snit, we'd il liketo buy him
adrink sometime. See you around, babe."

Now for asmooth exit.

As Aahz stepped off the edge of the officefloor, | stretched out asmall magica platform underneath his
feet to lower him eegantly through the building's outer shell.

Just as| did so, something large flashed by in the water. It wastoo fast for me to pick out more than just
its streamlined shape. | was so surprised that | was distracted from my spell. Aahz plunged in feet firgt.
With anirritated look a me, he plummeted out of sght. The girl laughed musicaly. | blushed, hoping that
Aahz couldn't hear her. "Excuse me," | sputtered.

Thegirl kept laughing as| dovein to follow my partner.
Chapter 14

"What's good in theory doesn't necessarily work in practice.”
—T. Lysenko

"I said | was sorry," | protested once more. Aahz glared at me and stuck his nose back into the
bucket-szed mug of beer.

" 'Sorry' doesn't clear the water out of my ears,” he said.

"C'mon, Aahz," Tananda said, scooting closer to him on the wooden bench of our new favorite bar in the
Bazaar at Deva, the Over Easy. "Hewasalittle surprised, that's all. It's happened to dll of us."

While most of the others at the table with us weren't magicians, everybody nodded. Mistakes were just
that: mistakes.

"| am sure the Boss didn't mean to inconvenience you,” Guido said, keeping hisvoice neutral. Beside him,
Nunzio nodded. Gusthe Gargoyle, off duty that evening from the Golden Crescent Inn waved his cup of
molten lava. Bunny and Tananda agreed.

"It was a bad time for an enchantusinterruptus,” Aahz said, his eyebrows down. "Here we were, trying to
convince the secretary that we were master magicians to be taken serioudy, in pite of our connection
with aformer employee who |eft a bad impression behind him, and we ended up acting like a couple of
comediansfrom Vodville"

"Wheresthat?" | asked, before | could stop mysdlf. Aahz turned the glare up another notch. "I'm sorry! |
saw something in the water."

"Itwasme," Aahz growled. "There was nothing else there. It must have been atrick of thelight. You
should have kept your mind on your spell. | fell out of the sky like arock. The only reason Balu didn't
laugh when | dropped onto his back was that he was scared about being therein thefirst place.”

By contragt, | had floated down from the giant bubble like a snowflake, and Aahz till resented it. |
offered to buy his beer that evening to make up for it. He was on histhird. | nursed my single glass of



wine, which | really needed after aday likethat.

"How's your mother?' | asked, eager to get the scrutiny of the group off me and onto something else.
"She'sfing" Bunny said.

"Nothing wrong at home?' | urged, seeing her hesitate.

"Not redly." She sat erect and settled her back against the wal. Something € se was bothering her, but
shefended off any attempts | made to get her to talk about it. Maybe she would open up on her own
later. But she smiled a me. "What'sgoing onin Aegis?'

Threepails of beer werefindly mellowing Aahz.

"Jugt alittle wonderworking to amaze thelocas,” Aahz said, very casudly. "Today, part of the building's
foundation fell apart.”

Bunny's eyebrows went up. "That's bad. Does that mean delays?"

"Not with usthere," Aahz said with agrin that Sretched from one ear to the other. "Samwise wasright to
bring usin.

"What did you do?'

"It wasn't me—it was Skeeve, here." He brought a palm around and smacked me on the back so hard |
amost went face down in my wine. "I've never seen aKlahd channel magik better. He picked the whole
damned pyramid up dl by himsdf!"

"Wow!" Bunny squedled. "That'samazing!" Sheleaned over the table and gave me abig kiss. | fet proud
of mysdf. "Fdicitations™ Guido said. "That wasamighty feat." "Truly higtoric,” Nunzio agreed.

Their words were more than encouraging, but their facestold a different story. They were worried.

When | thought about it, | realized that | was worried, too. It wasn't like Aahz not to add some
sef-aggrandizement to agtory if at dl possible. Instead, he launched into a detailed narration of how
when the project management got bogged down in bureaucracy, | had come through with a
never-before-seen exhibition of magikal expertise. | was shocked. Then | realized everybody was
looking at me.

"It was nothing,” | mumbled into my drink, embarrassed to look up at the admiring scrutiny of the others.

"It was good work," Aahz said. He accepted another bucketful from the barmaid and raised it. "Sainte,
partner.”

He took adeep draught, then spat it out al over everyone on thetable. | jumped back, wiping noxious
liquid off my face,

"What the hdll isthis?' Aahz bellowed. "This tastes like ammonia” The barmaid ran back to him.
"Oh, Mr. Aahz, | am so sorry!™ she exclaimed. "I picked up the wrong pail! Thisisthe mop water."
"I know the beer hereisweak, but you think | wouldn't be able to tell the difference?"

"I didn't mean to," the barmaid said, blotting al of uswith the edge of her gpron.



Tanandadid her best to contain the smilethat tried to crease her lips. She and Bunny affected innocent
expressions when Aahz turned his glare on the rest of us.

"Bad luck, Aahz," Guido said. "Y ou must admit that it is an honest mistake.”
"I'm getting tired of mistakes!" Aahz growled.
The barmaid returned with the manager, Lucanzi.

"Mr. Aahz, | can't tell you how sorry weare," he said, twisting his hands together. "We prize your
custom. We are very proud that M.Y.T.H., Inc., visits our establishment.”

"Areyou feding sorry enough to comp therefill?* Aahz asked, sourly. "How about around for the
table?’

"Well, yours, sure, Aahz," Lucanzi said. Devedsweren't any better about compensating customers than
Pervects were.

"What about the ladies here? They got al dressed up to cometo this pigsty, and they end up decorated
with floor squeezingsl Look at the stains on their nice evening wesar."

Lucanzi eyed Tanandaand Bunny. | could have gotten the dirt out with atwitch of magik, and Lucanzi
knew that, too, but it was the thrill of the chase for Aahz and the manager. Tananda had her knife out of
her sheath and was cleaning her nailswith it. Bunny somehow managed to look innocent and formidable
at the sametime, acombination that | could never have achieved in amillion years.

"Well, dl right,” Lucanzi began.
"And my friends here?' Aahz waved a hand to indicate the rest of us.

"Now, just aminute! Y ou're not going to suggest that washing those cheap suitsisthe equivaent of apint
of my best beer!"

Guido stood up and looked down upon the Deved host from aheight &t least afoot greater than his.
"Whose auit isit you are cdlin' cheap?' he asked.

Lucanzi smiled weakly. "No offense, good sir,” he said. "All right, dl right. Carnita, drinksfor thetable.
Oneround on us. No more!l" He gave Aahz afierce glare. Aahz sat down again with agrin. Hed gotten
what he wanted. | remembered just then it would have been his round to start with. He had managed to
get it without paying for it.

"Nicely done," Nunzio observed.

Aahz accepted the accolade and afresh, foaming bucketful from the chastised barmaid. He took a deep
drink.

"It'sdl in how you handle the Stuation,” he said.

"S0, any luck on your other project?’ Tananda asked, looking at melazily from underneath her
eyelashes. | shook my head.

"Therésredly no timeto meet girlson thejob,” | said, kegping my voicelow. | didn't fed comfortable
talking about my dateless sate in public, but she had asked, and deserved an answer. "I mean, I've seen
afew nicegirlsin Aegis, but we're too busy running around taking care of crises. I'm al'so coming aong
when Aahz takes aclient up to sal him astone. | don't get to spend more than a minute or two around



the water cooler with anyone.”

"Give yoursdf achance," Tanda suggested. "Y ou don't haveto look for the one-and-only right away.
Just someone to have fun with over adrink or acup of coffee will be good to get started.”

"| fed awkward just trying to ask someone out. | never know when it'stheright timeto offer. | think I'm
pushing too hard.”

"The more you practice, the less awkward you'l fed,” Bunny added. "Heaven knows | have heard some
rotten pickup lines, but those are from the guys who think al they haveto do isbeckon and girlswill just
drop everything for them. It's guys like you who interest us more." She looked me up and down the way
she had when shefirg arrived at M.Y.T.H., Inc., dressed up like a dressmaker's mannequin wearing
enough makeup to open her own line of cosmetics. That redly made me fed awkward.

"What should | say?'

"Something that sounds naturd,” Bunny said. " Something Sincere about what attracted you enough to
goproach agirl.”

"Just don't take any advice from other men,” adender

Deved woman at the next table said, turning to poke mein the chest with asharpened fingernail. "Excuse
me for listening, but guyswill tell you the worst possible lines so they look good in comparison.”

"I think you'reright,” Tanandasaid. "'l can't believe some of their lines! They couldn't possibly have come
up with them up on their own, because they'd die of shame if they thought about what they were saying.”

"Men have no shame, baby," said alarge woman in adressthat struggled to stay fastened around her
ample basom. "They want only onething." She shifted her shoulders, making her assetsroll from sdeto
sde.

"Hey, | didn't think we was so obvious about it," said the skinny male at the two-top table with her.

"Areyou kidding?' Thewoman laughed. He laughed with her. | guessed it was an old joke between
them. | had never been able to joke with awoman in whom | was interested. Part of melonged for that
kind of intimacy, but | wasn't sure how one achieved it. | opened my mouth to ask.

"What'sit al about?' Gus asked, his gaze shifting bemusedly from one femaeto another. "Why do you
ask, Skeeve?"'

| clamped my mouth shuit.

"He'swriting abook," Nunzio said suddenly. | was undyingly grateful to him, snceal | needed wasfor it
to get around the Bazaar that | didn't think | could get agirl without help. | knew he was atrue friend,
because hewaswilling to liefor me.

"A book on dating by you? Hey, that'd be abig seller!" the Gargoyle said cheerfully. "And don't forget to
put in the part about bringing the gal a present on your first date. That makes her awholelot more
receptiveto alittle ‘who'syer daddy? " Hewinked broadly a me.

| frowned. "lsn't getting to know her folks something for later on when the rel ationship startsto get more
serious?’ | asked. Gusthrew back his head and laughed. Aahz poked mein the side surreptitioudy with
one claw tip and subtly shook his head. | felt my cheeksburn.



"Isit gonnabethat funny?' Gus asked, dapping hisknee. "Skeeve, you'll sel milliond"
"So, what kind of present do you recommend?” | asked.
"Y ou gonnawrite it down?' Gus asked eagerly. ™Y ou don't have anything to write on.”

"| can ask you again later when I've got apiece of paper,” | said. "Just getting together someideasright

Gussgray forehead rippled forward, then smoothed out again. "I liketo give agirl I'minterested in
something small, like acan of redly nice spray paint,” he said. "If you know her favorite color, shell like
that. Shell think of you every time she doesalittle persond illuminating.”

"Spray paint?' Guido asked. "That's only for girlswho are possessed of stone skin.”

"What do you think | dated before | found the missus?' Gus asked, puzzled. " Stone skin's the mgjor
turn-on for me. A great, cold marble complexion, that'swhat | realy go for.”

"Oh, some of us gppreciate alittle spray paint,” Tananda said with afetching shiver that had every man at
the table watching her in fascination. "It tickled™

"Perfuméstoo persona,” Bunny agreed. "'If you give her something from your favorite hobby, it could be
agood ice breaker. Then shell know alittle about you, too.”

"Never," said the Deved girl, aming afinger directly a my nose, "give agirl lingerie before the third date.
Maybe not until the sixth. That's a present for you, not her."

"l never ..." | protested.
"Candy's good," said the barmaid, bending her kneesto rest the edge of her tray on the table.
"Something you'd actudly eat," Tananda said, with asmile. "Not out of the bargain bin at World o' Stuff.”

"Chegpskates," agreed the Deved, whose name was Felina. " Sometimes they even forget to take the
pricetag off."

Tanda, Bunny and Felinalaunched into alively and detailed discussion of giftsthey had received from
would-be suitors, most of which were unacceptable in oneway or another. | had never redlly redized the
depths of my ignorance when it cameto thefair sex. Nor were they at al shy about discussing the
shortcomings of dates they had had, in spite of the fact that there were severd men listening.

"One of Uncle Bruce's men brought me an ammo belt,” Bunny sighed. "Only it was the wrong caliber
quarrelsfor my crossbow. | knew it wasn't going to work out. He wasn't paying attention. He was
angling to get closeto my uncle. | told him he should bring Uncle Bruce a present, if he was so interested
inhim. That shut him up.” She put her tip-tilted nosein thear.

"Hey, Miss Bunny, men don't tand achanceif you don't cut us any dack,” Nunzio protested. "The
power'sdl on your sde.”

"And we mean to keep it that way," she said with asweset smile.
"How do you strike up aconversation if you have nothing to say?' | asked.

"Ask for help or offer help,” Feinasaid promptly. "If you're new in town, ask where the good places are
to edt, then offer to take her to one of them. Pay. Don't go dutch. Y ou'll look cheap. If shelikesyou,



shélll treat you another time."
" Skeeve wouldn't be chegp,” Bunny said. "He'sagenerous guy. Aren't you, Skeeve?' "I, uh. .. "

"And how about that bum standing me up on our date, when he told everyone he was taking me out?' the
barmaid asked, coming to set fresh mugs down on our table. Y ou would never leave agirl standing,
especidly in abad neighborhood, would you?"

Before | could open my mouth, Tanandajumped in. "No, of course hewouldn't. Hed bethere.”

"And thelast skunk that | dated,” Felinasaid, leaning in confidentidly, "started seeing another girl onthe
gde. Asif | wouldn't find out. Y ou wouldn't do that to agirl, would you, Skeeve?'

"Uh,no..."
"Of course not," Tananda said. "For better or worse, he's one of the most honest guys | know.”

"Honest isnot aways so good,” said the hefty Deved woman. "Who wantsto know, redly, if their hips
look big in something? But you should put in that book of yoursto be tactful. Tactful getsyou more
points than honest half thetime. But if you're not fundamentally honest, you lose, guy. Do you know the
difference?' "Uh ..."

Instead of opening my mouth, | started to ook around for something to write on. Other women chimed in
from around the bar.

"Open doors. Help us get a heavy package up the stairs. But if we say no, we mean it. Don't force the
issue. That'sinsulting. Our magik's as good asyours.”

"Do alittle favor for her and don't expect afavor in return.”

"Dont bein such ahurry! Trust takestime."

"Maybe sheislooking for the samething you are, but let her tell you."
"Just be nice. That means more than dl the presentsin the world.”

Beforelong, | had ahundred suggestions for my imaginary book. | was going to have so much
information and opinions that maybe | should have thought about writing one. It was kind of embarrassing
to listen to them shooting the breeze back and forth, making unflattering statements about bad dates. The
notion that | might have been one of those thoughtless men made mefed awful. | surdly was guilty of at
least afew of the mistakes they discussed. My biggest night out was till ablur in my head. | couldn't
recal dl of my date with Cassandra. At least | hadn't been chegp—in fact, | had been wildly profligate,
asmy hill from the credit card had shown. And while my advances had gone farther than they might have
if I had been sober, they hadn't been completely unwanted, if the note she had left on my mirror in lipstick
was an indication.

"Doesany of thishep?' Bunny asked at alull in the conversation.
"No," | admitted. "I think I'm more confused than before."

Shesmiled a me. "Youll get it. Redly. Relationships between men and women are as natural asthe birds
and the bees. Otherwise, why would there be so many people?"

| had no answer to that. | stuck my nosein my wine cup to think. Why hadn't Aahz put in histwo copper
pieces? He was dways free with advice.



| glanced around and spotted him next to the bar counter. Aahz and the tavern owner had their heads
close together in conversation. | was afraid it was something about the mishap, but it looked morelikea
friendly chat. Aahz was grinning widely. Out of his pocket, he whipped a contract, pointing to various
clauses. While | had been listening to dating advice, he had managed to convince aDeved to buy a
stone, sght unseen.

But, no. Lucanzi took down some information on anapkin and stuffed it into the pocket of his apron.
Aahz caught my eye and gave me athumb's up. Another prospect. No question about it: Aahz was good
a sdling. Hewas mativated. Before | knew it, he would have sold al million dabs, ensuring hisname at
the top of Phase Two. | wasimpressed.

"Psst! Hey, Boss!"

Chapter 15

"Dowhat | say, not what | do."
—B. Franklin

| was pulled out of my reverie. Guido and Nunzio stood flanking me. At my nod, they sat down on the
bench on either side of me. | took a quick look at the others. They were still debating appropriate
behavior on dates. "What's up, fellows?" | asked.

"Y ou get any moreinsight into that other matter which we was discussin' the last time we met?* Guido
asked, tilting his head toward Aahz.

| shook my head. "Nothing concrete. Whatever's bothering him isn't his ssomach, and he doesn't show
any sgns of weakness. He must have hiked up and down both pyramids five or six times each today, not
to mention taking a swim through afloating office building.”

"He doesn't seem under the weather," Nunzio agreed. "In fact, he looksto be in robust health.”

"MissBunny did alittle checking around with Bytina," Guido whispered, keeping hislipsrigid. "She
inquired of Dr. Webb, but he had not had any questions from anyone resemblin’ Aahz who might have
beenusn' andias”

| nodded. Dr. Webb was an M.D. from Octaroo who dispensed general medical information for free.
Aahz wouldn't pay for adviceif he could helpit.

"Perhapsit wasn't his health he'sworried about,” | said. "Maybe a prophet predicted doom for him.
Maybe afatd accident or something like that? Weve had alot of mishaps on the site.™

"Y ou go on keepin' an eye on him," Guido advised. "We will keep our earsto the ground and other
places. While Aahz may not be my favorite person in theworld asheisto you, heistill apartner and a
trusted accomplice. | will help to protect him if it isin my power to do s0."

"Agreed," Nunzio sad.

"Hey, what are dl you lovely ladiestaking about?' Aahz asked, strutting back to the table. Instead of
stting down at our table, he scooted in next to Felina

"Oh, the differences between men and women," she said.

"So, what are the differences?' Aahz asked. "Anything specia | should know about?!



"If you don't know by your age, you are never going to know!" the stout woman shouted. The othersin
the bar laughed.

"I'm dways willing to take ingtruction from asmart lady likethisone," Aahz said, smirking. "What areyou
drinking?'

"Rabbit tail," Felinasaid. It wasamildly intoxicating cocktail. It had a chocolate flavor, which | liked, but
thekick at the end always came asa surprise.

"Y ou know what they say about rabbits," Aahz said, after sgnaling the barmaid for the order.
"No," Fdinasad, withasmile. "What?'

Aahz leaned over and whispered into her pointed ear. Shelet out apedl of laughter and pushed him
playfully with one hand. Aahz paid for their drinks and let hisarm drift around her shoulders. Shedidn't
seem to mind.

"I'd swear that there's nothing wrong with him," | said, watching carefully without, | hoped, making it too
obvious.

"But you gottaadmit,” Guido said, "he's not actin' norma for hisusud Pervish sdif. | never heard him give
credit like that without he had been pushed from behind.”

"I concur, cousin,”" Nunzio agreed, taking aswig of beer.
"Get your hand off our little sgter!”

| looked around. Before | could rise, Guido and Nunzio were out of their seats with their hands stuck
into thefolds of their natty jackets. Aahz was dso on hisfeet, facing eight Deved mdes. Thefamily
resemblance among them was very strong, so | guessed they were brothers. Brothers, | redized with a
gulp, to the lady who had until that moment, been stting in the shelter of Aahz'sarm.

"Now, gentlemen,” Aahz said, with hismost ingratiating smile. "'l wasjust kegping her company until you
got here”

"Kegping her company! | saw you whispering in her ear!" said amiddle-sized brother with goggly eyes.
"What was he talking to you about?" asked the meanest looking Deved!.

"Nothing. He asked meif | knew what they said about rabhits," Felina said, tossing her head.

"He asked what?" The biggest brother stepped up and grabbed Aahz by the front of his shirt.

"Now, felows, don't make something out of nothing,” | said. "Come and have adrink with us."

"Y ou think we're going to sit down with a Pervert who iswhispering dirty secretsto our sster?”
demanded yet another brother.

"He don't mean nothin' by it," Guido said. "How about you gentlemen just takin' it down acouple of
notches? There's other people tryin' to enjoy themsalves. Y ouse could have aquiet evenin', too. Well let
you doneif you let usdone.”

The second-biggest brother came to stick aforefinger in Guido'sface. "Are you threatening us, Klahd?'

Guido took hishand and twisted it downward until the thumb was facing up at an unnatural angle.



"Threats are for people who can't back it up, Deved. | am just offerin’ you some friendly advice. If youse
wants atable with just your family, then take one. There's one openin’ up right there near the front."

"You can't tell uswhat to do!"

"l want to St with him," Felinasaid, tilting her head toward Aahz. "Hesfunny."
"He'sfunny?' the mean one echoed. "What have you doneto our innocent little sster?”
"Nothing but look," Aahz said. "Any guy with norma vision would want to do that.”
"You looked at our Sster?"

"And he put hisarm around me, too," Fdinasaid, smugly.

"Hewhat?' One of them grabbed for a bench and upended it, sending the Devedlswho were on it
tumbling to the ground. He swung it at Aahz, who ducked. The bench hit the back of another patron's
head. He jumped up and took a punch at Aahz. Nunzio intercepted the blow as Guido pushed the
oncoming brother backwards. The other brothers waded in to defend their sibling. The offended patron
picked the pitcher up off histable and emptied it on Nunzio's head. Gus picked up the patron and
hooked him on the chanddlier. The Deved threw fire spells a Gus, which just bounced off his stone
exterior.

All of uspiled in behind Guido, including Tananda. Bunny removed hersdf from thefray, taking Felina
with her by the ear. While | used magik to keep the youngest brother from taking adirty swing at Aahz
from behind, | noticed Bunny giving the girl apiece of her mind. Felinas face, dready anaturd red, grew
redder.

The biggest Deved brother grabbed up a beer mug and crashed it down on Guido's head.

"Dat doesit," the Mob enforcer snarled. He snatched the drink out of the nearest drinker's hand and
smashed it directly between the Deved brother's horns. The Deved searched out blindly for another
gein, and broke it over Guido's skull. Refusing to give ground, Guido held out his hand. Nunzio dapped
another mug into it. Guido brought it crashing onto his opponent.

| was dealing with a couple of the smdler brothers. Using magik to yank curios off the wall, they pelted
mewith weird junk and street signs. | fended them off asbest | could, while trying to keep the debris
from hitting other customers. Most of them joined in the fray, some from outrage, othersfor the fun of a
good brawl.

Suddenly, | found mysdlf flung againgt the bar wall, acommemorative trophy in my arms. All of the
would-be combatants were smilarly pinioned. The bartender waked up and down between us, wielding
a bat-shaped staff—the source, | guessed, of the spell.

"Holdit, hald it, hold it!" he bellowed. "When will you people learn? The free-for-dl istomorrow! No
unscheduled fightsin here tonight! Now, everyone behave or | am tossing you dl out into the street!”

The goggle-eyed Deved brother pointed a finger, which was the only body part he could move. "That
Pervert sarted it!"

Aahz sneered at him. "That's Per-vect, and dl | did was buy your sister adrink. She didn't turn me
down!"

"Oh, yeah? Y ou had to put aspell on her, because why would she talk to you for one second, et done



long enough to get your hands on her?!

The bartender kept us hanging there until we settled the argument. Asthefirgt lights of dawn began to
lighten the ky, we arrived at atruce, negotiated chiefly by Guido and the largest brother, who began to
recognize that, appearances asde, his baby sster might not have been totally innocent of provocation.

Oncethe bartender let us down, the big brother shook hands with Guido. The Deved family removed
their much-chastened sister from Bunny's custody and thence from the bar. | sat down, my earsringing,
and called for afruit juice.

"What did you tell her?" | asked Bunny. She and Tananda had spent the last three hours of thefray Sitting
at asdetable with the hefty woman and her dim husband.

"That men had respongbilities, but so do women,” Bunny said with ady amile. "If shewantsto drive her
brothers crazy, she doesn't have to involve abunch of strangers.”

"Sandbagged,” Aahz groaned, accepting an ice pack for hishead. Theveinsin hisyellow eyeswere
ochre. "Just my luck | had to get involved with agirl who had family in the neighborhood.”

| grinned. "Maybe you shouldn't have asked who her daddy was, but whether she had any brothers.”
"You'relearning, kid."

Chapter 16

"Find me someone | can blame for thig!"

—H. Hoover

When we got back to the site in the morning, both of us were somewhat shopworn. Aahz was battered
from getting tossed around between seven or eight large Deved brothers. | nursed a bruise on the side of
my head, but | had to admit he looked worse.

"Oh, Mr. Aahz!" Miss Tauret exclaimed as we entered the And Company office. "What happened? Y ou
look asthough abuilding fell onyou!" Her hand flew to her mouth as though trying to take back her
words. In Aegis, such athing could happen.

"I'm okay," Aahz said, rolling hisyellow eyes her way. "It was pretty tough, but | got through with just a
few scrapes.”

Sherosefrom her desk. "L et me get you some fresh coffee! Please, go sit down. I'll haveit in your office
injust amoment. What can | do to make you fed better?”

Aahz opened his mouth, then paused, looking at her warily. "Y ou don't have abunch of big, older
brothers, do you?

"Why, no," Miss Tauret said, her little gray earsturning thisway and that. " Just one sster. Sheisyounger
than | am." Shelooked at me and flirted her eyelashes. "'l glyphed her al about you yesterday. Shewas
so impressed that you saved the pyramid.”

"Uh, that'snice" | said.

"| taught the kid everything he knows," Aahz purred, leaning over the desk and staring deeply into her
eyes.



"You did?' sherested her dbow on the counter and her chin on her hand.
"Yeah," Aahz said.

"Uh, excuseme," | said. | hurried into our office to look at the previous day's paperwork. Miss Tauret
had been interested in Aahz since thefirst day, and after last night he was vulnerableto alittle
sympathetic femal e attention with no possibility of reprissfrom angry rdaives. While | wasglad for him,
| didn't have to watch.

Miss Tauret's attentiveness certainly cheered Aahz up. She camein and out of our room all day
whenever we were in there, hoisting the empty beer barrdl onto her meaty shoulder asif it wasweightless
and, even moreimpressively, bringing the fresh onein and tapping it for Aahz's convenience. After | took
the morning rounds of the site, | found her rubbing his shoulders. He peered out from under the cold
compress on his eyes and gave me awink.

The receptionist was not the only Ghord who paid us closer attention since the day | had picked up the
pyramid. Many of the workerswho had held us at arm's length got into the habit of talking with us or
glyphing when they noticed uswalking around. A lot of the girls giggled when | went past, though they
were openly friendly if | actudly stopped to talk with them. All of them were pretty impressed by the feat
| had performed. Miss Tauret |et it be known to everyone what Aahz had said about teaching me, so we
were both made much of around the site.

Beltasar was much more cooperative with me since that day, too. She kept me apprised of the progress
the Scarabs were making. In fact, | was even present when the hardworking beetleslaid the final stone
onthethird tier. | couldn't take credit for it, but there were fewer accidents on site sSince the pyramid had
been reseated. There was never aday when there wasn't one, but Doctor Cobra had had to make fewer
pyramid cdls.

Thevery next day thefirst stone of the fourth tier waslaid, to great fanfare from Samwise. Hemade a
gpeech and everybody was given an extrameasure of beer. | was starting to like the VValey of Zyx. It
wouldn't be abad place to spend eternity.

One more milestone, so to speak, occurred during that next week. Aahz managed to sell a stone on the
ground floor of Phase Two, and nagged the carversinto getting started on it so there would be something
to show his potentia customers. That meant laying out the foundation underneath the invisible ramps.

Swarms of the Scarabs walked backwards on their handsto roll the debris off the Site. They smoothed it
out in two daysflat and tamped the thick foundation into place, dl in lesstime than it would take meto
paper asnglewall. | wasincredibly impressed. With acrowd of customers and workers on Camel-back
and magik carpets salling dongside, the dab itsdlf, chosen by Aahz and the master scribefor its smooth
sides and perfection of proportion, was transported by Beltasar's crack team over the surface of the
desert. The wesather, as usua, was perfect. Emissaries from the Pharaoh Suza's court werein
attendance. | wasn't happy to see Gurn there, sneering at everybody asif that wasin hisjob description.

| looked around, hoping to see Chumley, but he didn't show up. Aahz and | had not wanted to send a
message to him directly, worrying that we might blow his cover in the court.

The Scarabs settled the stone at the edge of the new foundation, placing it just where Aahz and the
purchaser had agreed it would go. It wasn't at acorner or in the center of any of thewalls, so it must
have been cheap as dabswent. Stll, it was an impressive hunk of rock. We all gathered around to
watch. The Scarabs hung onto people's clothes and headdresses or hovered in mid-air to get a better
view. Gurn ingnuated himself just ahead of me. | had no trouble seeing over hishead, but having him so
close made mefed asthough something dimy had wriggled into my clothes.



The master scribe, Ay-Talek, a Ghordess with the head of afishing bird, invited usto watch from the
front row as her finest sonecarver began thefirgt line of text on the stone. Cay-Man, a Ghord with a
long, reptilian face, bowed to us al and picked up histools.

"Here we go, partner,” Aahz said, his hands on his hips. The client, aused-carpet salesman from the
Bazaar, good beside uswith hisfamily clustered around him. "Thisis our message to the future.”

Cay-Man st the chisdl againgt the face of the smooth dab and raised his hammer. | found mysdf holding
my breath. He brought the hammer down.

Tap!

A flake of stone legped away, leaving acurved mark. The Ghord scribes watching broke into
tremendous applause.

"What'sthe big ded?' | asked. "It'sonelittle chip.”

"Oh, you know," said Ay-Tdek. "There's nothing more daunting than ablank dab. Y ou can hardly think
of what to write first. Once you break the gray space, it ssemsto go so much faster.”

And Cay-Man did go faster. Tap tap tap tap tap! Tappity tappity tap! Tap! Tap! Thefirst sign took
shapeimmediatdy, the client's name, and wasjoined in swift succession by six more. | had been studying
the glyphssince our ariva. | could identify afew of the signs as Cayman dug out athin layer of rock
around them and brought them up into relief. | saw the sign for the ancient Ghordess Hat-hed, followed
by three eaglesand abirdie.

"Golfer," Ay-Tdek trandated.

Cay-Man acknowledged the applause of hisfelows, then went on to chisel out the figure of aman
knedling with hisarmswide apart over his head. | thought back to the lexicon. That Sigil meant ‘thisfish
wasthat big, | swear on my lifel' My guess was confirmed as an upside down fishhook was added
besdeit.

"Going great guns, partner,” Aahz said. "A few more hundred thousand like that and we're immortd..”

Just as he said that, Cay-Man struck the head of the chisdl. The carving tool seemed to spinin his hand.
The next thing | knew, it was facing the wrong way. The point plunged into his pam. The carpet
sdesman'swife screamed.

Cay-Man kndit, clutching his hand. Tearsrolled down his scay face.
"l have an owiel" he cried.

"Dont pay any attention to him, folksl" Samwise said, holding up his hands for calm. " Someone go get
Doctor Cobra."

| hurried to the carver's side and |ooked at the wound. To my surpriseit was less than an inch long and
bardly bleeding.

"It'sjust ascratch,” | said.

"It'snot!" the carver wailed. "1'm going to die. Everything is starting to go black ..." Heraised the
uninjured hand to hisforehead. The crowd crooned sympathetically.

| rolled my eyes. He was enjoying having an audience.



Between apair of Ghordesses barged amale with a snake for a head.
"I'm Doctor Cobra," he said. "Where'sss the patient?

Cay-Man waved afeeble hand. The doctor homed in on him. He seized the injured limb and examined it,
the snake-headed male€'s beady eyes scrutinizing the wound.

"Itisnot aseriousinjury,” he stated, "but you will require immunization againgt infection.”
Without further warning, he bared hisfangs and jabbed them into the palm of Cay-Man's hand.
"Yow!" the carver ydled. "I hateinjectiond”

"Yes, yes," Cobrasad, asif hed heard it al before. "But, see? It isaready heding.”

To my amazement, the wound started to close up from one end to the other.
"That'sremarkable,”" | commented.

"Nothing, redly," Cobrasaid, modestly. "It's the second most common injury on the site.”

"Let'smovethisdab out of theway," Beltasar ordered. "It can be completed later on! Let usplaceitin
the Phase Two work area.” She zipped over the corner of the foundation and hovered above a perfectly
leve floor of flagstonesthat had been laid down besideit.

"Let mehelp," Aahz said. He and the used-carpet salesman joined the horde of Scarabs and Ghords
who swarmed up to move the historic stone.

"No, we do not need you!" Bdltasar ingsted. " Ghords and Pervertsruin everything!”
"Knock it off," Aahz growled. "Thisismy project!”

"Onyour head beit." Beltasar flitted back to the stone's destination. *Proceed!”
"Together now," bellowed Inhstep, Beltasar's assistant contractor.

Hundreds of Scarabs burrowed down and lifted the huge block. Aahz stooped and got hisfingertips
undernesth the edge.

"Hoig!" cried Inhstep.

The huge stone rose a couple of feet. Aahz's muscles popped under his fashionable tunic as he helped
moveit. His strength wasfar greater than mine. Even with help, | couldn't have moved that dab without
magik. Together, the team edged dowly over the rammed foundation, backed dowly onto the new work
area, and started to lower it.

A loud rumble began. | felt the ground start to shake under my feet. | wasthrown to one side. | kept
from faling by grabbing onto the air with ahandful of magik and hanging on.

"Yeow!"
A familiar bellow reached my ears. | flew to Aahz'sside. "What'swrong?" | asked.

"Stone. On. Foot!" he gritted out. | looked down and realized histoes were partway undernesth the
gigantic dab of rock. The Deved merchant, by virtue of having hoovesingtead of feet, missed out on the
same tragedy, but hisfingers got caught. He was on his knees trying to tug them loose. Hundreds of



Scarabs had been knocked flat on their faces, their six limbs spread out around them. They flexed thelr
legsto try and heave upward.

"Gee, that'sawful," | said. "Doesit hurt?'
"Of courseit hurtd" Aahz bellowed. "Do something!"
"No problem,” | said.

Having done it once with the pyramid next door, hefting one building block posed no problem. | pressed
againgt the unseen desert bedrock, far beneath the sands, and the block rose. Aahz staggered backwards
and sat down on the paving stones. | moved the dab and set it down out of the way.

"That's the most common injury,” Dr. Cobra sighed, switching his narrow head from sdeto sde. "Give
me room!" he ordered, pushing back onlookers.

"Funny thing," Beltasar said, as we stepped out of the doctor'sway. "All of these people are owners.”
Gurn was gone, probably back to Suzal to report on us.

Chapter 17

"Now we'redl inthistogether."

—G. A. Custer

A crushed foot took afew days longer to heal than a cut pam, athough in the case of a Pervect, not
much longer. Aahz took advantage of Miss Tauret's cooing over him and kept the cast on hisleg well
past the time when he showed any pain a putting hisfoot on the floor. Even though having him out of
commission meant | had to do dl the rounds on site mysdlf, | let him get away with stting around. | felt
responsible for him getting hurt. After the conference Guido, Nunzio, and | had had, | should have been
watching more closdly. If that stone had falen on him, it could havekilled him.

"Y ou know, Miss Tauret's supposed to be greeting visitors, not just waiting on you,” | said, asthe
receptionist dipped out of the room with an empty pitcher.

"Y ou gotta enjoy the perks," Aahz stretched lazily. "Besides, I'm not going to haul my butt up and down
those ramps with plaster on my leg. | don't have any clients coming by until tomorrow. It'snot like | don't
have any work. The paperwork never stops.” He threw a document to me. "Here. Sign this."

| glanced at it. The papyrus was entirely written in glyphs, except for Aahz's signature down at the
bottom. A second line had been drawn to the right of it with asymbol below. Thefigure of amaewith
the bee revolving around its head meant 'skinny Klahd, hair of honey.' "What isit?" | asked.

"Progressreport,” Aahz grunted. | shrugged and reached for areed pen. Assoon as| signed it, Aahz
took it back and stuck it in the Crocofile.

"Wheresthe food?' he demanded. "Hey, honey, come on with the snacks! | haveto get my strength
back!"

"Honey?" A face showed around the doorjamb. Instead of the gray visage we expected, it was covered
inpurplefur. "Sorry, what? | say, Aahz, are you up to having vigtors?'

"Chumley! | exclamed, coming to offer him ahand. He engulfed mein one of hisusud Trallish
embraces.



"Good to see you, Skeeve, but mum please on the C-word, en? The walls, asthey say, have ears. | go
by Wat-1s-Et here."

"Wat-I1s-Et?' | asked.

"My name" Chumley sad.

"| get it, but what isyour name?' | asked.

"ltiswhatitis"

"| thought you said ‘what isit? " "No, Wat-1s-Et."

"I'm il trying to figure out what itis.” "It'svery smple.” "Then what isit?"
"Now you haveit,” Chumley sad, withasmile. "What?'

"Hold it, hold it!" Aahz said, holding up his handsto stop us. "We haven't got timefor 'Who'sOn Firgt.'
I'll explainittothekid later." | closed my open mouth. "Take aload off! How are you doing? It'sbeen a
while. Weve been expecting you to drop by."

"Oh, yes" Chumley looked alittle uncomfortable. "It hasn't been too easy to get away, what with the
way things have been going in theroya court. Suspicion and intrigue have beenrife, what?"

Aahz eyed him. "And you'reright in themiddle of it?'

"Trying not to be, old thing, trying not to be! But it isdifficult. Thewalls have ears, asthey say, and even
asmple gestureis enough for some of our neighborsto read. They are adept a putting volumes of
meaning into asingle expresson.”

"I'venoticed,” | said. "Some of those glyphs are aslong asabook.”

"When your means of writing isachisel and ablock, you compress as much asyou can into every
groke" Chumley said. "It isamarvel oustime saver, but aso fraught with difficulty if you get evena
gyllablewrong, as| havefound to my dismay.”

"l won't ask what you'redoing,” | said. "'l mean, it'snone of my business. But | haveto say I'm curious
how you got involved in the court here.”

"For once," Chumley said, "my erudition won out over my more obvious attributes.”
"Huh?'
"How'd you get to be alinen-wearing bureaucrat?' Aahz asked.

Chumley sat back on the guest bench, which creaked under hisweight, and threw off the curtaining
headdress. "Ah, well, it started as an accident, | am afraid. The previous Pharaoh, Geezer the Ninth, had
awise man who actualy went to university with me. While sudying in the universty library someyears
ago, we rekindled our friendship. Naten-1djut was afine fellow. We had mutua interests in the study of
geology and minerd rights, but we came upon one another in the ancient lore section. Scads of old scrolls
and ogtraca, marvelous sources of both rumor and information.

"Naten-Idjut fell ill before he could return home. He needed to convey to his employer some important
information. Leaving him in hospital, | went to Aegis as hislocum and found mysdlf asavigting fireman,
S0 to speak. Tomy surprise, | also spotted a problem that my old friend had not observed, having to do



with food supply and sanitation, and was called awise man for my pains by noneless than the Pharaoh
Geezer himsdlf. Ever since then, he and then his daughter, when he finally succumbed to old age, have
called upon me when they needed outside perspective, what?'

"What?" | asked. "What perspective?"

"Whatever they require,” Chumley said. "l must say, it isniceto have ajob in which one can use one's
own manner of speech. Big Crunch's monosyllabic verbdizations are hard on the throat.”

"I think the kid wantsto know, what perspective are they looking for thistime?' Aahz asked.

"Ah," Chumley said. "Forgive me. Well, you saw part of it some days ago when you met her esteemed
maedy.

The Pharaoh Suzd fedsthat she hasincurred the wrath of the ancient ones. For months now, she has
suffered severe atacks of food poisoning. Even though tasters sample al her food with no signs of
distress, when she eats of amost any dish, she has abad reaction.”

"Could it be some form of magikal attack?' | asked.

"l am sudying dl thesigns,” Chumley said. "Moreimportantly, | am running chemica andyseson the
foodstuffs in question to see whether we are dealing with food-borne parasites or pathogens targeted at
the genetic level before | investigate magikal sources of interference. Science will reved thetruth." One of
his many college degreeswasin chemistry, as| recaled finding that out when aletter came from his
alumni association looking for donations. Chumley had been embarrassed and ate the | etter to keep
anyone esefrom reading it. "If it does not prove to have a scientific answer, | may cal in you two as
consultants on the magika side.”

"I'd be honored," | said. "What do they think of her herein Aegis?'

Chumley's mouth curved in an avuncular amile. "Sheisafine monarch, in the modeif not the mold of her
father. Sheis much beloved. Her servants adore her, as do her people. | would be surprised aswell as
troubled if thiswere indeed some attempt to remove her from the throne. My spies have not indicated
any usurpersthreatening. Nor have any of the neighboring nations shown an interest in taking over Aegis.
Asyou have seen, theréslittle arable land, and little useful mineral wedlth at hand, apart from first-rate
building stone. Sofar, | an at aloss.”

"Y ou have spies?" | asked, astonished. Chumley had aways seemed to be the most straightforward
person | knew.

"It'sajacka-eat-jacka world, old chap," he said. "Y ou never know when aproblem will turn up
unexpectedly. Best to have dl the warning one can.”

"So," avoice sad, from gpproximatey my waist level, "you know our esteemed wise man.”
| jJumped at the sound. Gurn leered up at us. | wondered how much he had heard.

"Yeah," Aahz said, casudly. "Turns out that his mama used to koochie dance &t the bar my father owned.
Shove off, pal. Didn't anyone ever tell you it was rude to interrupt other peopl€e's conversations? Ugly like
yoursisamgor short-circuit."

Tomy surprise, Gurn looked hurt. It occurred to me that maybe he couldn't help looking like an annoying
know-it-al. It might be afunction of his misshapen face.



"How long have you been in Queen Suza'semploy?' | asked politely. Gurn regarded me with deep
suspicion.
"My lifeishers" hesad.

| was touched. Gurn was acomplicated guy, in everything except his devotion to his queen. | could
respect that.

"WEell do everything we can to make thisthe best pyramid ever,” | said. "Won't we, Aahz?'
Aahz regarded the interloper with distaste. "Y es. Of course.”
"Do not make empty promises, Klahd," Gurn snapped, the soft moment ended.

"I don't make empty promises,” | said, liking him lesswith every syllable. "If therésanything | can do, I'll
doit."

"Theword of Klahds has no weight here.”
| felt my temper rising. "How about stones? If you want to step outside, | can drop one on you.”

"Likeyou did to your so-called partner yesterday?' Gurn leered from meto Aahz. "The earthquake was
anicetouch, digracting dl of usfrom the atempt upon your friend'slife. Very subtle! And will your next
attempt be directly undernesth her mgesty’s nose?"

All four of us stopped for amoment to contemplate that very pretty nose. Chumley sighed, breaking the
spdll. | growled down a Gurn.

"How do I know it wasn't you trying to messthings up?' | snapped.
"How dareyou?' Gurn squealed. "I am the queen'strusted advisor!"

"I took aflight with you last week, remember? 1 can tell you like Diksen's pyramid better, and so does
she. Maybe you want to convince the queen that she should try againto get inoniit.”

"Y ou do not understand the function of acourtier a al, Klahd!" he exclaimed.
| bent down until we were noseto nose. Y eah? So why don't you explainit to me?"
Behind him, Chumley was making the pat-down gesture again. Gurn spun around.

"Y our education will be completed whether or not you like the teacher! And her majesty will be curious
about the congpiracy that seems to be fomenting between her builders and one of her court officids. Isit
a coincidence that you seem to be quite old friends—old fellow?" he demanded, throwing his head back
tolook Chumley inthe eye.

"Maybe he'sjust easer ontheeye,” Aahz said. "Don't et the door hit your ass on your way out.”
"Y our misfortunes are not over!" Gurn snarled. He staked off.

"Nice exit, what?' Chumley said. "Rather like an old-time movievillain. But he does bask in her mgjesty's
favor.”

"You can't put al your exitsin one bask," Aahz said. "1 don't care who favors him. It sure wasn't Mother
Nature. The Pharaoh likes Samwise because he's doing what she wants, and by extension, shelikes us.



I'll settlefor that, for now. By the time he comes up with away to interfere with us, | hopeto be back in
Deva™

"] am afraid that he can cause usrather more trouble than we can cause him. Hesaninddiouslittle
cresture, and avery powerful magician. Keep your eye on him, Aahz."

Aahz made aface. "If | haveto. I've got prettier thingsto look at.”
Asif on cue, in sashayed Miss Tauret with atray full of goodies.

"I have brought you your lunch, O noble-faced Aahz," she said, twitching her earsfetchingly. "Shall | set
aplacefor your friend and your honored guest?'

"No, thanks." Aahz turned agaze full of meaning upon the two of us. "They werejust leaving. Niceto see
you, Wat-1s-Et. Come back any time."

Chumley let out alaugh. "Come, Skeeve, let ustake atour of this marvel ous congtruction.”

In his persona as the queen’'s wise man, Chumley attracted plenty of attention from the locals on site.
Samwise shook hishand enthusiastically and invited him to check out the second and third stones just
being placed on the new fourth tier. Chumley duly admired them and praised the carversfor their hard
work. The Ghords bowed to him. As soon as he left one gation, | heard hasty chiseling noises, then
glyphswent flying toward the other Ghord emplacements. We stopped to see how the injured Scarabs
were getting along. While their smdl limbswere wrapped in plagter like Aahz's leg, Beltasar had them
sorting out different sizes of sand and gravel, some pieces so smal | could barely see them. Chumley
praised them on their diligencein four- and five-syllable words that were bigger than they were. Everyone
was very impressed.

"Y ou seem to have established agood working relationship with the staff," Chumley observed. He
glanced backwards toward the office building. "Dare | say too good?"

"Maybe," | said. | kicked asmall stone. "Say, er, Wat-Is-Et, have you noticed anything different about
Aahz?'

"Not at dl," Chumley said. "Heisaman of strong appetites, as| have dways observed, but does not
usudly let them interfere with his business acumen. Still, hewon't missachance to indulge himsdf.”

"You can say that again.” Therel was, trying to learn the ins and outs of good dating, and Aahz was
going for girlsright in front of me—and they wereletting him. Perhgps Tanandawas right, and | was
overthinking things.

"Why do you ask?' Chumley interrupted my reverie.

"Well ..." | was rdluctant to bring up my fears. It was unfair to Chumley, who wasin Aegison an
unrelated mission. He had his own worries, but he must care what happened to Aahz. Y et | had asked,
and Chumley waswaiting for clarification. "Does he seem sick or troubled to you?"

"Aahz?No, not a al." Chumley laughed, then cut it off when he studied my face. Y ou are worried.
Why?'

| lowered my voice. It wouldn't keep magika eavesdroppers from hearing me, but it would discourage
those who were merdly listening. "Well, you know what were sdlling here.”

"Elaborate tombsfor the wd l-heded.”



"Aahz bought one. Not just one, the top of the pyramid in Phase Two."

Chumley's shaggy purple eyebrowswent up. "Really, old thing? Shell out for a well, castleintheair?
Why? Does hefear that mortdity isimminent?'

"That'swhat weretrying to figure out,” | said. "l don't think that he's sick—»but | don't know that much
about Pervish hedlth. He might have gotten adire prediction from afortuneteller, but he has never redly
beievedin them.”

"Hmm." Chumley stroked the fur on his chin. "Wdll, he's not above status symbols, and you must admit
that the pesk of apyramid isamighty one."

"It'snot just that,” | admitted. "He's paying people compliments—with absolutely no self-references
attached."

"Dear me!" Chumley exclamed. "Wdll, that isadifferent matter. Aegis, you may well guess, isfull of
soothsayers, including many in the employ of the queen. 1 will make delicate enquiriesto seeif they have
performed areckoning for avisiting Pervect. Beyond that, | can do little else. | can't go abroad. My
presenceis required here for the near future.”

"l understand,” | said. | knew | was asking him afavor that could interfere with his own task based on
our friendship, but we were both worried. A world without Aahz—I didn't even want to think about it.

A loud ticking sounded, startling us both. Chumley reached into the folds of hisrobe and came out with a
black-shelled insect not unlike the Scarabs. Itslittle face regarded me suspicioudly, then tapped its
undershdll with onetiny foot. Chumley nodded. "Thisis a Death-Watch Beetle" he said, a my curious
face. "Kegps good time, and isadiscreet companion aswell. Silent asthe grave, you might say. | must
get back to her mgesty. Shelll betrying to eat her lunch now. Poor dear.”

"Thanksfor coming by," | said. "If there's anything we can do to help, let me know."
"| shal. Farewdl. Give my regards. . . where necessary.”

Chumley went down the pier to where a Ghord was waiting with arolled-up carpet. As Wat-Is-Et
approached, the servant spread out the carpet and laid it on the air. | could amost hear the rug groan as
Chumley clambered on. His grest bulk caused the fabric to sag down below. With some difficulty, the
carpet lurched forwards, heading for the mountains. | felt good about having another dly here, aslong as
we had to dedl with a powerful enemy like Gurn.

| had seen him at the scene of at least three mass disasters on site, though | had no ideahow hewas
connected, or if, to Aahz's wine cup springing aleak. Bamf!

| turned around at the sound of air being displaced. "Whereishe?' Bendix demanded.
Chapter 18

"It'snot abug, it'safeature.”

—W. Gates

"Whereishe?' Bendix spunin acircle and ended up facing me. He jabbed arolled up document at my
chest. "Wheres Aahz?'

"Can't | helpyou?' | asked.



"I doubt it!" the Pervish lawyer snarled. Veins stood out in hisyellow eyes. | knew that meant he was
furious. "Whereisthat son of aused-car sdlesman! Theinfomercial demonstrator! Snake ail!”

"What'swrong?' | asked.

"You werein onthat, too," Bendix said, asif he had suddenly recognized me. He grabbed me by the
throat. | squeaked as he picked me up and shook me. | got my wits back and used magik to put astep
under my feet and pry his claws apart.

"Onwhat?' | asked. "Aahz sold you a pyramid stone. Nothing else. What'swrong?'
"Youidiots put acurse on me! Now it'sgoing around my entire law firm!"
"What?' | asked. "There aren't any curses here. | admit that we've had some bad luck, but..."

Bendix cut me off with agesture. "No! | checked. Y ou don't get to my position in life without being able
to tell one kind of magik from another. We have curse-checkersin our mailroom. Y ou wouldn't believe
what kind of things people send us, especidly clients whose cases are unsuccessful.”

Though he was shorter than | was, he strode ahead of me into the And Company offices. The reception
desk lay empty. A few Ghord clerkslooked at usin darm. | held up my handsto show | was handling
the stuation. They looked relieved, though a couple took refuge behind their desks. Bendix marched
down to the office Aahz and | shared. It was empty. Thetray still lay there on our table. All the plates
and bowls were empty. Bendix looked around.

"WhereisAahz?Ishe hiding?'

"No, gr, of coursenot,” | said. "Maybe he just went out for some faafel. The food's redly good here.”
Bendix eyed me. "Doesit move?' "Er . .. Not usudly, no."

"Thenit'strash! Likethat lying grafter of asalesman! 'Enjoy theview of alifetime,’ he said. ‘Bethefirst on
your block,' he said. | never thought | would fal for acarnival barker's sles pitch again, but he
convinced me. And now, look whereit got me? My partnerswould be laughing if they weren't so mad.
Aahz! Where are you?' Bendix bellowed. He started throwing open doorsin the long corridor.

Sam! Sam! Sam!
All the rooms he tried were empty. Until we came to the supply cupboard.
Bendix jerked open the door and started to walk away automatically—until he redized it was occupied.

Aahz and Miss Tauret were there, caught in apassionate clinch. Aahz's shirt was half off, and the
receptionist's usually smooth robes were askew. Piles of wax tablets and boxes of styluseswere
scattered around their feet.

"Oh," | sad.
Aahz looked at both of us, and his brows went down in annoyance. "Do you mind? Thelady is modest!"

Bendix jumped back. Aahz reached out and pulled the door shut with abang. We heard voices, Aahz
wheedling and Miss Tauret dightly hysterical. When he opened it again, he dipped out into the corridor,
buttoning hisshirt.

"Judt, uh, taking inventory,” he said. "Hey, Bendix, how'sit hanging?



Bendix gave him adisgusted look. "I can tel how yoursis. Y ou complete moron, you stuck mewith a
communicable cursel" He shook the contract at Aahz.

Aahz held out hispams. "No way! | would never put acurse on you, Bendix. You'rean old friend. |
admireyou. Y ou got in on the ground floor of aterrific deal, and | even gave you adiscount! That ought
to tell you I'm serious about this project.” Hetried to lead the angry Pervect toward our office.

Bendix shook off hishand. "Tell that to my partners. The Formican fluis going around the office like a
nasty rumor, and we lost aclient that we have had for years because the one clerk we have been keeping
from ever talking to him was the only person around when he stopped by unexpectedly at lunchtime. We
had a party where the wrong gender Pervect stripper jumped out of a cake for our oldest partner, who's
retiring. The bakery claimed that's what was on our order. In front of six hundred guests™

"Coincidences," Aahz said, blandly. "Why do you think it'sacurse?

"Itisacurse" Bendix inssted. "It's spread by contaminated pieces of paper. | brought my detector with
me. Look at thisl" Hetook asmall box out of his pocket and held it up to the contract. Thelittle dia on
the box turned bright red.

"It had to beinyour office,” Aahz said.

"I've got dispelerswho comein every Friday afternoon and go over thewhole suite,” Bendix said. "It
had to be something here."

"Check if you want," Aahz said. "I've got nothing to hide from you."

Bendix held the box in front of him and started going over the office building, room by room. Thedia
stayed within the green-to-yellow range. We went over most of the drawing rooms, set aside for other
architectsif Samwise had employed any. Nothing. Nothing registered in the front room, as the nervous
Ghord clerkswatched Bendix stalk around like a detective looking for clues.

"Ahal" Bendix exclaimed. He showed usthe detector. It showed orange when he pointed it toward
Samwise's chamber. We followed him.

Samwise wasn't there at the moment, but the plans were unrolled on one of the big, broad tables. Bendix
headed toward them. | could see over his shoulder that the little square had gone to brilliant red.

"Therel" Bendix said, haf-triumphant, half-furious. "1 told you so! The plansthemsavesare
contaminated!"

"You'rekidding." Aahz whigtled. "The only thing we didn't check. Didn't even look at the plans.”

Bendix was astonished. "Y ou didn't spell-check it? What happened to you? Y ou never used to act like
an amateur."

"It was an honest mistake, Bendix."

"Honest, my foot. | want out. And al my partners do, too.

"You can't do that!" Aahz bellowed, confronting him. "We have acontract.” "Bah! Try and stop me."
"Y ou bet | will. Therés nothing in this contract that says cursesinvdidate the clauses.”

Bendix smiled, amean expression on hisface. "Y ou really want to take me on, Aahz? Me? Just back off
and give me my deposit back.”



"A refund! Never!"

Two Pervects arguing about money was as ugly asit ever got. Bendix reasoned, abeit at the top of his
lungs, that he had thought to invest in aunique piece of red estate, but he couldn't take the ligbility of an
extraneous curse that had the potentia to embarrass him and, by extension, anyone else he choseto
involve in the project. Aahz argued that the real estate was till there, would still be there, that Bendix had
sgned the contract, and that the clauses still held, and that curses were temporary.

"Do you know how to removeit?' Bendix asked. "Well, do you?'
Aahz fdl slent. "No. Not yet."

"Fine. Until you work out your interna problems, | want out of this project. | hope none of my partners
offered adedl to any of their clients on your behdf. I'll get back to you on that. In the meantime, I'll take
acheck right now, for me and my partners. In full.”

Aahz was humiliated beyond belief. | waited as he escorted Bendix out into the anteroom. Miss Taure,
looking everywhere except at us, made out a voucher.

"Thisisgood through the Bank of Zoorik," she explained to Bendix. She caught my eye by accident, and
her cheeks actudly reddened. | gave her a sympathetic smile. Bendix snatched it up and stalked out.

Miss Tauret glanced up at Aahz for support, but he was too devastated to offer anyone else an emotional
lifesaver. He stalked back to our office and dammed the door.

| followed him and opened it softly.
"Can| do anything to help?' | asked.

"No! I'velost everything!" He kicked the waste-papyrus basket across the room. It bounced off the wall
and fell over.

"Not everything. Y ou gtill have your health. My mother dways said, if you haveyour hedth ..." | let the
thought trail off. Aahz waan't listening, and in light of my concerns, it wasabad ideato bring it up. He
was S0 mad, he might rupture something. ™Y ou still have your friends,” | finished encouragingly. That
much | knew to be true.

Aahz looked up a me and snarled, "Where's Samwise?"

"| left him on top of Phase One."

Aahz stormed out of the office and up the ramps. | followed him. Samwise hurried to meet us.
"Aahz! My friend! Come and see how well were getting on!

"Forget that!" Aahz growled. "Diksen's plans were cursed, and you didn't figure that he had anything to
protect him from light-fingered employees? Like you?"

"No, Aahz, he wasn't happy withit!"
"Did heredly throw it out?'
"Of course hedid! | mean, it was under thetable, dl crumpled up. I'd call that adiscard. Wouldn't you?”

He was getting no concessions from Aahz. | interrupted.



"What was he designing?' | asked. "Why not use the same plans to build another pyramid? He must have
had something new in mind. What wasit?"

"I don't know! | told you, he didn't talk to me. He sort of mumbles, to tell the truth.”

"Well, hesgoing to talk to us," Aahz said grimly. "If there's a curse going around, he's going to catch a
pieceof it."

Chapter 19
"A man'shomeishiscastle”
—W. R. Hearst

We zipped straight up through the bottom of the shimmering sphere like arrows. Aahz had usland uson
the rim of the lowest office floor. The secretary scrambled up from her usua Stting position, and the cats
on their pedesta s recoiled at the face of an angry Pervect.

"We want to see Diksen," Aahz said.

"I am sorry,” the girl said. "My employer cannot be disturbed for any reason at this hour. Heis meditating
on the ways of the universal"

"Taking angp?' Aahz asked. "He can go back to deep after | cut him anew one. Which way to his
office?'

"No, dr!" the girl cried, as Aahz punched through flowing panes of water, then withdrew. "Please! Don't
go that way! Or that way!"

She scuttled after us, cats at her hedls, aswe flew up the spird staircase that wound around the inside of
the sphere. It was much bigger on theinside than it had looked from the outside. Each level had been
diced pie-fashion into wedge-shaped rooms, tastefully furnished with artifacts and magikal impedimenta.
Fountains, no doubt fed by the water in the walls, danced and trickled in fabul ous patterns.

| would have been more impressed with his skill at design had we not been on amission.

Onthethird level, Aahz threw open thefirgt door and barged in. A femdefigure, thrown in silhouette
againgt the tranducent walls, sat up and clutched alength of fabric to her bosom. | guessed that we had
surprised her in bed. She screamed.

"Who areyou?"' she shrieked. "These are my private quarters. Go away!"
"Oops," Aahz sad. "Wrong number. Sorry."
"Sorry, madam, sorry," the secretary called to her aswe stormed up to the next level.

That, too, was a private residence, but with more masculine fitments. No one was in them. Aahz strode
resolutely upward. Findly, in the apex of the ball of water, under adomed ceiling that focused the hot
Aegis sun, we found another door, this one of carved wood. It stood dightly gar.

Aahz pushed it open. We entered aroom full of floating globes and shelves of books. | had never seen
so many in one place before.

A man sat with hisback to us. He hovered in mid-air, hisfingertips tented before him. "Diksen?’



He stirred and looked back over his shoulder, neither darmed nor in ahurry. Hewas atal Ghord with
sandy hair and aworried expression on ajowly face that looked alittle like one of my father's hunting
hounds. He unfolded and lowered until hisfeet touched thefloor.

"Who are you? Why do you intrude upon my privacy?' he asked in aquiet voice. At least, that'swhat |
think he said. As Samwise had warned us, his manner of speaking was unclear.

"We're working with Samwise next door,” Aahz said, aiming athumb backwards over his shoulder. "He's
working off aset of plansthat he said he got from you. They've been spreading a curse around. | want to
know how to tekeit off."

"Absurd,” Diksen burbled, hisjowlsflgpping. "Insulting, to have you burst in like thet.”

"What about it?" Aahz demanded. "1 warn you, | am not in the mood for hurt fedings. Thisjust cost mea
lot of money!"

Diksen'sface got red. "Money?... More important things than money!"
"Oh, yeah? Nametwo!" Aahz demanded, breasting up to the Ghord magician.

"Whoawhoawhoa" | said, getting in between them. "We started off on the wrong foot. Diksen, let us
introduce oursalves. My name's Skeeve, and thisismy partner, Aahz. Werre part of M.Y.T.H., Inc,, a
group of professional problem-solvers. We work out of the Bazaar at Deva. Samwise hired usto help
him out with the project next door. He said he got the plans while working for you. It looks as though
they acquired a curse dong the way. It's spreading and causing dl kinds of havoc. I'm sureit'sdl
preventable, but we need to find out where it came from. Can you help usfigure out if it happened herein
thisfacility, or somewhere €l se? Because you might have to clean one up yourself. Wed be happy to
offer our servicesto assist you in getting rid of it, if you need it."

| put on my most winning smile.

"Won't even discuss anything so stupid asacurse,” Diksen puffed. "... Troublesome Samwise, can't keep
hispaws. . . usdess...onhisown head . . . gone!" | saw what Samwise had meant about mumbling, but
Diksen mumbled with menace. "Get out. . . will cdl for help.”

"Who?" Aahz fleered. "Y our secretary? Y our cats? They're gonna be useful inafight, | cantell you that!"
"Intruders. . . suffer . .. cal Dorsal Warriorsl" Diksen sputtered.

"Aahz!" | jJumped out of the way just as something that | thought was artwork flashed and leaned out of
thewdl. | caught aglimpse of apde, fishlike face asthe being it was attached to threw a pear a me. He
missed. Aahz grabbed the cresature's scaly arm and tossed him across the room.

| had seen alot of Ghords since we cameto Aegis, but this one was different from al the rest. He did
have afish'sface, with gillsbehind his cheeks. Hislegs ended inlong sweeping finsingtead of feet, and he
had aridge that ran up his naked back.

Aahz was scornful. "That al you got? One carp with aspear?”

Hewas answered by ahail of harpoons from thefar wall. | dodged behind a standing bookcase. Three
blades thudded into the spines of the fat, leatherbound volumesin the shelf. Aahz flattened himself on the
trand ucent floor. He managed to avoid getting stuck by any of the weapons, but the fish-faced warriors
that followed their barrage out of the water wall legped on him. Cold and dimy hands seized mefrom
behind.



| lashed out with a double-handful of magik heated to boiling point. The fish-men who grabbed me
legped back, ydling. | spun around to confront them. To my amazement, they all looked exactly dike.

| could see why we had not noticed them before. Their skin was pae blue, with a soft white underbelly.
Their headdresses and |oincloths were green. They would have been camouflaged by the water itsdlf.
They came toward me, lowering polearms. | backed away, my hands open.

"Comeon, fellows, | don't want to hurt you," | said.

They didn't fed the same way. Together, they charged me. | had nowhere to go but up. | pushed off
againg thefloor and sprang into the air. They kept going, and splashed into thewall. | laughed.

Diksen wasn' letting his minions handle the Situation alone. He pointed at abrass chain that lay coiled on
atabletop. It rose up like asnake and dithered toward Aahz.

"Look out!" | shouted.

Aahz glanced briefly away from the two warriors he had just knocked against one another. The chain
leaped for him. Aahz caught its ends with both hands and wrestled to keep it away from histhroat. It was
very strong, but he was stronger. The next warrior to appear out of the wavering wall got the brass chain
wrapped around his neck. He fell back, leaving two more companionsto face Aahz alone.

They lowered their spears and ran at Aahz. Asthey passed under me, | used magik to pluck their
weapons out of their hands.

To my horror, instead of retreeting, they continued their onward rush. Without lancesin their hands, they
bent farther over so their heads were near their knees. The ridges on their backs sprang up into afan of
terrible spikes. Who could have guessed that the spears were the least of their armaments?

Aahz knew alot of dirty fighting tricks. Before | could shout awarning, he dropped on his back, grabbed
thefirst warrior by the shoulders, then kicked him backwardsinto the arms of hisfellows. He hit them
spinesout. They yelled in pain astheir fans got tangled.

| cheered, but my jubilation was short-lived. | had forgotten that the ceiling near which | had taken refuge
was athoroughfare for the Dorsal Warriors. Hands reached through the water and dragged me up into it.

After having been in adesert for weeks, getting dunked in cold water for the second timein afew days
was ashock. | gasped, but kept my nose and mouth shut. The warriors zipped around me, prodding me
with their spears. They were trying to force me down the face of the sphere. | didn't want to leave Aahz,
and | didn't know how long | could hold my bregth.

| made a big bubble around mysdf. Thetrouble was, | didn't have any fresh air to put init. While| was
concentrating on filling it with bresthable air, the Dorsals discovered that they could kick the bubble
around likeaball. | found myself tumbling head over heds. The fish-men wore expressonsof glee. Ina
minute | would be too dizzy to know which way was up. Then they decided to change the game. They
curled up with their arms around their knees, and prodded my bubble back and forth with their spines.

Theair garted leaking out in streams of little bubbles. | added magik to the shell to try and keep it intact,
while urging it back toward Diksen's office. A group of warriors swarmed around me and kept prodding
the bubble downward. | had just enough time to see Aahz in the hands of a dozen Dorsals. He wasn't
going without afight, either. As| passed, hetried to legp toward me. The warriors tackled him and sat
onhim.

A solid kick from one of the warriors sent my bubble flying over the top of the sphere of water and down



thefar side. | tried to stop my headlong descent, but | didn't have anything to usefor brakes. | stuck out
my legs

"Yeow!"

The Dorsalsrolled over and stabbed me with their spines. | was starting to get seasick. Enough! | let the
bubble pop. The warriors uncurled and grabbed me by the arms. | didn't have very much magik left. |
charged up my fingers until they had the stinging power of an Edectric, afantastic beast Aahz had
introduced meto once. Then | touched my escorts.

They couldn't make any noise in the water, but they lit up and their bodieswent rigid. | kicked loose and
crawled through the water. | was at the bottom of the sphere now. If | didn't save mysdlf, | was going to
fal right out. | saw the ring-shaped floor of the reception room and grabbed for it. | swung myself up and

gasped in adeep breath of air.
The secretary was back at her station. She recoiled in surprise.

"Behind you!" shecried.

| glanced back over my shoulder. Aahz, too, was surfacing, followed by the entire chorus line of abad
water balet. The Dorsal Warriors grabbed us both and dragged us back in. | reached for the nearest
forcelineand tried to fill my interna supply.

The next thing | knew, Aahz and | were tumbling downward, driven by Diksen'sminions. | refused to let
Aahz fal out of the sky again as he had the last time we tried to get in to see the reclusive magician. |
made a cup of magik underneath him. Just before he dropped out of the ball of water, it caught him. He
floated down toward Balu, who was waiting for usin the sand. | formed another palm-shaped pad of

megik for mysdf.

"Comeon, kid!" Aahz shouted. He reached the Camel and clambered up between its humps. He held
out ahand to me.

| dropped toward my makeshift lifeboat. A phalanx of Dorsa Warriors surrounded me. One of them
struck out with the butt of his spear. It hit mein the side of the head. | saw stars. Kicking out blindly
againg the swvimming guards, | felt for the edge of my magika conveyance and swam over it. | redized,
astheair hit me and rushed upward, that | had missed.

"Skeevel"

Aahz'svoice floated up toward me through a haze of spinning lights. | saw three or four Aahzes and Sx
or seven Balus. Eight or nine green hands reached out for me. | stretched out for the one that was
closest.

| smacked down on a soft surface. My body stung asif dapped, but nothing felt asif | had brokeniit.
"Reach out for me, partner,” Aahz ordered. | looked up at the green and black blob moving toward me.

| put up an arm, but the effort caused the rest of me to push harder on the surface of the sand. | felt
mysdf sanking.

"The dowsands have him, sr!" Bau cried.

"Fly, kid!" Aahz shouted. "Come on, you cando it!"



| reached for the power, but my magikal batteries were nearly exhausted. The dowsands Started to creep
over my legs, up my side and around my chest. | reached for aforceline for arefill. The nearest wasthe
twigting, writhing black line. The rush of magik was overpowering. | felt confused. The magik covered my
face. No, that was sand! | picked my head up and spat. | didn't want to suffocate.

The sand wasinexorable. It flowed up around my back and squeezed my chest so tightly | couldn't
inhde

| threw a skyhook upward to haul mysdlf out. | hung onto the magical line. Balu had nearly reached me,
when he disgppeared from my view, smothered by the mass of golden brown. My vision went black. |
heard Aahz yelling until my earswerefilled with sand. Thelast thing | remember was struggling to move
my armsor legs. | felt asif | was encased in concrete. | couldn't draw in abreath. | passed out.

Chapter 20
"Sometimes you just haveto dig alittle deeper.”
—The Seven Dwarves

My vision cleared, but till al | could see was golden-brown sand. | gasped in air. There was plenty of it,
sweet and moigt. | was no longer suffocating. What arelief!

| redlized that the layer of sand was a ceiling many feet over my head. | must be in abubble or something
likeit. Still, I couldn't move. My arms and legs were bound together as thoroughly as they had been by
the dowsands. | looked down.

| lay on awooden table. Gilded animal heads on finials marking the corners of the table looked back at
me. My entire body was wrapped in linen bandages about three inches wide, lapped in a complicated
pattern from my feet to my neck. My armswere crossed on my chest. | had seen the pattern somewhere
before. A memory tickled at the back of my mind. That wasright! When | was ayoung boy, my
schoolmaster had brought in a speaker, a man who had traveled to exotic lands. He had stories to amaze
us, and showed us plenty of strange artifacts he had picked up dong the way. One of hisexhibitswasa
dead body in along box. The corpse had been wrapped from head to toe in bandagesjust like these. Its
face was dried out instead of rotten. It wore an expression of terror and woe, asif it had been buried
alive. Was| about to undergo the same torture?

No. No onewas going to stick mein abox! | had to get free, get back to Aahz.

| had plenty of magical power available, thanksto the force line, but | couldn't figure out how to unwind
mysdlf. Instead, | envisioned apair of giant scissors. | ordered them to start cutting at my neck and work
downward.

At the sound of thefirst snip, ashadowy figurethat | had not noticed before, turned away from the
quivering golden light of atable lamp. It advanced upon me, its eyes shining orbs of black onyx, hugeina
shrunken, desiccated face. Its mouth was openin an O.

"No!" it wailed a me. "Dont!"

| recoiled, but | couldn't get away from the cresture until my arms and legs were free. | ordered the
scissorsto snip fagter. The coils of linen flew away from mein awhirlwind. Assoon as| could move my
knees, | legped up and off the table on which | had been lying. The skinny figure made for me. | put the
table between me and it, dodging thisway and that.

Then the cold hit me. | started shivering uncontrollably, so much that the figure had no trouble coming



around and laying its bony hands on me.

"| told you not to," it said, in agentle, throaty whisper. "Be cadm, Overworlder. Y ou have been dmost
drowned and battered by the sands. Y ou are safe now. We wrapped you to keep you warm. You are
not used to our climate. Sit down on the bier.”

Unableto spesk or move, | obeyed. The skinny being picked up the lengths of linen. With lightning fast
movements, she, for | must call her she, wove them together. Instead of a shroud, she formed ajacket
with ahigh neck and long deeves, and dl in lessthan aminute.

"Here," shesaid, holding it out to me. "Maybe thiswill be more comfortable. We didn't want you to hurt
yoursdf while you were recovering.”

| put it on and tied the tapes that fastened it. Not only wasit handsome and well made, but it was warm.
My shivering dowed down and eventualy stopped.

"Wheream 17" | asked.

"Thisistheland of Aegis" shesad.

"But Aegisishot and sunny,” | said.

"ThisisLower Aegis" she explained.

| eyed her. "Areyou a Ghord?"

"No. We of Lower Aegisare Necrops. My nameis Aswana. | am aheder of theroyal hospitd.”
"I'm Skeeve," | said. "How long have | been here? Wherever hereis?!

"Y ou have beenin my care for some hours," Aswanasaid. "But who knows how long you werefaling
through the sands or from what direction? The dowsands do not release their victimseasily. Anditisrare
that they give usavidtor whoisdive, | an sad to say. Y ou must be a powerful magician.”

"Why do you say that?' | asked.

"First, you were ableto clip off your bandages though your hands weretied,” Aswanasaid, her skeleta
cheekbonesllifting to reveal atoothy smile. "But secondly, you survived your descent. We are glad to
have rescued you. We have few vigts from those who live above."

"l don't know why," | said, trying not to cringe awvay when shelaid her hand on my arm. | kept telling
myself that she was not like that corpsein abox. Shewasaliving being, and | had seen far worse. She
only looked like the living dead.

"We are very glad that you have recovered. Would you like some refreshments? Come with me. Our
king has said that he would like to meet you when you had recovered.”

"I've got to get back tothe Vdley of Zyx," | said. "My friends. They must think —" | swallowed
uncomfortably at the thought. "They might think I'm dead.”

Aswana patted me again, and | tried not to recoil.
"Wewill ask the king to help you. Heis very wise and kind."

"Welcome to Necropolisl” said the tall mae on the throne. He had anarrow face with high cheekbones



and straight brow ridges. His cleft chin was nearly fleshlesslike the rest of his people, but he was not
unhandsome in spite of it. Nobles and wise men and women surrounded him. All dressed in clothing
woven of the wide linen bands, many studded with amulets and charms. Such skilled tailoring impressed
me. It occurred to me that Bunny might enjoy something made by them. | dso redized it was awedthy
nation. The king's high-backed throne was pure gold, with inlaid precious and semiprecious sones
forming pictures. The nobles chairsweren't aslarge or as elaborate, but impressve aswell. They dso
went in for magnificent jewery, wide collars and bracelets, like those worn by the Ghords of Upper
Aegis. The king held out ahand encrusted with valuablerings. "Y ou may cal me See-Ker. | am the
twefth of my nameto rule the Underworld.”

He beamed. | bowed low and introduced myself.
"Thanksfor rescuing me,” | said. "I was pretty sure | was going to diewhen | fell into the dowsands.”

"They take peoplethat way," See-Ker said, gravely. "Many of them give up hope long before the sands
draw them under. Y ou were most fortunate. But since you have reached us safely, we must have a
celebration!”

"But, your mgjesty,” | began. | was concerned that Aahz and the others would be worried about me. The
last time they had seen me, | was drowning in dowsand. "'l shouldn't..."

"Of course, you should!" See-Ker exclaimed. "Be seated. Y ou are our honored guest. L et the festivities
begin!”

He clapped his hands. Servantsran in. One of them brought me agilded chair and helped meto sit
down. Aswanatook adainty seat besde me. Short tables with the feet of animals, aso gilded and
jeweled, were set before us. Servants gppeared with tall glassesin gemstone colors for us and filled them
with rich red wine. They placed smdll plates, cut out of polished white dabaster and filled with diced
fruits and nutmests, none of which | recognized, within easy reach. Unlike the gemstones, the food hed
amost no color. It looked unappetizing, but when | finaly got up my nerveto try apiece, it tasted good. |
redlized | was hungry. It had been awhole day since | had had anything to edt. | emptied my plate, which
wasrefilled again and again by slent-footed servants.

See-Ker clapped again, and adozen dancing girls ran out and began to gyrate upon the wide stone floor,
accompanied by robed musicians pounding on drums or plucking at C-shaped harps. The dancerswore
colorful garments, made of linen so fine asto be tranducent. | gulped as one of them approached me and
threw alength of her filmy veil around my neck. She drew me close, gazing deeply into my eyeswith her
shiny black orbs, but | couldn't find anything seductive about her. To be honest, | liked girlswith alittle
flesh on their bones. These didn't have any.

Therest of the court appreciated the entertainment, though. The nobles pounded on their chair arms or
waved their wine glasses. A few got up and danced with the girls, Ssinging and whooping aong with the
music. Far from the city of the dead thisresembled when [ first saw the Necrops, they were a happy,
lively folk.

Stll, | couldn't stay to enjoy it for long. | sat through the first round of entertainment. | stood up and tried
to get the king's attention after the girlsran off, to loud applause and shouts from the audience, but he
pointed and shouted as another group came on, these dressed in loose-fitting trousers and vests.

"See my acrobats, Overworlder! They arethefinest in Upper or Lower Aegigl”

One of therail-thin Necrops knelt amost at my feet, stuck atorch in his mouth and blew a stream of fire.
| jumped backwards. The king laughed.



"Good, isnt he?' See-Ker yelled. "l would get indigestion if | did that!"
The nobleslaughed.

Reluctantly, | sat down again. It wasn't that | didn't enjoy the fun or the honors. | really needed to get
back to the surface. | tried to look asif | was having agood time. | pinned a smile on my face for every
servant who brought me food or drink, and gave a hearty round of applause to each of the entertainers
who bounded on or off the mosaic floor.

| guess| wasn't as subtle as | thought. Aswana dipped away from my side and made her way to the
king'ssde. Sheleaned up and whispered in hisear. The shiny black eyes grew wider, and the dried-out
face nodded once or twice. Aswana smiled, bringing out those prominent cheekbones.

As soon asthe thirty-piece orchestrafinished their concert, the king clapped his hands. "Come here,
Vigtor Skeeve"

| approached the king. The musicians made way for me.

"Areyou not happy herein my kingdom?' See-Ker asked. "Have we not provided dl that you need?
Clothing, food, amusements, friendship?"

| bowed low. "I'm sorry. King See-Ker, but an accident brought me here. My friends are probably
worried sick! | haveto get back assoon as| can.”

"Wewill bring you home as soon asmay be," the king replied. "1t would be our pleasure.”
| brightened. "Can | go now?"

"I am afraid not," See-Ker said. "It is bright daylight above us a the moment. We cannot go into Upper
Aegisinthedaylight. Sunshinecankill us."

"Y our maesty, my friend... he probably thinks | drowned. | want to get back before he gets too upset.”

"I'm afraid that he will dready have had much timeto be upset,” See-Ker said gently. "What wasthe
hour of your departure from them?”

"Late afternoon,” | said, thinking back.
"Y ou have been with usaday and anight and aday again,” See-Ker said.
| felt asif | had been struck in the chest. | had been unconscious that long?

See-Ker gestured, and the servants ran to bring my chair around. | sat without redlly fegling it underneath
me. Theking regarded me sympathetically.

"I am sorry for the shock. It lacks afew hours yet until we may safely travel on the surface. Please accept
my assurances that we will go as soon asit ispossble. In the meantime, try to enjoy yourself. | offer you
anything that Necropolis hasto make your stay enjoyable.”

With that, the king clapped his hands again.
"The entertainment will continue! | summon the playersto perform the roya Chi-Kin dance!”

A group of Necrop men in woven kilts ran out on the floor and began arhythmic performance of
clapping and posturing. Everybody in the audience, noble and commoner dike, joined in. They were



having fun, but | just couldn't concentrate.

| also sat through fourteen rounds of Name that Glyph. | got tired of listening to unsuccessful contestants
boadt, "I can namethat glyph in two strokes' because they never could. Next up came adrinking game
wherein each member of the audience was furnished with a beaker of wine and aglass. A bard took his
place on the stage to tell astory of along-ago hero. Every time he said the words, "And would you
believeit?' they had to drain their glasses of wine. For such thin people, they put away food and drink in
quantities a Pervect would envy. | refused to drink mysdf into inebriation.

"Why are you so troubled, O Skeeve?' Aswana asked.

"I'm concerned for my friend,” | said. "I'm afraid he's going to try and go up against amagician named
Diksen. He was responsible for me falling down here into your kingdom. Have you ever heard of him?"

Aswanalooked astonished. "But of course! His mother, Maul-De, comes from our people. He loves her
dearly. HisMumsy isthe most important personin hislife.”

| remembered the shadow cast upon the curtainsin Diksen's ball of water, and redlized that the woman
had the silhouette of aNecrop. "Does his mother live with him?”

"Oh, yes. He would not have it any other way. What agood son. Any Necrop would be proud to call
him hers. Heisaveritable Te-di!"

| knew the Aegistian word for soft, cuddly person. "That's not how he struck us," | said. My bruises had
been healed by the Necrop magik, but | remembered vividly where they were. The Dorsds had
pummeled methoroughly.

"Oh, well, hewill only be harsh upon those he fed's have dighted Maul-De," Aswana said. Groups of
people were leaving their seats to take papyrus sheets and reed pens from a scribe. "L ook, they are
beginning the scavenger hunt. O Skeeve, will you be my partner?’

"l suppose s0,” | said, without enthusiasm.

"It lacks yet another hour or more until we can take you home," Aswanasaid. "Please. It is so ssldom we
have vistorsfrom the surface!” She gave me such awinsome look that | relented.

"All right," | agreed. Sheranto get thelist, and we st off.

Weleft the palace and entered the city's main street. Other teams started out ahead of us, but zipped off
into Side Streets, leaving only afew on the main thoroughfare. | was surprised how gaudy everything was.
The buildings had been painted dl over with glyphs and pictographs. Except for merchandise hanging up
outside the shops or in the windows, | could never have guessed from the exterior what any of them sold.
The Necropsloved bright colors and brilliant white. They werethe liveliest people | had ever seen who
looked asif they had been dead for centuries. There was atavern or aninn on every corner, beaming
with lamps. The barmaids did abrisk trade in mugs of beer. Each establishment wasfull of people singing
and dancing and laughing.

And drinking. A sozzled Necrop staggered out of the nearest and amost into my arms.

"Happy days, friend!" he cried. He patted me on the back and staggered for support from lamp post to
statue to planter to lamp post down the street. Aswana smiled after him. She grabbed my hand and
pulled me over to one side of the road to consult the li<t.

"We areto find the painting of atomb of a Ghord who servesice cream to the Ancients,” Aswanasad,



consaulting the glyphs on the unrolled papyrus. "Thisway! | know wherethat lies!”
| followed her past many squared and triangular buildings.
"Arethese tombs? | thought they were houses.”

"Our houses are Sde by side with those who have passed,” Aswana said cheerfully. "Wefed lesslondy
knowing they are near us. We aso give homesto those who fell through the sands but were not as lucky
asyou, O Skeeve. Likethat one."

She pointed to asmal building indistinguishable from the houses to either Side, except that the door and
windows were sedled up. Statues stood outside every building, some with their |eft feet forward, others
with their right feet ahead. This house had the figure of a Ghord with hisleft foot out. | could only imagine
what Deved s would have thought of wasting so much rea estate. | aready knew what my felow Klahds
would fed about it. | shivered aswe went past.

Two blocks further down, Aswanaswung to ahalt at awall that had been painted white, then decorated
with figures. The Ghords tended to carve their inscriptions, whilein Lower Aegis, where no sandstorms
would scour them off, the Necrops painted theirs. As Aswanahad said, a Ghord with the head of a
hawk stood with his hands up, asif he was pushing the golden dish full of multi-colored scoopstoward a
host of elderly Ghords with fancy hats. Aswana offered our list to the painted figure. Itsflat hands
reached out of the painting like those of a paper doll and inscribed aglyph on our list.

"That'sone,” Aswanalaughed. "Now we need to find atribute to the Ancients that directsits energy
downward. What can that be?"

| looked around, fedling that | wasn't going to be much help in thisgame. Then | spotted it. Attached to
the high, sandy ceiling was astructure that looked exactly like the one that Diksen had built on the west
Sde of the desert.

"Isthat apyramid?' | asked, astonished.

"Yed" exclamed Aswana. "That isthefirg of the great dynastic tombs, dating back many thousands of
years. Our kings and queens abide eterndly in them.”

"But it'supside down,” | said. How did it keep from falling? Was it growing there? " Diksen built one just
likethat, but right Ssde up.”

Aswanagrinned at me. "Point down isthe norma way they are built. Only Diksen would think of building
onewith the point up. Heis so funny! It will get buried in the sand that way, and no onewill ever find it!
These can never belog.”

"There's more than one of them?" | asked, looking around.

"Thereisonefor every dynasty. They aredl over Necropoalis. Y ou will see more of them as we continue
our scavenger hunt. See-Ker'sisout in the countryside at the far edge of the city. Someday he will join
hisancestorsin it, but in the meantime they are enjoying it asapicnic spot. It hasagood view of the

cty!”
"How bigisthiscity?' | asked.
"Oh, enormous," Aswanasad. "It would take many daysto travel from one edge to another.”

| did some mental calculations and redlized that Lower Aegis must be aslarge as Upper Aegis. Hard to



believe, but it must betrue.
"Why has no one up there ever mentioned this country to us?' | asked.
Aswanalooked sad. "They never come here. | think they are ashamed of us."

| was sorry to have brought her mood down. "Well, | think that has to be our second clue, don't you?" |
asked, brightly. "Comeon, let'sgo add it to our list!"

"O Skeeve, you are 0 kind!" Aswana hugged mein her bony arms. She got up and started running
toward the upside-down pyramid. | followed her, feding alittle cheered up mysdlf.

The painted figures dl turned to look at us aswelft.

It took a couple of hoursto collect glyphsfrom dl the locations on the list. At the sound of ahorn blaring
through the stone-lined streets, Aswanaand | returned to the roya palace. The contestants regrouped in
theroyd hal and turned in their tally sheets.

Theking'svizier sood forward to announce the results with the help of acouple of trumpeters.

"Thefirg place goesto Er-Rand and Ma-kna-lee." Everyone cheered asapair of male Necrops stepped
forward. Theking looped gold medals around their necks. "'In second place, the visitor Skeeve and
Asvana."

"Oh, Skeevel" Aswanasqueded, ddighted. "I never guessed we would do so well!"

"It'sdl you," | sad, grinning in spite of mysdf. "1 wasn't much help.”

"Oh, but you were!"

"l have slver medalsfor you both," the king said, beckoning usforward.

"Thanks, your mgesty,” | said, bowing low, "but the only reward | need isto get back up to the surface.”

See-Ker smiled. "Then we shdl go. Thetime has come at |ast. The sun will be starting to set on the
surface.” He clapped his hands. "Forgive me, my friends, but let the entertainment continue without usfor
awhile! Vigtor Skeeve, please accompany me."

Chapter 21
"The reports of my death have been exaggerated.”
—-Arthur, Rex

A horde of servants and afew courtiers accompanied the king down along hallway. Thefloor, like that
in the throne room, was made of jeweled mosaic, though the celling, like everyplace else | had seen so
far in Necropolis, looked like compressed sand. Aswanaand | followed See-Ker, who pointed out
interesting artifactsin niches and a coves dong the halway.

"... And that isabust of my father, Thoth-Fa the Third. He was agreat man, agreat thinker, always
seeking to enlarge our knowledge of our native wildlife. | wish you would stay longer and see hiswater
gardens. They are thefinest anywhere. Such fruit! Such flowerd!”

"Maybe | can come back someday,” | said. Aswana squeezed my arm.



"Y ou would be very welcome," See-Ker said. His servants ran on ahead of us and threw open the
gigantic double doors at the end of the corridor. "Now, let's get going. Behold the Lunar Boat!"

| followed him into the huge chamber and gawked.

Baanced on apair of cradleswasthe largest boat | had ever seen. It was made of awhite, polished
wood that looked like ivory. Round openings along the upper hull could accommodate oars, but the boat
aso had magtsfor sails. The long ked wasflat for most of itslength, turning up only at the prow and
gern. On either side of the prow were two enormous eyes. Underneath one of them was asingle glyph.

"It means'Shein the shape of the ydlow treefruit like the crescent moon that sails beneath moonlight at
the command of his mgesty the king of Lower Aegisunder the protection of the Ancients and al magikal
powers,' whispered Aswana.

"The king'sbananaboat,” | said. "But what doesit sail on?"

"Sand," See-Ker said, laughing. "'l can sail anywherein the Underworld with thisvessd.” "1 mean, what
propesit?’

"Moonlight. It only needsto be charged once per month, when the moon above Aegisisfull. It isvery
economical to operate. Come aboard!"

Several servants lowered agangplank for us. See-Ker started aboard. A dancing girl preceded him,
throwing flower petalsat hisfeet. The courtiersfiled on, no doubt in order of precedence. Aswanaand |
camelast. Everyone settled into decl chairs facing the bow, each with aflower-shaped canopy.

Servantswrapped the king and dl his courtiersin linen bands until only their eyes showed. | thought again
of that preserved corpse a my school. The traveling adventurer had told usit was ademon, dried out
and blackened by itsevil life. That 'demon’ must have been short for ‘dimensiond traveller,’ and the body
must have been that of a Necrop, probably stolen out of one of the ornate tombs the Necrops used to
honor their dead. Now | felt sorry for whoever it had been. If my path ever crossed that adventurer's
path again, | would bring the body home to Ghord. The servants came to me with their aoms full of
bandages.

"No, thanks,” | said, fending them off. "I've got my jacket.”

"Ah, but you will need these, O Skeeve," the king said. All | could see now were his eyes. His crown and
headdress had been set on top of hiswrapped head. A dit was cut in the bandages so he could speak.
"Itisvery cold in the passage among the sands, and the dust that kicks over the bowsis abrasive even to
toughened skins."

"Wadl, dl right." Reluctantly, | alowed the servantsto wind linen around my legs, neck, and face. | was
nervous as a servant with a huge knife bore down on me, but the dramatic dash only opened the space
over my mouth. | patted the place gingerly with my fingers and looked at them, but there was no blood.
They carefully threaded tiny bandages around my fingers so it looked asif | were wearing gloves.

"There! You look just like one of us, O Skeeve. Most handsome. Are you married?' See-Ker asked.
"Uh, no," | said, nervoudy. "Why?'

"Theladies of my court found you mogt attractive,” See-Ker said. | glanced at Aswana, who lowered her
bony chininto her wrappings and giggled. "If you wished, you could have many of them at your beck."

| fingered my collar nervoudy. "To tell you the truth, your mgesty, I'm looking for agirl who likes



saunlight.”
"Ah, well,” See-Ker said. "But come back again to visit usany time."

The navigator cameto ask me afew specific questions about our destination. | did my best to tell him
where on the surface | wanted him to go, though | had never measured the actua distance from, say,
Waycrosss Tomb to the And Company site. He nodded and unrolled charts, which he showed to the
captain, an older Necrop with bowed legs. The captain shouted orders. A few of the servants ran to pick
up huge pam fronds and stand by us, ready to fan at See-Ker's command. Oarsmen took their places on
benches that faced the rear of the boat and threaded oars through the holes in the sides of the boat.

"One, two! One, two!" the coxswain at the prow shouted through a megaphone. "Put somelifeintoit!"

The rowers dipped the oars and began to pull. It fdt asif nothing was happening &t first. Then | felt the
boat lift. The rowers hauled faster and faster. The boat made for the sand celling. | thought we would
plow right into it, but a space opened up ahead of us about six or seven feet deep, like abow wave. As
See-Ker had predicted, sand blew over therails and showered dl of us. The servants with the fans
batted most of it away, but | got amouthful of moigt, fine grains. | spat them out, to the merriment of the
court.

‘The King's BananaBoat' plowed upward at an angle, giving methe privilege of watching my descent to
Lower Aegisin reverse, conscious and in comfort, in contrast to my arrival.

| thought that the insde of a desert would be featureless, but to my surprise, we passed small huts,
occupied by aNecrop or two and a couple of animals. Other ruins, both right side up and upside down,
gppeared, giving metime for aquick, curious glance before they vanished again. Thetillerman never
struck any of them. He must have known hisroute well. | had been lucky not to get caught in any of the
ancient buildings mysdlf. | never would have beeen found. | tried not to think about how closethat fall
had cometo killing me and tried to enjoy the trip upward instead.

The surrounding sand started to get drier and hotter. | didn't need the increased activity of the boat's
crew to know that we were close to our destination. 'The King's Banana Boat' tipped upward more
acutely. Light broke around usfor thefirst time.

Like everyone else aboard, | shielded my eyes against the blinding brightness of the sky. My eyes got
used to the orange light in moments, and | redlized sheepishly that the sun had just set. It was amost
twilight. I had become accustomed to aland of near darkness.

Pop!

The bubble protecting us from the sand burst as 'The King's Banana Boat' thudded onto the surface and
skimmed along the desert sands beside a gleaming, broad ribbon of ariver. | stood up to scan the
horizon.

| was relieved to see that the captain and the navigator had worked out from my scanty directionsthe
best way back to the Valey of Zyx. We were within acouple of miles of Samwise's pyramid. Theflat
top, with afew new stones sticking up like baby teeth, beckoned to me. | felt like taking off and flying
there, but | might not have been asfast asthe lunar boat. Free now from having to tunndl, it whizzed
aong likeadragon.

"How strange to see a pyramid being constructed the wrong way up,” See-Ker said, eyeing Diksen's
pyramid to our left. "It isafunny idea."



| glanced at the people moving around on the flagstone paths that lay around the work area. 1t seemed as
if the usud population of the site had doubled or tripled in the last couple of days.

"Who are all those people?’ | asked.
"They do not look happy," See-Ker said.

Y ou couldn't have sailed aboat like The King's Banana Boat' anywhere without attracting alot of
attention, so | wasn't surprised when Ghords on the site started shouting and pointing in our direction.
They began to gather in large crowds, each Ghord with atorch in one hand and atool or implement in
the other. | was puzzled. When we got alittle closer, | could hear what they were saying.

"Go home, Necrops! Go home, Necrops!”
See-Ker shook hishead. "Why can't we dl just get dong?' he asked.

A flying wedge of black specks came hurtling toward us. "King See-Ker?' cdled the lead Scarab. "Yes,
itisl," the head Necrop said. "Isthat you, Beltasar?"'

"Itis, Sir. Perhaps you should not come here today. There has been some trouble, and the Ghords are
restless”

Assoon as| recognized the site manager, | started to unwind the wrappings around my face.

"It'sokay,” | said, pushing the bandages off my head. | combed my hair out with my fingers. "They'rejust
bringing meback here."

"Skeevel" the Scarab sang. Therest of the workers surrounded me. "Everyoneis upset over you,
epecidly Aahz."

"I know," | said, grimly. "Just make sure we can dock, okay?"

"Leaveittomd"

Shrilling out orders, Beltasar led her winged beetles back across the narrowing expanse of desert. They
buzzed the Ghords until the line of carvers and illuminators broke up into smal groups and put down their
tools. Beltasar buzzed back to us.

"All set! | told them you are on board. It is good news, even if the Necrops scare them.”
"Youve met theking?' | asked. "l didn't see any Scardbsin Lower Aegis.”

"Oh, yes," Beltasar said, proudly. "I learned stonemasonry from Necrop masters sent to Scarab
Polytechnic University by his mgesty. Class of 7492! He came to our graduation,” the beetle added
proudly. "He gave me my diplomawith hisown hands! | shal never forget that day, and neither will my
nine thousand, eight hundred and six children.”

By the time the lunar boat pulled up against the long stone pier, the way had been cleared.

The Ghords cowered back from the Necrop sailors who jumped out and made the boat fast, but as soon
as| came off, they crowded around me, pounding my back and singing.

"We must give praiseto the Ancientsfor your safe return!” exclaimed Ay-Ta ek, the chief scribe. Sheran
toward the nearest shrine and began to fling flower petals over the figure of the Ancient.



"Hapi-Ar will be glad that you are back!" Lol-Kit agreed. "I must go and thank him for your safe
adivery!"

"That's great," | said. She smiled and scooted away through the crowd. | turned to Pe-Kid, the
green-faced Ghord. "Where's. . . 7'

"And so will Oris, She of the Dud Persondities,” hesaid. "I shall just go and offer two kinds of thanks..."
| grabbed him before he could run off. "Aahz. Wheres Aahz?'

"We have not seen him for hours," Pe-Kid said, regarding me with surprise. "He has been in conference.
Y esterday he mustered dl of the Camelsin the areato search the sands below Diksen's domicile. When
they were not successful, he went over the hillsto the Pharaoh's palace and returned with one of the royal
Sphinxes. The next morning, al these people came.”

| glanced over a the crowd of strangers. To my surprise, | saw they were Klahds. They weren't wearing
uniforms, but they were dl large, fit, and armed, like military men. | thought | recognized afew of the
faces.

| went up to abig man with gray temples who looked the most familiar.
"Excuseme” | sad, "but aren't you from Possltum?"

The man'sface brokeinto awide smile. "Lord Skeeve?' he asked. "Good to seeyou again! | bet you
don't remember me: Corpora Sangmeister? Lord Aahz said you were gone forever!”

| groaned. Aahz had called in not only the cavary, but the former infantry. "Who's commanding you?"

Sangmeister aimed athumb over his shoulder. "We're dl retired now, sir, but Generd Badaxeisin there
with Aahz. They're planning some kind of invasion. ..."

"General Badaxe . . . ?1'd better get in therel”

| strode toward the And Company office building, getting more worried as | went. He had aready
enlisted Tweety and, | bet, Chumley, to assist in searching for me. Now he had called in awall of muscle.

"I shall comewith you, O Skeeve," King See-Ker said. Hislong legs easily kept up with my hasty stride.
The shorter attendants hurried in our wake, a couple of them still trying to fan their master asthey ran.

My appearance surprised the office staff. | fended off their good wishes and anxious expressions of
concern.

"Wheres Aahz?' | asked.

"Heisin conference," said Miss Tauret, pointing the way toward our office. | glanced down the hallway.
Twesety the Sphinx didn't fit dl the way. Hisleonine backside and broad wings were hafway out of the
room, which meant there was a big crowd in our spacious atdlier. "He doesn't want to be disturbed. He
isplanning something dire, | fear." Her usudly chearful face waswoeful.

Revenge againgt Diksen, | guessed.
"It'll be okay now that I'm back," | assured her.

| peeked over the Sphinx's rump into the room. | knew most of the faces. Aahz had called in some pretty
big guns. Perched on an architect's stool much too smdll for his sizeable backside was Hugh Badaxe,



generd of the queen'stroops, of Possitum. Beside him, il clutching abright orange handkerchief in her
large hand, was Massha, my former apprentice and present Roya Magician. Mascararan down her
large face in black rivulets. She didn't seem to care. Chumley, in headcloth and kilt, offered suggestions
from acorner where he would not overpower smaller members of Aahz's cabal. His purple fur drooped.

The small figure sitting on top of the drawing table with one knee over the other was Markie. Shelooked
likeavery smdl Klahdish child, but she was actudly an adult from adimension caled Cupid, wherethe
people were smal and soft-fleshed. | knew from experience that she was capable of wreaking intense
havoc wherever she went. She was there as Aahz's magikal firepower.

Markiefelt sheowed M.Y.T.H., Inc., severd favors. firgt, for not outing her as apsychologicd hit
woman, and second, for offering friendship after al she had doneto us. | had even made use of her
particular talentsin helping to train my magik students (see CDM). Sheand | got dong very well . . .
now.

Aahz paraded up and back before his cobbled-together fighting force.

"... Theidea," Aahz was saying, "isto take the place to pieces and deal with his defenses from too many
anglesfor him to react coherently to any one of them. Diksen gets no quarter from me. Markie, you've
seen the bubble. Can you bresk it down?”

"You bet | can,” the Cupy said, her smdll face grim. "That magician did in one of the most decent people
who ever lived. | haveto admit, air magik isrealy my strongest suit, but | can handle water, no problem.”

"Good," Aahz said. "Land those fighting fish on the ground. Badaxe's people on Camel-back can handle
them once they hit the sand. Unlessthey sink. Which wouldn't mekemecry at dl."

"Look, Aahz," Guido said, "fightin's not the first solution.”

"What? Diplomacy? And listen to him lieto us again?' Aahz snarled. Guido subsided, shaking his head.
Aahz infull flame was moreterrifying than adragon.

"I must concur,” Chumley said, holding up a purple forefinger. "Did he actudly lieto you? And who
caused him to cdl for his guards? Anyone would react to aforceful gpproach.”

"Chumley! | thought you were on my sdel” Aahz said.

"I am, old chap. | am on the side of the truth, which could be amore potent weapon against Diksen's
resi stance than any of muscle, stedl, or magik."

"Thetruth?' Aahz echoed. "Thetruth isthat | am going to get even with Diksen. His secretary said he
couldn't help, even after | went back and told her what happened. What he did ..." Hisvoicetrailed off.
"| don't care what happens. | want that guy's ball crushed!"

| had to get in there. | tried pushing past the Sphinx, but he might aswell have been made of stone. |
clambered up on hisflanks.

"Sorry," | said, as Tweety turned to give me alook of outrage that swiftly turned to one of astonishment
and delight.

"Skeevel" he said. He let me dide down his forepaw.
M assha spotted me. She gawked and poked Genera Badaxe. He was intent on Aahz and didn't notice.



Samwise was jammed into a spot between Tweety and a bench on which Guido and Nunzio sat with
their armsfolded. | did into him when | clambered down the Sphinx's shoulder to the floor.

"Skeevel" he exclaimed, grabbing my hand and pumping
it.

"Skeeve," Aahz sad, rounding on Samwise. "Who did you think we were talking about al thistime?1
want revenge! That guy's gonna pay.

"Aahz," | said, waving ahand for hisatention. "Aahz!"

What?"

He turned to confront me, and his yellow-veined eyes widened.

"I'm okay," | said.

Chapter 22

"Diplomecy isthe practice of saying 'nice doggi€ until you can find arock."
—W. Rogers

In short order, | suffered abig hug from Chumley and stifling embraces from the generd, from dl the
office girls, and some of the construction staff. Massha and Markie enveloped mein asolid group hug,
Massha like an al-over massage with afluffy pillow, and Markie atourniquet around the knees. "Areyou
okay?' Massha asked.

"I'mfine" | assured her. "I just took alittletrip | wasn't expecting.”
Massha threw her big arms around me again. "Don't ever scare melikethat! | think | lost eighty pounds!™

Guido and Nunzio pumped my hand until | thought it was going to fal off in spite of the bandages.
Everybody in the whole And Company building came to dap my back, embrace me, or shake hands.
Everyone, that is, except Aahz. When everybody e se finished welcoming me home, | looked at Aahz
and spread out my hands sheepishly.

Aahz looked me up and down and glared. "How badly hurt are you?' he asked.
"I'mnot hurt,” | said. "1 got alittle bruised faling down
6 Thisisarea quote.

through the sand, but | think that was from hitting some of the rocks hidden in the dowsands. The
currentsare realy strong. But Lower Aegisisgreat. Youd likeit down there."

Aahz pursed hislips. "If you're not hurt, then what are all those bandagesfor?”
"Oh!" | said, looking down at my éttire. "These arefor warmth. It's cold in Necropalis. Pretty nice, huh?!

"Dandy," Aahz said, in apeevish voice. "Y ou couldn't have gotten a message to me? Not one crummy
note to let me know that you were dive? So | didn't worry mysdf into acomplete frenzy and make afool
of mysdf infront of everyone | knew?'

"That ismy fault," said the king, raising his hand from his spot in the hallway. Hewas so tall he could be



seen over the head of the Sphinx. Tweety backed out so that the king could make hisway into the
crowded conference room. The servants with fans scrambled in behind him and started to flap their palm
fronds over their master's head.

"Who areyou?" Aahz demanded. His head reached the middle of the king's prominent breastbone. The
king looked down a him with hisshiny black eyes.

"I am See-Ker, lord of Lower Aegis. | confessthat | had everybody who could have taken amessageto
you engaged upon festivities to celebrate our recovery of your friend. Heisafine fellow. We of Lower
Aegisare proud to know him." He nodded to Chumley, who bowed back. "1 am glad to see you, wise
Lord Wat-Is-Et."

"Asl you, O See-Ker, sallor of the Lunar Boat. | am sorry to have missed you in your lovely redm.”

"Fing" Aahz said, waving hishand in dismissal. "Now, if the mutua admiration society isdonewithits
mesting, I've got aninvasionto plan!™

"But I'm safel” | protested. "Y ou don't have to go attack Diksen now!"

"Surel do," Aahz said, scowling. "The bum put a curse on my congtruction project. Heis cogting mea
fortune every sngleday it'sin forcel”

"Turnson adglver coin," Badaxe said, shaking hishead. "Aahz, it's not necessary.”
"No, indeed,” See-Ker sad. "I will intervene with Diksen for you."

"You?' Aahz asked, looking the king up and down. "Thanks aheagp for giving my partner alift home, and
goodbye. No offense, skinny, but you're butting into a Stuation that's none of your business.”

See-Ker was more amused than insulted by Aahz's attitude.

"Y ou are wrong when you say it isnone of my business" hesaid. "Firg, your partner is now afriend of
my nation. Second, it isthe concern of dl intelligent beingsto avoid unnecessary harm to one another.
Third, Diksen'sfamily comesfrom Lower Aegis, S0 it may be said that heis as much my subject asthat
of her magjesty, the Pharaoh Suzal. | can tell you what | know of his plans and aspirations.”

The third reason made Aahz perk up hisears.

"Okay," he said grudgingly. "Have a seet, mgesty. Tell me what you know.”
Guido and Nunzio hastily vacated their bench for See-

Ker. The dender king took up lessthan athird of it widthwise than they had.

"What could he possibly tdll you that | couldn't tell you, Aahz?' Samwise wheedled, asthe king's minions
took their place behind him with fansand at hisfeet with atray holding a pitcher and golden goblet. He
blocked Aahz's path. "Don't listen to this guy. I'm the one who used to work for him."

"And you said, you don't know anything." Aahz moved him to one side. "1 want to hear it from adifferent
source.”

"But Aahz!" Samwiseinterposed himsdlf again.

Aahz looked himin the eye. "Are you telling me there's something you don't want him to tell me? Areyou
keeping secrets?!



"What, like you don't have any magika powers anymore?" Samwise sneered.

A low gasp echoed around the room. | started forward to prevent Aahz from ripping Samwise's head of f
for theinsult. Instead Aahz folded hisarms. | stood back, impressed. Aahz didn't even raise hisvoice.

"I brought you a competent magician, didn't 1? Did you lose asingle coin from me? No! | brought you
more business. Y ou've had my expertise and my advice, which iswhat you asked for. Do you want more
than that?"

Samwise sighed. "No, | guessnot." He sat down on achair and put his head in his hands.
"Okay, your Mgesty," Aahz sad. "Give. What's egting Diksen?”
"Hehasan artig's soul,” See-Ker said. "Heis sendtive by nature.”

"Yeah, | could just tell that by theway he threw us out of hisoffice,” Aahz said. "I'm beginning to figure
out what went wrong here. What evidence can you add?

"I do not deny that Diksen has a comptitive nature. The pointed structuresin my realm inspired Diksen.
He wanted to bring them herefirg."

"I doubt he'd have had alot of competition. There's not much attic room," Aahz commented.
"But we have few possessions,” See-Ker pointed out. "Our treasureisin our families.”

"Thanksfor theload of sentimenta claptrap,” Aahz said, "but let's not get off the subject. What about
Diksen? Whered he get off setting a curse?”

"I wouldn't claim to read hismind, but | have known him since he wasaboy," See-Ker sad, taking asip
from the goblet poured for him by Aswana. " There was supposed to be another building begun, on behaf
of hismother, who isaso aNecrop. He intended to finish it while shewas dive, o she could enjoy it.
The carved stones under the clear surface would be her favorite stories and legends. He has worked on
them for years, but he has not yet come up with plansthat satisfied him. They must be just right. We
Necrops live long; he had the leisure to perfect them as he chose. But before he knew it, another pyramid
was under congtruction. It looks exactly like the plans that Maul-De brought to show us on her visit home
some years ago. She was so proud of her son. He does love his Mumsy. Heisagood boy."

"Y ou can't be sure they're the same," Samwise protested.

See-Ker regarded him with hiscam black eyes. The Imp squirmed. "But | am. | saw the plans mysdlf,
and | have seen the three levels of stone you have aready laid.”

"Four!" Samwise protested. "Almost four!™

"Almost four, then,” See-Ker conceded. "They are exactly like the tombs that we create in Necropalis.
An uncanny resemblance. Have you ever been to my city?"

"Uh, no. Look, | never denied that | got the plansfrom Diksen. But it was okay! He wasn't going to use
those anymore! They weren't what he wanted! | figured he wouldn't mind.”

"You stolethe plans" Aahz gritted.

"He threw them away," the Imp protested. "They were crumpled up on the floor. He was never going to
unfold them and use them again!”



"But you did take them without his express permission,” See-Ker said, hislarge eyes bright in the hollow,
shrunken sockets. "Hewould seeit asan insult to hisMumsy.”

Samwise quivered.
"Uh ... well, yeah, when you say it like that, | guessthat's kind of what happened.”
Aahz groaned. | stepped in.

"What about Diksen's character?' | asked See-Ker. "Ishelikely to be responsible for the trouble that
we've been having? Attacks, accidents, uh, catastrophic misunderstandings?' | glanced at Aahz.

See-Ker shook hishead. "Not directly. It isagaingt our culture to work toward the destruction of another
unless he offersdirect harm to us. We believe that a dishonest man will bring harm upon himsdlf. Itisa
shamethat he passed it along to so many other innocent people, if it isindeed his curse that isresponsible
for dl these misfortunes. These dlients of yoursdid no harm to Diksen."

"You can say that again,” Aahz sad.

"Perhaps we can appedl in that fashion,” Chumley said. "A decent man would not want harm visited upon
otherswho did not wrong him."

Aahz lifted hislip derisvely. "If it was me, I'd |et others suffer and make sure they knew who was
responsblefor it." He looked pointedly at Samwise. "L et them impose justice on him.”

"All I want to do is make people happy!" the Imp protested.
"And make abundle of money," Aahz said. "Y ou were so greedy that you didn't check.”

"Well, you jumped on the bandwagon pretty quickly yoursdf, Aahz," Samwise complained. "We
wouldn't have started Phase Two for agesif you hadn't ingsted.”

"Heis il not responsiblefor your action,” See-Ker said gently. "So if you gpologize to Diksen, perhaps
hewill forgive you and remove the curse. Thereisno other way. It isdifficult for acurseto be dispelled
by anyone but the caster.”

Chumley dapped his hands on histhighs. "' So, adiplomatic mission of sortsiscaled for. | volunteer my
srvices"

"Asdol," Tweety said, raisSng amassve paw.

Others around the room offered their assstance. Aahz counted up dozens of volunteers.
"Okay," Aahz said. "What harm can it do? In that case,

Badaxe, well have to stand down the invasion. At least for thetime being.”

Badaxe waved ahand. "Don't worry. | didn't prepare for one. My guys are mostly out there to make
sureyou didn't try and charge off to do something stupid. I'll bring afew of 'em with me, just for backup.”

"l hope they will not be needed,” See-Ker said. "The Dorsals have no magik of their own. They are
merdly fierce, brave and intdligent.”

"So aremy boys," said Badaxe proudly. "If they're so smart, they won't fight if we come in aunder truce.
Evening the oddsl| just make sure everything stays peaceful.”



"Uh, Aahz?" Samwise asked with ameaningful look at me, "Do you want the other preparationsto be
suspended?”’

"Yed" Aahz sad, asif suddenly reminded of an unpleasant topic.
"What preparations?’ | asked, curioudy. "Never mind!" Aahz shouted. "L et's get this show on theroad.”
"Everything?' Samwise pressed.

"No! Not everything. Well talk about it later,” Aahz said, clearly not wanting to discussit in front of me.
"But get rid of the mourners, anyhow."

Samwise nodded and leaned out the door. " Cancel the mourners!” he shouted.
A cry of "Aawwwww!" echoed back to us.

It didn't take agenius to guess what kind of preparations Aahz had set in motion. | wastouched. A glare
from Aahz told me | shouldn't say so.

Chapter 23
"I didit dl for Mother."
—QOe. Rex

The diplomeatic contingent intending to pay avidt to Diksen's pavilion was alot larger than | had
anticipated, but there was plenty of room on the Lunar Boat for dl of us. Lord Wat-Is-Et joined
See-Ker'sroya party in the stern of the boat. Aahz huddled with Markie and Massha off on one side.
Guido and Nunzio indsted on staying close to me wherever | went.

"Thereisno way wewould let you visit thisguy unprotected,” Guido said. "Miss Bunny was displeased
when you didn't come back to Devathe other night. She has been most upset. If welet you go
unaccompanied, she would be most upset with us, and that we do not need to experience.”

"Granted," | said. | wouldn't want to be on the wrong end of Bunny's temper, either. "Sure. I'll be glad to
have you with me.

Guido cleared histhroat atrifle uncomfortably. "Uh, Miss Bunny wants to see you when you get back
thisevenin'. Also Miss Tananda. They were both kindaingstent. And Gleegp and Buttercup were pretty
broke down when Aahz brought the news back.”

"I'll come back with you fellows™ | promised. | felt apang of guilt. Poor Glegp! All thistime | had been
worrying about Aahz, and | had forgotten about my dragon. That was irresponsible pet ownership. | was
ashamed of mysdf.

A few of Badaxe's men on Camel-back trailed the Lunar Boat aswe plied our way over the moonlit
sands toward the bubble, gleaming under that cool yellow light. Tweety sailed above us, afraid hewould
upset the boat, but when we arrived undernesth the bubble, he came to hover a our side.

"All right, kid," Aahz said. "Y ou know where Diksen's officeis. Let'sfly up there before he can split.”

See-Ker held up along hand. "I believe that we will get amore positive response if we approach him as
supplicants” hesaid.

| elevated everybody into the anteroom. We were a huge crowd balancing on the ring-shaped floor



around the pool that represented the bottom of the sphere, but no onefdl in. | mean, out. Even the
servants with the fans found a place to perch.

"Smoothly done," said theking.
Aahz wasimpatient. "Never mind the compliments. Hey! Anyone home?"

The dark-feathered secretary came hurrying out of asmall door in between two works of art on the
walls. She had apurse over her shoulder.

"Office hours are at an end, dear visitors," she said. "'l was about to go home!™
Aahz glared at her. "We want to see the boss. Now."

"Tact, Aahz, tact," Chumley advised. Heinclined his head, not daring to bow for fear of precipitating
ether Badaxe or Masshainto the drink. "My dear young lady, | redizeit islate, but may we see Diksen?
Asyou see, we have rather adigtinguished visitor who would like to spesk with him." He held out ahand
toward See-Ker.

The girl went wide eyed and bowed deeply to the king.
"Greetings, Mait, O feather of efficiency,” hesad.

"Greetings, O See-Ker, great king of Necropolis," she said. "What are you doing with al these
outlanders?'

"In search of an answer which only your employer can provide. Will you summon him?"

"For you, great master, anything!" Her eyes shone adoringly. She placed her palms together and intoned
at thecailing, "O greet Diksen, he of the endless wisdom, writer of spellbinding texts, worker of wonders,
son beloved of Maul-De and Ompha os, brother to Zimov and Clar-Ek! Be with us here and now, | do
most urgently entreat!”

"She hasto do this every time she wants to see her boss?' Massha asked. "Pretty cumbersome, if you
ak me."

"Sheispaingaking,” See-Ker said. "Diksen isfortunate to have her. Good secretaries are very hard to
find."

Matt brought her hands together, and the clap sounded like thunder. The hound-faced Ghord appeared
before her, dtill clagping abook.

"What isit?" he demanded, glancing up and staring at the massive crowd in his anteroom. "L ate ... not
expecting vigtors ... oh. Mgesty. Would have made arrangements ... feast.”

See-Ker smiled at him. "My esteemed friend, Diksen, thisisjust avisit of courtesy. | bring friends.”
On cue, Aahz dragged Samwise forward. The Imp's knees were knocking.
"Not him," Diksen mumbled furioudy, gesturing threateningly with hisbook. "Heisa. . . thief. Dorsad”

| saw shapes swimming around the shdll of the building. Light from the room's many lamps flashed off
Wegpons.

"No one elsg, thanks," Markie said. "There's enough of acrowd in here dready.” She waved ahand, and



theinsdewadl of the bubble froze solid. Thwarted, the Dorsals pounded on the ice with the butts of their
spears. "Go on, your magjesty!" Markie suggested, in her most adorable voice. "We won't be interrupted

agan."

See-Ker nodded. "Perhaps Samwiseisathief, but heisathief willing to make amends. Will you hear
him?He grovelsmogt satisfyingly."

Diksen blew out a deep breath, making hisjowlsflap. "For you, mgesty ... of course." Heglared a his
former employee. "Tak."

Samwise twitched. "Uh, right, well, Diksen, | know you weren't too happy with my work, but | dways

respected what you did! Y ou knew | dreamed of being an architect like you. | studied the masters, but

what you were doing—you thought big! Redlly big! | would have been satisfied to do afraction of what
you did. I would have been proud to make use of your leavings. . . and, uh, that'swhat | did."

"That pyramid ... for Mumsy!" Diksen exclaimed, waving his hands. He prodded Samwise with the book.
"Insult ... dire. .. death!"

"I cantell you're pretty mad,” | said, "but al Samwise wantsto do is apologize. Don't you, Samwise?'

"Uh, yeah!" the Imp said. " apologize. It waswrong of me. I'll gpologize to your mother, too, if you
want. It'sthelesast that | can do.”

"Summon Maul-De," See-Ker told Matt.

The secretary had a separate invocation for Diksen's mother. When the smoke cleared and Maul-De
stepped forward, | was one of the few who didn't recoil. Her face was shrunken, even by Necrop
standards, and her back was bent, but Diksen put hisarm around her asif she was a piece of priceless
porcelain. Aswanawent to her other sde. The old lady greeted her with pleasure.

"What isthis?" she asked in her querulous voice.
"Miserable. . . thieving clerk . . . apologize,” Diksen said.

She turned toward Samwise, and her wasted frame seemed to expand. She straightened up until she
seemed dmost astall as See-Ker.

"Wdl?'

Samwise flinched and tried to flee. Badaxe picked him up by his collar and held him, legswindmilling,
over the open pool.

"Haven't you got something to say to the lady?' he asked.

"Uh, yeah, of course. Maul-De, I'm sorry. I... uh ... didn't think about those plans being atribute your son
wanted to build for you. I, uh, well, what can | say? | abjectly gpologize. | never wanted to offend you in
any way inmy entirelife! | have grest respect for you. Y ou're an amazing person, and, uh, | admireyou
and your son.”

"And...?" Maul-De pressed.
"And, what?' Samwise asked, puzzled.

"And you are going to take down that abomination out there?' she asked, pointing abony finger inthe
direction of Phase One.



"Takeit down?" Samwise asked. "I can't do that! I've got thousandsinvested init! Thousands of people
on the job, thousands more who have bought into it! | can't just destroy it."

Maul-De turned away with awave of her hand. "Kill him."

Diksen pushed back hisdeeves, agrim smile on hisface asif he had been waiting for an opportunity like
that for years. Markie and Massha revved up their respective talents and stood ready to counterattack.
The Imp fell to his knees and threw hisarms over his head.

"Wait, wait, wat!" | said, getting in between them. "Killing Samwise won't solve the problem. Can't we
come to some other agreement?”

"... What?' Diksen asked.

"Makeit worth hiswhile" Aahz said, nudging Samwise with histoe. The Imp was surrounded by aring
of faces, dl on our side, with the exception of Diksen, of course. "We dl have astakein this. Fix it!"

Samwise cleared histhroat. "Uh, listen, Maul-De, I'll make a donation to any charity of your choice of,
say, ten percent of my profits.” "Twenty," Aahz sad. "Aahz!"

Samwisesghed. "Twenty."
"Not good enough,” Diksen growled.

"Thirty, and I'll throw in ten percent of my commission if you take the curse off, too,” Aahz said, witha
warning finger held up to stop Samwise from bursting out with a protest.

"The curseis no more than you deserved,” Maul-De said, narrowing her large black eyesat him. ™Y ou
got caught in atrgp set by my son to catch miserable thieveslike you.”

"But therest of usget it, too," Aahz pointed out. "Bad luck's been following anybody who got involved
with this, and that's not fair. Y ou nearly killed Skeeve when your goons threw him out of your sphere.
For that | ought to kill you, but I'm giving you a chance to makeit right.”

"Hefel through the sandsinto our realm,” Aswanaadded. "It was awonder that he madeit aivel”

For thefirgt time Diksen looked abashed. He mumbled into hisjowls. "Shouldn't have killed anyone. . .
minor matter . . . pull out of thesand . . . buildup of bad luck. Sorry ... both of you. Y ou bought into ...
that... thing!" His hand shook as he pointed toward Samwise's construction project.

"Areyou trying to say that the accumulation of misfortuneisthe reason that Aahz couldn't rescue me?" |
asked. "But | never sgned a contract.”

"Don't use many curses,” Diksen admitted. "... Threat was a deterrent enough ... | thought.”

"Turns out you werewrong," Aahz said. "It's stronger than you thought it was. How about lifting it? You
can leaveit on Samwise, for dl | care” "Aahz!"

Diksen waved a hand. "Not interested... should have been unique. . . twenty moreto come. . . ruined
my plang”

"And you will not lift this curse under any circumstances?’ asked See-Ker.

"Will not!"



"Isthat your fina word?"
Diksen crossed hisarms on his chest and nodded. See-Ker sighed. "1t will hold.”
"We are all reasonable people, | hope," Chumley said. "How can we cut through this Ghordian 'not'?"

"Youdont, das" See-Ker said. "It isaseriousthing. The pyramid is ill afact. Come, friends, we must
withdraw."

"Wait aminute" Aahz said. "Isthat it? 'Y ou won't even consider it? What about the rest of us?| can't sl
something that | know hasacurseonit!"

For answer, Diksen put hisarm around his mother's shoulders. The two of them popped out of existence.

"I am afraid, gentlefolk, that | must bid you good night," Matt said. She glanced outside. Night had falen.
"I believe | have even missed the last carpet going into town.”

"We can offer you aCame," | said. "We have abunch of them waiting down below for us. I'll pay for it."
"That ismogt kind of you," Matt said in surprise.

"None of thisisyour fault,” | said. "Come on, fellows."

We returned to the hdf-finished pyramid feding low.

"All isnot logt," Chumley said. "We can try to undo the curse on our own. | will examinetheroyd library.
Thelibrarian, Alexandria, isagood friend. If thereisanything in ahistorical text, | shal findit."

"Me, t0o," said Massha. "I'll research it from my end. I'll send anote to my friendsin Jahk. A
sports-oriented dimension like mine useslots of curses. Some of them last over acentury!™

| thanked them for their help. "Aahz and | will make the roundsin the Bazaar. If there's anything effective
for sde, they'll haveit.”

"For aprice," Aahz scowled, not looking enthusiastic.

"Well figurethisout." Hugh Badaxe gave Aahz adap on the back. "Y ou don't need us anymore. I've got
to get my guys back. Weve got to attack the spring harvest. Hay and early pesas, you know."

Aahz waved ahand. "Go ahead. Thanksfor the help. | oweyou."

"Happy to do it, for you or Skeeve. | can leave afew men for ashort timeif you want. They don't get to
travel much, and they want to see Ghordon. They're dready making friends with some of those
critter-faces out there."

"I'd gppreciateit,” Aahz sad.

"Glad to see you among the living," Badaxe said to me, then glanced at See-Ker, "0 to spesk. We
should go."

"Hey, big spender, can you give agirl ahand?' Massha asked, quietly in my ear. "l could use aboost to
get dl the men back to Possltum. I'm afraid of burning out my transport lamp. I'm low on fuel, and it's so
darned hard to get the formula” Massha's magik relied mostly on gadgets, most of them unique.

"Surg" | said. "What'sit run on?



"The usud stuff—dinosaur dung, unicorn hair, dragon toenails, Cyclops sweat.”

| cringed at the idea of getting dragon toenailsfor her. Gleep hated it when | clipped his claws; he would
whimper and try to hide his pawsfrom me. "How about | just take you dl back so you don't haveto
burn out thelight?"

"That'd be great." Massha gave me akiss on the cheek. "Glad to see you theway you always are,” she
sad. "It wastough, thinking what it would be like without you." Then sheleaned close and whispered in
my ear, "Honey, don't et Aahz pretend to be all tough with you. He cried like ababy. But don't tell him |
told you s0."

"Never," | promised.

Markie brushed off her tiny dress. "I'm off, too. I've got afamily gathering on Cupid. | joined asinging
group, the Cupy Pies. Well be performing at the reunion. Close harmony balads." She gavemea
sdeways glance which | redized to my surprise was shyness. "Come to one of our concerts sometime.”

"Thanks" | said. "1 will. Tel Mevinel said hi."

"With pleasure,” she said. "He's a changed Cupy since hewasin your class. He's normally not much on
showing admiration, but you earned it."

Before | could sputter out my embarrassment, she blinked ouit.

"Do not view thisasafailure," See-Ker said to Aahz. "Y ou may still persuade Diksen. Heisasengble
man. Now that you have approached him, hewill consider hisfedlings and cometo areasonable
conclusion. It may taketime. | suggest that, Since you have made commitments to others, that you go on
with your project. Now, we must leave before the sun creeps above the horizon.”

"Prepare the roya vessd!" the servants cried.
| said my farewelsto my new friends.

"Come back and see me sometime," Aswanasaid, clagping my handsin hers. "I have so much more of
my country to show you."

"Maybe," | said. Shewasvery nice, but | found it hard to get past the sunken cheeks and dry skin over
bone-thin hands. Sill, the Necrops had been more help than | could have asked for.

Aahz and | went out to see them depart. They boarded their ship and took their seats. The rowers took
up their oars.

Thefull moon had shifted, but it till lit up the sails of the Lunar Boat. Thelong, flat-hulled vessdl sailed
out into the midst of the desert and descended out of sight.

"That'stheway | fed," Aahz said, sanding besde me. "Sunk."
Chapter 24

"No onewill ever find out about us."

—M. Hari

My return to the Site in the morning was somewhat subdued. | never got to deep. Bunny and Tananda
pounced on me as soon aswe arrived inthe M.Y . T.H., Inc., office. Both of them had been so upset,



they didn't want to let me out of their Sght. They cried on my shoulder, shook me, hugged me, offered
me food and drink, and made me sit between them on one of the couches, demanding to hear every
snglething that had happened since | had left them the morning before.

Both of them held one of my hands. | hated to make them let go to reach for any of the snacks or drinks
on thetable beside us, so | concentrated on giving them every detail of my fal through the sands and ride
back to the pyramid. They demanded that | repesat it all over and over until | was sure there was nothing

|eft to tell. Then they cried once more.

"Never do that again!" Bunny wailed, clinging to mein an uncharacterigtic display of woe.
What could | say?

"I promise | will try never to get sucked down through adesert into an underground kingdom,” | said.
She and Tananda had to be satisfied with that. They hugged me

againand again. I'd belying if | said | didn't enjoy the atention.

Guido and Nunzio left us sometime after midnight. Aahz sat up with me and the ladiesfor awhile, but he
brooded in a corner with ajug of wine, snapping whenever anybody spoketo him. | could tell hefelt left
out. | did my best to cheer him up and bring him into the conversation, but | got tired of being snarled at.
| understood that he felt responsible for my fall, but it wasn't hisfault. It had been mine. | got distracted
and hit in the head by that Dorsal Warrior when | wasn't paying attention. Aahz would have cdled it a
rookie mistake, acolloquidism | had learned long ago. | pointed that out to him, but it didn't help.

He gtill wasn't redly talking to mein the morning. | left him hunched over the paperwork in the office and
got out. There wasn't room enough in our atelier for both of us and his mood.

Instead, | took abreak and decided to fulfill along-made promise to myself to look around the rest of
the Valey of Zyx. | hired aCamd to take me on atour. We skimmed around the emptiness so | could
get an unobgtructed view of the mountain ranges that formed the valey, then took along ride by the
banks of the river Zyx itsdlf. It was amagnificent, wide ribbon of dark blue silk. Despite Ghordon's
resemblance to Devain terms of geology and climate, Devadidn't have ariver likethat. If it did, it would
be fronted by luxury mansions or filled with garbage—or both. Deved stended to exploit natura
resources to the maximum.

| finished my tour at the Kazbah, the cluster of colorful tents at the eastern edge of the valley. My Camel
dropped me off at one end and promised to come back for me acouple of hours hence at the other.

The Kazbah was remarkably similar to the Bazaar. | had to check once in awhile to make sure the
merchants shrieking out their sales pitch were Ghords, not Deveds. Tents, often no more than aflapping
cloth canopy to keep off the aggressive noontime sun, did nothing to keep down the dust-fine sand that
blew everywhere. | found myself wiping my eyes every few minutes, until | crested asmal spdl that
protected my face. The merchants offered everything from food to fine tailoring, delicate pottery to mill
wheds. Loca magicians, herbaists, fortune-tellers, and other seers offered their services by means of
sgnson which living glyphs beckoned to passersby.

| thought | would look around for little gifts for Bunny and Tananda. | was shocked but gratified how
upset they had been over the prospect of losing me. When | thought about it, | was grateful for one more
chance. We had just started to rebuild the camaraderie that | had left behind when | resigned from
M.Y.T.H., Inc. Theleast | could do was bring them both a souvenir of the Zyx Valey. Maybe | could
aso find something to cheer Aahz up.



| threaded my way among the flapping tents. The most ancient sals, the jewelersincluded, were carved
right into the mountain sides. Lion-headed women with toothless jaws roared at me to come and inspect
the spices or cloth or painted lestherwork or cast metal they had for sale. Everyone offered sour beer or
mint teaif | would just St down and let them show me their merchandise. Traders screamed at each other
and their prospective dlients, addressing them in every language until they came up with onethat the
prospect spoke. They were as alergic to giving change as Aahz wasto letting loose a coin.

| got alot more respect from the locals since the day | had boosted the pyramid. If | stopped to look at a
display, tiny glyphswent zipping out of the shop past meinto other booths aong the streets. If | didn't

ask about prices, the owners would snatch up afew examples of their goods and follow me, blesting
about quaity and pleading with me to come back.

"I will have so much more satusif | can say that the visiting Klahd magician Skeeve the Magnificent
shops herel”

"You will tell people who see you wear this, and everyone will come to meto buy oneand | shdl berich!
It would so benefit us both. Come back, come back!™

Most of thetime | just smiled and kept walking, promising to go back sometime, but | bought afew
knickknacks just to enjoy the bargaining. | felt at home. Y es, the Kazbah was alot like the Bazaar,
traders, pickpockets, progtitutes, gullible travelers, and all.

My mind was on Aahz. He had dozens of clientslined up to see Sitesin Phase Two over the coming
weeks, but | could tell hisheart wasn't in it any longer. He was worried about the rumorsthat would start
when it came out that a curse came with the location. What could we do about that? Trest it as some
kind of premium? He had aready had to give arefund to Bendix. That meant his commission was gone,
too. A rug merchant from the Bazaar had wanted to sal sublets on hisown. We were afraid if hedid, an
exponential accumulation of bad luck would devolve upon Aahz and Samwise. The more shares that
were sold, the more risk they took. | couldn't think what would be worse than what had already
happened, and | didn't want to find out. Diksen had apologized to us, but he had been firm. The curse
stayed aslong asthe pyramids did. Y et we were all too committed to back out. Samwise had billsfor
materiads, workers sdaries, advertisng, magicians fees, and union dues. He had to go on.

So did Aahz. Heredlly, redlly wanted that top spot on Phase Two. He had aready commissioned
Ay-Talek to start on his stone hersalf. He had furnished the scribe with dozens of scrolls containing his
exploits. She had exhibited the first glyphs she had carved on the side. They were beatifully rendered,
though spelling out 'Pervect' had taken some tactful images.

Samwise avoided both of uswhenever possible. He had put usin aterrible position. | would have left
Ghordon in aminute and never returned, but we had to find away to take the curse off Aahz. At the
moment, Diksen's little booby-trap was till asecret, known only to the three of us, See-Ker'sfolks, and
the friends whom Aahz had brought in as astrike force. None of those would tell, but who ese had
overheard our discussions? Ghords seemed to live to gossip. Glyphs seemed to shoot around the
construction zone more often than before—or perhaps | was just more aware of it than | had been. We
had to behave asif news of the curse could dip out at any time. Aahz spoke of damage control, but that
went right back to not knowing just how to spin that piece of news. | didn't know what Samwise and
Aahz would do if word got back to the Pharaoh. Considering how often he turned up underfoot, | was
surprised Gurn hadn't managed to insinuate himself into our conference the other night.

| wandered into anarrow little street of cracked paving stones lined with open-topped wagonsfilled to
the brim with odd merchandise, dmost dl of it worthless. | used my inner eyeto look for magik items,
but there was little to be had. Anything there with atouch of magik tended to have been doctored with a



pinch of Pyxie dugt (citrus flavored) and awink for the gullible. My hand lit upon oneitem that had alittle
glamour uponit. | realized | was holding amodd of Diksen's pyramid. It was hollow undernesth.

"Ah, gr," exclamed the lizard-faced Ghord behind the wagon. "That is one of my most popular wares."
"What'sit for?' | asked.

"It isused to store cheese," he said. "The power of the pyramid preventsit from aging. Here! Seethe one
| usefor mysdf." Hetook an identical curio from the counter behind him and held it out to me. A chunk
of grayish cheeselay on asquare dish beneath. | thought it smelled pretty terrible anyhow.

"I'm looking for a present for afriend, but he doesn't eat much cheese. "It will also preserve beer,” the
merchant said hopefully. "He never lets his beer get old.”

The reptilian Ghord whisked it away. "WEell, then, gir, thisisnot for you. Isthere anything elsel can help
with?'

A thought struck me, and | made my way back toward the Avenue of the Magicians. Liketheitemsin
the barrows, most of their wares were fakes, too, but | found a couple of rival vendors salling scrollsand
books of magik.

"Y ou want what?' asked thefirst grimoire sdlesman | asked.

"Curesfor magikd allments” | said. "What to do if you accidentally pick up abad amulet, or annoy one
of the Ancients."

"For that, you wish 1,001 Forms of Propitiation,” he suggested, handing me ahefty volume with athick
layer of dust on the cover. "The best way to get around the Ancientsisto smother them with kindness.
Here are dl the known rituas and offeringsfor each of the old Ghords."

| fended off that book, aswell as half a dozen others he suggested. None had anything to do with curses.
| rephrased my query for the second sales-Ghord, afemale with anearsighted rodent's head. She
frowned, her long teeth chewing &t her lower lip.

"Sounds like aspecidist job to me, young friend. How about a gazetteer to the dimension instead?”
"Say," | sad, asif anideastruck me. "Do you ever sdll anything to amagician named Diksen?"

The question caused both merchantsto roll up like their own goods. | retreated. It wasn't going to be that
easy to undo aspell without the caster cooperating.

Perhapsit would be better to concentrate on gift-buying. | made for the Avenue of the Jawelers. On one
of her vigts, the Pharaoh had worn a headband and a broad necklace made of jewds, either of which
would have looked terrificon M.Y.T.H., Inc.'s new president for dress occasions. | wondered if | could
find the jewel er who had made them. Since she had started choosing her own clothes, Bunny dressed
farly conservatively, but somehow her outfits managed to make her look even more sexy and appealing
than the scanty garments had. When she dressed up to go out, she looked like amillion gold pieces. For
gticking with me during the months | spent finding mysalf | owed her my respect and loyalty, but acouple
of little presents now and again were welcome, too. For Tananda, | thought a pretty bracelet would
please her. Thejewderswere delighted to talk design with me, and at least ten of them produced
drawings of piecesthey could produce in short order with as many gemstones as| liked, providing price
was no object. | promised to consider and get back to them.

A weird aroma caught my nose and drew me halfway down anarrow passage. | found mysdlf at a



cookshop where the long-nosed birdman behind the counter was flipping amass of something in afrying
pan.

"Fresh food!" heinformed me.
| peered at the mixture. It looked like gravel mixed with green sand. "Isit animal, vegetable, or mineral ?'

"Better not to ask, young Sir," the birdman said. "But it isddlicious! Try some! Take achance! Y our
stomach will thank you. Only acopper coin.” | reached for my belt pouch.

"Don't pay more than haf a copper,” asoft voice at my shoulder said.

| spun around. Matt stood beside me. Her cats wound around our feet.
"Hi, there," | said, amiling.

Her warm, tanned cheeks turned rosy.

"Good afternoon. My-Nah isagood cook, but he tends to overcharge tourists. Don't you?' she asked
the birdman.

He bowed. "Pretty ladies like you make meforget al about profit,” he said.

"Were you going to have lunch here?" | asked, glancing around. "Why don't you join me?"
"Wdl, I..." Shehedtated. "Y es, thank you."

"Two bowls" | said. "And wine?'

"Fruit juice, thank you, Sir. | must go back to work this afternoon.”

| handed the birdman a copper coin and visited the booth next to hisfor freshly-squeezed juices. By the
time| returned, Matt was sitting bolt upright upon one of the shabby wooden stools at one of the
communa tables sheltered by a pink fabric canopy in the passage. She had placed a portion of her food
on asolid gold plate under her chair for the cats.

| took acouple of gingerly spoonfuls of My-Nah's food while Matt watched.
"How isit?" she asked.

"I'vehad worse," | said, trying to sound cheerful. It tasted like some of the nondescript bowls of food I'd
bought from street vendorsin the Bazaar. Nothing special, but not fatal to the diner, ether.

Shelaughed. "It isnourishing. Beyond that | do not ask. It iseither that or bring my own lunch. | am too
busy when | leave for work in the morning.”

Anawkward silencefdl. | thought back hastily to the dating lessons that Bunny, Tananda, and the others
tried to hammer into me. Not that thiswas adate, per se, but shewas a pretty girl, and | found mysalf
unexpectedly tongue-tied trying to make conversation. "Ask her about herself,” Bunny had suggested.
"Show aninterest.”

"Do you likeworking for Diksen?' | sammered out. It wasthefirst thing | could think of.

Matt didn't seem to find the question offensive. "He is not a bad boss. He pays well and heis not
unreasonable in his requirements.” Shetook a bite of her own food, then looked up a me shyly. "l am



sorry that he treated you so poorly. He likes his privacy. He was not happy about having hisformer
employee sat up business so closeto his, in every way!™

"Y eah, we were alittle surprised to find out just how close" | said, with agrim thought for Samwise.

"Itisnot your fault,” Matt assured me. "Are you recovered from your misadventure? Y ou are not harmed
inany way?' She sudied me solicitoudy. ™Y ou have abruise on your temple!”

"I'mfine" | sad. | basked in her sympathy. It fet nice to have apretty girl paying atentionto me. "l just
wish we could have solved the problem. Aahz ismy best friend. I'm redlly worried about him. HEs got a
lot at stake, and your boss's curseismaking it impossible for him to do the job he was hired to do.”

Matt didn't reply. She hastily picked up her juice and took asip.

| realized once again that I'd been the one to kill the conversation. My problems were not her concern. |
ate some of my food and tried to think of a pleasant subject.

"So, what doyou like.. .. 7" | began.
"And how do you find Aegis. .. 7' shesaid at the sametime.
We both laughed.

At the next table, acouple of girlsweretalking over abowl of My-Nah's who-knew-what? One of them
had along narrow head with oval ears and long, flexible lips. Her golden-furred face rose on along neck
spotted with huge brown oval blotches. The other had a bird face with a short hooked beak. They were
talking excitedly in low tones, but perfectly audibleto us. | smiled to myself. Ghords seemed to live to
goss p—or glyph, which amounted to the same thing.

"... But do you believeit?' thefirst one asked the other, her voice suddenly audible over the racket in the
sreet. "In the supply closet! That isjust asking to befound, isn't it?"

"Well, you know what they say about them. She said he was absolutdly wild .. . 1"
"How fabuloud" thefirst one giggled.
"l know."

They dropped off again into inaudibility, but it had been enough. My cheeks burned. | wanted to climb
under thetable. I knew who they were talking about and, to my horror, so did Matt. She smiled and
shook her head.

"That istypicd gossp, | an afrad,” Matt said, not without sympathy. "Even | have been getting messages
from friends about what is happening on the congtruction site.”

| cringed. "And do you pass them aong to your boss?' | asked.

She looked shocked. "No! Why would you ask such athing? Messages are private. Oh, it isonly your
friend'sbad luck that he chose her. Tauret is such abig mouth. Almost any other woman in that office
would have been more discrest.”

| didn't intend to tell Aahz how far word of his close encounter had gone. It could have been afunction of
the curse that caused him to choose the one girl who kissed and told. Or smple bad luck. Therewas no
way to know for sure. It would be cruel torub it in.



"Mer-ow!" one of the cats said, coming out from beneath Matt's stool.

She stood up and smiled at me. | scrambled to my feet. "I am sorry,” she said. "I must go back. Thank
you for our lunch. And thank you so much for arranging my ride home the other night.”

"My pleasure,” | said honestly. "It's our fault you were late getting away."

"You arekind. I wish you good fortune. If thereis ever anything | can do for you, please ask me."
"Unlessyou know how to unlock the curse,” | said, wryly, "I don't know what thereis.”

"l cannot go againgt my employer,” Mait said, immediately tense.

"l wouldn't ask you to," | assured her. "Thanksfor the offer, though. It wasreally nice having lunch with
you."

Matt looked surprised, asif it had not occurred to her. "Yes, it was. Goodbye now." She and the cats
disappeared into the crowd.

Whidtling, | made my way to my rendezvous point with my Camd.

Chapter 25

"What am |? A mind-reader?’

—The Rowan

Betasar met me a the pier. The Scarab held out a sheaf of miniature documents. "Sign these."
"What arethey?' | asked.

"Work orders,”" she said, buzzing in acircle around my head. "There are eight blocks to be moved, and
no paperwork has been filed. | cannot locate Samwise. | cannot find your friend, who ordered that
nothing be signed except by him or by Samwisein his presence. But you are his partner, so will you initia
them so we can get going? We are burning daylight!"

| looked them over quickly. Glyphswere ill difficult for me to make out, but each of these was dmost
alike, except for the name of the owner of each stone, and the coordinates of the location to which it was
going. | took the pencil from the hovering Scarab and dashed off my name on each one.

"Thank you," she said, and shot away.

Where was Aahz?

| went back to the And Company office. Hewasn't in our studio. | checked al the offices. No Aahz.
"Hehas not beenin herein hours" said Miss Tauret. She

looked atrifle miffed. | thanked her and went out to ask around the Site.

"Aahz?' asked Lol-Kit, the female scribe. "The male with the face of Sober?"

"That'sright,” | said. | had been walking around for an hour without luck.

"Oh, he went over there sometime ago,” she said.



"Where?'

"Up there." She pointed a ddlicate claw toward the sky. | squinted into the sun, and made out asmall
black object hovering inthe sky. "Yes, heis il there. He has been lying there for hours.”

| panted my way up the stepsto the top of Phase Two'sinvisible framework.
"Aahz!" | shouted again. "Areyou al right? Answer mel"

My heart battered against the inside of my chest. Had the worst happened? Had he gone up to wait for a
client and collgpsed without anyone noticing?

Helay on hisback at the gpex of the four ramps, one arm outstretched, his hand curled around a circular
object. Hewaslying too till. | took to the air and flew the rest of the way.

"Adhz!"

| zipped through the top of the framework and into the air until | was hovering over hisface. Hiseyes
were open. "Aahz!"

The eyesrolled in my direction and focused on me. "What? Can't aguy get any peace around here?"

My heart dowed alittle, and I lit on the next step down from his. He had a clear pitcher besde him the
szeof abarrel haf-filled with apale golden liquid. | wasn't naive enough to think it waslemonade. A
chased goblet that would have made a good bucket sat empty besideit. That had been the object in his
hand.

"Areyou okay?' | asked. "Everybody's been wondering whereyou are.”
Aahz sat up and sighed.

"l just needed to get away by mysdf for awhile," he said. "These last few days have been kind of tough
ontheego." "I can understand that,” | said.

Aahz poured himself adrink. He offered me the goblet. | shook my head, and he took a hefty gulp.

"Y ou sounded like you were in a panic when you cameflitting up here," he said. " Something the matter?"
Heamed atalon at my nose. "Don't try to hedge. I've been watching you and the otherstiptoe around
me for weeks. What's on your mind?"

“Nothing!"
"Skeeve, yourealousy liar. What's going on?"'
No usein hedging, as he said, though there wasn't ashrub in sight. "We've been worried about you.”

"What about me?1'm not the one who got lost in the sand for three days and hitched aride homewith
Shrouds-R-Us."

| shrugged. "We've been kind of worried about your hedlth.”

"Why?1'm eating and drinking. Everything dseisfunctioning just fine, thanks. What makes you think I'm
not well?'

"Wl . . it'sjud. . . you've been niceto peoplelately."



"I'm aways niceto people!” heroared. "What are you talking about?"
| smiled. That sounded like the old Aahz.

"It'snot just that,” | acknowledged. "We were concerned as to why you wanted to beinvolved in
Samwise's project so badly. | saw your face when he started describing the pyramid stones, the carving,
the mourners and everything. We've turned down working on jobslike thisin the padt. It's nothing
gpecid. It's congtruction. But you've taken this very persondly. After finding out Samwiseisresponsible
for bringing the curse on himsdlf and everybody involved, we would have walked away from aStuation
likethisin the past, but you've hung on. Why?"

Aahz threw himsalf on his back again and looked up at the sky.
IILW.II

"Legacy?' | echoed, feding panic risng again. "Then, thereis something wrong with you? I'm your best
friend. Will you tel mewhat itis?'

"There's nothing wrong with me!l" he shouted. "I don't have to be at death's door to wonder what people
are going to think about me when I'm gone. By then, it'stoo late. I'm not as young as | used to be. When
Samwise sat down in our office and let loose with hissales spid iswhen | redlly started thinking about it.

"| tend to live with an eye on the future, but it's not my primary focus. But, you know, astime goes by,
you start to think about things. What have | ever done that anyone will remember mefor? My kids don't
talk to me. I've spent alot of time kicking around, but what have | redly accomplished? What's my mark
on the future? Whereisit? What did Aahzmandius ever do to earn afootnote in history?’

"ThereésM.Y.T.H., Inc.," | pointed out.

He opened one ydlow eye and aimed it at me. "That's not my legacy, kid. That's yours. Bunny may bein
charge now, but if you redlly wanted to run it again, no one would say no, not even me. Everyonein the
Bazaar knows you established it. It runs on your principles. Not that that's al bad," he added.

"Y ouwere Garkin'sfriend,” | said.
"Sowhat? He had alot of friends. Hewasaswell guy.”
"I waswith him for months, and no one ever dropped in on him except you," | said.

"That means either I'm too dense to know that he wanted to be alone, or he never passed the threshold
of pissng meoff so | left him done, too."

"Well, if you hadn't been hisfriend, you wouldn't have been there that day when Isstvan's assassinskilled
him," | said reasonably. "They'd probably have taken me out, too. | could hardly muster enough magik to
light acandle. | wasn't in any shapeto fight a couple of armed Imps.”

Aahz grunted. "So | saved your life. Maybe. Y ou've returned the favor adozen times. Were even.”

"But you taught me everything | know," | said. "I mean, what would have happened, say, if I'd wandered
into the Bazaar onmy own ..."

| let my thoughts peter out. Aahz had more or lesslet me wander around on my own, which ishow | got
to meet Tananda, who was now one of my best friends; and how | acquired a dragon that Aahz had only
in later years admitted was not such abig pest as he had been at firgt. " Anyhow, you've been my mentor



and my partner. | guessit may not seem like alot to accomplish, but you changed my life. All that | have,
| oweto you. And that includesM.Y.T.H., Inc."

Aahz made a sour face. "Kid, that's the kind of hogwash | expect to hear on a soap opera” Heheld up a
hand to forestall the question that was on the way out of my open mouth. "It'sadramaseriesin which
commercia messages areinterrupted by actors spouting angst at each other. And hogwash iswhat
comes off ahog after abath, not what you use to clean it. But thanksfor trying to cheer me up. | was
more looking for the kind of deed that would mean something to future generations. Changing the world,
somehow.”

"Maybe that's ftill ahead of you," | said hopefully. | cudgeled my brainsto come up with a deed that
would fulfill hiswishes, but | wasn't used to thinking in that broad ascope. | put the notion away to
confer with our friends later on.

"Yeah, well, maybe. | know a hollow rock isn't what I'm thinking of, but it got methinking. | didn't think
my day was done, but it hurts not to be able to make a splash even when | want to. | had agreat rep asa
master magician, and | earned it, kid. People were impressed by me. My name meant something. | had
promise. Now | haveto listen to small time shysterslike Samwise call me ahas-been. | thought waiting a
century was no big deal for the joke powder to wear off, but aguy can only take so many hitsto his

€go." "Everyone respectsyou,” | said.

"Seeing isbelieving," Aahz said. "l couldn't do anything to save that broken corner of Phase One. You
saved the day. It was damned impressive. Y ou ought to be proud of that."

"I wouldn't have been able to do that without your help,” | said. It wasthe truth.

But | knew what he meant. The crowd that had |ooked for his expertise had suddenly turned away from
him. It had felt good to get credit, but not at Aahz's expense. | just sat there, unable to think of anything
to say that didn't sound like. . . hogwash.

Sighing, | looked out over the construction site. From our vantage point way above the desert floor, we
had agreat view of Phase One. The fourth tier was coming along nicely. | wondered about the well-being
of al theinvestors and whether they were getting hit as hard by the bad-luck stick aswe had been. |
couldn't see Beltasar and her individual workers at this distance, but | saw thetide of iridescent shells
surging and receding under each stone asit moved. Ther strength still impressed me.

"Y ou could have taken credit for saving the pyramid,” | said at last. "'l expected you to. That's one of the
reasons that Guido and | wereworried about you. Y ou usualy go for part of theglory.”

"Yeah, well ... | missed you, too, over dl those months.

| resolved that | wouldn't be so stingy about credit in the future. Y ou've never been selfish about giving
otherstheir due. | could learn alittle from you, too."

That made mefed prouder than any other commendation | could have received from kings or industria
leaders.

"Thanks" | said.

"Dont let it go to your head. I'm till going to cal you onit if you screw up. If nothing's going wrong right
now, I'm just going to lie here and soak up somerays." He patted the sweating pitcher beside him. "Want
adrink? Theloca hooch packs a pretty good wallop.”

"No, thanks" | said. | was so relieved that he wasn't going to diethat | felt asurge of energy. "I'm going



to go into town and check in with Chumley. He said he was going to investigate the Mumsy's curse. I'll
seeif hefound anything."

"Fing" Aahz said, not looking down a me. "Don't hurry back. I'm enjoying mysdlf.” | turned to go.
Gurn leered up a me from the next step down. "Quite aview you have from up here," he said.
Chapter 26

"Who let the sacred cat out of the bag?!

—+Pharaoh Sheshonk |

| was so Sartled | took a step back into nothingness. My armswheeled in wild circles as| tried to save
mysdlf. A strong hand clasped around my wrist and dragged me back onto the invisible framework.

"Watchit, kid," Aahz said, releasing me. He glared at the smdll courtier. "What in hell are you doing
here?'

"Just as | was about to congratul ate you on being saved from asandy grave,” Gurn said, with awicked
grinthat did nothing for hisdistorted looks. "Y ou nearly achieveit asecond time."

"Get logt," Aahz said. "Thisis private property.”

"All property in Aegisbelongsto her mgesty,” Gurn said. "But by al means, send me away! | can go
back to her mgjesty with the newsthat her precious pyramid isinfested with acurse!”

Aahz and | looked at each other. It would be the end of Phase One, |et aone Phase Two, if the Pharaoh
withdrew her permission to build. We'd be sunk.

"How do you know that? I've been keeping an ear on the gossip, and no one'stalking about it," Aahz
sad.

"No one but her mgjesty's esteemed wise man, hewho
travelsin the outer lands until he is needed—or s0 he says."
"Ch— Lord Wat-Is-Et would never tdl you anything like that."

"Oh, it was not me he told, but the words came from his mouth," Gurn said. "Y ou should pay closer
attention to the discretion of your friends.”

"One of which you arent,” Aahz said lazily. "Y ou keep turning up like abad coin.”

"l gowherel want to, in her mgjesty'sname!l” Gurn said. "Observing, for example, al of the accidents
that have occurred on the Site of what should be her most glorious monument.”

"Causing dl those accidents, | wouldn't be surprised,” said Aahz.
"Youfool! | have been preventing accidents” Gurn shrieked.

Heaimed hislittle finger at Phase One. | reached out to stop him, and found my handsencased in a
crackling sphere of magik.

"Hold your fire until you know what | am doing, Klahd," he said. "Foolish heroics. . . idiotic waste of
time. Useyour mind'seye, if you cal yoursdf amagician.”



| peered down. Beltasar's people were moving a stone up aramp. It had stopped dead, Gurn'sdoing. |
watched the turquoise dot that was the chief Scarab fly around and around them, haranguing her
USHEBTIsinto getting it going again. | couldn't tell what she was saying &t that distance, but the shrill
tone was unmistakable.

Then, ared-shelled Scarab, whom | knew as Rayd, came flitting toward her from upsope. The two of
them flew in acircle, shrieking to one another, then zipped toward a portion of the invigble ramp.

It was not only invisible, but nonexistent. Gurn sneered a me.
"Before you ask, Klahd, no. | didn't do that. The cursedid it.”

We watched as the Scarabs called for asite magician. A female in pleated robes came hustling up the
dope, obvioudy cdled away from lunch, food il in her hand, to perform an emergency repair. She put
down her meal and started drawing down power from the force linesin the sky. Once the foundation was
filled in, Gurn waved his hand again. The Scarabs tugged the stone into motion. They got it safely up onto
thefourth tier and settled it in place.

"That'saredly good spdl," | said admiringly.
Our little moment of camaraderie was a an end. Gurn glared. "Don't patronize me, Klahd!"
"I'mnot,” | said. "l am impressed. But why not tell people what you've been doing hereto help?”

"Instead of turning up like abad coin?' Gurn threw our words back at us. "Why? It's none of their
business. Just as| do not tell her magjesty al the things that go on here, such as playing around with the
hdp.."

Aahz scowled. "That's nobody's business, either.”

"It has become everyone's business, thanks to your partner in mischief. Y ou had to pick the one lady
who taks," Gurn said, amused. "Or that one of her trusted ministers has another name? Cholmondley, is
it?"

"Just Chumley,” | said. "So what? Doesit change what heis? Hisintelligence isn't fake. HE's one of the
smartest and wisest people | know."

"Heisfortunate in hisfriends, but her mgesty should be served with dl truth. | could have you thrownin
the deepest dungeonsin the coldest and darkest part of Aegisl”

"Been there, donethat,” | said, with ayawn.

"Thistime you will not have Necrops to weave you warm underwear. To lieto her mgesty isto insult the
Ghordd"

"Gotchathere, pd," Aahz said, turning up on one ebow and grinning. Y ou're not telling her everything,
ather. You say she ill doesn't know about the curse. That's withholding information. Or, asyou ingst on

cdlingit, lying."
Gurn looked furious, asif he was about to throw his amazing stopping spell on Aahz.

"But why keep our secretsat dl?' | asked, trying to defuse the Situation. ™Y ou know the pyramid's
cursed.”

"Because her mgesty sncerely wantsthis” Gurn said, withasigh. "Sheismy life. | would do anything



not to put her nose out of joint." Once again, | was captivated by amemory of her face. Aahz, too. He
must have known what we were thinking, and gave usafiercelook. "Y ou call yourselves
problem-solvers. Y ou are accepting that fool Samwise's capital to do it, but you spend your time up here
feeling sorry for yoursalves. | would cal you frauds.”

"Hey!" Aahz said. "Taking alittle time off to rechargeisnot fraud.”

"Itisif you arefailing to earn your commission,” Gurn said. "'l lay a second charge upon you: bresk the
gpell. Now. Her magesty must be freed of the affliction that causes her to lose the royal lunch amost as
soon asit isconsumed. If you figure out away to solve the problem, she need never know. Otherwise, |
will seeyou and that idiotic Imp locked in that dungeon until you have usefor thisinvisble pyramid sone
you keep visting. My patienceisnot infinite. Y ou must solve this problem quickly, or | will seeto it that
you suffer every punishment. | give you oneweek."

"Don't you think we have been working on it?" Aahz demanded.

"Perhaps without a sufficient goad to your back. Hereismine. | can have you imprisoned and tortured if
you don't succeed. And | will enjoy it."

"Do you know how to undo the bad luck?" | asked.

Gurn looked up a me. "Why should I help you? Perhaps Diksen will change hismind and congtruct a
pyramid fit for her mgjesty instead of this commercid mongtrosty.”

"And maybe pigswill go into investment banking,” Aahz said. "I'd give the same odds to each event. This
isthe only stone triangle she's going to get, and you know it."

"Do 17" Gurn asked, aming a pugnacious chin at him.

"Weadl want thisto work," | said, getting between them. "Okay, maybe for different reasons, but we
want it to be abig success. On atheoreticd basis, how would you lift acurse that the maker refusesto
undo?'

"Why, get himinvolved init," Gurn said, with an innocent look. "Use your imagination.”
Before | could ask him more, he vanished.

Chapter 27

"Looking for lovein dl the wrong places.

—R. Montague

A week in Ghordon was seven days, the same asit wasin Klah or Deva That didn't give usmuch time
to figure out how to get through to Diksen or find ameans of breaking the curse without his help.

We went back to Devafor abrainstorming session with therest of M.Y.T.H., Inc.
"Why don't we just back out of the project?' Bunny asked.

"No," Aahz sad flatly. "We gtay. Or if you dl want to cut ties, I'll say."

"I'll gay withhim," | said.

"Then, what do we do?" our president asked.



"I could break into Diksen's office,” Tanandasaid. "What if | went in through the top of the sphere and
used acommercia freeze spell theway Markie did? If we knew when he goes out, | could search
through his paperwork. If hefound out | had been there, and he would, what could he do to me? Welve
aready been affected by the curse.™

"The answer to your second question is'plenty,’ " Aahz said. "The guy has some advanced ideas about
privacy. Wewere only in his study for afew minutes. If helll booby-trap

plans he's throwing away, who knows what he's got on his permanent files? And asfor thefirst question,
useless. What if you did find adogeared pagein his 'Book of My Favorite Curses ? He still won't take it
off."

"Bribery?' asked Spider. She and Pookie had come back for the current staff meeting to make surel
was gtill breathing, and offered their expertise. " There must be something the guy wants more than

revenge.”
"It might have worked before we confronted him, but | doubt his pride will let him accept anything now."

"Persuasion?' Pookie suggested. | knew what kind of persuasion she meant. The clingy jumpsuits that
Aahz's cousin favored gtill managed to conceal aremarkable arsend.

"It'd haveto be psychologica,” Nunzio said. "'l didn't seetoo many holesin security.”

"That bubble is eminently defensible,”" Guido added. "He has the advantage of bein’ ableto see
agpproachesfrom along distance.”

"Everyone's vulnerable somewhere," Pookie ingsted.

"Again, he's pretty tough,” | said. "'l think the only reason he didn't start flinging dl of usout of his office
that night was because we were there under See-Ker's protection. He has no reason to hold back on
intruders. Samwise said he didn't need to have other safeguards because of his reputation, but he earned
it somehow.”

"l am il upsat with Samwisefor bringing usin under false pretences,” Bunny said. Aahz flinched. "It's
redly not your fault, Aahz. There was only one person who could deny he had come by those plans
legitimately, and we didn't ask him. We wouldn't have, consdering that Diksen was running what we saw
asarivd architectural concern. But it does us no good to continue to be associated with Samwise."”

"I don't want to walk away from the project yet," Aahz said. "Samwise deservesit, but therest of his
people dont. In any casg, it's4till in our best interests to maintain contact until the curseis off."

"So, what's the best way forward?' Bunny asked. She didn't ask again if weinsisted on staying on the
job. Aahz aimed atdon at the ground.

"Gotta be Diksen himsdlf. Find his weaknesses, and we find away to persuade him to undo the
problem.”

"Research,” Bunny sghed.

"I'll check into where he went to magik school, and where he lived before he settled inthe Zyx Vdley,”
Tananda said. "Maybe there's something in his records we can exploit.”

"I'll make the rounds of magicians and wizards | know who've studied maicious magik," Aahz said.
"Tweety said held ask around his colleagues, too. | don't have to be on site dl the time. There's nothing



much going wrong that can't be explained by the curse, and most of it isminor. I'll check in daily for
progress reports from the department heads."

"I'll watch Diksen," | said. "Seeif he has any contactsthat will befriendlier to usthan heis."
"Or any nasty habits we can exploit," Pookie said.
"Good," Bunny said. "WEell compare notes tomorrow evening. Meeting adjourned.”

With the help of arotating group of volunteer Camels, | stiaked out Diksen's pavilion from various points
out in the desert. The Ghord magician spent most of histime there. Through the tranducent walls| could
see him pacing around in his sphere-top office. His mother's gpartments were curtained off to keep out
most of the sunshine. In the evening, | saw her slhouette appear againgt thewall.

The second afternoon | was watching, a hole opened in the side of the sphere. | was so groggy after the
vigil of aday and anight that | dmost missed it. | dapped my own cheek to make mysalf wake up.

Diksen sailed out through the hole on amagik carpet. Even though the skieswere empty and cloudless, |
didn't darelose him. Any chanceto pick up information | could use to change his mind was worth taking.

"Follow that carpet,” | ingtructed my Camel.

"Oh, that'seasy," she said over her shoulder, neverthel ess setting off behind the fast-disappearing figure.
"Diksen dways goes to the Kazbah in the afternoon.”

Shewas right. We skimmed aong the sandsin time to see him set down on the edge of the crowded
market. As Diksen stepped off the carpet, it rolled up into atight cylinder. Diksen set it againgt ahandy
wall dong with severd others. He strode off into the crowd just as| got off my Camd.

| assumed a disguise as a Ghord with the head of agoat, as my norma appearance would excite too
much comment. The merchants shouted about their wares, offered me tea or beer, but didn't try toinsst
when | politely foisted them off. | worried about losing Diksen in the huge crowds. People stopped
abruptly in the middle of the street to gossip to one another, scream, complain or complete a speedy
transaction. | felt ahand going for my belt pouch, and I eft the pickpocket stuck to atent pole with arope
of magik. | didn't want to have to deal with the authorities. This might be my only chance to seewhere
Diksen wert.

Weturned into the street past the wagons full of knickknacks.

"Preserve your cultured milk solids! Keep your renneted comestibles safe from ..." The seller of cheese
plates called out to the magician, then stopped in mid-cry as he focused on who it was. Hastily, he
covered the pyramid shapes with alength of faded cloth and held up adoll with the head of adog.
"Toyd" he shouted "Toysfor your precious children!”

Diksen stalked on, not even sparing aglance for the merchant. | scurried aong behind him.

We were heading toward the oldest booths now. As he turned acorner | ducked behind ahandy fold of
cloth and changed my head for the face of afish. My feet looked like silver finsnow. | collected afew

admiring glances for my natty appearance.

He strode onward through the street of food vendors. | dodged past My-Nah's booth, struggling to
avoid apig-headed femae and her haf-dozen or so offspring al clamoring to be fed first. An itinerant
merchant with an open box dung around his neck followed awell-dressed Ghordess with a bird's head.



"Y ou want this, dear lady! It will undo all the crow's-foot wrinkles that nature has wished upon you! It
will wipeout dl the Sgns of age that mar your loveliness!"

He sprayed athin film into the air. Some of it landed on the lady. To my surprise, it did wipe out the lines
next to her eyes. | got caught in the spray aswell. It smelled like tangy fruit. | coughed and wiped my
face.

Diksen's pace dowed. The sdllers of antique documents were in the next section. | deduced that we had
reached his destination. | kept close to the wall and peered around it cautioudy to see what he was
doing.

As| had guessed, hewastaking closdy with the nearer of the scroll sellers, the ederly femae. Diksen
thumbed through the piled charts on her shabby table as she exaggerated the wonders of each piece. As
| watched, she looked both ways up the narrow corridor, and pulled a parcel wrapped in alength of

cloth from below atable. Diksen unwrapped it to revea abook. His eyes gleamed. | peered at it, trying
to sound out the glyphs on the cover.

"Hello!" avoice said suddenly. Something brushed my leg. | jumped. "It isMaster Skeeve, isn't it? Have
you cometo eat lunch?'

Startled, | turned around. Matt was |ooking up at me.

Bunny and Tananda had taken it upon themsalves to continue to offer me further dating lessons whenever
| came back to headquarters. "'If agirl runsinto you once, it's chance,” Bunny had said. "Twiceis
deliberate.”

"Oh, hi," | said, swallowing my shock. | redlized that the soray the merchant had doused me with must
have dispelled my disguise. | put my hand up against the wall and leaned againgt it, hoping | looked
nonchalant. "l wasjust . . . yes, | thought I'd come back here for lunch. What a coincidenceto run into
you! Haveyou eaten? May | join you?'

"Why not? Thisisagood place to watch people." Matt led me to anarrow table up against astonewall.
My-Nah dropped off two bowls of food. | took abig spoonful. "The sdllers of magikal texts are that
way," she added conversationdly, tilting her head toward the end of the dley. "But you know that
dready, don't you?'

| choked, spraying out my mouthful. The sacred cats underneath the table protested at therain of green
and brown granules. | hastily employed magik to remove the detritus. The cats were cleaned, but not
amused. Matt went on asif | had not reacted.

"My employer isover there, examining abook on exotic plants. Thelast timel came thisway to pick up
apurchase that Diksen had ordered, they were most excited to tell me that aforeign magician had made
inquiries of them, and did Diksen have any books or scrolls on placating the Ancientsthat he might
chooseto 17’

"You don't say,” | managed to sputter out. | kept my nosein my bowl. Matt ate with ladylike
haf-gpoonfuls.

She amiled at meindulgently. "Oh, yes. They were eager to make acommission. It seemed to be most
interesting that you want the very thing that would solve your problem.”

"Matt, I ..."

She twitched her fingertip at me, and the plumes on her head bobbed. "Go on, eat your lunch. People are



watching.”"

| picked up my spoon, then dropped it again as Diksen appeared at the end of the food booths. Hadtily, |
reassumed my fish-faced disguise. | expected him to have abundle under hisarm, but he didn't. He
glanced toward me with little interest, but only addressed Matt.

"Stop upgtairs. . . dictation . . . association mesting. Oh, buy swests. . . mother.”
"Of course, dr,"” Matt sad.

She pulled afeather from the top of her head and made a couple of notes on a parchment roll she took
from her belt pouch. Reading upside down, | saw her make a glyph of afeather with an open mouth over
it, and apicture of a Ghord with the kind of swollen face | associated with toothache. Diksen gave me a
rough nod and started walking again.

"I had better go," she said. "Good luck. | won't tell him | saw you."

She smiled a me and followed her boss. | began to think she must redlly like me.
Chapter 28

"Y ou're supposed to have ulterior motives.”

—Casanova

| didn't dare return to my place of concealment in the desert the rest of that day, knowing that Matt
amog certainly knew | was out there. | was afraid that wittingly or unwittingly she might draw Diksen's
attention to me. Instead, | left aCame on duty with instructions to send me aglyph if Diksen emerged

again.

| returned to the office. Samwise was seeing out a party of Gargoyles who obvioudy enjoyed their tour
of thegte.

"Matching cornerswill be no problem aslong as you don't mind waiting for Phase Two," the Imp said,
hisarm around the wings of the granite-jawed mae. He clutched a set of contracts to him with the kind of
gleeful possessiveness that assured me they were signed. "It'll be just like looming over your favorite
cathedral. Thanksfor dropping by! Visit usany time. I'll be happy to seeyou.”

| dragged him aside as soon as the Gargoyles had left. "How can you keep sdlling spotsin these buildings
knowing what could happen to those people?’

"l havefaithinyou,"” Samwise said. "l said to mysdlf, it can't betoo bad if M.Y.T.H., Inc., istill onthe
job. I know you'l get it al fixed up. My expenses don't stop just because

you discovered the problem—and isn't that why | hired you in thefirst place? Y ou'll make it better, and |
cangoonjust asl planned." He dapped me on the back.

Gurn's cryptic statement that we should get Diksen ‘involved' with the pyramid project left my mind a
blank, but some of my partners had come up with creative idess.

"It'sobvious," Aahz had said. "If we manage to spread the curse back to him, hell haveto takeit off."

Nunzio had made a suggestion that | was about to put into operation. If anyone who bought atomb from
Samwise was afflicted with the curse, then if we could get Diksen to accept one, held be cursed, too. Of
course, we couldn't expect him to pay usfor it, so it would have to be a gift. Samwise protested at



offering up one of his primelocationsfor nothing, but | pointed out to him that he could end up with
nothing. If Diksen felt like he was part of the project, he might be inclined to think more kindly of it.
Either way, | doubted we could lose.

| had the deed etched onto a handsome dab of red marble, with the location picked out in gold, and afull
sdes brochure scribed onto the back.

"Now, | need avolunteer,” | said, addressing the Ghord carvers at the water jug. "All you haveto do is
take thisdab to Diksen. I'll supply transportation. Make sure you hand it to him personally.”

Lol-Kit peered at me sideways. "It sounds dangerous. Why don't you take it to him?' she asked.

"It'sagesture of goodwill,” | said. "I don't want it to carry more weight than just asmple gift. If | brought
it, 1 might make him fed obligated, and that's not what we want. Right, Samwise?"!

The Imp gulped nervoudy. "Right. Right, of course! It'sjust apresent.”

| could tell that most of the scribes were scared witless at the thought of confronting the magician. To my
surprise Pe-Kid, the green-faced Ghord, raised his hand.

"I'll doit,” hesaid. "Maybe | can get atour of that white pyramid.”
"Idiot!" Lol-Kit said, shaking her head.

Before he could change hismind, | walked Pe-Kid down to the pier where Balu, our volunteer Camel
waswaiting. | saw them off, and hoped for the best. Either Diksen would accept it as a gift, or we'd
manage to infest him with the curse. Either reaction should get the result we hoped for.

Unfortunately, we didn't have long to wait for the response. | heard the yell before | could seewhere it
was coming from.

"Aasasa— AAAAAAGGGGGH!"

| looked up in time to see afigure hurtling down on me from the sky. | reached out with anet of magik,
and intercepted Pe-Kid before he smashed into the ground. He landed on top of me. He got up and
danced around in acircle, beating at the back of hiskilt. It wasonfire.

"Good will?* he sputtered. "He threw me out! With extreme preudice!”

"Gee, I'm sorry,” | said, sincerdly. "1 never guessed that Diksen would attack a messenger. Uh, where's
the deed?'

Huffily, Pe-Kid held up afist. He opened it, and red sand sifted down onto the flagstones. He stalked
away without another word.

So the direct approach wasn't going to work. Subtler means were needed.

| tried leaving an interesting-looking document on the scroll-sellers wagon with adeed to adab written in
small print inthe corner. A passing thief picked it up and stuffed it into the front of histunic. Hewasrun
over by awagon full of cabbages at the next intersection.

| remembered from my shortened lunch with Matt that Diksen's mother liked swests. | sought out the
merchant that she favored, and had them send a box of the best dried fruitsto the sphere. That afternoon,
| watched them fdl out of the bottom of the bal of water like arain of pruny hailstones. They dropped
into the sand, never to be seen again.



| was not optimistic when | returned to M.Y.T.H., Inc., that evening. None of my partners looked any
more cheerful than | felt.

"I didn't find athing," Tanandasaid, her legs curled under her in the exotic pouffe chair. "Hewas an
honor student at M.I.T. Graduated at the top of his class."

| wasimpressed. The Magicians Ingtitute of Thaumaturgy was the best school on the list maintained by
the Council of Wizards. If I'd had the resources and, to be honest, the knowledge it had existed, | would
havetried for it when | was starting out.

"Tweety said Diksen'samember in good standing of the Magicians Club," Aahz said, though it looked
asif it hurt to say s0. "Never asingle complaint. HEsbeen in longer than | have. . . was."

| didn't say anything, but that statement filled in a blank for me.

"Asfar as| cantell, he'sgot no exotic hobbies, not much in the way of outside activitiesand if he has
friends or lovers, he'samazingly discreet about dl of them,” Bunny said, referring to Bytina's screen. "He
takes good care of his mother, and he minds his own business."

"Wehavenoin," | said glumly. "Maul-De never goes out during daylight. Diksen goesto the Kazbah
severa afternoons aweek. Hevistsafew shopsin the capital, but never goesto theroyal palace. None
of the shopkeeperswill tell meathing.”

"What about his secretary?' Bunny asked. " She seemed to like you.”
"Shewon't say anything," | said. "She got upset when | asked her."

"All right," Bunny said, sitting upright in her chair. "WEell keep plugging away at our other prospects. Any
other business we need to talk about?

Bunny's question got me thinking. | hadn't reglly pushed Mait for information because it made both of us
uncomfortable. But there was more at stake now. | wasworried about Gurn making good on histhrest. |
didn't want to spend any more time underneath the surface of Ghordon than | dready had. | wasaso
concerned about Aahz. He insisted on hanging on to Samwise's project in spite of the Imp's dishonesty.

|, too, hated to leave the pyramids. It was one of the most fascinating things | had ever seen, watching the
triangular buildings take shape from the ground up. The moment a stone wasin place, it looked asif it

had been there forever. | understood Aahz's attraction to them. But in the last few days, Aahz had lost his
wallet once, gotten bashed by afdling hammer, had a Deved woman dap him in the face because she
thought he'd been the one to pinch her backside, and suffered several more papercuts, something that
had never happened in hisentirelife. | just couldn't see him suffer any longer, if there was anything | could
do about it.

| had to take arisk and seeif | could get Matt to help me. Perhaps, if she cameto think of measanice
guy, shewould sympathize with our position. | had been taking lessons from a couple of the smartest
women | had ever known. It was time to put some of that knowledge to use. | would ask Matt on aredl
date.

"Don't make an invitation an dl-or-nothing propostion,” Bunny had warned mein one of our late evening
sessons. "Makeit easy for her to say yes, but leave it open for her to say no if she hasto. Both of you
will be lessembarrassed. Makeit friendly and casud.”

To me, the best way not to provoke an instant 'no’ from her was not to invite her in person. | was too
nervousto ask her faceto face, and | redlly didn't want to take a chance on running into Diksen again. |



would send her aglyph. Everybody in Ghordon used them. Why shouldn't I? Matt said she got messages
al day, and her boss didn't mind.

But | had never sent aglyph. | needed help. | glanced around the office as| went in. Miss Tauret gave
me a pleasant smile. | knew she sent and received plenty of glyphs, but shewasthelast person | could
trust to keep confidence for me. None of the other clerksin the office were good candidates, since they
all worked closdly together. The curse was till more of arumor than aredlity, and | wanted to keep it
that way. | dso didn't want anybody teasing me about girls.

Ay-Taek was the obvious choice. The chief scribe was an older Ghordess who would understand that |
didn't want a potentia date to become news across Aegis.

| found Ay-Taek working on a stone with adozen apprenticesin front of her, al very young. The
lion-headed boy Ghord at her feet was still missing one fang, and his mane hadn't grown in yet. The
reptile-headed girl's teeth were rounded instead of pointed. But they were intent on the lesson.

| was fascinated, too, as Ay-Taek lectured, tapping out a careful glyph with her hammer and chisdl. |
started to read the engravings already on the huge stone block. I'd picked up abit of the language, but
not enough for the subtleties of an invitation. Still, I thought | could read some of thetext. A thief, or so
the picture of the male with hand in someone el se's belt pouch indicated. | wasn't sure about the next
image. From the rows of sharp teeth that had been etched in, it looked alittle like adragon, or maybe a
lizard-headed Ghord. Ay-Tdek wasworking on another glyph on alower row. The patron who had
purchased this stone was rich, or wanted the reader of this epitaph to think he wasrich. Redly rich. It
was definitely aman's stone. He had won some kind of game that meant alot to him. He had many
people that looked up to him. He had two wives—no, girlfriends—no, femaefriends. In fact, he had lots
of friends. | skimmed afew more glyphs. Thisman had had successin business. He was wise, lucky,
liked playing cards, enjoyed good food and wine. | suddenly redlized it seemed this person had led alife
alot like mine, except that | didn't have an ugly father. No names had yet been filled in, and no indicators
were present to show what race the person came from.

"Who'sthisonefor?" | asked curioudly.

"All identities are confidential unlessthe client releasesthe information,” Ay-Tadek said crisaly. She
definitely was the person | needed to help me.

"Weéll, if the owner comes back to the site, will you tell him I'd like to meet him?" | asked. "He sounds
like someone I'd like to know."

"Certainly,"” Ay-Tdek said. She brushed stone grit off her |gp and smiled a me. "What may | do for
you?' | glanced at the children. She shooed them away. "Go play for awhile! And don't get inthe
Scarabs way!" Thelittle onesran off, and Ay-Talek tilted her head a me.

"I need asmdll favor,” | said, once | was sure no one could overhear us. "How can | send aglyph to
someone?’

"Isthat dl?' Ay-Taek asked. "Of course. Sit down."

She picked up ascrap of papyrus and tightened her skirts around her kneesto form adesk. "What isit
you want to say?'

"Uh, therésthisyoung lady ..."

"Say no more," the scribe said, adimple showing in her feathered cheek. "And you wish to declare your



heart?'
"Oh, no! | just want to take her out on adate. How do | write that?*

"Itisvery ample" Ay-Taek said. With areed pen, she sketched afew linesthat dmost magikally
resolved into the figure of amale Ghord on his knees with a bouquet in one hand and a heart in the other.

"Not one knee?' | asked, frowning.

Ay-Taek laughed. "Not unless you are proposing marriage! Where do you wish to take her?' She held
the pen poised.

"Uh, I don't know yet," | said. "First | want to find out if she's even interested.”

"Asyou wish. But let us put it on anicer papyrus, in your own handwriting, of course. | don't think we
will try ahammer and chisdl for your first attempt.”

She handed me the pen and a clean square of paper. With some difficulty | copied the glyph.

"Now, fold it likethis" shesad. | followed her movements until the missive wastightly rolled up from one
corner to the opposite corner and the ends twisted like tiny wings. "Think of your ladylove and send it
off.” When | hesitated, she patted my hand. "It'savery reliable system. Go ahead.”

| et go of thetiny wad of papyrus. It lifted up and shot away, joining a stream of other little rapid-moving
nuggets of information.

"Will you help meread thereply if she answers?' | asked.

"Certainly," Ay-Taek said. "Look, hereitisnow." "It couldn't be," | said, disbdievingly, asasmal knob
of paper dropped into my hands, itswings crigp with hest.

"They only go to the person to whom they are addressed. Let's see what she said.”

| unfolded it. All that was on the minute page was the image of a puzzled clock face. " She couldn't read
it," | said, crestfalen.

Ay-Talek shook her head. "Not at dl. Sheisasking where and when."
"You choose," | said.

"Not |," said theclerk. "Thisisyour lovelife, not mine.”

"No, | mean, how do | tell her, 'you choose? Where would she like to go?'

Ay-Taek nodded understandingly. "Ah. Y ou are anice young man." | followed her quick scribbling ona
new sheet. The answer wasin my hands amost as soon as my papyrus ball flew out of sight.

The new message had two glyphsonit.

"Shesays" Ay-Tdek told me, pointing at the pictograph of asmiling Ghord with atweezer-like face
under ahdf-sun, "'come tomorrow at noon. Wewill visit thelair of Shan-Tun. It will befun.™

"And what doesthat one say?' | asked, pointing to the image of aman who wore adisheveled looking
kilt.

"'Don't wear good clothes. Good luck, young man!™



How odd, | thought, but it was Matt's choice.
Chapter 29

"l wasjudt sringing him aong.”

—Arachne

Bunny and Tananda were delighted that | had taken their suggestion to approach Matt. | took both of
them with me shopping in the Bazaar to find asmall present to give her dong with the flowers that
Tanandainsisted | bring. | suggested alittle enameled box that kept food fresh, so she didn't dways have
to trust My-Nah's not very delicious meals for her brief noon breaks.

"A firg-date present should be useful but not practical,” Bunny said. "If you brought her alunchbox, she
has every right, according to the universa women's charter, to hit you with it."

"Then what should | bring her?" | asked, replacing it on the display with regret.
"Nothing intoxicating, fattening, or intimate," Tanandaadded. "Just consderate.”
"Then, you pick it out,” | suggested.

"Oh, no!" they chorused. "This hasto be your choice!"

| ended up with aminiature picture frame that captured the images of anything you pointed it &t. | figured
she could display apicture of the sacred cats. They dso insisted | buy alittle peach-colored silk bag to
carry itin, instead of

wrapping it in the heavy gray paper the Deved merchant used. He gave me a sympathetic glance aswe
|eft.

Theloca Ghords assured me| couldn't get to Shan-Tun's on Camel-back, but they gave me good
directions on how to get there by air.

| found Matt at the appointed hour on a cliff-top about forty milesto the east of the Zyx Vdley. A
lonely-sounding wind whistled around us, kicking up dust. There wasn't asingle plant or ablade of grass
for miles. It was the most unappeding site | could imagine for adate. Matt waved to me as| flew in. She
had on a pleated white robe like those she wore to the office, but her skirts were divided into trousers.
Her long, feathery black hair was braided under her headdress, which was held tightly to her forehead by
ared band.

"Hi," | said. | cudgeled my brainsto remember my lessons. "Uh, you look nice."

"Thisold thing?' she asked, looking down at her outfit. "It is comfortable. | am glad that you took my
advice." Sheindicated my clothing. | had followed her ingtructions with regard to clothes, picking out
gamentsthat were good enough to be seen in but not dressy. Both Tananda and Bunny had verified my
sdection.

"Yes. I,uh..." My throat went tight. | thrust the small silk bag at her at arm'slength. "Um, thisisfor
you."

Her eyebrows went up in amusement. "'For me? That ismost kind of you, but unnecessary.”

"It'snot? | mean, it'sjust alittle gift. | hopeyou likeit. And these arefor you, too." | handed her the
flowers. She laughed. When she opened the bag and saw the frame, she laughed some more. Thiswasn't



going aswdl as| hoped.

"Such forma presentations,” she said, tucking the slems of the flowersinto the bag on top of thelittle
frame. "'l hope that you are going to be ableto relax!"

"Relax?" | echoed, my voicerisng aganst my will. "What are we doing?"

"Y ou have never heard of Shan-Tun?' she asked. When | shook my head, she smiled. "It is something
that | have always wanted to do. And as you were so generous asto let me choose our activity, | thought
you might like to share the experience.

"Whdt isit?"
"Shan-Tun and his partner Bon-Jee have devised a most daring amusement,” Matt said. "Come and see.”

| followed her over the crest of the barren hill. The hilltop doped down dightly toward a sheer drop a
thefar end. There, two enormous creatures like caterpillars but each about the size of a Sphinx hunkered,
spinning shining white threads between their hands. | realized that each of them had five or Sx sets of
limbs

"They are Silkwyrms," Matt said. "Their people make dl the clothing for the roya family, but some of
them have gone into business for themselves. Ashere

A dog-headed Ghord stood between them. The Silkwyrms applied some of those thin white threads
around his chest, down between hislegs and up again. As soon as they withdrew their touch, the Ghord
let out awild yell.

"Yee-ah!"

With that, he legped backwards off the cliff. | cried out and ran to try and help him.

"No," Maitt said, running after me. She caught my arm to hold me back. "It iswhat he wanted to do.”
"But..." | sputtered. "He came hereto kill himsdf?"

"Not at dl," Matt began.

Suddenly, the Ghord came catapulting up out of the void, high over our heads. "Whee-hee-hee-yeah!" he
bellowed. He dropped down again. In amoment, he bounded back again, alittle lower. | could hear his
happy cries echoing down the ravine. When the bouncing stopped, the two Silkwyrms started reding in
the nearly invisible threads until the Chord's head reappeared. They grasped him by the shoulders and
pulled him back onto the cliff's edge.

"It iswonderful!" hetold us, earsflapping. Y ou will love
it!"

Hejoined aknot of Ghordswho stood laughing and chattering at a safe distance from the edge. They
must al have gone before him, because their headcl oths were disheveled and windblown.

"Come, come," thelarger Silkwyrm, Shan-Tun, said, gesturing to us. "Y ou must take your turn, so the
otherscan go again.”

"Thisiswhat you want to do?' | asked Métt, atrifle disbdievingly. "Jump off adliff?"



"Yes" shesaid. "Head firdt. | have been looking forward to thisfor ages!”
"Why not go first?" Shan-Tun asked me.

| looked down over the edge of the precipice. It was along way to the valey's bottom. A riverbed cut
through the yellow-gray wasteland, but it must have been centuries since any water flowed throughit.
"How doesthiswork?' | asked.

The smaller worm, Bon-Jee, worked his mouth pincers. "We spin fresh silk for every legp,” hesaid. "We
wind it around you. Y ou legp. Y ou bounce. It isrefreshing. Hold still, sir, while | measureyou." He
extended three pairs of arms and wrapped them around my chest, shoulders, and between my legs. It
tickled, but I did my best not to flinch.

"That will be one silver piece each,” said Shan-Tun. "Do you wish to pay for thelady, too?"

"Uh, yes," | said, taking the money out of my belt pouch. They expected meto attempt suicide,
congtrained only by threads narrower than astrand of my hair, and they wanted meto pay for it?In
advance? But Matt was watching me. | smiled as| paid.

| was less than confident as | watched them spin. They pulled the lengths of white out of their backsides.
It didn't look sturdy enough, even after they braided it into atriple thickness of cord. It could snap like
the thread it was, catapulting meinto thevoid. Had | told anyone where | was going? Would it hurt when
| landed, or would faling on my head kill meingtantly?

Then, | gave myself amenta dap in the forehead.

What was | afraid of ? Was| amagician for nothing? | could soar off the precipice and float downward at
my leisure, perfectly safe and secure. I'd impress Matt with my courage and nonchaance. Maybe I'd
even turn asomersault as | bounced upward. Maybe two.

| looked around for force lines. A nice, moderate power source followed the line of the ridge we were
standing on. Plenty of magik. | absorbed an adequate supply. | stood at the edge of the cliff hanging on
only by my toes and held my arms out straight in front of me. I'd leap head firdt, then do a series of
somersaults on my way up.

"Look at me!" | called to Mait.

| bent my knees and prepared to jump.

"Oh, no, sr!" Shan-Tun exclaimed, grabbing me around the chest. "No magik!"
"What?' | asked.

"Y ou mugt not do magik,” said Bon-Jee. "Why not?"

"Did you not see our Sgn?" asked Shan-Tun. He pointed to asign pounded into the windy plain that |
had missed on our way over. | peered at the line of pictograms painted in red, each more
aarming-looking than the next. "No glyphing, no flying, no magik. It weakens our silk. Y ou don't want to
land on your head, do you?'

"No! I mean, not even alittle magik?' | asked. Suddenly my perch on the very lip of the cliff ssemed too
unsteady. | took astep closer in. Matt called out to me.

"What iswrong?'



"Nothing'swrong,” | said.

"You must release all magikal power," Shan-Tun said. "Trust us. We have not lost any of our jumpers.”
"Not inweeks," agreed Bon-Jee. Thetwo of them laughed, their mandibles quivering.

That didn't make mefed any better. But | had no choice.

| had to do the jump relying only on the Silkwyrms silk, or chicken out and maybe have Matt scorn me. |
desperately needed her gpprova. She wasthe only source | had left for getting through to Diksen. This
wasfor Aahz.

"Wedl... dl right," | said, though my heart had moved up to my throat. | hesitated.
"We can let someone else go until you are ready,” Bon-Jee said.
"No! I mean, I'll go. Just give me amoment.”

For thefirst time since | had started learning magik, | ddliberately emptied my interna reserve of dl the
power | had. It left me with an uncomfortable hollow sensation insde. | looked down. Thedry river bed
seemed twice asfar away asit had been before.

The Silkwyrms mandibles separated in what | trandated as abroad grin.
"That'sright, good sir. Now, go ahead and jump!"
| held my bresth and took a step backward.

| remembered when | waslittle that some of my family put me on ablanket they held anong them and
tossed me high into the air. | laughed and yelled and begged for more.

Thiswas nothing like that. As| went over the edge, my hair flew upward, and my clothes flapped against
my bodly, asif they wanted to free themsel ves from someone crazy enough to jump off adliff. All the
nerve endingsin my body tingled against my skin. They'd be the first to know when | struck the ground. |
wasfdling too fast to draw breath. 1t wasn't like being dragged underground by the dowsands.

Therewas plenty of air up here—too much, in fact. | screwed my eyes shut, waiting for the inevitable
impect.

Suddenly, giants grabbed me by the chest and dragged me upward, back into the air | had just fallen
through. My eyes were forced open. The blue sky seemed to loom closer and closer. | heard asharp,
thin, agonized noise. Someone was screaming.

It wasme.

| wasflung up over the cliff's edge. Matt stood with the Silkwyrms, watching me fly up, up, up, until | hit
the acme of my arc. Then | started dropping again.

It was no more fun the second time.
Or thethird.
Or thefourth.

By thetime | had bounced for thefifth time, | could fed my breskfast, and probably last night's dinner,



fighting to get out of my stomach. | was no longer screaming, since that required bresth, and | had none
to spare. My heart banged againgt the inside of my throat, and my eyes were popping out of my head.
Thistime as| passed the edge of the cliff, the Silkwyrms grabbed me and helped me back onto solid
ground.

| could have kissed it. As soon as Shan-Tun and Bon-Jee disconnected me from their threads, |
staggered down into the center of the hilltop and just stood, shaking.

Matt cheerfully took her place in between the Silkwyrms. They attached the ropes to her and helped her
back to the edge. She gave me ajaunty wave and legped out into the empty air.

The happy cries of excitement she emitted while catapulting up and down left me feding resentful and
morethan alittle foolish. When she returned at last to the starting point, | put on a pleasant smile and
went to mest her.

Chapter 30
"Theend dwaysjudifiesthe means."
—D. Vader

| had arranged for afine lunch in arestaurant that Chumley had recommended in the capitd city. The
waiter, aGhord in atall, conicd hat, seated us with many bows and compliments. He took Matt's
flowers away and returned them in a pottery vase with aribbon around it, then | eft usto read the menu.

"Thiswasn't thefirgt time you've done that jump, wasit?' | asked, as soon as he was out of earshot.

"Widl, no," Matt admitted, withady grin. "But | thought you would enjoy it moreif you believed it was
thefirst timefor both of us."

"You knew | couldn't use magik out there, didn't you?'

"Oh, yes." The grin broadened out into asmile. "It was very amusing, watching the terror on your face.
Shan-Tun let you bounce an extratime just for fun." She touched my cheek, then bent her head to
examinethe menu. "Now, what shal wetry?"

The thought made my scomach rail. "I don't think I'll ever be ableto egt again,” | said.
"Nonsense," Matt said. "The food smells marvel ous. Just take a deep breeth.”
| did. My stomach forgave me the abuse it had undergone.

By the time the waiter came back with adate and a stylusto take our order, | had lined up in my mind al
the lessons that Bunny and Tananda had hammered into me. | was prepared to be charming at al costs.

"And what will thelady have?' thewaiter inquired.
| nodded to her. "Whatever shewould like."

What Matt liked, asit happened, was the rarest and most expensiveitem on thelist. | kept my face
straight, and ordered an entree for mysdif.

"What about appetizers? Soup? Sdad?' | asked.

"Why, yes," Matt said. She put adainty finger on thelist and ran down her choices of three more



courses. "And essence of minnetango to drink, perhaps.” The waiter gasped. "What do you think?" she
asked me.

"I think that soundsgood,” | said. "Two."

"Two?' the server asked. His careful air of nonchal ance dissolved into open delight. He scurried away
into the back room, where | heard exclamations of disbelief and happy astonishment. | guessed that
minnetango must be pretty pricey. | was determined not to react, whatever Matt did. It was only money.

| made determined smdll talk aswe dined. Matt picked at her medl. | ate heartily. The food was as good
as Chumley had said it would be. | commented on it, asked polite questions, and avoided the subject that
was nagging at me aslong as| possibly could.

The minnetango arrived in golden cups no taler than my little finger on asolid gold tray accompanied by
every server in the restaurant and the manager, who bowed asthe tray was presented to us. In aless
fancy place, it would probably have been accompanied by abrass band and arobed choir. The
fragrance hit me even before the waiter set my cup before me. The few ounces of bronze-golden liquid
amelled like a combination of awhole hothouse of roses smmered together with marshmallows and
fifteen kinds of fruit. One sp told me | should never judge anything in advance. It tasted like boiled
Spiders. Mt tasted hers. Her lips curled in asmal, contented smile that wouldn't have been out of place
on the face of one of her cats.

"Uh, that's pretty good,” | managed to choke out.

"Weare proud of it," the manager said. "It takes a hundred Ghords a hundred daysto makeasingle
bottle! Enjoy!"

"Thisisaspecid occason,” | said, holding up my cup to Matt. "I've never jumped head-first off acliff on
purpose.”

She looked alittle sad, but extended her cup to touch to mine. ™Y our continued good health.”

"Yours, too," | sad. | took my timefinishing it. One dp at atime was about al | could gag down. Matt
drank hers, but with little apparent pleasure.

"And, now, dessert?' the waiter asked, appearing at my elbow.

"What would you like?" | asked Mait. | refrained from suggesting that she probably had no room for one,
since she had eaten very little of four previous courses and a sorbet (offered as a paate cleanser between
the sdlad and the entree), but | could just hear Tananda giving me apiece of her mind if | criticized my
date to her face. | was determined to do this absolutely right.

"Nothing, thank you."

| was surprised. "Areyou sure?' | turned to the waiter. "Why don't you give us some moretimeto
decide? I'll cal you when we make up our minds.”

He withdrew to a distance where he could see us, but not hear us.
Matt leaned close and put her dender hand on mine.
"Y ou must want thisinformation very badly,” she said.

"What?' | wastaken aback. "No! | mean, I'm enjoying our time together. In fact, 1'd be happy to see you



again, any time"

She shook her head. ™Y ou don't redly like me. Y ou are being agentleman in the face of my outright
rudeness. | would have preferred it if you took me out because you wanted my company. Thetruthis
that you're using me, or you would liketo."

| was shocked. | shook my head. "Buit | liked having lunch with you thelast couple of times, and | have
redlly enjoyed being with you thistime. Didn't you haveagoodtimeat al?"

"It wasanicedate," she conceded. "Y ou were brave to try the jJump even though you were afraid. It
shows how determined you are, and | can respect that. 1've seen your women friends, the ones who
accompanied you that evening to confront Diksen. I'm not under any illusionsthat I'm the sort of person
you would choose for yoursdlf, or that they would choose for you.”

| grinned uneasily, picturing fire dementas or brassy Jahk women in filmy trousers. "1'd be concerned
about the girlsthat either Masshaor Markie would fix me up with."

Matt shook her head. "Don't be. They know you pretty well, and they care deeply about you. But that is
not the whole story."

Shewasright.
"What isit you want?' | asked.
"Tdl thetruth," Matt said. "That's the only thing that means anything to me."

Up until then I hadn't redlized how much of the truth | had been bending just to get my way. | was
ashamed of mysdf. I'd given up my dreams of being asuccessful thief along time ago. | shouldn't try to
ded anything, let doneinformation.

| opened my hands. "Aahz ismy best friend. He's been my mentor, my partner, my friend, the onel have
trusted for years. | am scared for him." | told her about my concern that he was sick and not telling
anybody. "But | refuseto let aded kill him. | don't like him suffering to satisfy your bosss need for
revenge on someone else. | do need your help, and I'll do anything to get it. Haven't you ever had anyone
you cared about like that?'

Maitt crossed her arms. "Maybe. Y ou haven't earned the right to ask me persona questions.”

"Sorry," | said. "Wetaked about alot of things. | thought we were getting to know each other. Buit |
guessweredly didn't.”

"Wedid," Matt said. "l learned you wanted to use me to get what you want and you can be ruthless,
thoughinaniceway. You learned I'm not asdumb as | look. But | didn't think you were. . . ! Shetook
the tallest feather out of her headpiece and touched it to my hand. The black feather glowed slver. She
returned it to the top of her head. "The feather of truth never lies. And you are not lying, about this,
anyhow. Y ou mean what you just said.”

| was determined to be straightforward from then on. "No. Not about Aahz. Will you help me?"
Mait raised her eyebrows. "Y ou want me to incur acurse from my boss?
"Well, yes" | said frankly. "I'd do anything for Aahz. And held do anything for me. That I'm certain of "

"If I help you, you will owe me. Y ou dready owe me onefavor, for attempting to use me."



"Then | oweyou two." | showed her an open, honest face. "1 admit | took you out to get information
about Diksen. I'm worried about my friend and | saw you asmy last hope. | do oweyou, and | don't
deny my obligations. Y ou can cal on me any time, for any reason. Y ou have my word onit."

Mait nodded. "Good. Wewill call it adebt against the future. Then what isit you wanted?"

| grimaced. "The problems my partner is suffering are getting worse. Y ou won't believe it, because you've
only seen him yell and carry on, but he'sredly asenstive guy.”

"He does not seem a al sengtive, from my experience with him."
| squirmed alittle. Aahz did strike people as overbearing. "Wdll. . . you have to know him better.”

"That | do not wish to do," Mait said. "But | seethat you are sincerein one facet of your life. Helikes
books."

"Who?'

"Diksen. Hewill pay any price for an exotic book of wisdom. He has been looking for agood or
excellent copy of the Magus Sutrafor years. That isal.” "That'sdl?'

She smiled, awintry little expression. "With your determination, it should be more than enough. | am
sorry | will not be getting to know you. | would have treasured having afriend like you. | hope your
partner appreciates what he has."

"l think s0," | said. "'l hope s0."
Chapter 31

"Never judge abook by its cover.”
—T. Summerbee

"The Magus Sutra?' Bunny asked, calling ameeting in our secondary office suite across the Bazaar.
Buttercup, delighted to have company during the day, ate sugar out of my pam. Glegp wound around my
legs. "I've never heard of it."

"l have," Aahz said, with awicked grin that spread across hisface. "Back in magik school, we used to
hide out in the rear staircase behind the library with the dean's persona copy.” Herolled hiseyes up,
reminiscing.

"Aahz! Stay with us," Tananda said, tapping him on the knee. "I'veread it, too. It's not as hot as some
modern textson Trollia, but you haveto love the dassics. It'sgot some amazing illugtrations. If thisis
something that Diksen can't resst, then it sounds like the solution we've been looking for. Where can we
get acopy of this book?'

Aahz shrugged. "I don't know. It'sbeen out of print for over five hundred years.”

"Canwe, uh, liberate avolume from acollection?' Guido asked. "It sounds like you know of at least
two."

"Not agoodidea,” | said | was till fedling stung from the hit my integrity had taken on my day out with
Matt, and it was al my own fault. "I'd rather buy one. Well get paid back

for it. Matt said Diksen would pay any priceto own it. By the way, why aren'twein M.Y.T.H., Inc.'s



headquarters?"

Bunny shrugged. "Bytina picked up some buggy software. | think it came from aclient who cameinto the
office yesterday. | mean, there is nowhere you can Sit without getting bytten! I'm having the place
debugged by an expert. We should be able to get back in there tomorrow, next day at the latest.”

Aahz made aface. "The curse must be spreading out.”

"Well get rid of it," Bunny assured him. "If tempting Diksen with the Magus Sutrawill work, let's
concentrate on tracking one down. As Skeeve says, it doesn't matter how much it costsif it works."

There'sno more certain way to make the price of acommodity rise than to let it be known that you have
to haveit. We didn't spread the word, but somehow it got around that we were trying to find amint copy
of arare book.

Deveds are masters of the hard bargain, and they are not above making a hasty fake in hopes of making
ahasty profit. Before midnight, we had aline stretching from the door down the block and around the
corner. About dawn, my turn to St at the front desk and check out possibilities saw very little reductionin
the number of sdlers hoping to foist off their wares on us. Guido, Aahz, Bunny, Tananda and Nunzio had
each had a shift.

"Lusty Toasty Comics?' | asked, eyeing the latest offering with distaste. A Deved maiden cavorted on
the cover, wearing nothing more than asmile.

"Wl that'skind of like Magus Sutra, isn't it?" asked the hopeful Deved on the other side of the desk.
Hewas about my height, possibly my age, skinny and pimply.

"Thiscan't be five hundred yearsold,” | said.
"Sureitis. It'sissue number two! It'sworth three hundred gold pieces!”
"No, thanks," | said, pushing it back again.

"How about five gold pieces?' the Deved asked. "L ook, | can buy awhole year'sworth of Zarzafan the
Conqueror with that!"

“No," | s firmly. "Next!"

The next would-be salesman barely came up to thelevel of the desk. | could just see his horns peeping
over the edge. | leaned forward to look down into the spectacles of an elderly Deved—or maybe he
wasn't aDeved. Something about him suggested he was wearing a disguise spell.

"I hear you want acopy of the Magus Sutra," he whispered, confidentially. He held up a cloth-wrapped
bundle.

"Isityoursto sdll?' | asked.

"Why," he sad, blinking a me with the bemusement of someone who doesn't get out in daylight very
often, "yes, of courseitis. It has beenin the family for along time. | wouldn't like to sell afamily treasure,
but you know, times are hard."

| let him natter on, and took the bundle. | knew as soon as | opened the parcel that | was holding
something rare and precious. It virtualy crackled with potential magik. Even thetitle seemed to writhe
sensuoudy across the cover.



"Hey, Aahz?' | caled. My partner was snoozing on the couch in the president's office. "Aahz!"

He emerged, orange circles under his eyes. "This had better beworthit,” he said. "Y ou woke me out of
the best dream I'vehadin . . . whoa"

He homed in on the book on my desk and lifted it with reverent hands.
"Isitred?' | asked.

"Page sixty-seven,” he said, thumbing through it hastily. He held it at arm'slength, then brought it close,
then let out adeep chuckle. "Yes. It'sreal.” | leaned up to look over hiselbow at the page, but he
dammed the book shut, and amed his chin at my visitor. "What do you want for it?"

"Well, | wasthinking ..." the elderly Deved began, polishing hisglasses.
"Hdf," Aahz sad, promptly.
"That is hardly adecent offer for apriceless old book," he protested.

"Tough," Aahz said. He took ahandful of coinsout of his pocket and spread them on the desk. "Take it
or leaveit." "How do you know ... ?'

"I know," Aahz said. "It'sgot alabd for the Magicians Club library on the flyleaf. Considering how we
parted company, | don't mind borrowing their property for agood cause. How about it?" he asked.

"Done," the short Deved said amiably. He scooped the coins off the desk and tucked them away. " Good
morning to you."

"Send the rest of them away," Aahz said, glancing out the door at the line of would-be sdllers. "WEell ded
with thisbaby later. | need some deep.”

After afew cupsof very strong coffee, | followed Aahz to the shop of abook dealer we knew inthe
Bazaar. Dewie stroked the book lovingly.

"I hateto do thisto anice old book like thisone," he said. He was alanky Deved with aback hunched
over from years of reading small print in poor light. Hislarge, pale green eyes peered at us over
half-glasses with gold frames. " Are you sure you wouldn't rather sell it instead? I'd be proud to haveit,
and so would ahundred of my most discerning patrons. | could set up an auction for you."

"Gottado it, Dewie," Aahz said, with regret. "Just get it over with quickly, okay? | hate to hear agood
book scream.”

"All right," the bookseller said. He disappeared into hisworkshop. In ashort time, he came back. To me,
the book |ooked exactly the same, but it was supposed to. | paid him, and we transferred back to
Ghordon.

It was my firgt visit to theroya palace, and | regretted the haste, but we were running out of time. With
some persuasion and severd hefty bribesthat left Aahz muttering to himsdf, we were showninto a
high-cellinged room in which every available surface of the white-plastered walls was covered with
incised and painted pictographs and glyphs. | amused myself for an hour trying to read them. Asfar as|
could tell, the wall nearest the door was the serialized adventures of amarried couple in the desert.

Aahz paced.
When our patience (and Aahz's feet) was nearly exhausted, agrandly dressed vizier appeared and



looked down his ape-like nose at us.
"The minigter will seeyou now," heintoned.

Gurn looked up from his desk. | wanted to smile, because it had obvioudy been built to scale for thelittle
Ghord, but | didn't dare. We needed his help.

"What do you want?' he asked.
"Good to seeyou, t0o," Aahz said sourly.

"Never mind the niceties," Gurn said. "Y ou haven't wasted them on me in the past, and | doubt you need
them now."

"We need your help,” | said.

Gurn shook hishead. "1 am not getting involved in your dispute with Diksen. | will not mediate or
negotiate on your behaf."

"We don't need any of that," | said. "We just need you to make Diksen an offer.”
Gurn narrowed an eye at us. "What kind of offer?’ "One he can't refuse,” Aahz said.
"Do | look likel work for organized crime?"' the minister asked.

"Y ou work in government, don't you?"

"Go away," Gurn said, wearily. "Her mgesty isnot feding well, and we have astate vidt by an
interdimensona monarch coming up.”

"Wedidn't get any deep ether,” Aahz said. He dammed the book on the desk. "Thisisit. All you need
todoistolet

Diksen know that you have this, and that you are willing to sdll it to him. Asan overture of friendship, or
whatever bogus excuse you can come up with, you are making it possible for him to buy this book."

Gurn raised an eyebrow. "Why?'

"Because there's a contract for ablock in Samwise's pyramid sewn into the binding,” | said. "If he buysit,
he buys the contract, and his own curse rebounds on him. We can't just send it to him. He has to accept
it, or it won't work. Y ou said to use our imaginations, and | am.”

"But in order to passadong the curse, | must pay you for the book, then | will be affected by it aswell,”
Gurn said. "No, thank you. | can just barely stand the food in this palace to begin with."

"It'sfor the Pharaoh,” | pointed out. ™Y ou want to help her. Thisought to doit. If we could figure out
another way, we would. Thisisour best shot.”

"How about it?" Aahz asked.
Gurn rubbed hislower lip, thinking deeply. We waited, holding our breeth.

"It'sdevious," said the minigter. "l likeit." He smiled, which did nothing for his misshapen face, and
passed a coin acrossthe table. Aahz took it. "Very well. Leaveit with me.”

Chapter 32



"Be careful what you ask for."
—Midas

It took until early the next morning for aglyph to reach me, dmost as soon as| transferred into Ghordon
from the Bazaar. The smal chunk of stone smacked into my chest and fell to the ground. | picked it up
and read it. It had one pictograph onit. | let out the breath I'd been holding in arush. | handed the pebble
to Aahz. It showed acircle with pinpoint eyes and acurving smile.

"Hedidit," Aahz said, grinning. "Now we wait for the bad luck to begin.”

Nothing seemed to happen for two more days. | kept finding mysalf glancing nervoudy at the sundid,
willing the hours not to pass. Gurn's threat would come due in another day, and | had no doubt that he
would make good onit. | looked frequently in the direction of Diksen's pavilion. The office bubble and
the gleaming pyramid looked exactly the same.

Diksen might not be noticeably affected by the curse, but we heard from alot of people who were. A
few of Aahz's clients had to back out with one excuse or another. One Pervect had lost hisjob amost as
soon as he had signed the contract. A Deved lost dl her money on asingle bet in Vaygus and couldn't
supply the down payment. Bendix

came back with awrit to threaten Aahz with malfeasance, or some kind of feasance, because even
though Aahz had let him out of the contract, the bad luck had perssted. His lawsuit demanded damages
in amounts that made my eyes pop. Aahz was visibly pained at the idea of paying penalties on top of
having made afull refund. We wondered whether he was just the first of angry dlientsthat Aahz had
persondly signed up. Aahz had dug deep into hislist of acquaintances and persuaded them to ropein
their friends and relatives. | knew Bunny would help Aahz make up any shortfall, asthiswas an officid
M.Y.T.H., Inc., project, but | also knew hed rather eat his own stone rather than have to ask.

Other customers without curse-detectors complained that their technology had stopped working, or that
their magik had let them down when they needed it the most. Some had acquired body parasites or new
dlergies, had run-inswith inlaws, or said something unforgivable in the hearing of the one person who
shouldn't have heard it in amillion years. None of them could precisdy lay the blame at our feet for their
misfortunes, but | felt guilty about not being ableto tell them the truth. Instead, | listened sympatheticaly
to their woes and offered to take them out to the future sites of their stone blocks. After seeing them off, |
returned to the office feding miserable.

"Thishad better work," Aahz said gloomily.

Until it did, we kept looking for dternatives. So far, nothing promising had cometo light. Aahz and | kept
up our rounds of the gite, fixing what we could and sounding sympathetic about what we couldntt.

"Make way for the Pharaoh!" bellowed a voice from the sky.

"That'sall we need," Aahz groaned. But he pasted on asmile as Samwiserushed into rally usfor aroyad
welcome.

"Hail, in the name of dl the Ghords of Ghordon, Eternd Ancestors Who Give Lifeand Light to All
Creatures. Blessings upon Suzd, daughter of Geezer, she who is Pharaoh and Queen of Aegisfrom the
Underworld to the Overheaven, etcetera, etcetera, and so forth!" shouted her herald, alighting on the
flagstones. He held up a hand, and the Sphinxes brought the chariot in for alanding. Thiswas another
casud vigt, with perhaps sixty atendants, ahandful of dancing girls, two jugglers and fifteen court
officidson hand.



"And how are you doing, gorgeous?" Aahz asked, as he helped her down from the golden Staircase.

"Not well, O Sober-faced one,” Suza said. Shelooked thinner than she had since her last vigt. "Things
do not gt wel with melately.”

"It'sthe heat," | offered sympathetically.

"It'salways hot here," said Gurn. We looked down at him. | had to look twice. Instead of the miserable,
twisted figure that we were accustomed to seeing, hewas . . . handsome. Very handsome. His eyes were
wide and brown under anoble brow, his nose was straight as mine but more aristocratic, his chin strong
and square.

“I".." I began. What could | say?

"Say nothing,” Gurn snapped. "Her mgesty wantsto view the progress you are making. | hopeitis
worthwhile"

"Thefourth tier isdoing redly wel, your mgesy,"
Samwise said, bowing over and over. He had no wish to get closer to Gurn. "May | offer you atour?”

"l would enjoy atour,” shesaid, but shesmiled at Aahz. "But | would fed more cheerful if my trusted
minister camewithme.”

"No!" Gurn exclaimed. "l mean, your magjesty, | must check upon the business dealings of your architect's

"Oh," the queen said, deeply disappointed. She turned to Aahz. "Then, would you escort me, O
Sober-faced one?!

"It would be apleasure, doll," Aahz said, bowing over her hand with alasciviouslook. He tucked her
arm into his elbow as the Sphinxes came around with Suzal's mini-chariot. He helped her into it and sat
onthelip near her feet. The Sphinxes bent their knees, opened their wings, and took off.

| turned to Gurn again.
"What happened?" | asked, unable to contain myself.

"It isyour cursed cursel” hesaid. "I have been able to keep my distance dl these years from her mgjesty
because she could hardly bear to behold me, but now shelooks at mewith favor, even curiosity. | tell
you, itistorture! If you do not defeat Diksen soon, my effectiveness as her minister isat an end, and |
will not stand for that!"

"It could be your dream cometrue,” | said, keeping my voice low so the other courtiers couldn't hear me.
"Yousadsheisyour life"

"Itisanightmare! Sheisthe daughter of kings and queens. | am abureaucrat. That istheway it must
remain. Has he capitul ated yet?'

"Not yet," | said, with aglance toward the distant pavilion.
"You haveonly oneday." "I know, | know!"

Gurn stormed away. Chumley took advantage of the fact that everybody's eyes were on the sky to come
and murmur down to me.



"No luck on thisend so far," he said. "And | haven't been ableto find a copy of that book you were
looking for."

"Never mind,” | said. "Wefound one. | don't know if it'sgoing to work or not.”
"If you need meto, | will speak to the Pharaoh on your behdf. Gurn's not the only advisor shelisensto.”
"Thanks"

The chariot returned. The queen's normally pale skin had a green cast to it, but not as bad as usua. No
doubt Aahz's ongoing chatter had kept her mind off her nausea.

"... Pretty soon well be taking bids for the shopping area surrounding thisthing,” Aahz was saying asthe
Sphinxes brought the sedan chair in for alanding. " Sacrifices by Nee-Ro wants a primelocation. The
rent-amourner serviceisaready signed up. All the modern conveniences, but quaity only. You'll be
proud to say you own the top spot.”

"Y ou ease my mind, O noble Pervect,” Suzal said, as he handed her down. Aahz tipped me awink.

"And all at rock-bottom prices,” Samwise cracked. "Get it? Rock . . . never mind," he said, asweall
looked at him. He cringed.

"Onemore day," Gurn threatened, as the queen ascended her grand conveyance again.
Chapter 33

"Curses! Foiled again.”

—S. Whiplash

| didn't deep well that night. | kept waking up from dreams of being locked in atiny, dank, dark chamber
with dime dripping down the walls onto me. Then | redlized that Gleep was adeep with hislong neck and
head stretched out on the bed beside me. The dime and the damp breath belonged to him. | breathed in
the familiar gagging aromaof sulphur and tried to get somerest.

We went back to the office on the morning of the seventh day, but not to stay.

"l see no reason to Sit around waiting to go to prison,” Aahz said. "'l wouldn't have come back at all, but |
want acopy of thelist of my clients. Either I'll figure out away to makeit up to them, or keep out of their
way until thisal blows over. Gurnisgoing to have to chase usif he wantsto catch us."

| concurred. We couldn't do anything locked up in acell. Aahz and | might haveto go on therun for a
while, but we had plenty of places we could stay for afew days at atime. Gurn wouldn't be ableto tell
where we had gone. We would work on lifting the curse at a safe distance from Ghordon.

Aswe gppeared inthe Zyx Vadley, | glanced nervoudy

over at Diksen's pavilion, worrying about threats from that direction aswell. Then | looked back again.
"Aahz, look!"

| pointed. He looked.

The bubble, normally clear and iridescent, was murky and sort of brownish-blue. "Wasit like that |ast
night?' "No," | said.



Aswe watched, the bubble stretched upward into an ovoid, then compressed into an oblate sphere. It
gprang into its norma shape, but the murkiness darkened. Aahz grinned.

"Maybe there's hope, partner. Come on."

We opened the Crocofile and started through the papyri of al of Aahz's contacts. | wrote down the
names as he read them off. It turned out to be amuch longer list than | had ever dreamed. Aahz must
have drawn in people he had met aslong ago as childhood, or anyone held ever chatted with ona
dreet-corner. Miss Tauret was alittle miffed that Aahz paid her little attention when she camein
frequently with beer, sandwiches, cookies, chili or any other delicacies she thought would tempt him.

"Not now, honey," he said, holding up a hand without looking up from his stack of papers. "Weve got a
problem. Maybe later, huh?"

"Later means never!" Bulbous gray nosein theair, Miss Tauret went sashaying out in ahuff. Aahz
groaned and rubbed his eyes.

Mid-morning, we were only hafway through the sheaves of documents, when Samwise camein to wring
hishandsat us.

"Has Diksen sent any word yet?' Samwise asked. He had paed from hisusud bright pink to afaint shell
color.

"No," Aahz said. "Lookslike hes going to tough it out.”
"But Gurn could be here a any moment!"

"When heis, wewon't,” Aahz said.

Samwisg's eyes widened. 'Y ou're going to abandon me?"

"We're here under false pretences,” Aahz pointed out. "Y our false pretences. Y ou want to make
something of it?"

"Wel, no, but I thought you would help me!"
"Here'smy last and best piece of advice," Aahz said. "Leave. Now. Were about to."
"But, | can't!" Samwisewalled. "1 thought you believed in my project!™

"l did. But | dso believein being freeto practice my own bdliefs. | can't do that if I'm locked inacdll,
particularly not with you." He bared his teeth and leaned toward the Imp. ™Y ou don't want me reminding
you day after day whose fault it isthat werein this Situation, do you?'

"l... I'll let you know if | see him coming," Samwise said, retreating toward the door.
"Tdl him now," Gurn said, peering up a us. Wedl jumped.
"Gurn'shere" | said unnecessarily.

The cursedly-handsome minister wasn't dlone. Two or three dozen Ghord guards stood behind us, their
spears drawn.

"Kid!" Aahz shouted.



That was my cue. | was holding afull load of power from the blueforceline. | enveloped Aahz and the
protesting Samwise in the spell and transferred us out toward one of Aahz's designated safe houses.

Bamf!
The architect's office vanished around us. Bamf!

We were back where we started. | looked a my hands asif trying to figure out if 1'd thrown one spell
too many, and redlized | waslooking up toward the ceiling.

| was lying on the floor with two or three spears at my throat and more pointed at other parts of my
anatomy. | held up my handsin surrender. Aahz and Samwise were smilarly occupied with their own
branches of the queen's guard.

"Youfools" Gurn said, bending down to leer at us. "Y ou forget thet I, too, am amagician. Bind them!
Wewill take them to the palace!”

The Ghords must have been trained by expertsin Necropolis, because they wound us dl expertly in
yards of linen bandages until we were firmly trussed up. | reached into my inner reserves for magik to cut
the bands as | had in Necropalis, but they were empty. Gurn must have drained the magik from me when
he dragged us back. | reached out to the forcelines| could seein my mind's eye, but it was asif they
were behind glass. | couldn't touch any of them.

"Aahz, hesblocking me." "1 know, kid. Don't worry."

The guardsrolled us onto flying carpets and steered us out into the main office. The clerks followed,
wringing their hands.

"Let usgo,” | said. "Well figure out something else. Maybe you can even stay asyou are now ..."

"No!" Gurn shouted. "Don't even think about that! Take them to the chariot,” he directed hisforce. "We
will throw them into the depths of the dungeons. Her mgjesty is not used to being trifled with!"

"Who said | offered her trifles?" Aahz asked, asthey carried us toward the soaring chariot. There, the
Sphinxes stood pawing the ground. "Chocolate meltsin this heet.”

"Not truffles, triflesd” Gurn shrieked. " Say no more, or suffer the consequences!”
"Areyou going to say thisisgoing to turn ugly?* Aahz leered.

"Adhz!"

"| refuse to kowtow to this miserable gudgeon.”

"That's Gurn," the smdl minigter ingsted furioudy.

Aahz was unimpressed. "Whatever. If you're going to shut usup, do it. | don't care. Y ou can't hold us.
We're powerful magicians.”

The smdl minister danced in fury. "One of you isapowerful magician! One of you has abig mouth! Y ou
will dl suffer the vengeance of Gurn!™

"Do you guys get your speeches out of ascript?' Aahz asked. "I mean, every two-bit despot and
tyrannica prime minister dways uses the same syntax. | could amogt reciteit dong withyou. . . Yeow!"



Gurn shot alightning bolt from hisfingertip that burned the end of Aahz's nose, but it didn't wipethegrin
off hisface. The guards dumped us on the golden steps at the foot of the chariot. The sharp edges
bruised my ribs. | tried to use magik to ease my position, but Gurn's spell kept me from reaching any
power. The small minister mounted the steps. He pointed downward.

"Ghords, to your places!"

"Y eah, he wouldn't want to accidentally overlook you," Aahz added. "Heis short-sighted.”
"Why are you provoking him?" Samwisewailed, lying limply in his bandages.

Aahz looked smug. "Because it's fun, and because it can't last. Look."

| tilted my head backwardsin the direction of Diksen's pavilion. The bubble was no longer round or
remotely clear. It had turned completely black and was twisting and deforming into weird, ugly shapes.
Fumes seemed to rise from its surface. Black clouds stained the sky overhead, and lightning crackled
down, gtriking the roiling surface. And something came shooting toward us from its direction.

Asit got closer, | could seethat it was one Ghord standing on a carpet.
Diksen.

The carpet skidded to a halt at the foot of the chariot. Diksen staggered off and strode directly toward
us

"Get up!" he burbled, geticulating in the direction of hispavilion. Rain had started pouring down on the
shimmering white pyramid. "... Fix . . . terrible mes3"

"Go away, Diksen," Gurn said, dangeroudy. "They are prisoners of the Pharaoh Suza, may shelive
forever surrounded by beauty, music, and perfume. May every step she takes be on silk and down. May
her gloriousfeaturesbe praised ..."

"Let them up!" Diksen interrupted him.
Gurn smiled. It was an ugly expression. "Never. They are my prisoners.”
"Let...go! Undo...disgugting. .. misery!"

The smdl minister was unmoved. "L et the harm they've done resound upon you athousandfold! | have
every reason to didike you. Y ou insulted her most sacred majesty, she whose parents were touched by
divine inspiration when they begot her, shewho ..."

Diksen wrung hishands. "My Dorsdd Skindisease. . . Ick!"
"Sorry to hear that," | said sympathetically. "They arefiercefighters. Y ou ought to be proud of them."

"Algee! Books. . . rotting! My beautiful globel" Diksen glared down on me, and in the only entire
sentence | had ever heard him utter so far, demanded, "Take off the curse!”

| tried to arrange mysdf into adignified position, wrapped as | was from neck to hedls, but only
succeeded in bumping down one more step.

"It'syour curse" | said haughtily. "I am a powerful magicianin my own right. The curse has rebounded on
you, with afew little twists of my own."



"My curse?How . .. 7'
"Y oull never know," Aahz said, grinning.
"What isit you want?' Diksen asked. In hisfury, he was able to produce entire sentences.

"Samwise has offered hisgpology,” | said. "Accept it. Take off the curse, or we al continue to suffer.
Now that will include you. Y ou can see what collateral damage you caused.”

"Never!" Diksen'sjowlsflapped angrily.
"Oh, fing"" | sad. "Then | hopeyou likelivingin ahurricane.”

Diksen looked back at the twisting, bounding wreck that had been his beautiful office building. Ina
plantivelittlevoice hesad, "Mumsy."

"What kind of ason areyou if you let your mother it in the dark like that?" Aahz asked.
"Very well!" Diksen declared. "'l accept! But none of you ever dare come near me again!”
"We can handlethat,” | said evenly. "How about it?'Y ou take off your spell, and I'll take off mine."

Diksen reached down into the powerful black force line degp under the desert. He spread out his hands.

| could fed ablanket of magik settle down over al of us. It sank through my body and seeped into the
sands. Asit dissipated, | felt cleaner and clearer of mind than | had in weeks. Samwise, tied like aroast a
few stepsup from me, let out ahefty sigh.

"Now you," Diksen said.

Gurn folded hisarms. | reached out for magik and found the way clear. | cut myself out of the bandages
and stood tall.

"Thanks" | said. "It'sover.”
"But the spell you added to mine. .. ?Undo it!"

"I didn't have to do anything to you," | said. "You didit dl to yoursdf. | just made sure you felt what you
did to other people. | didn't add any magik at al."

Diksen gave me afurious look, then stalked back to his carpet. It lifted off and sped back toward the
globe. As Diksen's dispdll spread outward, the ball of water gradually cleared until it was transparent as

crysd.
"Nicejob," Aahz said. "Now, get me out of thistourniquet.”

| was happy to oblige, snipping the bandages away with one sweep of my magikal shears. | had help:
Tweety shook off hisharnessto help hisold friend to hisfeet. Samwise | |eft to the less expert but more
eager minigrations of the USHEBTIs.

"Now, about anonstandard activity requiring my Scarabsto leave their assigned tasksin favor of a
rescue of amember of the management team, employing nonstandard congtruction materids..."
Bdtasar's dhrill voice would have gone on and on, but Aahz glared fiercely at her and brought his
forefinger and thumb together in asharp gesture. "Perhaps|later.” She caled her minionstogether, and
they swarmed away.



"Well played,” Gurn said. "I am obliged that you didn't mention her mgjesty's suffering that wastied up
with that curse”

"No problem," | said. "No need to tell him held added injury to insult by refusing to build her apyramid
of her own. Samwise'swill befine, now. Won't it?" | asked the Imp.

"Absolutdy!" Samwise declared. "From now on, every-thing will be on the up and up! Completely!"

"| shall be checking on you to make certain,” Gurn said. He stalked up to the main seat of the chariot and
sat down.

"Am| ill ..." Hefdt hisface with one hand, and grimaced.

"Yes" | sad. Even though the curse was gone, he was still handsome. "Y ou'll get used to it. By theway,
thanksfor the copy of the Magus Sutra.”

"What? Why would you believe | owned a sdlacious volume like that and would give it away for a
handful of gold?'

That detail just confirmed it for me. "Y ou redly didn't think | wouldn't figure out thet the onelegitimate
copy would turn up just when we needed it?" | asked. "It had to hurt to et it go. Nice acting job, too."

"Y ou are smarter than you look, Klahd." Gurn shook hishead. "As| told you, | would do anything for
the Pharaoh. But if you tell any of the others; | will visit anew curse on you. A terrible one from which
there will be no recourse.”

"Never," | sad."You have my word onit. Y ou can carveit in sone.”
Chapter 34

"All'swel that endswell."

—Hamlet

| owed Glegp athorough head-scratching for being avay so much over the past weeks. Helolled on the
floor of Bunny's office with his head in my |ap, drooling alittle as| attacked the scales around hisears
with my fingernalls

Aahz had kicked back in hisbig easy chair, hisfeet on the extended rest.
"It was my fault," hesaid. "I should have investigated closer. | should have known better.”

"Don't kick yoursdlf,"” Bunny said. "A lot smarter people than you were tempted by the idea of akind of
immortdity, and many of them fdl into thetrap.”

"Smarter than me?' Aahz asked, his eyes narrowing. "No. Smarter people actually refused to invest in the
pyramid to start with. Here's to getting out of the redl estate business.”

Heraised hisrepaired goblet to us and took adrink.

"I'm done with oversized monuments and grand plansfor the afterlife. Instead, when | go, | just want to
disappear and leave people wondering.” He bared those four-inch teeth in a grin that would make anyone

cringe
"If that's s0," Bunny asked, "thenwhy did | just get abill



of lading for having to warehouse two giant chunks of rock, F.O.B. Aegis?'
"Two chunks of rock?" | asked.

Aahz waved ahand. "Maybe Gurn broke my benben before he transported it here. | liketo think of it as
asouvenir. | don't intend to need it for along timeto come.”

"So, M.Y.T.H., Inc., no longer has a problem with curses?' Guido asked. "We don't have to worry
about unsatisfied customers comin' here lookin' for satisfaction?'

"No more curses, no more problems,” | assured him. "All the stones Aahz sold for Phase Two have been
worked into Phase One, giving it a92% fill rate. Samwiseisthrilled. He doesn't redlly need us any
longer. He said he owes us.”

"| dready sent him hishill,” Bunny said.

"He had better cough up in atimely fashion, or heisgoing to require one of hisown tombs," Guido said,
bringing his eyebrows down over hisnose. "He caused us dl to waste alot of very vaduabletime.”

"Y ou sure gave Gurn atough time when weweretied up,” | said. "Were you redly that confident that
Diksen would haveto ask for help getting rid of the curse?”

"No," Aahz admitted, "but what good would it have done to start panicking and pleading? Gurn would
just haveloved that. | keep telling you, kid, reputation is as much apart of being an effective magician as
the actua chops.”

"l know," | said.

"How's the Pharaoh feding?' | asked Chumley, once again restored to his oversized chair beside that of
hissgter, Tananda

"Sheisrestored to her former glory, thanksto you and Aahz," the Troll said. He had cast aside hislinen
headdress with agrateful Sgh. "Though she will miss seeing Aahz, she has cometo insst that Gurn attend
her nearly every waking moment.”

"Poor Gurn," | said, "but it'll kegp him from turning up when you least expect him."

"| am afraid the Pharaoh's fascination is going to halve his efficiency,” Chumley agreed. "Buit if it kegpshis
nose out of other peopl€'s business, it will be agood outcome of that curse.”

"It'skind of apretty nose now," | said, grinning.
"Looksaren't everything,” Tanandasaid. "I think hisdevotion to Suza isbeautiful.”

"Yeah," Aahz said. "Y ou can't buy loydty likethat. Right, partner?' He raised hisglassto me and took a
hedthy swig.

"Right," | said, happily, toasting him back. The othersjoined in.

Privately, | resolved to go looking for that warehouse where Aahz had had his stone ddlivered. | wanted
alook indgde. | had more than adight suspicion that the papyrus | had signed was so Aahz could order a
stone block for me. | didn't want to tell him what | guessed. He obviously wanted it to be a surprise.
Moreover, | wanted to check and seeif that block | had seen Ay-Tdek working on with al the details
that were so closeto the story of my own life was being stored next to the big triangular monument that
Aahz had sdlected for himself. It was nice to know he thought that much of me. But | wouldn't say



anything. That'swhet loyalty meant to me.

"Next time, warn mewhen | sart to get too emotionally involved in aproject,” Aahz said. "Anyone
hungry?1'min the mood to splurge.”

"You?' Chumley asked, astonished.

"Yeah. Dinner'son . . . Samwise" Aahz held up ajingling purse. "'l got my commissions out of him for the
sales| made. How about it, Skeeve? Want to go out and get some food? It won't be asfancy asLe
Mouton Suprisee, but itll be edible.”

"Gee, Aahz, | would loveto, but I've got adate.”

"A date?'

"Aaaahhhh!" my partners chorused. Bunny and Tananda looked pleased.
"With the pretty secretary with the black hair?" Aahz winked.

| was abashed. "Uh, no. Sheand | don't have anything in common.” | didn't want to tell him how much |
had humiliated mysdlf with Matt. "1'm going to see Aswana. Sheésalot of fun.”

Aahz raised an eyebrow. "See-Ker'sheder?| didn't think she was your type."

"Shewasredly niceto mewhen | fell into Necropalis. | thought I'd go back and take her out for agreat
dinner.”

Bunny and Tananda exchanged approving nods.

"Fine, kid," Aahz said, with alazy wave. "Don't do anything | wouldn't do.”
"Gee, Aahz," | said innocently. "1 wouldn't think of it."

| bamfed discreetly out of the room.

Afterword

Dear Readers,

| know. Ironic, isn't it?

Bob and | had afew different plotswe ran by the publishers back in mid-2006 as to what would happen
next in the Myth-Adventures. The one we wanted to do first they consdered too immediately topicdl,
and wanted this oneinstead.

For those of you who don't know the backstory, Robert Asprin, creator of this series, and my writing
partner on it for the last six books and an anthology, passed away suddenly on May 22, 2008 in his
home in the French Quarter of New Orleans, LA.

Bob was aremarkable person, who when he was inspired strewed crestivity broadcast. He had alot of
talents, dl of which he waswilling to share with others. His second ex-wife, Lynn Abbey, co-founder
with him of the groundbreaking shared-world anthology Thieves World (and now itssole
proprietor/operator) said that he was the best first teacher that you could ever have. He gained new
interests the way that amagpie picks up shiny things. His eclectic interestsinformed hisliterature, whichis
why you find the Myth Adventures full of references to the Road pictures festuring Bob Hope and Bing



Croshy, the Marx Brothers, Hollywood musicas, gambling, game shows, Star Wars, the writings of Poul
Anderson, Gordon R. Dickson, Damon Runyon and

many others, on top of dy characterizations (we cal them tuckerizationsin American SF literature for
their founder, Wilson "Bob" Tucker) of people he knew.

Severa years ago, he and | began to work together. A lot of theories abound as to how and why we did.
The truth iswe thought it would be fun, and it would help break Bob out of the writers block he had
suffered for years. Our first collaboration was not aMyth book at al, but a stand-alone magica spy
adventure called Licence Invoked. | can't say | was the reason Bob started writing again, but | fedl |

hel ped prime the pump, as did Peter Heck, who stepped in to give Bob a hand on the bestsalling series
Phule's Company. Mogt of the credit goesto agood friend of Bob's, Bill Fawcett, tuckerized by Bob in
Mything Persons as Vilhedm, the vampire with the desk full of telephones (and now my husband). Bill
encouraged Bob to get back on the keyboard again. He hel ped Bob create other collaborative projects,
such aswith Linda Evans on the Time Scout novels, with Esther Friesner on E. Godz, and with Eric del
Carlo on NO Quarter.

At thetime of hisdeath, Bob had just published anew fantasy series, Dragons. The first book, Dragons
Wild, had gained rave reviews. The second book was complete and ready for copy-editing. The
publisher was prepared to offer anew and lucrative contract for two new Phules aswell as more Myth
Adventures. Our Hollywood agent was talking to a couple of producers who were interested in the
series. The day he died Bob was just about to be picked up to attend amajor SF conventionin
Columbus, OH, where he and | were dated asthe literary guests of honor.

In my college pinbd| arcade, when you maxed out the score, loaded the machine with al the free games
possible, racked up dl the extraballs, then turned away from the machine, never to return, it was caled it
the Boston walkaway. Bob just staged one of the greatest walkaways of al time. It was ironic because
so much was going right, only aphule would leave at that moment, wouldn't he? Or someone who
suffered the greatest of myth-fortunes.

All joking aside, Bob was my dear friend for many years. | will misshim. I'll missworking with him,
hearing that staccato ddivery he used when he was excited about something, or the bellowing laugh. | will
missthe two of us breaking into song in the middle of hotel 1obbies (to Bill'sembarrassment). I'll missthe
wisdom that informed the characters he created, and his absolute belief in the magik of that marvelous
friendship between Aahz and Skeeve. We should dl be so lucky to have abond like that.

The seriesisin my hands, now. | hope you will trust meto doright by it. | have learned at the master's
knee (mostly what abony knee lookslike), and will do my best.

Thanks for supporting the series.
Best wishes, Jody Lynn Nye



