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"Portrait of Vengeance" by Kara Dalkey







FINGER-BELLS TINKLED AND swaths of black silk rustled to the insistent rhythms of lap drums and the piping of flageolets. Aritoli ola Silba gazed in admiration at the dancer on the stage. No longer did he regret following the advice sent him by Fatar Shimuz, saying that he should see the "Black Swan" dancing at Tam's Palace. Aritoli stroked his black mustache and watched as if entranced.
The dancer's arms undulated like wheat in the wind and her torso beneath the black silk veils rolled like the swells of the sea. The Serpent Dance, Aritoli had heard, had originated among the tribes of the Great Waste as a way to teach young brides-to-be what to do on their wedding nights. When brought to the city, the dance was found to be a profitable entertainment in the less tasteful salons.
But this dancer, thought Aritoli, strips away the tarnish on the reputation of the Serpent Dance. Although, by profession, Aritoli was a critic of arts more visual than kinetic, in his estimation the Black Swan was a master of her craft.
The flageolets trilled a flourish and the Black Swan flicked off the veils from her face and head. Cascades of golden hair, so rare and exotic in Liavek, tumbled down and flowed over her shoulders. There was an aloof beauty to her face that brought to Aritoli vague memories of a love long past. As her eyes met his, the Black Swan smiled.
She danced toward him, and Aritoli grinned in wicked delight. So, I am to be the hapless male in the audience she teases. It was a common enough antic with such dancers. But as the Black Swan leaned over him, her face became set in an expression of rapt interest, as if she were at last achieving a heart's desire. It is no game, Aritoli thought. Either she is a brilliant actress, or she truly wants me.
Her bracelets flashed as her arms flowed in swift, graceful movements. Her gaze held his. She whispered, "Look for me when darkness falls." As she stepped back, she playfully cast a black veil over Aritoli's head and shoulders. Then, in a swirl of silk, she turned and danced away. Thunderous applause erupted from the audience, and Aritoli felt the stares of envious men upon him. He settled back smugly in his seat and smiled.
Half an hour later, as the last pink-gold rays of sunset lingered on the rooftops, Aritoli knocked discreetly on the side door to Tam's tavern. The door opened and a small, round man peered out, wiping his hands on an apron. "Excuse me, good sir," said Aritoli, "I would like to speak to the Black Swan on a matter of, er, professional interest." He gestured with his left hand, in which he held her black silk scarf, as proof of her approval.
The little man squinted up at him. "Deremer? She's gone home. Go 'way." The door slammed in Aritoli's face.
Aritoli sighed, then shrugged to himself. Thank the Forces I am no longer of an age when this would devastate me. He stepped out onto the Levar's Way to hail a foot-cab.
Presently a stout woman trotted up pulling a fancy number with brightly painted wheels and a fringed canopy over the seat. "Cab, Master?"
"Yes. To Number 69, Oyster Street, please." He climbed into the seat, tucking the Black Swan's scarf into his belt, and relaxed on the cushions. The soft pad-pad-pad of the runner's feet melted into memories of the rhythm of the Black Swan's dance, and Aritoli closed his eyes. So her name is Deremer. Something familiar about that. And her face. In his mind, he watched again the sinuous movements of her body, the swirling of her black silk veils draping her in sweet-scented darkness.
A bump in the road jolted the cab and Aritoli opened his eyes, blinking. He was surprised to see the clear evening had dimmed to a fuzzy greyness. "This fog blew in quickly, did it not?" he called out to the runner.
"Fog, Master? Why this is as clear a night as I've seen this season."
Aritoli peered around but saw only a few blurred orbs of light in the darkening grey. "Where are we?"
"We're hard by the Levar's Palace, Master. And such a grand sight she is, with all her lights, wouldn't you say?"
Aritoli was about to make a snide remark about the runner's poor joke when he realized that he could see nothing at all. His heart jumped in sudden fear. Aritoli drew sorcerous power from the ornate belt buckle that was the vessel of his magic, then tried a simple spell of casting light motes from his fingers. He saw nothing.
"If you please, Master, fireworks are forbidden in the cabs. Company policy."
Aritoli felt his throat tighten with dread. He raised his hands to his face and gently touched his eyelids. His eyes were open and he could not see his hands. Great Twin Forces. I'm blind.
The foot-cab made a sharp turn to the right, onto Fountain Circle, Aritoli presumed. He gripped the sides of the cab seat until the woven reeds bit into his hands, and breathed deeply, trying to calm the panicked pounding of his heart. Is this a trap? The work of thieves? He did not wish to acknowledge the horror crawling at the back of his mind; that the blindness might be permanent, that his career might be ruined. An art critic who is blind. There's a pitiful joke. Who would do this? Someone I've offended? Some enemy? I have so many…
The cab lurched left, then came to a halt. "Number 69, sir," the runner announced.
Is it really? I wonder. Aritoli pretended to have difficulty getting out of the seat, then slumped back on the cushions. He reached into his belt-bag and flicked a large coin in the runner's direction. "Here. Be so kind as to fetch me my manservant from the house. I'm feeling a mite tizzy, er, dipsy … well, you know. I fear I may need his assistance."
"Yes, Master!" said the runner and her footsteps padded away.
How large was the coin I threw her? Aritoli thought. Those blind from birth, I hear, can discern the slightest difference in weight between coins. Those newly blind, I suppose, have a most impecunious time of it.
Presently, two sets of footsteps returned. Now we shall see. Aritoli smiled to himself in bitter irony. He heard the voice of his elderly manservant, Maljun. "Master Aritoli, are you well?"
Aritoli felt someone lean into the cab. He grasped the intruder's shoulders.
"Master?" said the manservant beside his ear.
With a sigh of relief, Aritoli rested his head against Maljun's neck. "Pretend I am drunk," he whispered, "and help me climb out."
"Easy now, Master," Maljun said gently. "A cup of warm herb tea awaits and sleep will do you good."
Aritoli allowed himself to be pulled out of the cab seat. He stumbled as his feet were unsure where to find the pavement. Maljun's arms wrapped around him and guided him, as Aritoli mumbled a bawdy song.
"G'night, Master!" called the runner. "Sleep well." Her feet and the wheels of the cab rumbled away behind them.
Aritoli straightened up, but continued to let Maljun guide him up the steps and across several thresholds, until he was seated on a soft surface that he presumed to be his sitting-room divan.
"What is it, Master? Are you ill?"
"No, Maljun. I'm blind."
"Master! How—"
"I don't know. It happened only just now, returning home in the cab."
"We should not have let her leave."
"I don't think it was her doing." Aritoli rubbed his face and eyes, but nothing improved. "I don't even know if this is sorcery or some foul trick of Nature."
"Shall I send for a healer, sir?"
"No," Aritoli said hastily, then, "Oh, curse it, yes. But a good one—someone discreet."
"Right away, sir."
Maljun's footsteps rapidly faded and Aritoli felt terribly alone in his private darkness. If he did not fear he would bump into things, he would have stood and paced the room furiously. Instead, he wrapped his arms around himself as if to keep despair in check, and waited.
•
After what seemed hours, Aritoli heard Maljun return. "I have brought the healer Marithana Govan, Master."
Aritoli reached out and felt warm, smooth hands grasp his. "Thank you for coming to see me. I have heard your talents praised highly."
"Your name is known to me as well," she replied in a contralto voice, whose tone implied she would brook no nonsense from him.
"Not in a bad way, I hope."
"I don't think you summoned me to discuss your reputation, Master ola Silba. Your manservant tells me you have been blinded, yet I see no obvious damage to your eyes. If you will allow me some tests …"
"By all means." Aritoli felt heat near his face.
"Do you perceive any light at all?'
"No."
"Close your eyes, please."
Aritoli felt unsettled, having been unaware that his eyes were open. He had to concentrate to shut his eyelids. She must have held a candle near me, but I saw nothing.
Her hands rested lightly across his eyes and cheeks and he felt a tingling across the upper part of his face. He prayed that whatever gods she served could help him. The Church of Twin Forces offered much in the way of stimulating philosophy, but little in the way of miracles.
Presently, she drew back with a sigh. "Well, I can say, at least, that your disability is not natural to the body."
"Which means?"
"It is wizardry. If you wish, I will seek the nature of the spell."
"Yes, of course! Why should I not?"
"Some spells do not wish to be found out," she said cryptically.
He sensed her bending over him again. Soft silk brushed his cheek and he felt her cool, moist breath on his brow. An urge rose within him to reach out and embrace her, more from need for reassurance than desire. Thoughts of the Black Swan returned to haunt him and he imagined black veils swirling in the blackness of his vision. Sorcery. Could it have been she who cast it?
Pain lanced behind his eyes and Aritoli screamed. He felt Marithana jump away from him and he clapped his hands to his eyes. The pain remained intense as it ebbed, as though the inside of his face had been burned. He bent over and rested his forehead on his knees, and his lips stretched into a grimace.
"I am so sorry," Marithana said, above him. "I was afraid this might happen. The spell was well planned and well wrought. Whoever did this to you is a very powerful or skillful wizard."
"Oh. Wonderful." The pain had nearly gone and Aritoli rubbed his eyes.
''There is more. It is not a common form of sorcery. I have a suspicion as to its nature, but I would rather not say until I am sure."
"I forgive you," Aritoli groaned, sitting up. "But can you remove the spell?"
"I? No, I haven't the skill. But I can ask one who might."
"Mistress Govan, I will gladly pay you whatever you consider reasonable to bring this person to me."
"I think she'd be rather … annoyed to be roused at this hour."
"Mistress, my eyes are my livelihood! If it became known that the art critic ola Silba was blind, my career would be ruined! I will do whatever is necessary to soothe this person's annoyance, if you bring her quickly."
Marithana sighed. "Very well. I'll go now. But I won't guarantee when, or if, I'll return with her."
Aritoli tried to control his own irritation and frustration. "I will bear that in mind, mistress."
"Until later, then."
Aritoli heard the rustle of her garments as she left. Not knowing what else to do, he curled up on the divan, hoping to sleep.
•
He had no idea what hour it was when he felt someone shaking his shoulder. "Master Aritoli," Maljun said softly, "the wizard is here."
Aritoli sat up, groaning. The boundary between wakefulness and sleep seemed less distinct with no visual clues. But at least in my dreams I could see. Do those who are born blind see when they dream? He smelled the aroma of kaf, and a warm mug was placed between his hands. "Thank you, Maljun. Send her in at once, please."
Swift footsteps approached, and Marithana said, "Master ola Silba, I would like to present Granny Karith."
Aritoli had heard the name before, but it meant little to him. "Welcome, mistress."
"This had better be worthwhile, Master ola Silba," she replied in a firm elderly voice. "I've a tapestry to finish this morning."
Well. thank you. "I am most sorry to have disturbed you, mistress," Aritoli said in his best sardonic tones, "But I have this small problem with my eyes—"
"Yes, Marithana told me," Granny Karith interjected. "Now sit still."
With a sigh, Aritoli did so, and felt small, light fingers roam over his face, pressing here and pinching there. He steeled himself for another wave of agony, but the worst he felt was an intense tickling behind the eyeballs.
The fingertips left his face and the old woman said, "Hmmph. As I thought. What were you doing before this happened?"
"I had gone to see a dancer, the Black Swan at Tam's Palace."
The old woman sucked air through her teeth. "She's a bold one. I'll give her that."
"So it was she who cast this spell!"
"Look for me when darkness falls," she said. She even told me! "Yes, she is skilled, I grant her. I wonder who paid her to do it."
There was a silence, during which Aritoli could almost feel the old woman staring at him. "Young man, are you really so wind-brained," she said at last, "that you do not remember Deremer Ledoro?"
Ledoro! The surname instantly brought back memories: A deserted courtyard at dawn; a middle-aged, overweight priest of Irhan waving a flimsy sword and accusing Aritoli of various acts with his wife, some of which were true; a brief, clumsy fight that left the priest confused and bleeding to death on the paving stones; and a little girl watching from a dark comer of the courtyard, screaming and screaming as the priest fell. That must have been Deremer. Aritoli fingered the faint scar on his cheek, left from the one blow the priest had managed to deliver.
"I see you remember now," said Granny Karith.
"Yes. And I can understand her wish for vengeance. I might even find it in my heart to forgive her, once I am healed. I assume you can do so?"
"You almost deserve that I try. No."
"No?"
"She planned this well. I hadn't known how much of the book she had memorized."
"What book?"
"Never you mind. All you need to know is that the spell can only be removed safely by Deremer herself. Anyone else who tries will bring back the pain that you've already experienced."
"Oh. Lovely." Aritoli massaged his forehead. "Isn't there anything you can recommend? Anything I can do?"
"Young man, you brought this upon yourself."
"I didn't know the priest was so poorly prepared!"
"You could have declined the duel."
"Declined the—" Aritoli stopped. As a younger man, it would have been unheard-of, cowardly for him to avoid a duel. Now, he wondered.
"Exactly." the old woman said. "Well, mend your ways." Her quick footsteps departed the study.
Aritoli sighed, leaning back on the divan. "What an unpleasant old goose," he muttered.
"I will have you know," said Marithana, "that that 'old goose' is the oldest, wisest wizard of S'Rian magic in Liavek!"
Aritoli was startled, having forgotten that the healer was still in the room. "I am most sorry, mistress. But if that … creature is the wisest S'Rian wizard, it is no surprise to me that S'Rian fell so long ago."
"She's right, you should mend your ways. If you cannot be grateful for the help given you, then I will be gone. Enjoy your condition." And another pair of swift footsteps exited the room.
Aritoli buried his face in his hands. "May Karris cut out my tongue and use it for a noisemaker. Has all my tact fled with my sight?"
"Surely it is due to the pain and confusion caused by your loss, sir," offered his manservant.
"You're too kind, Maljun. What do I do now? What hour is it?"
"Near six, I would guess. The sun has only just risen."
"Hmmm. How soon do you think you could make a withdrawal from my funds at the house of iv N'stiven?"
"Usually not until ten, sir. Banker's hours, you know. But if I could convince them there was urgent need …"
"Yes, good, but do not be specific about the reason. Let them think I have gambling debts or some such. And have the cab runner wait when you return. We will leave again immediately."
"May I ask to what destination, sir?"
"To the one place where I can expect an optimistic answer, if I pay enough—Number Seventeen, Wizard's Row."
•
"Number Seventeen, gentlemen!" the runner called out in a lusty voice.
"Thank you, good fellow," said Maljun and Aritoli heard the clink of coins. He pulled the hood of his cloak lower over his face, hoping there was no one nearby to recognize him.
"Thank you, sir!"
"You understand, we have not been here."
"Who? Where?"
"Very good."
Aritoli felt Maljun grasp his arms and he was guided out of the cab. The strongbox Aritoli carried felt very heavy. With careful steps, Aritoli's feet felt the way over the curbstones.
"Here is his gate, sir."
There came a faint squealing of metal on metal, and Aritoli stepped forward at Maljun's urging. As he did so, he blinked in surprise as patterns of white light flickered before his eyes.
"Maljun! I can see again … sort of." As he spoke, the light resolved into the outlines of a house with a garden fore-court, filled with statues. But the scene was like a surreal drawing rendered in white chalk upon black slate. The statues were of nude couples posed in various erotic positions, and they seemed to writhe as he passed. "Do you notice anything … odd about this place, Maljun?"
"As I understand it, sir, this house always appears odd to visitors. Perhaps you are referring to the flowers that line the walk, which are bowing graciously to us as we proceed?"
Aritoli saw no such flowers in the moving chalk drawings that served him for sight. "Um, I meant the statues, Maljun."
"Begging your pardon, Master, but I see no statues."
"Oh. Never mind."
Aritoli felt pressure on his arm causing him to halt, and suddenly a door was sketched in front of him by an invisible hand. In the middle of the door appeared the head of a gargoyle with a long, lolling tongue.
"That is an unusual door ornament," said Maljun, hesitantly.
Assuming that they might be seeing the same thing, Aritoli said, "I believe you are supposed to pull the tongue, Maljun."
"Are you certain, sir?" There was a faint pleading in Maljun's voice.
"I am afraid so." Aritoli heard his manservant sigh heavily beside him and saw a sketch of Maljun's hand reach out and gently tug on the gargoyle's tongue. In the distance, he heard a resounding "BLAAAAT!"
"Ah, such lovely bells," Maljun said.
"Uh, yes," Aritoli agreed, resigned to the bizarre.
"Well, well, what have we here?" said the gargoyle, becoming an animated sketch in Aritoli's eyes. "The bland leading the blind?"
Aritoli had heard stories of how to deal with this creature. "Enough, Gogo, we have come to see The Magician."
"You can't very well see him, given your current condition, can you?"
"That is what I hope he can correct, Gogo."
"What? Don't you like my helpful drawings? Tell me, great art expert, what do you think of my skill?"
Aritoli fought hard to keep his temper in check. "It is … unique, Gogo. Now kindly—"
"Is that all? Unique? Well, if you don't like it, I can always change it." The sketch of the gargoyle head swirled and flickered until it resolved into the downwards view from a very high cliff.
Battling vertigo, Aritoli covered his eyes, only to find it did no good at all—the scene was still there. He said slowly between clenched teeth, "I have brought a lot of money, Gogo, now let us in!"
Abruptly the scene shifted again, to an opening door. "Well, why didn't you say so in the first place?" Gogo said cheerily. "Enter and be welcome." Beyond the open door lay a chalk rendition of a winding path paved with silver coins, lined with trees that dripped diamonds.
"What understated elegance, wouldn't you say, sir?"
"Forward, Maljun," Aritoli growled.
•
"You should have listened to her," said Trav The Magician, who was sketched much younger than the reputation of his age and skill warranted. Aritoli wondered if that was simply the way Gogo wanted him to see Trav. He had thought of confirming his impression with Maljun, except that he wouldn't trust that version either. Trav went on, "When Granny Karith says something is so, you can believe it." In a bantering but dangerous tone, he added, "And I'll thank you to refer to her more politely in future."
"Of course. My apologies," Aritoli said, wondering at the respect the old woman seemed to command from others. "But are you telling me that you also cannot remove this spell?"
"Oh, I suppose there are several things I could do. They would result in your being sighted, but quite mad from the pain. I presume you would find insanity as much a detriment to your career as blindness. Or would you?"
Aritoli stretched his lips in a thin smile. "Some would say no. I prefer to keep both my wits and my sight. I am willing to pay a great deal, you know. This is extremely important to me."
The white outline of Trav shrugged and smiled and threw up his hands. One of them came back down a little slower than the other.
Stop playing games, Gogo, Aritoli thought with annoyance. "So you cannot help me?"
Trav toyed idly with something on his desk. "One idea seems not to have occurred to you. Most spells dissipate when their maker dies."
Aritoli paused, surprise then revulsion coursing through him. "Are you actually suggesting that I have Deremer killed?"
Trav blinked back. "You have said this is extremely important to you. And that you have considerable funds to invest in the matter. Sorcery isn't the only skill for hire."
Aritoli stood. "If that … obscenity is all you have to offer in the way of advice—"
The sketch of Trav caught Aritoli's arm. "No. I do not advise it. But you have killed one Ledoro already. I had to know."
"Yes, I have killed one Ledoro. When I was young and foolish. Now I am middle-aged and foolish, and the thought of killing Deremer had indeed never crossed my mind. I have never wished harm to Ledoro's family, not even to the priest himself. And Deremer," he added softly, "had reason for this. She is skilled, and graceful and determined. She is much like her mother."
The sketch of Trav nodded, and he released Aritoli's arm.
"You ease my mind. But, I fear, there's nothing more I can tell you. Only Deremer can remove that spell."
"Your pardon," said Maljun, mildly. "I am no wizard, but is it not true that spells also dissipate at the wizard's luck time on their birthday, when they must reinvest their magic?"
"Normal spells, yes," said Trav. "But this is a S'Rian spell involving deities, and gods have … other ways of doing things. Deremer quite clearly wanted the spell to be permanent."
So how could I ever convince her to remove it? "In that case, I have no hope left." Aritoli let his spirits sink. I wonder if the Green Priests would want another convert. I have few responsibilities. But I hear the House of Responsible Life tends to add complications, not remove them. Where might I buy a swift poison? Would I have the courage to drink it?
Someone grasped his shoulder, and Aritoli looked up to see the white lines that formed Trav's face collide into a frown of concern. "One genuine bit of advice," said The Magician. "Make no irreversible plans. She has dealt you a blow, but you will be defeated only by yourself. Your blindness is only part of her vengeance. Your despair is the rest. You needn't allow her that part. She has already made one mistake. Perhaps she will make two."
"What mistake is that?"
Trav's image grinned. "She let you live. You can make her regret it."
The Magician's grim humor was infectious and Aritoli managed a weak smile in return. "I will consider your advice, then, good Magician. Maljun, we have taken much of his valuable time. Open the box." Aritoli reached his hand into the strongbox and counted out seventeen gold levars. "For your pains."
Trav hefted the coins in his hand as if weighing them. His chalk-sketched eyebrows rose. "For my pains?" He sighed and looked at Aritoli. "If pain commands a price these days, this is more yours than mine. And I think you are going to have need of your gold." He handed all but one coin back to Maljun.
Aritoli could not think of how to respond, so he gratefully bowed and left with Maljun at his arm.
The courtyard path was sketched with only plain cobblestones, lined with large, irregular rocks, very similar to one that lay in Aritoli's own garden, brought there by a child he had once befriended. The child had taught him how to see a world of things in a simple stone.
Aritoli felt his eyes grow hot and something wet ran down his cheek. "You are cruel, Gogo."
"There is more to seeing than what the eyes perceive," was her gentle reply before the white lines faded, leaving Aritoli once more in darkness.
•
"You have a two o'clock appointment with the Copper Street Studio …"
"Cancel it," Aritoli said, finding it hard to keep the bitterness from his voice. He had spent the night mulling over the words of The Magician, but finding little solace in them. Deremer would never willingly remove the spell, nor could Aritoli think of a way to trick or force her to. And I used to be such a clever fellow. Where are my wits now? Did they fade with my sight?
"You have a dinner engagement with the Countess Tchai."
"Extend my sincerest regrets, saying that … an opportunity has arisen that I could not let pass."
He could almost hear Maljun frown. "Is that not—"
"A trifle crass? Yes. Better she believe that I am being my usual fickle self, than to come around with questions and sympathy if I plead illness."
"As you wish, Master. Now on tomorrow's schedule—"
"Let that wait until tomorrow." Assuming I will have one. He felt his hand on the desk curl into a fist. "You know, Maljun," he said softly, "I find myself wishing I could see anything again. Even paintings by the Shatter-eye School. Even that awful play at the Desert Mouse theater. What was it called, Maljun?"
"The White Dog, sir."
"Yes. Even that."
"Please do not dwell on your condition, sir. The Magician was right, where there is life there is hope. What will you do today, sir?"
"I feel the need for more of what you have just given me—inspiration and guidance. I will go to the Temple of the Twin Forces and spend the day in contemplation."
There was a moment's pause. "Very good, sir. When shall we leave?"
"I would leave at once, Maljun. But I will go alone." As his manservant was about to protest, Aritoli went on, "Do not fear. I will go in disguise and have the priests assist me when I arrive. I need you to take care of business for me—to spread word of my being alive and well and in many places at once, and to retrieve another box from the iv N'stiven's."
After much cajoling, Maijun finally agreed.
•
But the box, as Aritoli carefully did not mention, contained his will. And the temple to which he went, disguised and alone, was not the Temple of the Twin Forces. Instead, he went to the very place served long ago by the man he killed—The Shrine of Irhan, the God of Beauty.
As Aritoli was led by the cabbie into the Shrine, the first thing he noticed was the scent of flowers, spiced with cinnamon and ginger. In the distance, he heard the cheerful burbling of a fountain, and a flute played sweet and high. A cool breeze caressed his face, relieving the heat of the day. Can I truly wish to die, when I can still experience this? Aritoli wondered.
"Nice place," said the cabbie beside him. "Too bad it's all cluttered up with those gewgaws all over."
Aritoli chuckled and for once felt grateful for his blindness. Though the Shrine had been designed with the most elegant structure, he'd heard that devotees had loaded the place with every sort of "beautiful" offering imaginable; ornate silver-framed mirrors, statues covered with gold filigree, woven wall-hangings dripping with glass beads, and so on. These surely would have offended Aritoli's eyes more than the dark.
"And who are we," said a young, male voice, approaching, "to tell our worshippers what gift is and is not worthy of Irhan? A thing's beauty lies in the heart of the one who gives it, not in its mere appearance."
"Well," the cabbie began.
But Aritoli pressed a coin into the cabbie's palm and said, ''That will be all."
"Yes, Master." The cabbie's footsteps rapidly retreated.
Aritoli was left alone with … what? He tried to imagine the face and form of the young man who had spoken. Did he have lovely dark eyes like that actor at the Desert Mouse? Was his hair the gold of Deremer's or the glossy black of the Countess ola Klera's? Aritoli ached with not knowing. Yes, death is the only answer. I cannot live like this.
"You are too early for visitor's hours," said the young man, a question in his voice.
"I come to give an offering to Irhan."
"You may leave it with a priest at the side entrance, or return in two hours if you wish to present it yourself."
"I do wish to present it personally, but not publicly. And it is not a tangible object that can be given to a priest."
There was a pause. "What … sort of offering did you have in mind?"
"The opportunity to decide my fate."
"What interest would Irhan have in such a thing?"
"I have owed it to him for a long time. I killed his high priest, Emarati Ledoro." Aritoli had thought about this the whole previous night; what to do if the blindness were deemed permanent. This was the act that would no doubt have pleased the Green Priests, had he joined them. At this moment, Aritoli felt the sublime release from worldly care, so often mentioned by other faiths. He relished the idea of going to a mighty stroke of iridescent lightning. What an artful end to an adventurous life!
But instead of shouts of anger, there came only an awkward cough. "I see," the priest finally ventured. "You are … Aritoli ola Silba?"
"I am." Aritoli removed as much of his disguise as he thought decent. As a sign of "good faith" or perhaps the finality of things, Aritoli had not worn the belt that contained his invested magic.
"It was before my time," said the priest, "but I have heard of the incident. Wait here and I will tell the others you have come."
Aritoli waited, his thoughts drifting between quiet enjoyment of the cool, perfumed room and vague worries about Maljun. He felt little fear. Whatever happens, it is preferable to a life in darkness.
He heard the rustle of silky robes, and Aritoli stood a little straighter. "Come forward," said a rich, deep voice. "We will summon Irhan for you."
"Thank you. But I require assistance. I have … temporarily lost my sight." Aritoli was surprised at his own lie. Even though death or worse awaits, I still protect my image. If Irhan is a god of Vanity as well as Beauty, as some claim, this is certainly where I belong.
Gentle and respectful hands grasped his arms and guided him, surrounded by whispering cloth and subtle perfumes. Wind bells chimed merrily nearby. May whatever waits beyond life be this lovely, thought Aritoli, though undoubtedly I do not deserve such.
He was brought to a halt, and he stood very still. Aritoli heard the priests begin to move all around him. From the swish of their robes and the rhythmic cadence of their feet, he knew they were dancing. How I wish I could see them!
Aritoli could not tell how long he stood, surrounded by the music of the dance. But suddenly a part of him he could not name felt a Presence nearby.
"You are early." The voice that spoke had an exquisite resonance and timbre that made Aritoli shiver. He had no doubts as to who was speaking.
"An urgent matter, Holy One, has disrupted our schedule. Master Aritoli ola Silba, the one who slew the High Priest Ledoro, has presented himself for your judgement."
"Ah, Aritoli." The beautiful male voice sighed, sounding annoyed, amused, and fond all at once. "I wondered when you would come to me."
"I regret," Aritoli's voice cracked and he had to swallow before continuing, "Most Beautiful One, that my visit is not entirely my own choice. The daughter of High Priest Ledoro, Deremer, has exacted revenge upon me for her father's death. She has taken from me my most precious possession—my sight. Without it, my life is useless. Therefore, I have come to you, thinking you are most fit to be my final judge. It is you I have ultimately offended and—"
"One moment!" Irhan sharply commanded. "It offends me that one here cannot appreciate the beauty of my temple. Although healing and spellbreaking are not among my Holy Gifts, I must do something to rectify this. Stand still."
Aritoli felt a slight pressure on his brow and cheekbones. A bright, golden light burst shimmering before his eyes. Hands on his shoulder turned him around, and lrhan said, "Behold."
Aritoli blinked, and his eyes teared. He could see! The interior of the Shrine of Irhan shone radiantly before him, and to his profound shock everything in it was beautiful. The gilded, overstuffed pews that only days ago Aritoli would have found repulsive were now breathtaking to behold. The tapestries and statuary and gilt-framed mirrors that he once would have thought gaudy were awe-inspiring. Aritoli looked at the priests standing around him, their faces, young and old, shining with the poignant beauty of each individual soul, and he fell in love with every one of them at once.
To live like this … always surrounded by beauty … what heaven it would be. I could take whatever punishment lrhan may give if he lets me live with this— Aritoli's
thoughts paused as his gaze passed over a gallery of paintings. There were simple studies of flowers, uninspired renderings of landscapes, horses, and big-eyed children. Each blazed with its own glory, independent of the spirit that created it, or the subject it depicted. Aritoli felt his heart sink. The most worthless painting in Liavek would appear as beautiful as the greatest masterpiece. He buried his face in his hands.
"No?" said lrhan.
"No," Aritoli moaned. Then he caught himself, knowing it was unwise to reject a divine gift. "Great Irhan, if I see all things as having equal beauty, then though I have gained sight, I have lost judgement. I have so long lived by my judgement that this, to me, would be like losing my sanity. I have no wish to live blind or insane. If your judgement is to take my life in retribution for the loss of Emarati Ledoro, then do so." Aritoli bowed his head in resignation.
There was a brief silence. Then Irhan said, "Who am I, Aritoli? Am I Roashushe, to sweep away whatever offends me beneath wind and wave? Am I Narkaan, to freeze you in ghastly fear? Am I Brongoi, to destroy you with thunder and fire? Who am I?"
Aritoli swallowed and replied softly, "You are Irhan, Lord of Beauty."
"Indeed. And it is not my way to destroy in a flagrant display of might. You might say I act more in the fashion of the House of Responsible Life, whose works I rather approve of when I'm feeling morbid. This incident that concerns us has upset a balance that must be restored."
"Yes, Holy One." Aritoli felt a curious mixture of relief and disappointment.
"This matter must be resolved in a harmonious fashion. Consider the situation, Aritoli, as if it were a painting—a portrait if you will, whose theme is vengeance. The subjects of this painting are you, Emarati, Deremer, and Me. As you well know, for a portrait to be pleasing, all elements must be present in a harmonious balance."
Aritoli frowned, unable to grasp what Irhan was saying. He had been prepared to lose his mind into the Void Beyond, which made it difficult to bring it back down to earth for the effort of thinking. "But this particular tableau, Holy One, cannot be assembled, if for no other reason than that Emarati is dead."
"There are no impossibilities where divine honor is concerned, Ari. If you wish this matter to come to closure, then you will see that it is done. When this tableau is assembled, then shall you hear my judgement."
"But—"
"One bit of advice I will give you. The setting of this work will be upon the sand of Ka Zhir."
•
Aritoli shifted uncomfortably on the hard bench, pulling the smelly, worn cloak tighter around him. His false beard itched dreadfully, but he dared not scratch at it too much. Instead, he tried to calm himself and listen to the guttural but musical language of the Zhir sailors who clinked their mugs and glasses at a table nearby.
The darkness of his blindness was almost reassuring after the intensity of Irhan's beauty-sight. Still, Aritoli longed for either normal sight or death, which was why he was willing to sit in this tavern, the Golden Masthead, and listen to the Zhir sailors it served, in order to gain a clue to Irhan's riddle.
Maljun coughed nervously beside him. Someone off to Aritoli's left said, with a heavy Zhir accent, "Why do you stare at us, old man? Have you not seen Zhir before?"
"Perhaps," said another voice, "he wishes to be reminded what a real man looks like. He is so old, he has forgotten."
Aritoli spoke up, "We are held in rapt attention by your wonderful stories of the sea and faraway places, gentlemen." Aritoli hoped his command of the Zhir language was good enough. "But there is one story in particular we are listening for."
"Storytellers are usually paid for their services."
Aritoli pulled a five-levar coin from his pocket and held it out. "This is all I have," he lied. He felt the coin quickly snatched from his hand and imagined the sailors examining it closely.
"This tale is important to you then, eh?" said a sailor.
"It means my life to me." And that is no lie.
"Ask what tale you wish," said the sailor heartily. "If we don't know it, we'll make up one even better."
"Ah, but the tale I want must be true," said Aritoli.
"All tales contain some truth."
"Indeed, but this one must have more than wisdom as its truth. I need to know where, upon the sand of Ka Zhir, is a place where the dead may stand among the living."
There was silence for a moment. Then came a harsh babbling as the sailors conferred among themselves. ''This is a tale we do not know, blind one. We can tell you of ghost ships that appear on Midnight Bay, or the spirits of drowned sailors who haunt the Kil Strand waiting to drag unwary swimmers under. But—"
''The only thing close to what you ask," said another, "is this. There is a tent on the beach by the harbor in which an old woman sits day after day. She is called The Gatekeeper. People come to see her and leave her tent ashen-faced. They say she has the power to summon the voices of the dead."
"Do you believe she can do this?" asked Aritoli.
"I do not know, blind one. But I,
myself, will never enter her tent to find out. Too many dead enemies have I."
This brought laughter around the sailors' table and Aritoli knew they would not return to the subject again. "Let's go, Maljun," he whispered to his manservant. "We will learn no more here."
•
To Aritoli, the darkness of his study should be no different from the darkness he experienced elsewhere, yet there was a comfort in the feel of the room that he could not name. He regretted that he would have to leave it, even if only for a tenday or two.
"Your valise is packed," said Maljun, entering. Aritoli knew his manservant had doubts about the entire venture, but he was well trained enough to carry through with it.
"Thank you. The difficulty now is seeing that Deremer follows us. You did spread the rumors?"
"Yes, Master. Certain parties have been informed that you have found a wizard in Ka Zhir who can easily cure a slight ailment of yours."
"Good, but that will not be enough to bring her. She could wait until I return to see if the rumor was true. Damn, I wish there was something more I could do."
Hesitantly, Maljun offered, "You are still a wizard, Master. "
Aritoli snorted. "Yes, a wizard of light and illusion. What good is that when I can see no light? Can I be a wizard of darkness instead?" And then he stopped. Yes … perhaps I can. There are relations, connections I might use …
"Master?"
"Maljun, bring to me the black silk scarf I brought home the night I was blinded."
"It is right here, Master."
The soft veil of silk, still fragrant with Deremer's perfume, was draped across Aritoli's open hands. "Yes," he whispered, stroking the cloth, "This might do very well. Bring me my belt."
"At once, Master." There was no need for Maljun to ask which belt, and shortly the belt whose ornate buckle contained Aritoli's luck was placed in his lap.
Aritoli nodded his thanks and wrapped one end of the scarf in his left fist, the other in his right. Drawing upon the luck in his belt, he concentrated upon Deremer, and easily he could imagine her smiling face as she danced.
We are bound, you and I, Aritoli thought, with will poured through his magical power. Bound by an act of bloodshed. Bound by darkness. The darkness that is in your heart is matched by the eternal night before my eyes. By your spell upon me, you have bound yourself to me, and where I go you will follow until the spell is broken.
He felt something flow out from him—an invisible magical thread. It was small, subtle, yet Aritoli knew when it had reached its destination. And it did not break. She did not expect or sense it. "Yes, Maljun. She will follow."
•
"Is she there, Maljun?"
"A woman in a brown abjahin has been trailing us, Master."
"Good." Aritoli waved his raven's head cane ahead of him, tap-tapping the cobblestones of the Zhir street. Surrounding him were the smells of ginger and garlic, and the heavy perfumes of exotic flowers. "We are at Noyang Market, aren't we, Maljun?"
"Passing the southern end of it, Master. We will come to the beachfront shortly."
Aritoli felt perversely pleased with his newfound ability to use his other senses. Would smell or sound seem this rich to me if my sight were returned? "The day is bright and sunny, isn't it, Maljun?"
"No, Master. It is overcast."
"Oh." Soon, he reminded himself, soon this matter will be finished, one way or another.
"Careful of your step here, Master. This is where the sand begins."
Aritoli felt himself guided to the right a little, and he stepped onto a soft, yielding surface. Overhead there were the cries of seabirds, wheeling in an endless search for fish. In the distance, Zhir dockworkers moaned out their work songs. And beyond that, the soft whoosh of ocean waves upon the shore. The air was full of the tang of salt and sea. What might this have looked like, had I kept Irhan's beauty-sight? Would the sand seem strewn with diamonds and gold? Would the sea be emerald and silver? Would even the grey clouds above seem like doe-skin velvet? For a moment, Aritoli regretted his pride in denying that Holy Gift. Then his step faltered in the sand and Maljun caught his ann. With a sigh, Aritoli turned his concentration back to walking.
After what seemed like an hour, Aritoli heard the thunder of heavy cloth flapping in the wind.
"Here is her tent, Master. Shall we go in?"
"Does Deremer still see us?"
"Yes, she watches from down the beach."
"Let's go in, then. The cat always prefers to chase the mouse behind the curtain."
Aritoli let Maljun guide him in, and he heard the tent door cloth clap shut behind them.
"There is a chair here, Master. Sit."
Aritoli cautiously did so as an old woman said, "Welcome, sirs, to the tent of the Gatekeeper." There was something out of place in the voice. If this is an old woman, she yet has some youthful fire in her.
"It is said you have the power to summon the dead," Aritoli ventured. "Is this true?"
"Through me, their voices may be summoned, yes. Do you seek a loved one who has passed on? Merely say the name and the soul will come."
"The one I seek is not, I fear, a beloved relative. And for the moment we must wait for another to arrive before we begin."
"Very well."
By the Twin Forces, may she not be a fraud! Too much depends on this. I hope her skill is enough to satisfy lrhan's riddle. Aritoli fingered a gemstone in his pocket—the parting gift from Irhan. At the appropriate time, Aritoli was to summon the Lord of Beauty with it. If I am wrong …
"Where is Deremer?" Aritoli growled.
"Shall I look outside, Master?"
"No. Then she'll know she's expected." Aritoli pulled the black silk veil out of his shirt and concentrated. Follow! Come and finish what you have begun!
Suddenly the doorflap cracked open and a perfume wafted through the tent that brought back memories of swirling black veils and pounding drums. Before anyone else spoke, Aritoli said, "Deremer Ledoro. What a pleasure to see you again."
There was a moment's pause. "I know you cannot see me, ola Silba," Deremer's low voice purred. "I cast the spell that darkened your eyes."
"Yes, I know."
"And by now you should know there is no wizard in the world who can remove it but me. Your trip here is futile."
"Is it? I think not, Deremer. Actually I came here not to be healed, but to consult with your departed father. I wondered if he'd approve of what you've done."
"If that is a jest, ola Silba, I do not find it in the least amusing. I can do far worse than I have, you know. I have exacted justice where even the mighty Irhan would not. My father would be proud to see this, ola Silba. I dearly wish he could be here. It would bring his unjustly treated soul peace."
"It is not wise to gloat, my dear, and I assure you this is no jest. By all means, let us bring your father's soul peace. Mistress Gatekeeper, what must we do?"
"Merely call the name of the person you would summon," said the old woman.
''This is nonsense," said Deremer in a tone less sure than she doubtless would have liked.
"Emarati Ledoro!" Aritoli called out. "Your daughter and your murderer would speak with you."
"Who … who … Deremer?" a tenor voice, tentative and uncertain, wavered in the air.
Perfect, thought Aritoli. That is much as I remember him.
"What trick is this?" Deremer hissed.
"No trick," said Aritoli. "Yes, Emarati, I called you, and Deremer is here. It is time a certain matter was settled."
"How amazing," said Emarati's voice. "I never … Deremer, my child, how are you?"
Tightly she replied, "I will not speak to a ventriloquist's casting."
"She is quite well, Emarati," said Aritoli, "though a trifle upset at the moment. She needs proof that you are truly Emarati."
"Ah, Deremer, my little Derchi … how I missed you. Remember when you dressed up in my face cream and robes, and called yourself a priestess of Irhan? You were five, I think. Do you remember? Have you devoted your life to Irhan?"
There was a pause, during which Aritoli wished fervently that he could see Deremer's face. 
"Irhan!" she cried, "Father, he betrayed you! I would never serve him. Never!"
"Yes … yes, he did," Emarati sighed. "But he had reason."
"Reason? There is no good reason that he let you die. I will punish him for you, Papa. Just as I have punished your murderer, ola Silba."
"Punish? Oh, no, little Derchi, don't—"
"Before this goes further," Aritoli said, "there is one more player missing from this drama." He turned a portion of the gem in his hands. Golden light streamed down from above. Oh, no. Am I to have the benefit of his glamor-sight again?
But it was not quite the same. In the middle of the tent stood an exquisitely handsome young man. All else around him was dark and drab by comparison. The sparse furnishings of the tent were dingy and grey, and even Deremer's golden hair seemed mousy and dull.
"Ah, Ari," said the radiant god, "I knew you were resourceful enough to bring us together."
"You!" cried Deremer. This was followed by a string of epithets worse than anything Aritoli had ever heard in sailors' taverns.
"What a pity," said Irhan placidly, "That camel dung should come spewing out of such a lovely throat and mouth."
Deremer choked on whatever words she was about to say.
"Derchi, stop," said Emarati. "Irhan did not protect me in the duel because I overstepped myself in asking him to."
"Ah!" said Deremer, "Irhan is a god who thinks it too much to protect his priests!"
"I thought I was the one on trial here," said Aritoli, half-amused.
"And so you are," said Irhan. "The subjects of our tableau are assembled."
"And who is to be my judge?"
"I am your judge!" Deremer said, rounding on Aritoli. "And I have already passed sentence."
"I think not," said Irhan. "You may be witness for the prosecution, perhaps, but the right to be judge falls to another. Emarati, will you pass judgement on us, who your daughter claims wronged you?"
"Yes, Papa. tell me what to do."
"There has been no wrong done to me," said Emarati, "that I did not deserve."
"What!" exclaimed Deremer. "Irhan failed me because I had failed him as a priest."
"That cannot be true," Deremer whispered. "You were a great priest, Papa."
"I'm afraid not, Deremer," Emarati began. "You see, I misunderstood the meaning of the worship of Irhan. I felt a High Priest in the Shrine of Beauty must be beautiful. But my concept of beauty changed into vanity as I aged. I combed my hair over my baldness. I bought corsets to hold in my girth. I put clay ointments on my face to smooth the deepening wrinkles, and spent hours at the tailor's, fitting clothes that hid every defect. Soon I forgot my priestly duties in the pursuit of a beauty I could never attain." With weariness, as if speaking was an effort, he finished, "I should have stepped down from the priesthood long before, but my pride would not let me."
Yes, thought Aritoli, remembering, this rings true with what I recall of Emarati. His obsession with his appearance to the exclusion of all else was why his wife Mehari was so receptive to my attentions.
"And so," said Irhan, "Aritoli stepped in to do the removal instead."
"How dare you!" cried Deremer.
"Dare? I?" said Irhan. "Was it not you who dared to attempt to subject me to Rikiki's curse?"
Aritoli marveled at the arrogance, or courage, of Deremer that she would extend her vengeance to a god.
"Ah, Derchi, do not do such things. I deserved my fate. It was my foolish pride that led me to challenge ola Silba. Foolish to ask my god to protect me when I had no skills in swordsmanship and faced a younger man. On this side of life I have learned one thing … to forgive. I forgive Master ola Silba. You should forgive him too, Derchi."
"No!" shrieked Deremer. "Papa, I did this for you! I blinded him to avenge you! Aren't you proud of me, Papa? Aren't you?"
"Oh, Derchi," Emarati sighed sadly, "I should not have neglected you and your mother so."
"Papa, I hated them for you. I'd destroy them for you." Tears began to run down her face and her shoulders shook with sobs.
"Oh, no, Derchi. No, no." Emarati spoke soothingly.
He might have made a good father, thought Aritoli, had he not been a priest of lrhan. He looked at Deremer's strong, tear-stained face. How she must have loved him, to have driven herself so.
"Well," said Irhan, "our judge has given his verdict. He has forgiven Master ola Silba of the deed. Therefore, Deremer, you must restore Aritoli's sight."
"No!" Deremer wailed, and she sat abruptly on the tent's sandy floor, burying her face in her hands.
"This leaves our portrait of vengeance unbalanced," said Irhan. "Therefore, Deremer, prepare to receive my vengeance."
Aritoli did not know how much of his current borrowed vision reflected reality, but he watched in horror as Deremer became wrinkled and shriveled and bent. Her rheumy eyes grew wide as she looked down at herself, and she moaned.
"No!" Aritoli shouted. "Irhan, I beg you, cease!"
"What?" said the Lord of Beauty, frowning.
"Don't you see? She did this out of love for her father. She wanted to do something he would have found praiseworthy, that would have earned his love. She couldn't know it was not what he wanted. She saw me as her father's murderer. She couldn't know that her father asked for death as surely as a man in a dory who throws his oars away at sea. Restore her, Irhan. I forgive her."
A smile crept across the god's lips. "Well, it would seem forgiveness is an underlying theme of our gathering. I will restore her if she restores your sight."
"No, Irhan, do not blackmail her—" But as he spoke, Aritoli felt his eyes twitch and prickle, and he shut them, putting his hands to his face. He blinked out tears and slowly opened his eyes as the sensations faded. He saw sunbeams slanting through the crack of the tent door, dappling the sandy floor with pools of pale light. He looked up and saw the Gatekeeper's ancient, craggy face, a man-shaped cloud of golden dust motes, and Deremer's young, intent face as her hands completed a sorcerous pattern. And Maljun—his worn visage a study in loyalty and patience. It was the most beautiful scene he'd ever beheld, because it was his true sight restored. "Thank you," he whispered.
"And so our scene is complete," said the golden cloud that Aritoli realized was Irhan. "I could not let you remain blind. I need you as an arbiter of beauty in the world. You have served me in more ways than you know." In a glimmer of golden lightning, Irhan was gone.
Aritoli looked at Deremer and tried to smile at her.
She scowled in return. "I still hate you," she said.
"So long as you do not feel indifferent to me, I am pleased. You impress me, Deremer."
"You make me sick."
"From what other artists and their patrons tell me, you are in good company."
"I'll listen to you no more." She slowly stood and reached for the tent flap.
"I've been thinking of reviewing your dance for the Crier," said Aritoli. "Favorably, of course. You are an excellent dancer, you know."
Deremer stared back at him, her expression showing more confusion than hate. Then she flung the tent flap aside and strode out onto the beach.
Aritoli sighed and leaned back in the chair.
"That was well done," said Emarati's voice above him.
Aritoli started. "Excuse me, Emarati. I'd forgotten you were here, more or less."
"Yes. I must go. This speaking is … difficult. Ah, Mehari sends her regards."
"She is there? With you?"
"It was she who taught me forgiveness, for she forgave me."
"I am pleased for you, Emarati. May you both have joy, wherever you are."
"I do not know what lies ahead for us, but I thank you. Be well, ola Silba."
"The crystal has gone dark," croaked the old Gatekeeper. "He will say nothing more."
Aritoli bade Maljun to pay the old woman handsomely, and he strolled out of the tent. He blinked, his eyes unaccustomed to the light. Yet he delighted in all he could see; dark-eyed children playing on the sand, colorful birds wheeling in the sky, sunlight sparkling on the sea. Maljun stepped up beside him and they walked together back towards the city of Ka Zhir.
"Will we be staying here awhile, Master?"
"Eh? No, Maljun, I want to return to Liavek as soon as possible. I want to quash whatever rumors may be starting in my absence. Also, I think I may commission a painting. A group portrait. What do you think, Maljun?"
The old manservant wore a slight smile. "An interesting idea, Master. You know …"
"Yes?"
"I was wondering about one rumor in particular that is said about you—"
"Which rumor is that?"
"The one which says that whatever deity presided over your birth figuratively placed your heart in your eyes. I was wondering if that deity might have been—"
"Irhan? Tut, Maljun, he hardly seems old enough to have presided at my birth."
"Appearances can deceive, Master."
"Ah, but seeing is believing."
The laughter of the two men was soon lost in the cries of the birds and the quiet roar of the waves.
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THUNDER DRUMMED IN Saffer's room as if a madman had been let loose at a set of kettle drums. Saffer groaned and burrowed her head deeper into the twist of blankets on her bed. She wished desperately for the storm to move on. As though in answer to her prayer, for one brief moment there was a lull. Then the thunder started up again.
Poking her head up from out of her nest of bedclothes, she squinted at the bright light coming in through the window. How could she be hearing thunder when the sky was so blue it hurt to look at it? Her squint tightened, then focused on the door to her room which was vibrating with the thunder.
"Open for the Guard!" a deep voice cried in the next lull.
Saffer continued to stare stupidly at the door. The Guard? Sink them. What did they want with her at this hour of the—
The thunder started up again. 
"All right!" Saffer shrieked, then immediately clutched her temples to keep her head all in one piece. In a much softer voice she added, "I'm coming." Sitting up very carefully, she stretched a hesitant foot towards the floor.
Stumbling to the door, she swung it wide to blink at the pair of large, gray-clad Guards.
"Demar wants to see you," one of them said.
Saffer winced. Demar. That figured. Trust her brother to have her roused at—
"What time is it?" she asked.
"Almost noon."
"Already?"
"I wouldn't keep him waiting," the guard told her. "He's in a mood."
Lovely. Her head was ready to split and Demar was in a mood. "What am I supposed to have done this time?"
The guard shrugged. Saffer sighed and stumbled back into her room. Fumbling about in the small remedies bag that hung from the end of her bed, she finally closed her fingers about a little pouch that contained one of Marithana's hangover cures.
"Can I get dressed, or is it a come-as-you-are sort of party?" she asked as she sprinkled some of the mixture on her palm. Pulling a face, she swallowed it dry.
"Five minutes," the guard said, then closed the door.
Saffer replaced the little pouch in her remedies bag. She rubbed her hands over her face, then ran her fingers through the short hair on the top of her head. The seven braids hanging behind her felt heavier than the Levar's purse this morning and she draped them carefully over her shoulders to take their weight off her aching head.
Going over to the window, she stared out for a few moments, trying to remember what she could possibly have done that would entail her brother sending a couple of his men round to pick her up. Odd's end. She hadn't been in a decent scrape since Dumps had left the city to work the railroaders' camps with his card tricks.
A sound at the door—still loud, but identifiable as a knock now—roused her enough to get dressed, hurriedly splash some water on her face, and join her unwanted traveling companions. About the only good thing for this morning, she thought as she trailed along between them, was that Marithana's hangover cure was beginning to take effect.
•
Demar took one look at Saffer and frowned. She was decked out in the current fashion—baggy Zhir-styled trousers and a tight shirt, topped with a loose jacket, all in pastel shades of mauve and pink. Her face was puffy from the previous night's drinking and her hair was a snake's nest of braids spilling to her shoulders.
"You look like a clown," he said.
"Oh, don't be such a dried old toad. This is all the rage."
Demar sighed. When she tried her best winning smile, he didn't allow himself to react.
Demar had Saffer's chestnut brown hair, but he was taller than her by a head. He was lean and rangy, thick-wristed, with a lightness to his step that came from years with the Guard. Looking at his sister with her lopsided smile made him think that half those years had been filled with pulling her out of one scrape or another.
"What is it you think I've done this time?" Saffer asked finally.
"You'd better come with me," Demar said.
Saffer gave him an odd look. "Oh, don't go all sinking officious on me," she began.
Demar cut her off with a wave of his hand and led her down the hall. He wouldn't speak until they entered another room in the guardhouse. Lying on a cot in the center of the room was the bruised and battered body of a young man. The guard who had been tending him left the room when Demar gave her a nod. On another cot by the wall lay a girl a few years younger, one leg twisted and thin.
Saffer blanched, but she stepped forward to take a closer look all the same.
"Are … are they dead?" she asked.
"The girl is. The man's taken a bad beating, but he'll live." Demar studied his sister, watching her reactions. "Do you know them?" he asked.
"No. Should I …" Her voice trailed off as she got a closer look at the man's face. "Kerlaf," she murmured. She turned to look at her brother. "I met them last night. I had a commission at The Luck's Shadow and he was there with—" she glanced at the body of the girl "—with his sister, Ayla. Demar, how did you know I knew them? Odd's end, I only met them last night."
"The man had your name on his lips when he was brought
in."
"Truly, Demar. I went straight home after the party and collapsed on my bed until your thugs dragged me out of it." Her gaze drifted back to the pair on the cots. "Poor Kerlaf. He really cared about Ayla. You could just tell by the way he took care of her."
"So the last you saw of them was at The Luck's Shadow?" Demar asked.
Saffer nodded.
"That's a wizard's inn, isn't it? Is he a wizard?"
"Ayla was—sort of. I never really got to talk with them about it. But they were there with me. I met them on my way to the party and they looked so bedraggled that I brought them along and snuck them in. They looked like they could use a bit of fun."
That was Saffer, Demar thought. Always willing to pick up any stray dog.
"What happened to them, Demar?"
"Nobody knows. A couple of guards found them in Fortune Way and brought them in just an hour ago. When the man—you said his name was Kerlaf?"
Saffer nodded.
"When he mentioned you by name, I had you brought around straight away. They're not from the city, are they?"
"They used to live here a long time ago. I got the impression that they'd been away and only just returned, but I didn't get much of a chance to talk to them. I was working, you know." Her gaze drifted back to Ayla.
"And you're sure there's not more to this than you're telling me?" 
Saffer looked away from the dead girl's face. Swallowing hard, she shook her head. 
Demar sighed. "Will you take responsibility for them, Saff? They hadn't even a copper to their names."
"I can put Kerlaf up at my place, I suppose, but Ayla …"
"If she stays here, she goes into a pauper's grave."
"Send her to an undertaker in my name," Saffer said. "I'll go by later to make the arrangements." Though who knew where she'd get the money.
"I'll see to it," Demar said. "You'll want some help getting him back to your place?"
Saffer nodded.
"I'll get those two 'thugs' to help you."
He could tell that she wasn't in the mood to smile, but she touched his arm to let him know that she wasn't just being sulky.
"But if you hear anything … ?"
"I'll tell you right away."
"That's all I wanted to hear." Taking her by the arm, he led her back to his office.
•
After seeing that Kerlaf was comfortable in her room, Saffer spent the rest of the afternoon making the funeral arrangements for Ayla. It took the last of her money, plus some that she had to borrow from Meggy Thistle whom she ran into in the Levar's Park. She'd also been at the party at The Luck's Shadow the previous night and was an old friend of Saffer's.
"Mind you," she said as she handed Saffer the coins, "I'll need this back before the end of the week. I thought I'd wander up toward Trader's Town for a week or so and see how well the railway men are paying these days. I was going to ask you if you wanted to come. We could've had a bit of fun and collected a copper or two while we were at it. I've heard they're starving for good entertainment."
"Don't I know it," Saffer replied. "Dumps is up there right now, cardsharping his way through their wages. Say hello to him for me if you see him."
Meggy shook her head. "Not likely, Saffer. I want to stay on the good side of the railway men."
"I'll get this back as quick as I can," Saffer said, holding up the money Meggy had lent her. "Thanks again." 
Meggy nodded, but just as Saffer turned to go, she caught her arm. "Now I remember," she said.
"Remember what?"
"I had something to tell you and it just drained out of my mind the moment I saw you. Remember the big woman at the party last night, the one that looked more like a baker than a wizard? She had the little yapping dog that thought it knew every tune better than we did."
"I remember her. Her name was Teshi, wasn't it?"
Meggy nodded. "She was by looking for you."
"For me? What for?"
"She didn't say. Maybe she has another commission for us."
"Then why didn't she talk to you about it?" 
Meggy shrugged. "I don't know. Anyway, I sent her round by your place."
Wonderful, Saffer thought. Her brother thought she was up to no good, she had a patient in her bed, she'd just spent all her money on a funeral for someone she hardly knew at all, and now a wizard was looking for her. She just hoped that she hadn't done something stupid at the party last night while in a beer-silly mood.
"She's probably been and gone by now," Meggy said.
Saffer nodded glumly, not believing it for a moment. After thanking Meggy again for the loan and promising to pay it back as soon as she could, she hurried off for home.
•
According to her landlord, the wizard had been and gone by the time Saffer returned to her room. Upstairs, Kerlaf was still imitating a man-sized lump on her bed. After fussing about with his pillows and blankets, she went and sat in her window seat. There she indulged in a soliloquy while plucking the odd note from her cittern and staring off through what little view there was from her window.
"It's not so much that Demar doesn't trust me," she said, "as that sometimes I wonder if he isn't right. Maybe I do just bring trouble on myself." She plucked a few notes from the cittern's double strings, then a chord. Ting, ting, kring. "I didn't have to bring them along to the party, but they did look so forlorn, and I just knew there'd be all that food there that was only going to get thrown out in the morning." Kring. "And no one really seemed to mind, what with Ayla being a … was it an herbalist or an astrologer?"
"She was an astronomer, actually."
Saffer blinked with surprise at the reply to her question.
She looked at the bed, but Kerlaf hadn't moved, little say spoken. Then her gaze went to the door.
The wizard Teshi stood there. She was a short, friendly-looking woman, plump with short curly gray hair, dressed in voluminous robes that glimmered with a rainbow effect. Huge gaudy rings, all gold and silver and with far too many large gems, glittered on her hands. Her eyes twinkled, but there was something in their blue depths that made Saffer feel a little intimidated. She found it hard to look away. It wasn't until Teshi broke eye contact to look at Kerlaf that Saffer blinked and set aside her cittern. Then she spotted the little mop of gray fur with the big dark eyes that had accompanied the wizard.
"I don't want to seem rude," Saffer began, "but—"
"What am I doing here?" Teshi replied.
"Something like that."
"It's because of Kerlaf's sister," Teshi said. She turned from the bed and sat down on its edge so that she was facing Saffer. The little dog began to explore the room. "She does star charts," Teshi explained. "Did star charts. I was planning to commission some from her, but then I heard the horrible news. This sort of a thing … You'd think we were in Ka Zhir or something."
She gave Saffer's clothes a sharp look, but Saffer managed to ignore it. Saffer thought about her patient and his sister. News certainly travelled fast. Half of Liavek had probably known about it before she had.
"I took rather a liking to them," Teshi finished, "and thought I would see if I could do anything to help. Whoever did this shouldn't be allowed to get away with it."
"Well, the Guard's looking into it," Saffer said.
"Yes, but they have so many things to look into. If we can lend them a hand, I doubt they'd mind."
"You don't know my brother."
"I'm sure I don't." 
Saffer shook her head. "That's not what I meant. Demar's in the Guard and he told me I was absolutely not to meddle in this. Odd's end, he'd kill me if—"
"We caught the attackers and delivered them without his having to lift a finger?"
"He wouldn't be happy."
"Nonsense."
Before Saffer could argue any more, Teshi had turned back to Kerlaf. She laid her palms on either side of his head. The air seemed to glimmer around her for a moment, then Kerlaf's eyelids flickered and his eyes opened. Saffer left the window seat and stepped close. He had, she decided, the nicest pair of clear blue eyes that she'd ever seen.
"A-ayla … ?" he murmured.
"Ah … she's not … ah …"
"She's dead," Teshi said softly.
Kerlaf's gaze went back and forth between them, then his eyes clouded with pain. "I … I remember," he said and he began to weep.
Saffer had never had a grown man cry on her before. She gave Teshi a beseeching look. The wizard nodded and gathered Kerlaf up in her arms.
"Maybe you should get him something—tea, or soup," she told Saffer.
Saffer backed away to the door. "I'll see what the landlord's got on," she said.
But they weren't listening to her. Kerlaf's body shook with great shuddering sobs. Teshi held him against her, murmuring comforting noises. Biting at her lower lip, Saffer hurried downstairs to the kitchen, grateful for something to do. The wizard's little dog followed at her heels.
•
By the time Saffer returned with a steaming bowl of beef broth, Teshi and Kerlaf were sitting on either end of the bed. Kerlaf's eyes were bleak with his loss, but he was no longer weeping. Saffer remembered her first look into them last night and then again a few moments ago when Teshi had brought him around. The guileless clarity that had attracted her was gone, replaced with a sorrow that went beyond despair.
"Can you remember what they looked like?" Teshi was asking him. "The people who attacked you." 
Kerlaf blinked. It took a moment for him to find his voice.
"It wasn't people," he said finally. "It was a woman—the one who ran the boarding house."
"What woman?" Saffer asked.
"Her name was Bica. We rented the room when we arrived yesterday afternoon—it was cheap and clean, and when you don't have much, that's enough."
"I don't know her," Teshi said. "But this isn't my part of town. Saffer?"
"I know of her," Saffer replied. "Everyone in the Alley does. She's this crazy old woman who runs a rooming house a few blocks down from here. I don't know anybody who's stayed there."
Teshi's eyes narrowed.
"No," Saffer said. "It's not because she's dangerous or anything. She's just—too weird. My friend Meggy was going to rent a room from her, but she got the creeps and never moved in. The thing is …" Saffer hesitated, looking at Kerlaf. Odd's end, you'd think he could take care of himself against some old spinster. "She's not tough or anything, you know? Just a crazy old woman."
"What did she do?" Teshi asked Kerlaf. "Did she have others with her?"
"No one else," Kerlaf said. "She … she gave us hot spiced milk when we returned to our room last night—a welcome cup, she called it, and then … the next thing I remember was her standing over me. I was on the floor and Ayla was beside me, so still. She must have drugged us only I didn't finish all of my drink. I tried to rise, but she hit me with something. I started to pass out, but she just kept hitting me, and Ayla … I knew Ayla was already … I knew she was …"
He didn't weep again, he just closed up. His eyes went bleak and he slumped against the headboard.
"If I wasn't so … so sinking weak …"
Teshi and Saffer exchanged glances.
"We'd better tell my brother," Saffer said. "Demar can—"
Teshi shook her head, her eyes cold and hard as diamonds. "Let me deal with this Bica," she said. 
"I don't think that's such a good—" 
Something flickered like fire in Teshi's cold eyes and
Saffer suddenly remembered that this was a wizard she was arguing with, not one of her friends. 
"All right," she said. "Sink the Guard. Let Demar dump me on Crab Isle when he finds out. What do I care."
Teshi's dog jumped onto the wizard's lap and she patted it absently. "Twig and I, we look after our friends," she said. "Even when we've only just met them."
"Fine," Saffer said. "Perfect." And do you know any spells to get one off of Crab Isle? she wondered.
Teshi rose. Twig leapt to the floor and danced eagerly by the door, while the wizard laid a comforting hand on Kerlaf's shoulder.
"I'll be back," she told Saffer, and then she and the little dog were gone and Saffer was alone with Kerlaf. 
"Ah … you really should try some of this broth," she told Kerlaf.
Her patient made no reply. Lovely, Saffer thought. Not that she blamed him. But looming larger in her mind than Kerlaf's grief were her own worries about Demar. He was going to kill her.
•
The dead woman sat upright in the chair. The day was wearing to its end outside, but it was always dark in the cellar where the corpse sat. In the flicker of the lantern light, its features almost seemed alive. But the corpse was mummified and tied to its chair. Its withered cheeks were gaunt. Its skin clung like dry leather to its limbs. Dark hollows lay where its eyes had been.
Across from the corpse sat a living woman. She too had a wrinkled face, but her eyes glittered darkly like a crow's as she stared at her dead companion. Her hair was a faded salty yellow and hung limply past her sloped shoulders.
"He went and stayed alive," she told the corpse, "and Bica doesn't like that. He'll bring Guards, he will, and maybe wizards. You'd like that, wouldn't you? Maybe the wizards will put your soul back in your body, or set it free—I'm sure you don't care, just so long as you can get away from Bica. But Bica has a plan, you know. Bica will just find him and cut his
throat and then no one will know that Bica had anything to do with it." 
She grinned at the corpse, exposing long yellow teeth in poor condition.
"Maybe Bica should bring him back here to be with you and then you wouldn't be so lonely. Would you like that?" She cocked her ear. "Oh, you'll have to speak up, or Bica will keep him for herself." She listened a second time, then rose to her feet. "Well, Bica gave you a chance to speak, but it's too late now. Bica's made up her mind. It's the knife for him and the dark cellar for you."
Catching up the lantern, she held it up to the dead woman's withered features. "It's almost night now," Bica told the corpse. "Soon Bica will go out and find him and play a game of skin and knife with him. Do you remember that game? It's the one Sadabel played on Bica before Bica tore out his heart. See this? See it now?"
She lifted her blouse to show the dead woman the scar tissue on her abdomen.
"You peel the skin back, bit by bit. And then you cut a muscle here, and another there. And then you twist the blade, just a touch, until the blood's running freely. And then you peel some more skin back. It's a fine game, isn't it?
"Remember when Bica played it with you? You didn't like it. You kept crying for Bica to stop, but Bica remembered that you had a little power. Bica knew that you'd helped Sadabel hurt her, so Bica had to cut away, cut, cut, cut, until there was just the skin left to cure and the bone left to wire, and then the puzzle to put all back together again.
"But you're still here, aren't you, and don't you look fine? Oh, yes. Bica didn't want to send you away. Bica wanted to keep her eye on you. Like Bica should have done with Sadabel so that she didn't have to keep killing him, over and over and over again …"
•
Teshi stopped by her rooms in The Luck's Shadow after leaving Saffer and Kerlaf. She stayed only long enough to change, then left by the rear, transformed into a shabbily-dressed woman by the simple magic of a disguise. Her beautiful robes and jewelry were replaced with well-worn clothing that was too large for her, while her fingers glittered with rings of polished tin and brass set with great chunks of brightly colored glass. She carried a bag over one shoulder, and a small disheveled bundle of fur dogged her footsteps as she headed towards Rat's Alley.
She paused across the street and eyed the battered three-story dwelling. Twilight lay thick on the streets, but the building was dark, giving it a gloomy look. The door was an odd-colored green—the paint chipped and flaking, she discovered as she crossed the street to approach it. She was about to knock when the door opened.
Teshi took a step back and Twig growled while hiding behind her ankles. The woman who opened the door leaned on a knobby stick of a cane and glared at them until she spied the bag on Teshi's shoulders.
"Looking for lodgings, are you?" she asked.
Teshi took another step back. An unpleasant odor hung about the woman that grew more pronounced when she opened her mouth.
"Don't be shy, don't be shy. Bica's got room enough for everyone, isn't that the truth?"
"I haven't much money," Teshi began, but Bica waved that notion off.
"Paugh! Bica likes to help people and, in turn, people like to help her. Bica always has room for those that need it, don't you know. You can pay a little and help out a little…" Her eyes narrowed slightly. "Do you know any magics?"
Teshi shook her head.
"Too bad, too bad. Bica likes to trade lodgings for magics, especially guardspells." She leaned close and Teshi held her breath. ''There's some that don't like old Bica, you know. They live up there." She pointed straight above them.
"What—on the upper floors?" Teshi asked.
"No, no. In the sky. In the moon. Bica's far too clever for them, though." 
When Saffer had described Bica as a crazy old woman, Teshi realized, the young cittern player hadn't been exaggerating. She felt Twig still rubbing nervously against her ankles so she hoisted him up into the crook of her arm. 
Bica eyed the dog with sudden suspicion. "Where are you from?" she demanded.
"Not from the moon," Teshi said.
"So," Bica said after a long moment of silence. "You want a room?" 
Teshi blinked, then nodded. "Yes, but—"
"Oh, don't you worry about your little dog. Bica loves animals, doesn't she just."
She put out a hand to Twig—who suffered a rough pat with only a little trembling—then turned and led the way inside. The room she offered Teshi was the first on the right from the front door. Leaving the wizard to inspect it, Bica bustled off, "To get you a little welcoming gift, and wouldn't that be nice?"
Teshi studied the rented room. In different circumstances, it would have been amusing. The room was clean, but it was such a crazy quilt of colors that it made her head spin. Bica must have furnished her house from the pickings of Fortune Way—but only after a more thorough cleaning than anyone else would want to get close enough to give the various articles. She sighed and turned to Twig. The little dog sat in the middle of the room, fastidiously wrinkling his nose.
"Yes," Teshi said. "There certainly is an air of—" Bica chose that moment to return with a tray and two steaming mugs of spicy milk. "—A charm about the building," Teshi finished.
Bica nodded. She smiled, but the revelation of her yellowed teeth only made her look worse. "There is something about these old buildings, isn't that the truth?"
She put the tray down on a table by the door and handed Teshi a mug. Then before she picked up her own, she muttered something about that shade not hanging quite right.
As soon as Bica crossed the room, Teshi surreptitiously exchanged the mug she'd been given for the one still on the tray. Twig barked a warning.
Teshi caught a glimpse of Bica with her knobby cane in her hand. Then the cane hit her head as though powered by the
force of one of the new railway engines, and she collapsed to the floor, her milk mug spilling from her hand. Twig growled as Bica approached his fallen mistress, but the old woman swung the cane at him and he had to back off. She chased him all the way to the front door, coming closer and closer to hitting him with each blow, until he finally turned and fled out onto the street.
"Bica likes to eat dogs!" the old woman screamed after Twig before slamming the door. Her momentary ill-humor at the dog dissolved as she stood over her newest victim.
"Thought Bica wouldn't know you had a new body, did you now? Thought you could fool her, but Bica's too smart. Always was, always will be. And this time Bica knows what to do with you. It's the skin and knife game for you, and won't that be fun?" She paused long enough for Teshi to answer, but the wizard lay limp on the rug. "Oh, yes," Bica nodded. "It'll be such fun, wait and see."
•
Saffer was sitting in her window seat, working on the particularly intricate bit in the middle of a reel called "Wrap Up and Roll." Winny Lind, the bones player, had showed it to her on Meggy's whistle once and, while it wasn't quite a cittern sort of a tune, Saffer had always wanted to learn it. With Kerlaf asleep once more, and Teshi still gone, it seemed the perfect thing to keep her mind off her troubles.
She had just about got the three rolls of triplets that were giving her the most trouble when she happened to glance out the window. Surprised, she started to lean over the ledge, then quickly ducked her head back in. Demar was out on the street, heading for her lodgings.
Perfect, she thought as she laid down her cittern. She gave the bed a glance, but Kerlaf was still asleep. Maybe she should curl up on a pillow and pretend to be asleep as well. Demar would peek in, see them sleeping, and then—
Demar's characteristically loud knocking interrupted any further planning. Was that the first thing they learned when they joined the Guard? How to knock down doors with their knuckles?
"I know you're in there!" Demar called through the wood.
Saffer swung the door open and lifted a finger to her lips. "Will you keep it down? I've got a sick man sleeping in here."
Demar gave the bed a quick glance. "Sorry." He caught the door before Saffer could close it on him. Taking her by the arm, he pulled her out into the hall where he was standing and then shut the door. "We have to talk."
"About what?"
"Let's start with the wizard you had in your room this afternoon."
"Demar, have you been spying on me?"
"Only as much as you've been holding back." 
Saffer tried a fierce frown on him, but it did no good. "It wasn't my idea," she began, then told what had happened since Teshi had arrived. As Demar listened, a storm gathered in his face.
"Saffer," he said grimly. "I warned you what would happen if you held back on—"
"Odd's end, Demar! She's a wizard. What was I supposed to do? Stand in the way and get turned into a frog or a newt?"
"Wizards don't do that kind of a thing."
"It happened to Dumps—he told me so himself."
"Do you believe everything he tells you?"
Saffer shook her head. "No, but—"
Demar held up a hand to cut her off. "Please, Saffer. No more."
"What are you going to do?" she asked as Demar turned to go.
"Talk to this Bica and your wizard. We have laws in this city, Saffer, and a Guard to see that they're obeyed. Both you and Teshi are in a lot of trouble."
"But—"
"I want you to stay in your room and don't budge until I send someone around to collect you."
"But—" 
Demar took a step towards her. Saffer skittered back into her room and closed the door on him. But when she heard him going down the stairs, she crept out into the hallway again. As Demar went out the front door, she bolted out the back, meaning to make her own way to Bica's rooming house. But
in the alley that the back door opened onto, she almost stepped on a little bundle of fur.
"Twig!" she cried when she recognized it. Then her heart lurched inside her. If the little dog was here, alone, what had happened to his mistress?
Twig gave a bark.
"Aren't you a clever little thing," Saffer murmured. She scooped him up and, holding him against her chest, took off at a run for Bica's once more.
•
The dead woman in Bica's cellar had company now. Teshi was tied to a chair, just as the corpse was. All her clothes had been stripped from her, every belonging from the small bandage on one ankle where her sandal had been chafing to the tiniest of her rings. It all lay in a pile at the far end of the cellar, well beyond Teshi's reach.
Humming to herself, Bica sat in a third chair. Lamplight spilled from the copper-based lamp on the table beside her, lighting both the corpse, which stared straight into eternity with its sightless gaze, and Teshi, whose head was limp against her chest. The melody that Bica hummed was one that Saffer might have recognized. It was a Zhir knife-sharpening song and Bica honed away at her knife with a whetting stone as she hummed.
From time to time, Bica tested the blade against her thumb. Then she went back to her sharpening, her own eyes glittering like a carrion bird's as it dropped from the sky to feed.
When Teshi finally regained consciousness, the first thing she saw was the dry weathered skin of the corpse's face. Its dark eyeless sockets gazed emptily back at her. That, combined with her nakedness, the coolness of the cellar, and Bica's humming, sent a shudder through her body like a wave.
"Awake now, are you?" Bica murmured. 
Teshi lifted her head and turned it slightly so that she could see her captor.
"Didn't think Bica would recognize you in that body, did you? But Bica's no fool. Bica always sees right through the skin—don't you know that by now?"
Teshi's gaze went from the woman's mad eyes down to the long wicked blade that she was sharpening.
"We're going to play a game," Bica said. "The skin and knife game. Bica's let you go free too many times, so this time you'll stay with Bica forever, just like your lover has. Bica's going to wrap your soul around your bones, then sew it all up in your skin and then won't you look fine?"
Teshi remembered Saffer's argument about leaving this to the Guard and wondered why she hadn't done just that. She strained against her bonds, but the ropes were tied too tightly. Her gaze lit on the pile of her belongings. Her luck was invested in a small gold band that she normally wore under her larger gaudier rings. She could sense it lying there, just across the cellar. But it might as well have been on the moon for all the use it was to her now.
"Looking for your power, are you?" Bica asked with a grin. "Bica's got the power now, wizard. You should have plunged your knife straight through Bica's heart instead of teaching her the skin and knife game, isn't that the truth?"
Teshi saw something change in the madwoman's eyes—just for a moment. There was a flash of anguish, a weight of pain for which there could be no measurement, but it was quickly suppressed. The fire returned to Bica's eyes, glittering and mad.
"I've never met you before," Teshi said quietly, but firmly.
"Isn't that a laugh?" Bica said to the corpse. "Our good friend Sadabel doesn't remember us." She looked back at Teshi and held up the knife. "Bica thinks you'll remember quick enough, and won't it be fun, won't it just?"
She returned to working on her knife's edge and began to hum once again. Teshi stared at her, then at the corpse. Bica had called her Sadabel. Teshi tasted the name, trying to recall why it sounded so familiar. When the memory finally came to her, she shuddered again.
Bica looked up with a grin. Testing the knife against her thumb, she set the whetstone aside and stood up. 
"Bica thinks Master Knife is ready to play," she said.
•
Demar arrived at the green door of Bica's house and brought his fist down against its wooden panels. Once, twice, again. He waited a moment, then repeated the hammering. When no one came after a quick count to twenty, he reached for the doorknob. But before he could touch it, the door swung open and a shabby old woman who could only be Bica stood there leaning on a cane and studying him with small glittering black eyes.
"Oh," Bica said. "What's this? A guard looking for lodging with old Bica? Isn't that fine."
Demar rubbed a finger lengthwise against his lips. "Er, not exactly," he said. While the old woman was probably a few bricks short of a load, she didn't exactly appear to be the villainous madwoman that Saffer had painted her.
Bica fluttered her eyelashes grotesquely. "What? Have you come courting old Bica then?" 
Demar took a half-step back. "I'm looking for the wizard Teshi," he said in his most formal tones.
"Ah, the wizard." Bica revealed her yellowed teeth in a grin. "Of course. The important wizard." She stepped aside. "Come in, come in. Don't be shy. Bica doesn't bite."
Demar nodded uncomfortably and moved past her. "I just have to ask her a few—"
Before he could finish, Bica hit him from behind with her cane and he went stumbling to his knees. He stopped his fall with his hands, but she hit him again, across the shoulders, then once more on the back of his head. The floor turned black and swallowed him.
Bica pushed at him with her cane. When he didn't move, she cackled to herself. "Bica's blows are worse than her bite," she told him. Laying aside the cane, she grabbed his shoulders with surprising strength and began to haul him down to the cellar.
•
Though Twig protested, Saffer refused to go round by the front of the rooming house. She made her way by the back alleys, holding the little dog so that it couldn't run away. By the time she reached Bica's back door, she was out of breath and had to lean against the dirty wall.
Some rescuer she was going to be. She'd come in looking like a guttersnipe and—oh, what was she even doing here? If Teshi—who was a wizard—was in trouble, what could she possibly do?
She realized that Demar must have already arrived. That was why she was here, she told herself. If Bica could deal so easily with Teshi and Kerlaf, what mightn't the old witch do to her brother?
Steeling her nerve, she pulled a length of wire from where it was hidden in the sole of her left shoe and began to work the lock on the door as Dumps had taught her. It was hard to keep a grip on Twig, who was squirming to be let down, and work the lock at the same time, but finally she was rewarded with a satisfying click. Replacing the wire in its hiding place, she cracked the door open and peered inside.
There was no one in the kitchen. She closed the door behind her, then scurried across the room, one hand around Twig's muzzle to stop him from making an outcry. When she poked her head around the doorjamb, she was just in time to see Bica dragging her brother down the hall. Twig squirmed in her arms, but she clamped him to her chest with panicked strength and ducked out of the old woman's sight. Not until she heard Demar's boots hitting each stair that led down to the cellar did she dare peek around the comer again.
The hall was empty. The door leading to the cellar stood ajar. Swallowing drily, Saffer crept to the landing and peered down. Oh, Demar, she thought. If she's hurt you, I'll … I'll …
She didn't know what she'd do. She didn't know what to do. Run to the Guard and call them in? What if they arrived too late? What if they thought it was just some joke and didn't come at all?
Oh, why did this sort of thing always have to happen to her?
Bica's laughter came drifting up the stairs and Saffer knew she couldn't wait any longer. Gathering the tattered bits of her courage, she eased her way down the stairs, stepping close to
where they joined the wall and praying they wouldn't creak. By the time she reached the bottom, she was a walking tangle of nerves, tautly wired and ready to flee at the slightest provocation. But then she looked into the room from which Bica's laughter came. 
She saw Teshi first. The wizard was tied naked to a chair. Her position might have seemed humorous if it hadn't been for the withered corpse tied to another chair and Bica standing over her brother, tugging off his trousers with one hand, a big gleaming knife in the other.
Saffer froze. She wanted to rush to her brother's rescue, but every muscle in her body knotted and she couldn't move.
Then Bica turned and saw her. With a shriek she dropped Demar's trouser leg and brandished the knife at Saffer. But while Saffer still couldn't move, Twig surged out of her arms and attacked the mad woman, yapping madly.
Bica swung the knife at the little dog, missed, tried to kick it. Twig dodged each of her blows, ducked in and took a nip out of her pale leg, then dodged away from the next slash of the knife. The flurry of action was enough to unlock Saffer's paralysis. With a shriek as piercing as Bica's, she picked up the first thing that came to hand—a chipped statuette of Andrazzi the Lucky that was standing amid a pile of junk on a table by the door—and charged the madwoman.
Bica lifted the knife to meet Saffer's attack. Twig launched himself at her calves and bit through to the bone. Bica wailed. The statuette in Saffer's hand came down with enough force to shatter against the madwoman's head. Bica stumbled, her weight on her unhurt leg, her arms flailing to keep her balance. She tripped over Twig who was attacking her good leg and then fell over Demar's body. The knife twisted under her and she fell onto it, then rolled over.
Her cries were pitiful as the blood pumped from the hole in her stomach. Saffer took one look at the wound, then turned to retch in a comer. She continued to retch, dry-heaving long after Bica had finally expired. It was Teshi's voice that finally brought her around to free the wizard from her bonds.
Teshi held Saffer tightly, then steered her towards the stairs. "Go on up," she said. "I'll see to your brother."
Saffer stared at her, wide-eyed with shock. "I never meant … I didn't … She just …"
"Go," Teshi ordered softly.
She waited until Saffer had reached the top of the stairs, then slowly turned back to the room.
•
Two days later, Demar was still off-duty. He sat in the common room of The Luck's Shadow, nursing an ale, his head wrapped in a swath of bandage. Saffer sat beside him, much subdued. Teshi was across the table from them, Twig on her lap, daintily eating the little fishsticks that the wizard fed to him, one by one. Kerlaf, his bruises a hundred glorious shades of purple, yellow, and blue, sat beside her.
"Sadabel and Kitani—it was a great mystery when they vanished," Teshi said.
"But where did Bica fit in?" Kerlaf asked.
"We can't be sure," Teshi said, "but my guess is that she was Sadabel's apprentice. From the old scars on her torso and what little of her rantings I had the chance to hear, it seems Sadabel and Kitani had been torturing Bica. Somehow she managed to kill them both. Kitani you saw in the cellar—Bica cured her skin, then sewed it back up again with the dead woman's bones inside. As for Sadabel … I doubt we'll ever know exactly what happened to him."
"But … but why was she killing people?" Saffer asked. 
"She thought they were Sadabel, come back to have his revenge upon her," Teshi explained.
"No doubt she killed him in a place where the body was easily disposed of," Demar said, "then came back to deal with Kitani."
Teshi nodded. "Only to live in fear of Sadabel's return."
"That poor woman," Saffer said softly.
Kerlaf shook his head. "I've no pity to spare for her."
Saffer looked at him, at the bleakness that still lay in his eyes, and didn't bother to argue with him. All she knew was that Bica had been a poor mad creature and the weight of her death lay on Saffer's soul.
Demar put his arm around Saffer's shoulders. He said nothing when she turned to look at him, just gave her a
squeeze, but it was enough. He hadn't said a word about her following him, nor anything to anyone about how she and Teshi had interfered with Guard business.
"Did you know," she said, "that you look like a camel-driver with those bandages on?"
"Watch it, camel," he told her sternly. "You could still end up in the Guardhouse for a day or two." 
Saffer smiled for the first time since the events in Bica's cellar and laid her head against his shoulder. 
"That's better," she said. "You were being so nice to me that for awhile there I thought you didn't like me anymore." 
Demar looked at Teshi, but the wizard only rolled her eyes and went on feeding Twig his fishsticks.






"Strings Attached" by Nathan A. Bucklin







"I'D LIKE SOME strings for my cittern," I told the old fellow.
He was tall and grey-haired and hard to impress. "Try these, young master," he said, a little too smoothly. "Magically guaranteed to stay perfectly clear and bright in tone for fifty days. Wound by the finest string-maker in Liavek."
I considered. "And what happens after the fifty days?"
"They disappear," he said without a trace of guilt. "So it's a good idea to replace them after forty-five days or so, just in case."
All I asked was that they last me through tonight. "What do these strings cost?"
He didn't blink. "A levar and a half."
I didn't have that amount on me, but I wasn't going to come right out and say it. "Could you show me some other ones? I don't like the idea of strings that are going to disappear."
"I have just what you need." He turned around. I busied myself staring around the room at citterns, baghorns, Zhir hammered-harps. When he turned back with a superficially similar set, I was resting my hands on the rippled glass countertop and humming to myself.
"Only one levar," he continued. "Guaranteed to hold a tune for six months. Just tune them once, play the opening verse of 'The Kil Island Fisheries,' and you'll never have to touch your tuning pegs until the next time you change them."
One levar. Only. "And what if they slip out of tune while I'm playing the verse you named?"
"In the forty years this store has been open," he said slowly, "we've only had one complaint."
"That's one complaint too many. And what about the songs that I play in unusual tunings?"
"Most citternists don't use unusual tunings." He was imperturbable. I was hoping he'd figure out how tight my finances were, so I didn't have to humiliate myself by admitting to it. "But I can sell you the Instant Retuning Spell of—"
"Strings! That's all I want. Do you want me to take my trade somewhere else?"
"Your pardon." He turned again, traded the strings for an old and dusty packet. "The cheapest strings in the store and possibly the finest. They are good for—"
"I know what strings are good for!" It wasn't the old man's fault. I was anxious about this evening's concert and taking it out on whoever was close. And I did have cause to be angry at the printer, who had delayed printing most of the posters until yesterday, but I'd somehow held my tongue when picking up my order. "Tell me the price," I finished, struggling to get a grip on myself.
"Ten coppers." He smiled suddenly, but I didn't believe it. "If you promise never to come in here again, I might make it nine."
Not trusting myself to speak for fear of making things worse, I counted out coppers from my belt-pouch. I'd paid the printer; I'd paid Thrae for rental of The Desert Mouse for the evening, almost every copper I could afford between us. Ten coppers for the strings just about cleaned me out. Very well, I told myself, tonight I skip dinner. After the concert, though, Iranda and I will celebrate.
The storekeeper simply handed me the strings, no wrapping or receipt. I took them without thanks and went back outside. This was no way to start the day. I really wished the old son-of-a-camel no harm, and most days I didn't let my frustrations get the better of me. If I felt any calmer in the next hour or two, I would go back and try to apologize.
Iranda was putting up the posters, big ones with my name on them in fancy script writing. Tonight's concert was to be my first. I had reason to be proud; I had never known a street musician to reach the concert stage without serving at least a five-year apprenticeship in the public houses. As for me, I hadn't felt like wasting the five years; my youth had suddenly become a selling point.
"Well, did you get your strings?"
"Yes." I showed her the packet. "I hate to leave you alone, but I should really break them in a little. Are you sure you won't come back to my room with me?"
"I'd like to keep you company," she said, "but there are at least fifty more posters to put up. How about if you go back to your room and do whatever boring things you have to do, and I meet you in front of the Tiger's Eye in an hour? That should give you time."
"Barely," I grumbled. But it wasn't as if I wasn't going to be seeing her again today, and—probably deliberately—Iranda had sidestepped the tense situation that always seemed to develop when we were alone in my room or hers. Iranda could be remarkably sensitive.
I wandered through the Canal District with more purpose than most passersby probably would have suspected. I allowed myself so few days off from playing in the Levar's Park that the long walks I loved seemed like unimaginable luxury. A basket shop, a silversmith's shop, a gambling parlor caught my eye as I wandered the Street of Thieves (actually a respectable commercial street, due in part to its name). Here and there on the palm and cypress trees there were posters, put up haphazardly by Iranda as we'd walked this way earlier in the day. "Liramal, Balladeer to His Scarlet Eminence the Regent, Appearing at The Desert Mouse." I could wish for a better theater, or at least a theater with a better name, but those who saw my posters would know where to find me.
Home was an upstairs room at Mama Neldasa's. I had my closet under the eaves; Mama had my music on Luckday nights. And Luckday nights had always been busy, ever since I'd become well known. I more than earned my keep. I opened my door, sat down on the three-legged stool, kicked off my sandals, rested my feet on my pallet, put my cittern face up in my lap and began to change the strings.
String-changing is a bore and a chore; I'd learned to put up with it by making it so systematic I could think of other things while I did it. I tuned the lowest pair of strings down to a tension so low they both barely rattled, and did the same with the next pair up. Then the highest two strings for variety, then the two pair in the middle.
At some point in untuning the cittern, I stretched out my right foot, just enough, and touched the set of strings where they lay on the pallet. And I felt something.
I have no magic of my own, and most of the time I can only tell when magic's being used by how things look. If you're walking down the Levar's Highway and you see a cypress tree turn into a palm and back, and someone in front of it is making frantic gestures with one hand while the other hand fondles some bauble, anyone can tell there's magic being worked. But sometimes—
Sometimes it's not the way the spell looks that's the giveaway. I had been walking down the street when Pilavi the wizard stumbled on the broken step outside the herbalist's shop. I saw him limp back into the shop, cursing and demanding that the stonemason be summoned. And I saw him sit down on the walk, casting a simple spell to make the step solid until it could be repaired. Maybe it was my luck time, but I'll swear by the Twin Forces that I felt it when the step changed. And similarly, I could feel that my newly bought strings were radiating magic.
I didn't have time to go back to the store, and my strings needed changing desperately. Besides, whatever I'd told the storekeeper, I didn't really believe that all magicked strings were worse than regular strings. The magicked ones just had surprises built in. I was used to surprises. After all, I'd lived a third of my life on the street.
I polished the cittern with my usual care and put on the new strings; first, tenth, second, ninth, and so on. About the time I had eight of them on, I tried a barred 7th formation. It was missing a couple of notes, and the tuning wasn't quite there yet, but it sounded clear and crisp—or was it, perhaps, a little too soft?
Down below in the dining room I heard laughter and applause. The Archers of the White Rose were meeting, talking about their exploits, their equipment, their kills in the hunt. Mama would earn a hefty wage for this afternoon's banquet.
Determinedly, I began to strum as hard as I could, singing "Pell and Onzedi" at the top of my lungs. Clearly, there was nothing wrong with either my voice or my ears. But the strings were producing nearly no volume at all.
There was a timid knock at my door. It was Zawan, Mama's main serving boy. "Could you keep your voice down?" he said hesitantly. "We got a complaint from one of the archers."
Life was mad. My strings were too soft, and my voice was too loud. I thanked Zawan for the message and went down the back stairs, not even detouring through the kitchen to say hello to Mama Neldasa.
I started to play and sing as I walked. After all, the cittern hung as naturally from my shoulders as a leaf from a tree, and I had a sneaking suspicion that playing for strangers throughout the streets of Liavek ultimately made more people come to the Levar's Park in search of me. Somehow, the strings were quite loud outdoors; it was as though the room I'd tried them in walled off the sound. So I was singing, improvising both words and music as I could do when exceptionally chipper, and almost ran into a stranger.
He was a big man, old, with a full head of long grey hair and a full beard of the same shade. "Madmen!" he muttered, looking right through me as I tried to step around him. "They charge you half a levar for a basket of fruit my family can eat in a day! Tell me, minstrel, have you heard the like?"
I admitted that I had not and tried again to go around him.
He reached out one gnarled hand and grasped me by the wrist. "Not so fast, boy," he said. "Play me a song. Something about fruit-sellers."
I couldn't think of a song about fruit-sellers and could hardly play with his hand around my wrist. I told him so.
He released me. "Two coppers I will give you," he said, removing my main reason for resisting. "Two coppers, and no more! Do you understand?"
I looked ahead toward the Tiger's Eye and didn't see Iranda. That made the difference for me. I didn't think I was late for our meeting; maybe two coppers for one song was worth it, right now. "Picking Time in the Orchard" by the Saltigan minstrel Arulen had one of the prettiest melodies I knew. Besides, if you turned the words around, they might be interpreted as a song about how the pickers worked all day to make the fruit-sellers rich. I played him the opening bars:
	"The fruit trees are laden, the ladders in place,
	My work is as plain as the frown on my face—"
But the strings were terribly, impossibly, out of tune. I tried to reach out and tune a peg, still singing, but it only made matters worse.
 "Who cares if you're fevered, who cares if you're sick;
 A copper a bushel for all you can pick—"
The old man interrupted. "And you call yourself a minstrel?" he screamed, causing several passersby to stop and look at him curiously. "Take that instrument of yours and junk it! And be off with you!"
Under the circumstances, I didn't feel justified in asking for my two coppers. I detoured around him without a word and went to wait for Iranda.
The solemn and efficient woman who ran the Tiger's Eye had told me once that she'd rather I didn't play outside her door. I imagined that money tossed into my hat might otherwise be spent on her premises; she certainly hadn't said I was a bad musician or that she didn't like me. Still, as I waited for Iranda, I tried a tentative chord or two. Oddly, it sounded perfectly in tune, except for the one string I'd altered in a panic while playing.
Iranda showed up out of breath and empty-handed. "The posters have all been put up," she reported. She listened patiently while I explained the day's events. When I finished, she heaved a deep sigh. "Liramal, I wonder how you ever managed to survive on the street as long as you did. Go back to the store where you bought them, say they aren't good enough, and get another set."
"I'm not sure that weasel at the music store won't cheat me again."
"So go to another store and buy another set. Forget about these."
"Whistler's Corner is closed due to illness in the owner's family. Maridonci and Daughter is too far to walk in the time we've got left. Krum's baghorn shop sometimes has cittern strings, but more often doesn't. And besides—" I patted my belt-pouch. The two coppers left in it clinked rather than jingling.
"Can you at least go back to the store and find out the nature of the spell?" she said.
"That might be a good idea," I said uncertainly. It felt strange to trust the explanations of a man whose wares were so unreliable. "And I do owe him an apology for getting mad. Except, considering the way these strings have been acting, I'm still mad."
"You might have cause to be," said Iranda.
The Street of Shadows led more directly to the store than did the Street of Thieves. Most Liavekans didn't use it for a thoroughfare because it went up and over a small, steep hill. I avoided it because I'd grown up on it and my mother still lived there. I didn't know what she'd have to say to the son she'd kicked out of the house five years earlier, and I didn't care to run into her by accident and find out. It was lined with tightly packed old houses, mostly owned by young families who couldn't afford to live anywhere else. Iranda and I took it almost at a run; time was getting short.
At the bottom of the hill a little boy was sitting in the middle of the street, not crying, just looking very, very forlorn.
"What's your name?" Iranda asked him. I was carrying the cittern and panting too hard to talk; the interruption provided a welcome breather.
The boy looked up at her with eyes that seemed an impossible blue. "Sandiros," he said. His face and arms were all bruised, and his tunic and trousers were tom and covered with dirt. I couldn't make out more than two words in three of his childish tones, but it became plain what had happened: he had started somewhere up the hill, had decided to roll down, had completely lost control and fallen all the way down, and now he wasn't sure where home was but it was too far to walk.
May the Twin Forces bless me for what I must do, I recited. Someone should take care of Sandiros until his parents could be found. The Twin Forces must surely know how I tried to keep them balanced: good and evil, red and green. Over the years, I felt I had earned more green than I wanted. Now I had a chance to make it up.
I said, ''I'll walk up the hill singing. People will stick their heads out, and before you know it, you'll find somebody who knows where Sandiros lives, and we'll be done."
"Leaving me stuck with carrying the kid," said Iranda, but she picked up the boy and slung him across her shoulder. So I began to play and sing.
 "One day young Sandiros was playing outside,
 No sign of a camel to give him a ride,
 His mother had left him to do as he would,
 She patted his shoulder and told him, 'Be good.'"
The tune was an old Zhir folk song, "On Shimar Street." Heads were indeed popping out windows as I climbed the hill. One young man hanging laundry on a line stopped and watched me closely. A girl of about ten playing dice in the small yard of her house dropped her dice and followed me for a few paces. Young Sandiros was whimpering faintly. Poor kid, he must be sore all over.
A door flung open and a thin, sallow-faced woman with a paintbrush in her hand came running outside. "You!" she said to Sandiros. "Come into the house this instant!"
I stopped singing, though my hands continued with the chords to "On Shimar Street."
"And you," the woman continued in a milder tone. "Where did you learn that song? My husband is Zbir, and we courted to that song!"
"I—" I stopped playing, confused. It seemed as though I'd always known it. "I don't know. But you'd better see to your little boy. He tried rolling down the hill, and he's bruised all over."
Iranda deposited Sandiros on his feet. The boy ran to the woman and hugged her around the knees. She picked him up and held him to her, patting his back. Yes, it was possible to be a mother on the Street of Shadows and still love your son. The scene was making me acutely uncomfortable, and I looked away.
"Perhaps we should be going," said Iranda.
At that the woman seemed to come to life. "Not without telling me who you are! You've saved me countless troubles. Let me at least know your names. Oh, how can I repay you?"
"Just come to my concert tonight," I said. Sometimes it paid to be mercenary. Besides, if this evening didn't at least pay for itself, I would really be in trouble. "I'm playing at the Desert Mouse, the hour after sunset, near the Levar's Park. Bring some friends." I waved jauntily and started walking. Iranda followed.
The house I'd lived in until I was about twelve was halfway down the other side of the hill. I felt an incredible tug of feelings as we approached it: a longing to stop and look in the familiar windows, a desire to start running and not stop until I was several blocks past it. I had shown the house to Iranda in the dead of night once the previous year. She put a reassuring arm around my back. It didn't help.
In front of the house I slowed and stopped. I was thinking of the one cittern piece my father had learned, back when he was alive and I hadn't claimed his cittern for my own. The piece was called simply "Serenade," and my mother had always listened enraptured when he played it. Almost without thought, I played the first chord formation, then the second. Within four bars I had it up to concert speed and was putting my whole heart into it. Was that my mother I saw at the window? I couldn't tell—yes, it was. But I couldn't tell if she was listening.
To my left, Iranda was watching me closely. All too soon, the piece was finished. I was blinking and trying to keep my hands from shaking. They had just played through a song they didn't know, flawlessly.
Iranda walked with me down the rest of the hill. "And what," she demanded, "was that all about?"
"I don't know," I said. The impulse to try to communicate with my mother had vanished as quickly as it had come, but I still had plenty to think about. The strings. Talking to the old shopkeeper. And if this concert didn't come off, I thought, I would really be in trouble.
At the foot of the hill, we turned right. It was a two-block walk to the music store, Harps and Strings. Iranda and I entered together.
"Well, young master," said the old man behind the counter, "Is there more I can sell you? Picks? Polish?"
"Actually," I said with some difficulty, "I came to apologize for being rude earlier." The old man didn't twitch an eyebrow. "And I came to discuss the strings you sold me. I would like to trade them for another set."
"An apology given only under pressure," said the old man, "is no apology at all." I tried to return his steady gaze, but couldn't; he was right. "And I should have known you would have trouble with the strings of Libonas. You play only from impure motives."
"Impure motives?" I started to take a step forward, feeling the tension of anger in my face.
Iranda tugged at my tunic sleeve. The old man, looking a bit frightened, ducked back a step.
"I play to stay alive," I said quietly. "To make up for a childhood of being beaten and ignored. To keep from feeling worthless."
"To earn the attentions of the young women of Liavek," said the old man. "To make yourself famous while others your age are still serving their apprenticeships. To show that you're better than other people."
"I—" I clenched and unclenched my right hand, several times. He was wrong about the young women of Liavek. And he had no business saying the other two, even if he was right.
Iranda tugged even harder at my sleeve.
"I don't need your business," the old man said at last, "and I think you'd better go."
Still pulling at my sleeve, Iranda did what I could not trust myself to: she asked him a question. "Can you tell us how the strings of Libonas differ from other strings?"
Suddenly, he smiled a hard smile, all teeth and jagged edges. "Libonas himself would not have told you," he said. "'Therefore, I will not. Young lady, I bid you a good day."
I expected the fabric of my tunic to tear, the way Iranda was tugging at it. I let her drag me outside. After a few breaths standing in the late afternoon sunshine, I thought of something.
"Iranda? You've met Brethin iv Secawin. I can't use his cittern because it's left-handed and specially built, but he has students. Maybe one of them will let me use his cittern in return for a free admission."
"I'm relieved," Iranda said. She let go of my sleeve, patted my arm once, and smiled. "I was afraid you were just going to stand there all day and fume." Then she had a second thought. "Brethin—how easy is he to find?"
"His studio's halfway across town."
"We'd better take a footcab," Iranda said. "The way you've been wearing yourself out, you won't have anything left by concert time."
We hailed a footcab only minutes later. The man between the shafts was dark of skin and hair. "Ah, a musician," he said as he stopped. "Mind if I sing while I trot? It makes the miles go faster."
"All right," I said. "Maybe you'll sing something I know."
So the cabby sang, and Iranda sang harmony, and I played and tried to find a third part. The new strings carried loudly through the streets of Liavek. We played rowing songs, and marching songs sped up a trifle, and one song I'd heard only from the Tichenese railroad workers. The cabby was right: singing did make the miles go faster. As we pulled up in front of Brethin's, we were finishing a rousing chorus of "PotBoil Blues."
The cabby accepted five coppers, two from me and three from Iranda, but graciously resisted her attempts to tip him. "My pleasure," he said with a grin. "I'm going to be a singer someday." He held up his right arm, and I realized with a shock that it ended just shy of the wrist. "There's little enough other work I can do."
The waiting room for Brethin's studio was large and well furnished. A nervous boy about two years younger than I sat on a varnished walnut bench across the room. Every so often he sneaked a look at his cittern in its leather carrying bag as if to make sure it wasn't going to walk off and leave him. The room smelled of incense. Sunlight shone on a tapestry hanging by the door. Yes, Brethin's success made him enviable. No, I couldn't hate him for it. Iranda sat next to me. She was being patient. I was glad someone could be.
Finally the door popped open and Brethin stuck his head out. "There you are, Medosh," he said to the nervous boy. "I just wanted to let you know that we're running behind schedule, and—Liramal! What are you doing here?"
"I need your help," I said. "The sooner, the better."
"I'll do what I can." He nodded a quick greeting to Iranda, who nodded back. His eyes met mine, and his eyebrows raised in a silent question.
"About Libonas," I managed to say. "And his strings. What do you know of them?"
"Give me three minutes, and I'll tell all I know." A smile crossed his face. "Keep Medosh out of trouble until then." He closed the door and was gone.
Medosh was squirming on the bench. Plainly, he was even more afraid of dealing with me than with Brethin.
"May I see your cittern?" I asked politely. It was a handy conversation-starter between two musicians.
Without saying a word, he lifted his cittern out of its bag. I handed him mine in exchange. Maybe I'd learn something from hearing someone else play it.
Medosh's cittern was old, with many cracks on both face and back. The strings were wrapped negligently around old and rusty tuning-posts. I played a chord, carefully striking each string individually. It was hideously out of tune, about the way mine had been during the argument with the old man. I readjusted the strings for what seemed like ten minutes but was probably more like two. It was useless. The strings were so old and inconsistent that when I got a chord in tune on the second fret, the same chord played on the fifth fret would be hideously off. Clearly. if I was to try and rent a cittern from one of Brethin's students, I would not ask Medosh.
Meanwhile, he was experimenting with mine. His face lit up when he strummed an A chord and got a clear, tuned, harmonious sound. Then he tried D, E7, and A again. To me, it sounded perfect. I stopped playing Medosh's cittern as he began to sing.
 "The lady came from far Tichen
 All dressed in silken finery,
 She'd come from there, I know not when,
 To tour a local winery—"
Medosh wasn't good yet, but he wasn't bad. He was the sort of student someone like Brethin wants, to make him famous as a teacher as well as a performer. Iranda and I applauded softly when he finished. His face was all smiles and excitement.
"It's wonderful, Liramal," Medosh said as he handed the cittern back. "I don't sound anywhere near that good on my own."
"Get a new one," I said. "This one doesn't begin to do you justice. Go to Whistler's Comer; they're always willing to bargain."
Brethin interrupted our conversation by opening the door. He was scowling, and I didn't know whether to take him seriously or not. "Medosh, why don't you ever play that well on your own cittern?"
A young woman eased her way past him. Her cittern was three-quarter-sized; appropriate for a small-built beginner, perhaps, but scarcely for a concert performer. She was out the other door without a word to me.
I spoke. "Brethin, what can you tell me of Libonas strings?"
Brethin answered, "Libonas was a balladeer who played the Golden Cove on Kil Beach. He was called the Fainthearted because he seemed to fear his audiences. One day he approached me and asked what magic I knew to make him less afraid."
"You know magic, then?"
"I have not invested my luck. I sent him to Wizard's Row to get a spell that would help his fear. It seemed to work for a few months. Then one day before an evening's entertainment, someone found Libonas lying dead with a pistol in his hand. I delivered his cittern and twenty sets of strings to Harps and Strings, and began to play at the Golden Cove in his place. I know little else."
"What wizard did you send Libonas to see?"
"Esculon," Brethin said shortly. "Number 12. Medosh—I think it's time for your lesson."
In ten seconds Iranda and I were sitting alone in the waiting room. The sun was getting lower in the sky.
"Libonas died," Iranda said. Her face was pale; her hand stole into mine. "What if it's a spell that absorbs the anxieties of all those who face performing? But when the spell wears off, all the accumulated anxieties hit you at once and you—you kill yourself."
"I wouldn't build up that much anxiety in ten years," I said, trying to be reassuring.
"I can go down to Wizard's Row," Iranda said with sudden decisiveness. "I can find Esculon and ask him to give me the counter-spell while you're testing the sound of the room at the Desert Mouse."
"While I'm testing the sound—then you can't take the strings with you."
"But I can find out the nature of the spell on the strings," Iranda said excitedly.
I fumbled in my belt-pouch, but my last two coppers had gone to the cabby. "We can't do it," I said miserably. "Wizards expect to be paid."
Iranda reached into the pouch at her own belt, pulled out five coppers. "And this is all I've got left," she said. "I'll tell him to expect the rest of his payment tomorrow."
I stared at her. "Iranda," I managed, "why are you doing all this for me?"
Iranda looked me straight in the eye. "Liramal, do you know that I love you?"
"Yes," I said. I felt about as uneasy saying it as I did playing for important audiences. "And do you know whether or not I love you?"
"Yes," she said steadily. "But don't worry; I won't tell anybody. Not even you. Now we'd better get to our business."
I reached the corner of Lane of Olives and Sandy Way. Hesitating just a bit, I went into the side door. The players' waiting room was right off the door. It had a red-tiled floor, seemed to be half-filled with fake weapons and costumes and props from old plays, and somehow made me feel right at home. I entered with a swagger, wishing Iranda were with me.
Thrae was in the waiting room, doing some last-minute straightening. She was tall, slender, dark-featured, grey-haired, and made me wish I'd known either of my grandmothers. "Liramal!" she said, a bit too poised to be called surprised. "I was expecting you. You said you'd be here early."
"I'm early enough," I said. "I want to see how the sound from these strings carries. They're new. Could you stand out in the gallery and tell me how my sound is carrying?"
"Why, certainly."
We went into the main room and I played the first verse of "The Ballad of the Quick Levars."
Thrae pondered for a few breaths. "It sounds fine," she said.
"Sounds fine from up here, too," called a man with a scrub brush in one of balcony boxes. "At least the cittern is okay. The singing could be a little louder."
"That's funny, Lynno," Thrae said. "Down here it was the other way around."
"You mean the cittern could be a little louder?" I asked her.
Thrae walked up to the edge of the stage. "The cittern was fine. The singing might have been a little too loud. You have an amazing set of lungs, Liramal; I don't think anyone in my company has better."
As Thrae wandered back into the gallery, I mused, So I should sing softer for Thrae and louder for—what's his name—Lynno. Yet I had obviously played louder for Lynno and softer for Thrae. In fact, volume—
It hit me at that instant.
The cittern had sounded softer at Mama Neldasa's because of the archers' convention downstairs. I hadn't chosen to play softer; it had simply happened. Yet riding around town with the one-handed cabby, I'd had all the volume I needed, so the cabby could sing over the sound of his own footsteps.
And young Medosh—Medosh hadn't played well because he wanted to play well, I was willing to bet. He'd played well because I would have had no patience with amateurish garbage. I'd wanted good music. I'd gotten it.
And the lost little boy—Without knowing how I knew it, I'd played a song his mother had courted to. Would she have stuck her head out of the house if I'd been playing anything else?
But in front of my mother's house, I had stopped of my own volition. It had been I, not Iranda, who had first started walking down the Street of Shadows. The strings had helped find the little boy's mother, and had known what to do when I was trying to catch the attention of my own. The strings aided me. They did not control me.
That left the old man who'd gotten into an argument with the fruit vendors. Plainly, he was still mad. So I played, and it was hideously out of tune. What more could strings do to provoke the fight the old man desired?
I had the perfect legacy from Libonas the Fainthearted—strings that would always give the listeners exactly what they wanted.
It was too late to catch Iranda. She would pay what Esculon demanded and return thinking she had news of utmost importance to tell me.
So I went back to the room by the side door to wait.
Dressed and warmed up, I sat calmly in a chair in the waiting room. My cittern rested comfortably in my lap like a much-loved pet. I was playing snatches of old ballads, fragments of songs I'd written, an occasional warmup exercise, and sometimes just running my fingers over the strings.
My blessed, cursed, wonderful strings.
Someone knocked twice, then burst in without waiting for my reply. It was Iranda, looking out of breath but happy. "You're safe," she exclaimed. "The only spell Esculon sold Libonas was one to make the strings please the listener. And you'll be doing that anyway, I expect!"
"I worked it out just after you left," I said. "Iranda, did you ask Esculon why Libonas was dead?"
"He said that when he met Libonas, the minstrel was set to die of unhappiness because of his inability to please his audiences. Esculon did everything a wizard could to make things better, but it didn't work. Apparently Libonas had other problems. Escalon also said not to worry about the strings. If even half the audience is friendly, you'll be fine. Or you can always pick one friend in the audience and play to her. Like me."
"And if you join me on stage for two or three songs," I said, thinking out loud, "I can play to Thrae."
"Stand up," Iranda said. "And get your cittern out of the way."
I stood up, not knowing what to expect—
Iranda kissed me.
It was a shock; like accidentally grabbing the wrong end of a fireplace poker; like touching one of the stinging eels the fish markets sell.
We let go, both gasping for breath. Then there was another knock on the door. Iranda opened it. It was Thrae.
"Sorry to bother you," Thrae said. "But there's a woman at the front door to see you, Liramal. Says she's your mother."
"I'd love to see her," I said. "After the concert."
So the strings could claim one more small victory.
It was time. Giving Iranda's hand one last squeeze—not for luck; for confidence—I walked briskly out onto the platform stage.
And the audience greeted me with applause.






"The Tale of the Stuffed Levar" by Jane Yolen







OH, I WILL not bore you with the story of Andrazzi and her Shift Dreams, my lords, my ladies, she being the greatest ruler in living memory, always excepting our gracious Levar now on the throne. But every schoolchild knows of her: how she followed the awful Year of the Quick Levars in which a virtual alphabet chowder of Levars died one right after another, some of natural causes, some of unnatural causes, and some of magic.
The tale I would spin you now, my Excellencies, is not of Andrazzi but of the Levar who immediately preceded her, Zzzozza the Terrified, who collapsed of a surfeit of bad dates in the middle of ticklish negotiations with Ka Zhir, only to be revived within minutes by his loving wife, the redoubtable Zadir, a woman of somewhat dubious background and strange tastes. Strange, that is, for a Liavekan and the wife of a Levar. Zzzozza the Terrified, who even though he was habitually tongue-tied and full of a variety of incapacitating tics, still managed to keep us out of a fearful war with Ka Zhir before expiring at last at the feet of his successor Andrazzi some two days after eating the poisoned dates.
That, of course, is the story as we all know it, for it has been sung in such ballads as "Zzzozza and the Dates" and "When Levars Eat in Public." And no, my Magnificencies, you need not fear I shall sing them now. My tongue is for telling, not for warbling out of tune like some addlepated turtledove. Ballads have their place, and surely the ban on our Levars' public appearances at great feasts is as much due to the popularity of that latter ballad as Zzzozza's death itself. But the stories told in ballads are often changed to fit the meter. Poets have less regard for history than for rhyme.
What I will tell you now is the real tale. It has been handed down father to son, father to son in my family since that fateful day of the dates. Our tongues have kept the memory alive. We hold the truth in our mouths. We know that truth because one of my uncles, many times removed, was intimately connected with the tale. His name was Ovar the Tinmaker, not because he made tin but because he could make a loud noise or din, and one of his young nephews had christened him that before the child's mouth could properly pronounce the word.
Ovar was an entertainer of sorts, a professional din-maker as his sisters called him, a puppet master who could make wooden dolls speak, and a man who could balance oranges on his nose. A strange mixture of skills, but ones that would make him suitable for his role in the odd history I am about to relate. His ability as a performer left him little in demand, and because he had a wife and seventeen children—he had some talents a Levar might envy—all of whom desired to eat, he also owned a farm which lay in the shadow of the Silverspine. On that farm he grew dates. Yes, my Eminences, the very dates celebrated in song and story.
I see you are interested, my Graces. It is a small tale, but mine own. None can tell it save I, for it belongs to our family and I—alas—am the last of our line, since no one in our family but Ovar of the tainted Dates ever had more than a single child thereafter. It was Andrazzi's express wish. And as I am the last and I have no child to whom I can pass on the story, it shall die if it is not told. So I will tell it to you for a coin. A small coin. A copper in the palm. A copper in each palm will suffice. I will take no dates in payment. As you can imagine, no one in my family has eaten dates since that fateful day.
The story I tell happened during a fragile but interesting moment in the magnificent history of our land. Due to the year of change and changing rulers, Liavek's hold on the Sea of Luck was daily threatened. You know it well. Need I rehearse for you the horrible incursions by the pirates of Ka Zhir? They raped and pillaged without thought to the age, sex, or religious inclinations of their victims. They swore—and the few pitiful survivors of their raids attested to this—that they were without official sanction. But I have it on good authority, since one of my aunts many times removed had been pillaged and pillowed by the swine, that each captain sailed under a letter of mark from their king.
So our Levar and their king negotiated a truce. But it was slow going, my Graciousnesses, for Levar after Levar had died in that terrible year and each time the ambassador had to be recalled and then returned to present his credentials in the proper way. By Zzzozza's turn, twenty-five such presentations had occurred in rapid succession, and the Zhir ambassador was exhausted.
Besides, Zzzozza spent so much of his time being terrified (it took him half a day just to be able to look at his own reflection in the mirror, in this much the ballads are correct) that the ambassador had even longer to wait. But Zzzozza was our Levar, and so I touch upon his frailties no more.
And so, the play of history unfolded. Zzzozza on his throne with his customary wide-eyed terrified look. His wife, the redoubtable Zadir, by his feet as she preferred not to watch his trembling lips and squinting eyes. His advisors on either side, urging action by wind or by war, depending upon their personal landholdings. The Zhir ambassador, a small man made even smaller by his large guard, on the floor making his obeisances, hands to forehead. And entering from the kitchen, my uncle many times removed Ovar, balancing a plate of dates on his head. In those days dates were the coin of negotiation and the only thing Zzzozza was not terrified of, they being small, sweet, and immobile.
Then Zzzozza held out his hand, Exultancies, a gesture fraught with fear. His hand trembled so that he spilled most of the dates upon the floor. Only a few landed in his hand. The rest he swept under the table with his foot, afraid, no doubt, that the ambassador might be offended by such clumsiness. However the dates were not the only thing under the Levar's table. His wife's three pet monkeys were there, she being a great collector of animals, both live and dead. The monkeys dined quickly upon the dates, in the manner of their kind, stuffing them into their mouths and swallowing in one swift motion. They subsequently went into loud convulsions, mercifully hidden from human sight by the vast white tablecloth and its intricate lace hem, and from hearing by the Levar's own distressed cries. He had, in his turn, eaten the few dates in his hand, turned the color of Tichenese mud, that strange brown shot through with veins of green and gold, uttered three sharp cries that were augmented by the monkeys' screams, and passed out.
Recognizing her pets' voices, the redoubtable Zadir crept under the tablecloth and wept, but quietly. She was a woman used to being neither seen nor heard in the jungles where she gathered animals for her study.
The ambassador still lay on the floor, being a stickler for proper procedure. Failures in protocol are punished severely in Ka Zhir. So when he heard strange sounds from the Levar's throne, the ambassador did not look up. Zzzozza was known to throw up at shadows, to blanch at whispers of wind. It would have been inappropriate in the extreme for the ambassador of Ka Zhir to watch the Liavekan Levar lose his lunch. All of this gave rise to the rumors later on that it was he who tried to poison Zzzozza. But—alas—it was just a case of bad dates.
So only the Levar's closest advisors and my uncle many times removed Ovar, my Supremacies, saw the rictus of death beginning to spread the Levar's smile.
Ringing the throne with their fevered presences, the advisors hurried him into his dressing room by the simple expedient of making a chair of their hands. They carried his body away with more hurry than honor. Stepping over the prostrate ambassador and his guards, the chief advisor said quickly. "His eminence Zzzozza is not happy with your obeisance. He will return in an hour to see if your limbs have been more suitably arranged."
This delighted the ambassador. Such was the usual way things were handled in the court of Ka Zhir. It meant he had been noticed and that negotiations could now go forth properly. He spent the next hour twitching and manipulating his limbs into that most uncomfortable pattern, known in Ka Zhir as the Position of Broken Twigs.
Now the redoubtable Zadir had not seen the retreat of her dying husband on the arms of his advisors for she was still busy under the table gathering up her rapidly stiffening pets. Crawling out from under the table with the monkeys in her arms, she stopped to wipe her eyes quickly with the lacy edge of the cloth. When she stood, she found herself in a hall deserted except for the groveling ambassador and his guards, all face down on the floor.
Now Zadir did not hesitate for a moment. She knew it would take the ambassador at least an hour to compose himself. The Zhir were famous for such self-torture. They even had manuals on limb arrangement. She counted on that time. Being from a minor branch of the royal family that had fended for itself on the border of the Great Waste where her great-grandfather had been sent in partial exile for some infraction of court etiquette, Zadir was at her best in difficult situations. That was one of the reasons she had chosen to marry the unmarriageable Levar Zzzozza. All the other young women of royal blood had preferred to wait upon his demise—or to plan it, whichever seemed safest. But the redoubtable Zadir had chosen the most direct method—marriage. With one stipulation, which she got in writing. (Her great-grandfather had never put anything in writing, which led to his downfall.) She asked only that she be allowed to establish a royal zoological park and fill it with exotic beasts. Since it was the best, indeed the only offer Zzzozza had, his advisors took it, even though there had been rumors of a Zhir taint in Zadir's bloodlines.
So what did the redoubtable Zadir do, my Pre-eminences? Well you may wonder. Shouldering her poor dead creatures, she strode from the room, thinking briefly about contacting a wizard to help her animate her pets and then deciding instead upon taxidermy, that being the latest of her obsessions.
But as she passed her husband's rooms, she heard a strange hubbub. Knowing him to be quiet in the extreme—for he also had an advanced case of noise-aversion—she worried that he might be ill, thus affecting the passage of the treaty with Ka Zhir which she devoutly desired since some of the known world's most exotic animals roamed the Zhir hills: the Septillan Ape with its seven-fingered hands, the Blond Marmez which bore feathered young though it was a mammal, and the deadly but glorious Nightcaller or Ninjus whose whimsical song lured lizards and ladies to their deaths. So she hurried into his chamber to offer what assistance she could. And there she found him surrounded by his gabbling advisors and my uncle many times removed Ovar who was standing in the corner noisily wringing his hands for, in his consternation, he was throwing his voice into his fingertips as if they were tiny puppets.
Now it took Zadir a long minute to realize that Zzzozza had, indeed, died, for he sat with his usual terrified expression, eyes rolled up till the whites showed, and his mouth uncomfortably ajar. But in that long minute, as Zzzozza had neither a tic nor a tremor, the redoubtable Zadir began to suspect something was horribly amiss. And when she purposely dropped one of her stiffened monkeys onto his lap and he did not scream, she knew.
"The Levar is dead," she announced to the gesticulating advisors. Such was the authority in her voice, the men were silent at once. Even Ovar's wrangling hands were still.
"What have you done?" Zadir asked. "Have you done anything?" Those being the two questions royal children are taught to ask.
There were no answers from the advisors, only head shakes.
The redoubtable Zadir shook her own head. "Men," she muttered, adding in Tichenese, "Zabidip na sta ne cazz, zabidip sta ne cazzua." Which, as you know my Ascendencies, means "Men, even when they are possible, men they are impossible." It does not translate well. And then Zadir issued a series of instructions which only in retrospect made sense.
"Send for a doctor. Send for a wizard. Send for my filleting knife."
Well, what could the advisors do? Until the royal doctor pronounced the Levar truly and eternally dead, Zadir was still his wife, not his widow. The widow they could safely ignore; the wife they had to obey.
''The doctor," said the first advisor, hurrying out the door.
"A wizard," said another, hurrying after.
"Your filleting knife?" asked the third, knowing the redoubtable Zadir as a fisherwoman of great renown and puzzling over the significance of his task.
"I mean to stuff these while I wait," Zadir said, pointing to her erstwhile pets. "And if you do not bring me my knife at once, I shall consider stuffing you as well."
Remembering the reason Zadir's great-grandfather had been exiled to the border of the Waste, the advisor hurried from the room.
Ovar alone did not move.
•
The wizard arrived shortly after. He was an unprepossessing sort who lived on the very edge of Wizard's Row, and not for very long either. It being a holiday, his house had been the only one visible at the time and the advisor had had no choice but to enlist him, unprepossessing as he was, in the service of the Levar. Being a patriotic sort, he came at once but he shook his head dismally when he heard Zadir's request.
"Actually," he said, cracking his knuckles and chewing on the right side of his pencil-thin, drooping gray mustache, "re-animation is way beyond my skills." For a moment he stroked the left side of his mustache, but it was already in tatters. "I deal mostly in water spells. In fact, I deal entirely in water spells. Wine into water. Water into wine. That sort of thing."
"How are you at fishes?" asked Zadir suddenly.
"Pretty good, actually," the wizard said. "Tench, carp, pike, and trout are my specialties now, though I did my independent studies on the goby, which is the world's smallest fish, and …" He paused, sensing Zadir's disapproval.
"But no humans?"
"Sadly, no, your Eminence." He cracked a few more knuckles and started in again on the mustache.
Just then the doctor arrived. It was not the royal doctor. He had been called away to attend a rather messy business with one of the Dashforths (whose heirs would carry the title Count Dashif for just such messy businesses in the years to come). This one was a minor doctor who moved in a competent bustling manner to disguise the fact that he was, actually, incompetent in all but the most ordinary of diagnoses. He held onto Zzzozza's wrist and examined his bulging white eyes.
"He does not look well," the doctor pronounced at last.
"He looks dead," said Zadir.
"Maybe not," said the doctor. "We shall have to test further. One does not pronounce a Levar dead without proof. If I were wrong, he would have my head."
The advisors began gabbling again and the wizard made himself disappear, or at least managed to make his right side disappear. The left side, including the tattered mustache, was still visible. He was not, as he himself stated, good with humans at all. And my uncle many times removed Ovar in his great agitation began to throw his voice all over the room: whimpering from the candle sconce, whining from the Tichen carpet, slobbering from the mouths of all three dead apes.
The redoubtable Zadir was the only one who noticed. "Who is doing that?" she asked. 
"Doing what?" they all replied before lapsing into hysteria again.
However Zadir had noticed that Ovar had been the only one whose lips had not moved. "You!" she said, pointing her index finger.
Such was the authority of her voice that Ovar came and knelt before her and whispered, "Yes, Eminence," in a voice that seemed to spring out of his left pinkie, the one that is called the swear finger in Ka Zhir though he meant no disrespect by it at all.
"You are a player?" the redoubtable Zadir asked.
"A player, Eminence?" the finger asked.
"An actor, a mountebank."
"A puppeteer," the swear finger replied. It thought it impolitic to mention that Ovar also grew dates.
"Can you throw your voice anywhere?" asked the redoubtable Zadir.
"Anywhere," said the candle sconce.
"Anywhere," said the Tichenese carpet.
"Anywhere," said the three dead monkeys one right after another.
Zadir turned to the advisors. "Do you agree that we must negotiate with Ka Zhir?"
Half of the advisors nodded yes, the other half no. Only one remained mute on the point. Zadir, who longed to collect those exotic Zhir beasts, cast the deciding vote.
"And it is the law that unless the royal doctor proclaims my husband dead, he is still alive?" Zadir asked.
On this point they all agreed.
"Then," said the redoubtable Zadir, "I can certainly help, though I must first extract from you a promise."
"Anything," said the advisors and Ovar's left pinkie.
"In writing," Zadir demanded.
They found paper in Zzzozza's bathroom and proceeded to write down Zadir's request.
After that the redoubtable Zadir dismissed them all, all but my uncle many times removed Ovar, and set to work. She slipped the filleting knife into Zzzozza's belly with an expertness the royal doctor would have envied had he been there to watch. She filled the cavity with sweet-smelling herbs: pandonum, cardenix, reedwort, and the hazy, odorous fresh trefeelium which was, by the greatest of luck, strewn alongside the Levar's bed, suggesting a phobia that even Zadir did not understand. Then she sewed him up again with large, ungainly black stitches, crossed with green when the black thread ran out. Needlework had never been one of her finer skills, as she was quick to remark to Ovar. She had been brought up along the borders of the Great Waste, with a boy's knowledge in her hands. Besides, she had women to do such stitchery for her now, though, as usual, they were nowhere to be found when needed.
And while Ovar was quietly but quite efficiently sick behind the bathroom door, she eviscerated and stuffed the monkeys as well.
•
It was then, my Benevolencies, but a long hour past the time the advisors had removed the Levar from his throne. They returned to find Zadir patting the still-rigid Zzzozza on the head.
"Welcome," said Zzzozza out of a mouth that never moved. But as he had never been much for articulation before, the advisors were not unduly disturbed. "I would go back and negotiate with Ka Zhir."
The advisors picked up the unbending Levar and carried him back to the throne, followed in swift succession by my uncle many times removed Ovar and the redoubtable Zadir.
"You may rise. I find your position—suitable," said the Levar, never altering for a moment his terrified expression, though no one commented upon it. Beside him Ovar smiled a strange stiff smile.
The ambassador from Ka Zhir arose. He seemed quite pleased with himself, though he now walked with a peculiar shuffle, his limbs having sustained the Position of Broken Twigs longer than any living soul. Bowing low, till his bald, blue-washed head touched the floor, the ambassador said something in his own language to the floor, a customary greeting. Then he unbent slowly and stared into Zzzozza's unblinking eyes, translating.
"I come from the court of the great king of Ka Zhir with greetings and hope of a satisfactory treaty."
At that very moment, the royal doctor returned from Dashforth's side, entered the throne room, and swore. He took one look at the Levar's blanched face and staring white eyes and began to pronounce the ritual words of a Levar's death, being well practiced as he had spoken them twenty-five times already that year.
At that very same moment, the wizard of the water spells reappeared, munching on both sides of his mustache at once, and enthusiastically chanting a spell he had found in one of his old study books.
However, what none of them knew was that that very day was my uncle many times removed Ovar's luck day. He had chosen that time to present a plate of his best dates to the Levar hoping the free-hold gift might change his bad luck. His mother had had a short but agonizing labor, dying at the moment she had given birth. Ovar had planned to leave the dates and scamper home. He had not counted on the Levar's death. He had not counted on the doctor and the wizard. He had not counted on the Zhir ambassador. He had not counted on the redoubtable Zadir.
No sooner had the ambassador mentioned the word "treaty" than the doctor spoke the syllable "dead." No sooner had the doctor said the expletive "dead" than the wizard spat out the sound "live."
And the time of my uncle many times removed Ovar's mother's expiration coincided with them all.
Luck magic was indeed loosed in that hall.
With a flicker of surprise, the eyes of all three dead monkeys popped open and they scrambled stiffly onto Zzzozza's lap. Zzzozza himself woke as if from a deep sleep to find the grinning apes peering up at him. They all screamed.
The screams shut up ambassador, doctor, and wizard at once, just at the anniversary of my uncle many times removed Ovar's actual birth.
The monkeys keeled over, dead once more.
So did Zzzozza.
But it was an hour before anyone but the redoubtable Zadir noticed. In that hour, she had guided the Levar's hand to sign a shaky name on the treaty. Then at his own request, Zzzozza was taken off to his room feeling—as he said through clenched teeth—somewhat unwell.
As for the redoubtable Zadir, she had what she wanted in writing. For the rest of her life she was in charge of the Levar's zoological park, with trapping rights in all of the treaty lands. Her cousin Andrazzi, because of one of her many Shift Dreams, also saw fit to gift Zadir with the ownership of six small rivers. The redoubtable Zadir used to meet the wizard and Ovar at one river or another on all the official holidays when the zoological park was closed. The bait they used on their lines were dates from Ovar's farm. But they never felt inclined to eat any of them. Of that, my Tremendousies, you can be sure.
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1 THE PLAYERS
ONCE THERE WAS a man called Imman Toriff Curihan Denbar ola Vedneigh, Vavasor of Heartstone and Bluesprings, Count of Dashif.
He was born in the main house of the Dashif estate. The household consisted of: A cheery-eyed wet nurse who was his first playmate, although he hardly remembered her later; a pretty dark-haired cook and maid who spoke only in whispers; a butler with huge sideburns, who wasn't fast enough to keep the child Tori out of things he ought not to have been in; a bald-headed dark-skinned gardener who taught him hundreds of interesting things about weeds and willows; a mother who spoke less than the maid, but hummed a lot; and a father who sang him to sleep at night.
Some three hundred and fifty years earlier, the land had been given to the first Count Dashforth for services rendered to the Levar. For generations before that, the ola Vedneigh family had been sorcerers. Tori's father continued in the tradition—devoting most of his energies to the sorts of small magics that would make his farmlands more productive. That is, he wouldn't destroy the locusts, but he would make his lands less attractive to them. He wouldn't force defective
seeds to germinate, but he would discover which seeds were defective. He wouldn't control the weather, but he would determine the best time to plant.
When Tori was fifteen, he invested his luck into a sterling silver belt buckle. When he was seventeen, he joined the Levar's Navy, where he learned something of the destructive ends of magic, and where he spent a brief stint in Tichen making reports on the size and composition of the Tichenese fleets.
When he was nineteen, stationed at Minnow Island, he fell in love with a local girl named Erina. His father didn't approve of the match, so they made plans to leave for Gold Harbor together. The Count of Dashif died then, so the plans were changed from elopement to a public wedding, with the announcement to occur as soon as a decent interval had passed.
Before the announcement could take place, the new Count of Dashif's heart—or at any rate his eye—was stolen by Neelya, daughter of the Margrave of Foxhead. Dashif left Erina and married Neelya. Dashif didn't understand the blood of the ancient S'Rian race that ran almost pure in Erina's veins. He also didn't know that Erina had stopped chewing Worrynot. Erina never told Dashif that she was with child, or, later, that she had borne him a daughter, whom she was unable to support.
Dashif and Neelya had two children. It was several months after the birth of the second, a boy, that Erina succeeded in stealing Dashif's silver belt buckle and destroying it exactly six months from his luck time.
Dashif sickened, but did not die. When he recovered, no longer a sorcerer, Neelya had taken their children and left him. He made no effort to find them. Instead, he procured a pair of double-barreled flintlock pistols and used them to shoot Erina in broad daylight in a small market on Minnow Island.
He never understood the change that took place in him then. He knew he'd been hurt, but he didn't understand why he felt no pain. He knew he should be angry, but he felt no more than a cold rationality.
When he was arrested, a friend sent him a note wishing him luck. This struck Dashif as odd, and, thinking about it, he realized that he had no luck—Erina had taken it. His only hope, then, was to attach himself to someone who had a great deal of luck and could protect him. Who had more luck than the Regent for the Levar? With a brazenness that would become characteristic, Dashif showed those who arrested him his naval commission and discharge, and explained that he'd been working in secret for the Levar. The matter was referred to the Navy, where he had enough connections to achieve an interview with His Scarlet Eminence, the Regent, Resh. No one knows what took place during the interview, but at its end he was pardoned. He put his lands under the care of the gardener and moved into the Levar's Palace.
For the next several years, he worked as the secret left hand of His Scarlet Eminence. His activities involved such things as extorting cooperation from a Tichenese emissary, engineering the massacre of several priests of a defunct faith, and stealing documents from a very dedicated Zhir agent named Brajii.
And so things remained until a certain Jolesha came across his path, and Dashif found himself briefly communing with the spirit of the departed Erina, and, shortly thereafter, found Kaloo, and knew her to be his daughter.
The Dashif who lived alone and cold, hiding from his pain, could no longer exist. There could have been some question as to what sort of Dashif would replace him, but Dashif was never one to ask such questions.
•
Kaloo put the finishing touches on cleaning her room, just in case.
Dashif—she still couldn't, wouldn't think of him as her father—was expected to call soon. He had never actually been in her room, but she had learned lately to plan for all possibilities. And so she cleaned her room and kept it picked up. Daril, her foster mother, misunderstood the reasoning behind it, and so approved of it. Kaloo was beginning to think that Daril misunderstood most of her reasons, and probably had all her life.
Usually, Dashif saw her in his chambers in the Levar's
Palace. He would summon her, and she would go, up to the chambers that were as sterile and empty as Dashif's soul. The only objects there would be the few items he had set out for her magic instructions, and a small portrait of herself. The portrait embarrassed her and made her nervous. It was, she had decided, intended to have that effect upon her. Look about his chamber as she might, she could learn no more of her father or his past than this: that he knew she was his daughter and was determined to rule her as he ruled everything else that fell under his authority. And so he summoned her when he would, and taught her, not only magic, but the cultural things she had missed growing up as the daughter of an innkeeper: dance, music, drama, and the arts. As if she wasn't good enough for him the way she was.
She slammed her hairbrush down, looked once more about the room. A bed, made up with a clean spread. A small dresser, a square of mirror. A woven rug. A chest to hold her garments. Nothing else. No ornaments, no vase of flowers, no stuffed dancer or toucan doll, none of the silly pictures she had drawn for T'Nar that had so pleased him, back in the days when she had sat upon his knee and thought of him as her father. If Dashif ever did chance to view her room, he would see that she had already learned one thing from him. He would find no clue to her here, no inkling of what she was. All he would ever know of her was the careful Kaloo she presented to him. Just as all she would ever know of him was Count Dashif.
She heard footsteps coming up the stairs. Daril's. She knew that step, hitch, step, hitch stride of hers. Her children had been adults when T'Nar had brought Kaloo into her life. More of an age to be my grandmother than my mother, Kaloo thought. For an instant she wondered if it had been very hard for Daril to take on a squalling, sickly infant at that time of her life. But the thought made her feel indebted to Daril, so she stifled it. Daril had only done what she wanted to, taken in a girlchild to raise up to stir kettles and wait tables. No, Kaloo owed nothing to anyone.
If Daril was coming up, then Dashif must be waiting below. Kaloo tried to sigh out her tension, but it didn't work.
Her belly was knotted as it always was before one of their evenings together. Instead, she looked at herself in the glass. It was a small mirror, but still enough to see the difference Dashif had already wrought in her life. Her garments were no longer the loose, practical, long-wearing ones that Daril had once sewn for her. No, the silky flowered fabric had come from the Farlands and been sewn by one of Liavek's better tailors. Styled and sewn to Dashif's specifications, while Kaloo stood and was turned and pinned and measured as if she were a doll. Chosen by Dashif were the emerald clips that secured her dark hair, and the emerald at her throat had been in his family for many generations.
He was probably standing below right now just as he had stood in the tailor's chambers. Red cloak flung back over one shoulder, white ruffles foaming down his chest, ignoring the nervous patrons of the Mug and Anchor as he waited for Kaloo. Reeking of danger, commanding respect even from the shaven-headed captains drinking below. The respect was something she approved of—grudgingly.
"Kaloo, your—your guest is here."
Kaloo contrived to be busy with her hem. "Thank you, Daril." She tried to sound like an adult speaking to a servant, and knew that the effort was plain in her voice. She sighed again, and turned to find Daril standing in the door with her worried-mother-hen look on her face. It irritated Kaloo that Daril thought she still had a right to wear it, but she kept all feelings from her face.
Daril looked her up and down, plainly disapproving of the clinging fabric over her young body. "How can he dress you like that?" she muttered.
"He's my father. He can dress me any way he wants," Kaloo said.
"Then let him dress you like his daughter, not some high-born …" Daril swallowed whatever sneer she had intended to make about nobility in general. "Or let him tell people you're his daughter. Or you tell people. You know what they think below, what the sailors think when he comes in a carriage to take you off like this. How can he let people think that of his daughter?"
"I doubt that he's heard the rumors. Or would care if he had. Legally, I'm an adult, Daril. I could take any lover I wished. Besides, I know what truly scandalizes you. It isn't when the sailors say, 'Count Dashif has taken up with a girl a fraction of his age, some little tavern wench from the waterfront.' It's not what I might be doing at all, it's who folks say I'm doing it with, that bothers you."
Daril was silent. Kaloo smoothed her hair, stared back into the cold eyes in the mirror. "Where's T'Nar?" she demanded suddenly. "I've warned you, I won't have another scene with him." Easier, sometimes, to speak to Daril as if she and T'Nar were servants, as if they had never had any hold on her heart.
Daril reddened slightly. "Gone down to the docks with T'Fregan. Something about a boat T'Fregan wants to buy, and wants to know if she's as sound as she looks. T'Nar's been raving about that boat for days. I hope someone buys it soon. He should know better than to dream about—"
"Good." Kaloo dismissed T'Nar and the boat he longed for. 
"Where—where are you going tonight?" Daril's question was cautious.
"An Acrivannish play. He thinks I should receive some cultural as well as magical education." There. Let her chew on that. Think of what else she kept from me besides my magic. Kaloo knew that the inn would be busy tonight and the tables full. Once Daril would have forbidden Kaloo to leave, would have told her plainly that there was work to be done this evening. Now she didn't dare to. Or didn't care to. Whatever. It all came out to the same thing, Kaloo told herself. They had ceded her to Dashif as easily as they'd sell a leaky rowboat.
So. She would be Dashif's daughter then. Daril stepped aside as Kaloo brushed past her and went tripping down the stairs to the common room where one of the most feared men in Liavek would be taking her to the theater. She put her head up and a little smile on her face. He would be so charmed with her, this daughter he had found and re-made for himself. She would put her hand lightly on his arm as she stepped up into his carriage, she would smile and chatter with him about the play afterwards. And all the time she would keep him from knowing even one more thing about her. His game was to make her his daughter; hers was to keep from him the only thing she knew he wanted. She smiled as he turned his eyes to watch her come down the stairs, exulted in the indulgent smile that suddenly lit his scarred face.
She expected to have a lovely evening.
•
Brajii walked the hunter's path. 
Justice the load, vengeance the road
	She's taken. 
Memory of failure fueled her wrath. 
Shame like a goad—the hunter's code
	Forsaken.
 
Saltigos Road is cold and dim 
Crossbow strung, caution flung
	To the air. 
Three times she's missed her chance at him. 
Defeat has stung, schemes have run
	To despair.
 
But dream a dream of changes, 
Chance meetings in the square. 
Spin the wheel another time; 
Perhaps the gods are fair.
 
The gods of vengeance grant new hope. 
The circle turns, the fire burns
	In Brajii's eye. 
He's made the noose and set the rope. 
Before he learns what softness earns
	She'll see him die.
•
Resh faced the map without seeing it and wondered if Dashif had outlived his usefulness. Dashif had been growing gradually less dependable for some time, but this business with the wench, Jolesha, was too much. When Dashif had said, "It is taken care of," that should have been the end of it.
Jolesha was alive, and either in Liavek or on her way, according to the reports that sat on the Regent's desk. The White Priests were still determined to get that thrice-damned artifact to the Levar. Then the Levar would be able to speak to his deceased predecessor, and she would learn what her Regent had done, and that would be the end of a fine career.
"It's your own fault," he told himself. "You learned long ago that you could never count on anyone but yourself. He was a useful tool, so you depended on him too much, and now you may have to pay for it. "
He rubbed his eyebrows. The worst aspect of this mess was that it was taking his attention away from his real duty—the safety of his city. It was clear that the Zhir wanted to incite a trade war between Liavek and Tichen, and it was clear that trade war today meant shooting war tomorrow. That was where his attention ought to be.
He sighed. No, he would give the Count another chance with that artifact; otherwise, it would take too much of his attention. A calculated gamble, and if Dashif survived it … well, he would see then.
He focused once more on the map and blinked. If he could find a way to get fish to the inland cities along the Blackmud before said fish spoiled, it would go a long way toward undercutting the Zhir tariff …
•
He was the first customer of the morning: dark, black-bearded, and definitely not Zhir. Jolesha stared at him through her old-woman disguise and bade him sit down. The tent door flapped shut. He did not sit. Instead he said, in a deep rasping voice, "I have not come for a consultation with departed ancestors, Jolesha."
She froze at the use of her real name, and her thoughts went back to the time Dashif had walked into her tent, on the Saltigos Road outside of Liavek, and come within a hair's breadth of killing her. She tried to keep her face expressionless.
He said, "You needn't fear me. I do not come from His Scarlet Eminence."
She licked her lips and wondered if there was any point in trying to deny what he said. His eyes were deep and hard. He continued, "I am from the Levar."
"The Levar?" she said, realizing that she had resumed her natural voice.
"Yes. She offers her protection."
"Protection? What would she protect me from?"
"She knows there are factions within our government who would harm you. She will defend you against them. I am the means. This is the proof." And he handed her the Levar's signet.
Jolesha held the seal, studying the profile etched in it before handing it back. "What does she want of me?"
"The artifact, of course. And she would prefer to have you with it."
"Yes, of course." She paused, looking for something to say. "This is rather sudden."
"I understand. You needn't fear. I can give you a little time to decide. If you say no, then no harm will come to you—at least, not from us. If you flee, I'll take that as your answer, and there the matter will end where I'm concerned. But you must know there are others looking for you, in other places. And of course, I won't be on hand to protect you from His Scarlet Eminence or his creatures." He paused, looked at her curiously. "But maybe one of my competitors would suit you better."
She shuddered as she thought of Dashif, then shook her head. "What is your name?"
"Arenride." He looked around the tent. "You don't seem to be very settled in Ka Zhir. Could it be that you've wondered if you'd be returning to your home?"
She allowed herself a smile. ''This city is rather gray for someone acquainted with the colors of Liavek. How long may I have?"
"Not long. I'd give you a day to decide, but that would give any others that same day. The Levar's acted, and Resh certainly has heard of it by now. I can give you only a few hours."
"Then I never really could run away, could I?"
He smiled commiseratively as he withdrew, leaving her alone in the tent.
After giving him a few minutes to be gone, she removed the leather pouch from around her neck, and the gold-filigreed cylinder from within the pouch. She held it tightly and spoke softly. "Klefti, Urgelian."
She felt their presence almost at once. "Dear Jolesha," said Klefti. "What is it?"
"I've had a visit, from an agent of the Levar. The Levar wants me to return with the artifact. She'll keep it. I don't know what to do, Klefti."
"Make sure it's safe," interjected Urgelian, predictably.
"Oh, I know, yes, but how? It's so strange. How can she protect me against His Scarlet Eminence, which means she knows he's her enemy, and yet she keeps him next to her? I have to think—that seems so crazy."
"Politics is strange," said Klefti.
"Be careful," urged Urgelian.
"I will." She sensed his frustration. How unfair it was to ask them when they were powerless to assist her. This wasn't right. "I have to go," she said.
Jolesha put The Gate—as she had come to call the artifact—back into its pouch, and pondered until the next customer arrived.
At noon, Arenride returned. Jolesha indicated he should sit. "Well, Jolesha?" he asked. "Have you decided, or have you more questions to ask me?"
"I've given it much thought."
"And?"
"I'm frightened," she said honestly. "I need to know that I'll be protected from the Red Faith."
His features clouded with anger for a moment, then he said, "There's nothing to fear from them. It's Resh himself, not his church. With the Levar on your side, you'll be safe. He won't dare harm you once you've reached her. And I'm sworn to see that you reach her."
She nodded and thought of the bargain she had made with Dashif. Would that make any difference now? Arenride had found her, it seemed, with ease. She had never had a plan beyond reaching Ka Zhir, and to flee them all now she would have to lose herself in further deception, another identity to replace the fortune-teller. And if Ka Zhir proved to be too close, then where was there to venture to? Tichen? Where would they not find her? Then once the Levar had the artifact, no one would care what happened to Jolesha. She wondered, though, if she could part with it now. To give it away would be to bid farewell to her friends, this time forever. To bid farewell or, it seemed, to join them.
Arenride said, "We ought not to delay."
There would come a point where she would have to bargain with the Levar; and hadn't someone told her once that the Levar was mad? A mad girl or a mad priest; they waited for her like pillars of destiny that she must walk between. She had run away, escaped fate for a year; but the pillars and the path remained and would still be there to face a year from now or ten years from now. "All right," she said, but she did not know if she meant it. "All right, then. I'll go with you."
"You've chosen well. We sail this evening, on The Pardoner. The ship won't wait for either of us, and if I'm not there, you must board it all the same."
"But—"
"No, listen to me. Someone will meet you on the other side. He'll know you're coming."
"How can anyone know before the ship arrives?"
"Because I'm sending word on a boat that departs within the hour. That's why I couldn't wait any longer. I made you promises, and I'll see them kept one way or another, but that may mean I have to stay behind and ensure that no one boards who doesn't belong." When she started to protest, he stopped her. "It's my honor, what's called my 'standard.' I don't do this for a pouch of Worrynot, understand?
"Now here is the Levar's seal. It's proof of who you are, and you may have to prove that before you're secure." He took her hands between his for a moment, enclosing the gold seal in the center. "Sometime, I hope I'll have the chance to see what lies beneath that veil and the crags you've drawn on your face."
She looked down. What did lie beneath her fortune-teller
disguise? What was she, other than what she'd been forced to be in order to survive? "A thief is all," she said, and realized that she'd said it aloud.
"What else is there for you to steal?" he asked enigmatically, then turned away in a hasty retreat. Jolesha allowed herself to exhale only after the tapestries had settled.
2 THE STAGE
"You are Brajii?"
"What if I am? Who are you?"
"It doesn't matter. I am a servant of the Levar. No, no, that won't be necessary. See, I'm making no effort to defend myself, much less attack you."
"What do you want?"
"To give you what you want."
"What makes you think you know what I want?"
"You want a chance to kill Dashif."
"Yes!"
"I can tell you where to be, and when to be there."
"How did you find me?"
"Dashif has been looking for you for most of a year. Not all of his agents are exclusively loyal to him. You were seen around here by one who wasn't."
"What do you get out of this?"
"The safe arrival of a package."
"Tell me more."
"Very well."
•
Jolesha arrived at the quay late in the afternoon. Her shadow stretched across the dock and onto the side of the ship. Despite what she'd told Arenride, she was having second thoughts. She decided to go at least as far as watching the ship on which she was scheduled to leave. On a group of kegs she perched as an old woman basking in the last of the sun's heat, as if there only to enjoy the smell of the sea, the cries of gulls blending with the cries of hawkers peddling cuttlecrab and squid and monkfish; as if the ship before her was of no interest at all.
It did not take Jolesha long to spot the captain with her distinctively-shaved head. The woman shouted orders to two men on the docks, who got to their feet lethargically, grabbed the crate they'd been sitting on by the ropes around it, and hoisted it up the gangplank, muttering all the while. They were dock crew, not shipmates; most of their kind were drunks or men without luck. They were the scum of the docks, and they were paid by the hour. Efficient ship's captains irritated them, forcing them to work quickly and take less pay. The captain of The Pardoner was not among their favorites, and that was a good sign for Jolesha.
Everything about the ship looked orderly. No one hung about as if waiting to pounce on an old fortune-teller; but neither did Arenride appear. By sunset, with the ship ready to sail, he had not shown up, and Jolesha agonized over what to do. If what he had implied were true, then to stay would most likely mean death. They might be searching for her even now. To go meant putting herself into unknown and untested hands, and she had long since learned to trust no one but herself and the dead.
Finally someone on board The Pardoner blew a shrill whistle and she knew that she must decide. Perhaps Arenride was dead, but either way—
She ran back along the dock, still trying to move like an old woman. She came to the stall where she had placed her satchel, handed the peddler a gold piece and pressed both hands to her forehead to show him how grateful she was, then turned and went back to the ship.
At the top of the gangplank, the captain stood with an armed mate. The mate did not draw his saw-handled snaphance, but his hand hung near it, and he kept a few paces back in order to have time to draw it if necessary.
Jolesha went straight up to the captain and pressed the gold seal into her palm. The captain had pale brown eyes that almost glowed against her dark skin. She said, "I've been expecting you."
"Can I come aboard? I feel like a target perched here."
"Yes, come ahead." She waved the armed mate away. "It wouldn't matter if they shot you from the quay," she said.
"That is, it would matter to you, but your gift would still reach the Levar."
"So you know about that."
The captain smiled. "Nope," she said cheerfully. "I don't know a thing." 
Jolesha smiled back. "What about my friend?"
"Arenride?"
"Yes."
"I'd be careful about calling him a friend."
"You mean he can't be trusted?"
"Oh, quite the contrary. But his friends often find themselves in the thick of it." She addressed another seaman. "Take our passenger back and show her where she's sleeping tonight."
The man bowed and led her along. He did not smile; no one smiled except the captain. They would, most of them, not know why she was important, but they would know that her presence on board presented a special danger. Nevertheless, she thought on her way across the deck, she had at least chosen the right path.
•
Dashif stood in the Levar's Park and tried very hard to keep his mind on business, instead of straying to the delightful conversation he'd had with Kaloo after the strange play they'd seen. It had been appropriate, too—all about families … No, dammit, he had to think about what he was doing now. This was vital to his career, perhaps to his life; why was it so hard to concentrate on it? Why did his thoughts keep straying to the daughter he was teaching, training, trying to raise?
He shook his head impatiently.
"My Lord?" said the wizened little man with a face like a prune and almost no hair on his head. 
"Yes," said Dashif. "Go on."
"It is called The Pardoner, the captain is—"
"I know the captain. Who has taken responsibility for her safety?"
''The ship's?"
"No, idiot. The fortune-teller's."
"Someone named Arenride. He is one of the Levar's personal—"
"I know him," said Dashif. Damn. Arenride was good. This might take a while, which would keep him away from Kaloo. Her lessons were progressing well, though. She'd be a fine sorcerer someday if she could master her impatience, or, better yet, make it work for her. Perhaps the drill with the broken bottle would be—
He shook his head once more. "When will The Pardoner arrive?"
"Midday tomorrow, my Lord."
"Very well. That's all." He handed the little man some gold, careless of the amount, and went to visit a dancer at Cheeky's who also worked as one of his agents and had good connections in Wizard's Row. There was one obvious way to deal with this. Dashif would have preferred to give this one to The Magician, but he knew that particular wizard wouldn't consent to such a task. There were few others good enough to pull off the thing he had in mind, which meant it probably wouldn't work, but it was worth the attempt. And he had a man aboard The Pardoner, too, if his memory served, who would be able to answer some questions, and who would be no loss if the ship went down. It would be better if the problem were solved before he had to go up against Arenride—if the ship never made it to port.
•
"You came in awfully late last night, missy." T'Nar's eyes pinned Kaloo where she stood. 
"And you're drinking awfully early." She copied his disapproving tone, went on wiping tables.
"Don't get snippy with me, girl! Where'd he take you?"
"How could it possibly concern you?"
She was baiting him. She enjoyed it, in a painful way. I thought of him as my father, she reminded herself as she met his wordless glare. You. With your grizzled beard and shaven head, with your waterfront ways and your net-scarred hands. I believed there wasn't a ship you couldn't steer or a crew you couldn't command. Then along comes Dashif and points to your child and says, "She's mine." And you let go, not just of
your daughter but of everything. Drinking in the mornings, falling asleep with your head on the table by mid-afternoon, and Daril tries to pretend it's just age creeping up on you.
"Don't look at me that way, girl!" T'Nar growled, and Kaloo almost jumped, wondering how much he knew of her thoughts. Once he had known everything about her, more than she knew herself. Now she treated him as she did Dashif, telling him no more of herself than she could help. But despite her guard, she always had the uneasy feeling that he still knew too much about her. "Come over here," he continued. "I want to talk to you."
"I'm busy."
"Count Dashif's uppity daughter is busy wiping greasy tables in a second-rate waterfront tavern." 
Her eyes suddenly blazed. "The Mug and Anchor …" she began hotly.
"Isn't a second-rate tavern," he finished for her. "Any more than you're Dashif's daughter." He belched loudly after the second part of his sentence, while Kaloo flinched, glad there was no one else in the tavern to hear his indiscreet words. His tone changed abruptly, startling her. "Come here, my little Kookaloo nestling. Come here, and find out who you really are."
Forgotten, the rag fell from her hands. She came a few steps closer, drawn by his words as if by a magnet. Closer. And those shrewd eyes weren't drunk at all; he had been watching her half the morning, pretending to be nearly stuporous, and thinking … What?
"Sit." He kicked out a chair for her, and she sat. He straightened himself on his chair, then hooked his heel on the rung and leaned forward, one elbow propped on his raised knee. She felt herself drawing back from him, forced herself to sit still. Who was he that she should fear his look? A captain too old to sail, just an old sailor helping out around a tavern, setting out mugs and telling lies to his friends and …
"I had a little girl once," he said, and his words stopped her thoughts. "Slim as a willow wand, hair black as tar, growing up all knees and legs, like a wave-wader bird. I had a little girl I loved dear as life—and it wasn't you, Kaloo. No. Not then."
He paused, his eyes growing distant. "We lived on Minnow Island, and she was my father's daughter, my little half-sister. Younger than me in more than years, and in some ways, smarter. But not all. No. She wasn't careful where she loved, or how much. And it killed her."
He stopped. He lifted his mug slowly, took a swallow of his beer. "That's all," he said suddenly. "That's all I wanted to tell you. That you weren't the first skinny little brat to make my life miserable."
Kaloo didn't move. She stared at him, waiting. He stared right back. She should get up and turn her back and walk away from him. Who did he think he was, anyway, to play these rotten tricks on her? His gaze didn't waver. Hers suddenly found the tabletop. "I have to know about her."
"There isn't a lot to tell." There was suddenly gravel in his voice, and pain such as, well, such as only she had ever given him. Or so she had thought. "She loved a man who wasn't worthy of that kind of love. He left her. She had a child, and she couldn't care for it. She tried. But she had convinced herself that her love had turned to hate, and she couldn't look at her baby without seeing his face. And I couldn't look at her baby without seeing hers. So I took the child from her. Later, she … died."
"I was the baby," Kaloo whispered, as pieces of her life suddenly assumed new shapes. "Dashif was the man." For long moments she wondered. Suddenly she demanded, "Who was my mother?"
T'Nar stared at her, dumb with misery. "My baby sister. My pretty little shore-bird, my Erina."
Erina. She'd once heard Dashif utter that name. He'd been in horrible pain, pinned to a cart by a crossbow bolt through his knee. And he had called out to someone named Erina. She was suddenly shaking. "Why are you telling me this?" Kaloo felt her throat closing up. For the first time since that horrible day when she had invested her magic, the day T'Nar had fought Dashif for her, and lost, she felt close to tears. The careful layer of coldness she had wrapped around herself was thawing. It hurt.
T'Nar was staring at the tabletop. He traced the ancient outline of a wet mug bottom. "Should have told you a long time ago." He looked up at Kaloo suddenly. "I thought it would hurt you. I guess finding out the way you did hurt you a lot more."
"I have to know more," Kaloo began.
"No. Any more you have to know, you have to find out from him. No, stop pouting at me. Doesn't bother me a bit, brat. You listen to me. I've been thinking. Drinking, too, yes, a lot of that. Sometimes a man has to drink to think straight. Sometimes thinking straight hurts too much to do sober. But listen to me. No, shut up and listen. You look like her, Kaloo. Like Erina. It's her he sees in you, her he buys those dresses for, her he takes to those stupid, snooty plays. You know why? Well, I do. Finally. Because he loved her. He loved her, and he knew it too late, and he loves the child they made and he's terrified that it's too late for that, too. He loved Erina and hurt her, and she loved him and hurt him. Because they were so busy pretending they hated each other, pretending that everything was all spoiled, when all they had to do was to look at each other and say, 'I love you.'"
Kaloo sensed what was coming next and it terrified her. She rose suddenly, but T'Nar was fast, faster than any old man had a right to be. His grip was iron on her wrist, and his gaze was barbed, she couldn't tear free of it. He whispered the words that roared inside her head. "Don't be too much like her, Kaloo. Don't convince yourself you hate where you want to love. And, listen to me. I don't give a damn who it is you want to love. Even him. But don't you dare set yourself a course for the same rocks Erina foundered on. Don't you dare, girl! Don't think you're Dashif's daughter. Because you're not. You're Dashif and Erina's daughter. And love made you, not hate."
With a cry she pulled free of him. She fell twice running up the stairs to her room, and when the door was safely slammed behind her, she sat on the bed and found she was sobbing. Because her scraped shins hurt her so very much, she thought, worse than anything she'd ever felt in her life.
•
The first squall struck after twilight. It came out of nowhere, a knot of clouds charging across the sea. The Pardoner was too large to be endangered by anything short of a typhoon—at least, providing the rigging was not tampered with. Doggedly, they rode out the attack of bad weather without a hitch.
The second squall struck from behind, forming out of nothing. A hammer of wind slammed across the deck, stretching the sails until the lanyards creaked from the strain. The sailors turned to see another mass of clouds, this one shot with lightning, bearing down upon them, and driving them fiercely toward the dark cliffs and dangerous shallows.
A rope securing the foresail snapped, and suddenly the sail was swinging wildly. Before they could react, it smashed into a sailor and threw him all the way against the gunwale. Quickly, two others snatched a new rope and ran it through the tackle, all the while dodging the sail that twisted like an eel around the mast. They hauled on the rope, other crewmen rushing in to help. Finally, they strapped the sail back into place; but one sailor was dead, victim of an unlikely storm. Sailors were superstitious by nature. Jolesha knew that well enough. She excused herself from the captain's company and went belowdecks to her cabin. She would be seen as the cause of his death, and she could not even satisfy herself that those who thought so weren't right.
Once more she drew The Gate from its pouch, and once more she called to her friends. The conversation with Klefti and Urgelian did nothing to ease her sense of guilt, but it did reveal that Arenride was not among the dead. Whatever had happened to delay him, he had not perished. She found herself unaccountably relieved to know it.
She huddled in her bunk and wished the voyage were over. Had the storms been natural? If the Regent knew she was aboard this ship, he had probably sent them. One who spoke with the dead presented a formidable threat to him, especially as she knew how much he had to hide. He might level Liavek if necessary to keep the artifact from reaching the girl who reigned above him. Jolesha wondered if someone aboard The Pardoner was in the Regent's pay.
Many of the sailors had been watching her, even before the disasters of the storms. How would she recognize one enemy among so many?
She decided to remain belowdecks for the rest of the voyage to Liavek.
•
As Dashif emerged from the Levar's Palace at precisely twelve minutes after noon, a footcab drove up. Dashif signaled for it, and two priests who had been waiting for a cab for several minutes looked at him darkly, then looked away. Dashif climbed into the cab.
The runner said, "Yes, my Lord?"
"The Market," said Dashif.
"Yes, my Lord."
The runner set off with light, even strides. After a few minutes, they were well away from any pedestrians. At this point the runner, who seemed not at all winded, turned his head and said, "I'm sorry, Count Dashif. He failed."
"The ship survived?"
The runner turned back to make sure the road was still clear, then said, "Yes. The storms have delayed her arrival a few hours, but she survived."
"Very well. I hadn't expected it to work anyway. What about the other piece of information?"
"Our wizard was able to exchange messages with your man on The Pardoner. He said there was no sign of Arenride on board, and the fortune-teller was keeping out of sight. My Lord, he isn't the sort of man we could normally ask to do such things, but—"
"No. I'll take care of it myself when she docks. It was Arenride I was concerned with."
Dashif nodded. One thing the less to worry about, then. There had been no other ships from Ka Zhir; Arenride would not be able to arrive in time. Who would he have sent in his place? Dashif licked his lips and pondered, forcing his mind to stay away from thoughts of Kaloo and the dual problem of training her in sorcery and raising her as his daughter.
The runner said, "Should he try the storms again?"
"No," said Dashif. "That would be senseless. Do you know the new arrival time?"
"Tomorrow, before dawn."
"Very good. That will be all, then."
"Do you actually wish to go to the Market, Count Dashif?"
"No. Here will be fine."
The runner stopped and Dashif stepped out of the cab. He paid the runner, and sent him on his way. He looked around, then caught himself doing so. I'm going to have to find that Zhir agent with the crossbow, he said to himself. Even if she doesn't kill me, she'll have me running into things from looking over my shoulder too much. He sighed to himself and began walking toward the docks, there to determine exactly where The Pardoner would arrive, and precisely how he would greet Jolesha, who had broken the bargain that had kept her breathing for the last year.
•
Wrapped in a heavy purple cloak, Jolesha stood on the deck and looked out at the city she had expected never to see again. The Pardoner had ridden out a series of nasty, shifting squalls most of the night. The pockets of storm battered them from different sides, taking turns like the offspring of the sea god shoving a new toy first this way then that. At one point they were driven perilously close to the rocky promontory south of Gold Harbor. That was when the trouble had come. But now, with the dawn creeping up, the sky ahead split into two layers of violet clouds sliced by a long vertical band of golden light, one could hardly believe that more peril might lie ahead, or even that last night's had been more than imagination.
The city dwelled in darkness; its buildings remained as shadows. Then the tips of the six towers ringing the Levar's Palace seemed to catch fire, and Jolesha remembered what a fabulous city she was approaching. She withdrew into the belly of the ship again.
Terror gripped her now that she had actually returned. She
wondered if anything was going to be as she'd been told.
There was a jar and a thud as the ship made contact with the dock, and Jolesha felt a collective sigh go up as if everyone on board was relieved that they had landed safely. She waited patiently, studying the pre-dawn city, and tried to control the fear that threatened to turn into panic.
At last the captain approached her. "Come," she said, "it is time for you to disembark. There are those who await you." And she saw for the first time four red-clad guards waiting at the dock.
The captain smiled at her, as if seeing her fear and understanding it, then took her arm and gently pulled her away from the rail and escorted her down the gangplank. Then she was surrounded by the guardsmen. She heard one of them ask for a proof of who she was and felt herself showing him the Levar's seal, though she was more aware of her own fear than what was occurring around her.
Jolesha's first indication that something was wrong came when she felt a sudden tension in the captain's hand that held her arm. Then the captain stepped in front of her, and was flung back into Jolesha, causing her to stumble backward as Jolesha heard the crack of a pistol firing and a scream. The scream was her own.
It was no plan of hers that caused her to fall to the dock to escape danger; it was merely that her knees buckled as fear took over and her backward stumble turned into a fall. Yet it probably saved her life. She wanted to shut her eyes but couldn't, and so she saw the red-cloaked figure that emerged from the doorway of a nearby warehouse, a pair of pistols in his hands.
For an instant she held his eye, and even saw the twin scars running below his eyes. Then there was someone standing in front of her, and she saw shock on Dashif's face. She looked up to see who it was and heard Arenride's voice. "Stay down, girl."
The rest of the scene was confused by panic. She thought Dashif fired again, and she heard a loud blast from a blunderbuss that Arenride carried. She saw Dashif roll backward into the darkness of the warehouse doorway while an arrow or a crossbow bolt embedded itself in the wall where his head had been. Then Arenride left her—to chase after Dashif. Through the doorway and into the warehouse, he was followed by a woman dressed in green with long, reddish hair who was re-cocking a crossbow as she ran.
Then there was silence, and it seemed that everything had ended. The guards were gathering themselves up. Jolesha looked at the captain, lying face-up on the dock, and saw that there was a large, ugly wound in her chest. Her breathing came in ragged gasps. Then, as Jolesha watched, it stopped.
One of the guards said, "All right, girl, get up—"
"Look out!" called another, and Jolesha sobbed with fear. With a yelp, one of the soldiers fell back, and another pistol shot echoed across the wharf. Jolesha saw Dashifk standing half out of a window on the second story of the warehouse, raised pistol smoking.
She knew then that Arenride could never protect her—that no one could. They only wanted The Gate. Arenride wanted it, and if Dashif killed her, what would that matter, as long as he could keep Dashif from getting it?
She had no memory of fleeing through the soldiers who were bringing blunderbusses to bear on Dashif; only dim memories of shots resounding as she reached the front ranks of the watching crowd. She recalled wriggling between the people, who drew back with repugnance from the hideous old woman they saw her as. And the one time she did dare to look back, she thought she saw, for a moment, the face of Dashif in pursuit.
Jolesha ran, and she didn't stop running until the press of the crowd around her told her that she had left the docks and attending danger behind. At that point she had no idea where she had come.
3 THE SCRIPT
Arenride caught two brief glimpses of Dashif as he hurried toward the Market area. At least, he thanked the gods, Jolesha had fled into a busy area. But no matter how Arenride struggled through the frightened crowd, nothing brought him closer to his adversary.
As the morning wore on, the crowds in the market thinned out. Arenride admitted to himself at last that he had lost both trails. He took scant satisfaction in having saved her life. It was hardly enough—he had given his word to her, and now she was alone as he had guaranteed she would not be. Whatever she was beneath that disguise, she had won a respect he paid few people for having outwitted the Count of Dashif. This morning at least, he could not say the same for himself.
He made his way toward the palace to find one of his agents, a harmless-looking old lady who did charcoal painting in the Levar's park. He hoped that one old lady would spy out another. It occurred to him that this would be his first chance to test his forces directly against those of Dashif.
He was committed to bringing Jolesha safely to the Levar, and he would do so if it was humanly possible. He would also, if possible, determine what she looked like under her makeup.
•
The Stampede—the early morning rush at the market—was over. The best of the fresh vegetables were haggled over and gone; the loudest of the customers were off cleaning, cutting, and cooking them. Jolesha sat in the shade of a large green tent. She didn't quite know what to do now that the crowds had thinned out.
She knew she was being sought. She felt the burden of The Gate in the pouch about her neck, and was once again taken with the notion of throwing it into the nearest body of water and bolting. But she didn't. The Levar wanted it, the Levar should have it—provided Jolesha could think of a way to get it to her without Dashif or his people catching her first.
She wondered if Arenride were still alive. He must have been aboard the entire trip, hiding, so Dashif wouldn't realize he was there. She wondered if Dashif were alive. Yes, he probably was. She suspected that The Gate would crack with the weight of his demise.
Jolesha studied the dwindling crowd in the market and wondered if there were anyone out there who wanted to kill her.
They spotted each other at the same moment. She froze, not knowing whether she had found an enemy or a friend. The smile on the tall, red-haired woman's face indicated friendship, but—
On the other hand, she didn't really have anywhere to run. She waited while the woman approached.
"I am Brajii," said the woman. It was a clear voice shaped by a strong Zhir accent. "I don't know your name, but we have a common enemy. Come with me—I've a safe place." When Jolesha hesitated, the woman said, "Don't you understand, old woman? Hurry. Give me your hand. He'll be nearby, looking for both of us. Had he found you before I did, you would be dead now."
Jolesha wanted to curl up in a safe, dark place and withdraw from the intrigue and the threats. Instead, she stood up and followed Brajii to a small, canopied wagon harnessed to a mule. Soon, like two peddlers, they were plodding through the fetid alleys and back streets of Liavek.
•
Kaloo looked at Dashif and wondered if his expression were the product of anger or weariness. Or something else. "Is something wrong?" she asked. Her voice was cool and level, only politely interested. Perfect.
"Yes," snapped Dashif. "You won't call me father."
It startled her out of her carefully-guarded reserve. She felt outrage flood her that he would dare demand this of her. Her carefully-constructed wall of artificial courtesy gave way. "I don't call you camel dung, either. We might say it's a fair trade."
For an instant, Dashif stared at her, his dark eyes going even darker. Kaloo braced herself. Then he laughed aloud, a sound she didn't think she had ever heard before. That it was directed at her brought a deep blush to her cheeks and flame to her eyes. Damn him, he had made her show herself to him, and the bastard knew it. Knew it, and delighted in it. He shook his head and wiped his eyes. "I'm sorry, Kaloo. No, you aren't what is upsetting me. Something else went badly today."
"What happened?" In her curiosity she forgot her embarrassment.
He shook his head again. "It is nothing, my dear. A run-in with enemies of the city. I really shouldn't be here at all, but I wanted to see you. Never mind that now. Let us return to your lessons. Come, try to repair the bottle."
Kaloo felt herself flushing. 'My dear,' was it? Without stopping to think, she pushed back. "Were they enemies of the city, or enemies of the Regent?"
Dashif looked up sharply. The indulgence had left his face. "Why are you so convinced there is a difference?" 
She wanted to kick herself. "I have heard things of His Scarlet Eminence." 
Dashif leaned back in his chair and crossed his legs. "What have you heard?" he asked quietly.
To the trolls with it, then. "That he is power-hungry, that he will destroy anyone who stands in the way of his goals, that he is cruel. Should I continue?"
"If you wish."
"Do you deny it?"
"No."
She stared. "And you work for him."
"Yes."
"Why?"
"My own reasons."
"But—"
"If you want justifications, Kaloo, I can supply them. Yes, all you say about the Regent is true. Yet Liavek is thriving as it hasn't in hundreds of years. We are not at war, although our perpetual enemies still sniff at us. Our trade markets continue to expand, and the people are fat and happy. If this is the result of being power-hungry, ruthless, and cruel, then we could use more leaders who are power-hungry, ruthless, and cruel. And if we have completed today's lesson in politics, let us return to sorcery. Before you is a bottle with a crack in it. Repair the crack so it doesn't show."
Kaloo studied the man who was her father, wondering what he was feeling. It was even stranger to wonder what she herself was feeling. Irritation, mostly, she decided, and tried to shelve the thought. Then she shrugged and, licking her lips, ran her finger over the fracture in the glass, trying to bring her power to bear on it. Nothing happened.
"No," said Dashif. "This is the point of the exercise. You aren't trying to join two things, you are restoring a thing that was whole. Levitation and similar things can be done quickly, just by joining your luck with your desire, but it you ever want to change an object or repair it, you must first concentrate on understanding its unity. That requires patience. You must not be in a hurry to do it; let it take as much time as it wishes. Work slowly, attempt change to deepen understanding, use understanding to work change. Continue this process until the transformation has taken place."
She tried again. Nothing.
"No, dear. Patience. It isn't going to happen—"
"Can't you show me?"
"No."
"Why not? L'Fertti used to show me what he wanted me to do, and I could just hold onto him and feel how he used his luck and then—"
"No." He was adamant. The frustrated look on her face seemed to soften him. "Kaloo, much of what L'Fertti taught you was useless. Now you must learn to find the way your own luck flows, not just copy others. Be patient. Take your time."
"Useless! And fixing bottles is a useful skill, I suppose?" she asked sarcastically. 
"Patience is a useful skill, one I won't have my daughter without," he replied evenly.
Something in her snapped. She swept the bottle to the floor, where it smashed into shards. Then she leaned back in her chair, staring at him, waiting for his reaction.
It surprised her. He glanced at the pieces on the floor. "You've only made it harder for yourself. But you seem to enjoy making things as hard as possible for yourself. The principle is still the same, Kaloo. Sense the unity, and apply yourself. With patience."
"I don't feel patient," she told him in as rude a tone as she could muster. "And I don't feel like any more lessons today." She stood up and began to walk toward the door.
"Kaloo," he said in a pleasant voice. "Are you still fond of that old sailor? The one who cut my ear off last time we met?"
She turned to stare at him.
"I think I've been very patient with him, don't you? Why don't you show me how patient you can be with me?"
•
He watched her come back, step by dragging step. Her eyes were very big. He watched her seat herself cross-legged on the floor, extend her hands toward the glittering shards of glass. "Don't cut yourself," he told her automatically. She glanced up at him, bit her lower lip, and then closed her eyes.
He sat very still and quiet, watching the bottle slowly draw itself together. Would he ever be able to get past her guard without evoking her anger? He knew how she shut him out with her coldness. If making her angry was the only way to reach her, he'd do it. Otherwise he'd never be able to teach her all she had to know before he could publicly acknowledge her. A grim smile crossed his lips. The heir of Count Dashif would have many enemies; he would not let her meet them unarmed. He would do whatever he had to do, to teach her what she had to know. And if she grew up hating him? Well, at least she would be able to hate as he had … with great patience.
•
"You live here?" asked Jolesha. 
"For the moment," said the tall woman whose name Jolesha had forgotten.
They were in a tiny second-floor room in a boarded-up building between Old Town and Mystery Hill. There were no furnishings, nor, indeed, any sign of habitation except a set of neatly-folded blankets near the window. Jolesha noted that it seemed clean and free of dust, which couldn't be the natural state of an abandoned building.
The tall woman sat down against a wall. Jolesha sat crosslegged, facing her, and carefully peeled the makeup from her face, which had begun to itch. When she was finished, the woman said, "I had no idea."
"Good," said Jolesha. "I'm glad it fooled someone. Who are you, why did you bring me here, and do you have any water so I can wash my face?"
"My name, as I said, is Brajii. I'll get you some water, and I brought you here so you can help me find a way to kill Dashif before he kills us. And what is your name, by the way?"
"Jolesha." She digested Brajii's answers while Brajii got a dish of water. She washed her face as well as she could and dried it on her tattered coat. "Why is Dashif after you?" she asked.
"Because he knows I want to kill him?"
"Oh," said Jolesha. "Why do you want to kill him?"
"It is personal," said Brajii. "What about you?"
"I never wanted to kill him. But I need to be safe from him because of the Regent. If there were another way—"
"I doubt there is."
"Yes," Jolesha said with unease. "Well, have you a plan?"
"No. I have now missed four times. I am not a bad shot. He has acquired some protection. We must find out how to divest him of it, and then lure him into a place where—"
"Are you a magician?"
"No."
"Neither am I."
"Can you think of anything with which—" Jolesha stopped. She regarded her rescuer narrowly. "Am I your lure, then? Is that why—"
"No. Oh, you might be—but not without your agreement, and not if we can think of any other way. I came to you because he wants to kill you, and that makes you my ally. Since you've remained alive, a formidable ally, perhaps."
"I see."
"I need your help."
"What do you want me to do?"
"I told you. Help me kill Dashif."
"I don't know. What is your quarrel with him?"
Brajii looked away. "I was once in the employ of the government of Ka Zhir. He stole from me some documents I was responsible for." 
Jolesha frowned. "But, well, that was his job. Is that a reason to hate him?"
"It is for me," snapped Brajii. Jolesha frowned. Brajii continued, "If we work together and use his weaknesses, we can kill him before he kills you."
"Well, then, what weaknesses has he?"
"I know of one. A daughter he dotes on."
Jolesha's eyes widened. "A daughter? How old?"
"Fourteen or fifteen. Just a few years younger than you, I think."
"You've seen her?"
"Yes. She lives at the Mug and Anchor."
"There's your lure, then. You never needed me at all." 
Brajii shook her head. "I'm not happy about using a child, even his child."
"Nor am I," Jolesha agreed, although she was thinking about Brajii's comparison of her to this daughter: Not much younger than you. Jolesha said, "But there's no reason why you'd have to harm her, is there?"
"That is true," Brajii agreed, her tone conveying that she had not considered that. So single-minded was she, the wider scope of reasoning seemed to elude her.
"What about that protection of his? How effective is it, do you know?"
"He still lives. I've hit him, but I haven't killed him."
"So you think it's magical," Jolesha said, and added, "He is reputed to be a powerful wizard. Still, you say you've hit him."
"Yes." She seemed lost in some deeper reflection.
"Ought the wounds to have been mortal?"
Brajii chewed her lip. "No."
"You're certain that it could not be your aim?" The question had been inevitable, she supposed. Brajii hardly reacted at all. 
"Yes. Once, in Fortune Way, I—no, never mind the details. There is more to it than marksmanship."
They sat in silence for a while. Then Jolesha said, "I wish I could find Arenride."
"Who?"
"An agent of the Levar. He was supposed to guide me to the Palace."
Brajii snorted. "Didn't do much of a job of it, did he."
Jolesha felt a flash of anger, and wondered at it. Brajii noticed it as well. "I'm sorry. I didn't intend to—"
"No, it's all right."
"Do you think he would help us?"
"If he could find me, or I could find him, he'd guide me to the Levar. I don't think he'd help us kill someone. But to tell you the truth, Brajii, if I could get to the Levar, I wouldn't need to kill Dashif."
"You think he'd let you leave the city alive?"
"Why not?"
"Why did he want to kill you?"
Because I broke his agreement, and because I know about Erina. "You're right," she said. And she sighed. "We really are going to have to kill him."
"Yes," said Brajii. "But how? We don't know what sort of spells are protecting him."
"I'm not a sorcerer," said Jolesha. "But I know something about magic. If a sorcerer cast a spell to make a stick float in the air, a strong man could still push it down. If it was a powerful wizard, it might take several strong men, but it could still be pushed down."
"That is true, but how does it help us?"
"No matter how good his protection is, if our trap is good enough, and your aim is true enough, we can kill him." 
Brajii was silent for a moment, then she nodded slowly. "Fine. Let's prepare a trap."
Very well, Jolesha thought, I will help you. But if I find a way to deliver myself safely to the Levar without harming Dashif or anyone, I'll do it. Whatever I am, assassin, I'm not your kind.
•
He was thin and lanky and dark, and his name was Pitullio. When Dashif was in the field, Pitullio was in the office. He
worked for Resh, and his job involved many duties. He handled the administrative details that the Regent couldn't be bothered with, and he served as a sounding board for the Regent's ideas. Few knew his name, and those who did didn't fear him, though he had killed more men by his pen than Dashif had with his pistols. He was usually cheerful.
"Your Eminence?"
"Come in, Pitullio. Well?"
"Dashif missed the woman."
His Scarlet Eminence frowned at this, but said nothing.
Pitullio continued, "There was shooting, but she escaped."
"I'm surprised."
"Arenride."
"Ah. We may need to dispose of that one."
"Very likely, Your Eminence. Shall I set someone on it?"
"No. Dashif ought to take care of him, if not during this affair, then after it. Is Dashif searching for the woman?" 
Pitullio winced, started to speak, stopped, then said, "Not just at the moment, Your Eminence."
Resh's jaw muscles worked. "Indeed?"
"He is apparently engaged in some other pressing business."
"What business?" snapped the Regent.
Pitullio hesitated again. So far as he knew, he, Pitullio, was the only one who knew about Dashif's daughter, and it wasn't up to him to let the secret out. He said, "Something of a personal nature, Your Eminence."
Resh took a deep breath and let it out slowly. "I see." The Regent scowled. "Pitullio, keep an eye out for someone to replace Count Dashif, should he be expended."
Pitullio shifted uncomfortably. "Will that be necessary, Your Eminence?"
"I'm not yet certain, Pitullio. If it is, I want to be prepared. What about Arenride? Might he be open to an offer?"
"I'm not certain, Your Eminence. He is the Levar's creature, but I'm not sure if that is from loyalty or practicality."
"It may be time to find out. He is skilled and brave, and Dashif may have worn out his usefulness."
"Your Eminence, I—"
"That will be all, Pitullio."
"Yes, Your Eminence."
•
"Come in. Is that you, Aren?"
"I'm sorry, no, Your Magnificence."
"Where is he?"
"Your Magnificence, there was a fight at the docks."
"What? Is he—?"
"No, Your Magnificence. The Chancellor of Highgate is fine, but—"
"Then where is he?"
"During the fight, the woman, Jolesha, ran off, and—"
"Where is Arenride?"
"Searching for the woman, Your Magnificence."
"Why is he doing that when I want him here?"
"You sent him to bring the girl's artifact, so he's looking for—"
"I want Aren."
"Yes, Your Magnificence. I'll send someone to fetch him."
"Now."
"Yes, Your Magnificence."
4 THE ENTRANCE
Brajii the hunter knew she was being hunted. She couldn't have said how she knew, because there were no real signs of it as she and Jolesha made their way through the streets, but she didn't doubt it. She had changed from her usual green apparel to white trousers with a loose-fitting yellow top, she'd done her hair up in a knot, and she wasn't carrying her crossbow. Few of Dashif's agents would know what Jolesha looked like without her makeup. All these things helped, but she couldn't shake the feeling of pursuit, and she had learned to trust these feelings, so she was careful.
"That's it," said Brajii, pointing to the Mug and Anchor.
"She lives there?" asked Jolesha.
"Upstairs." Brajii led them into an alley across the street from the tavern, from which they could watch while remaining hidden.
"Have you been planning this for a long time?"
"Not exactly," Brajii replied. "We had a run-in some time ago. I thought it might be useful to find out who had saved Dashif's life, so I tracked her down. I was surprised when I found out who she was."
"I share your surprise. Well, what now?"
"Some time in the next hour or so, during the afternoon slack time, she'll be going out to run errands." 
"Then what?" 
"Then we take her."
"In broad daylight?"
"Why not? That's what the wagon is for. We'll have her away and hidden before anyone can follow us, and if they know she's been kidnapped it doesn't matter, since we're going to tell Dashif anyway. If you do your job well, we won't have to use violence. She's only a child."
"I suppose so," Jolesha said vaguely.
"Is something wrong?"
"I've never done anything like this before."
Brajii looked at her. She, Brajii, had kept herself going for the last year by looking at the world through veils of pain, hate, and vengeance. Now for a moment, she tried to see past them. "I hope you never have to again," she said abruptly. She returned to watching the Mug and Anchor.
•
"Who are you?"
"My name is Jolesha. Come along with me."
"Why?"
"You'll see. I don't have time to explain now."
"What's it about."
"It's about your father, Kaloo."
"My father? You don't know—"
"Yes, I do. Now hurry."
"But I can't—"
"Yes, you can. Come with me. I'll explain when we get there."
"Where?"
"You'll see. Dashif is in trouble. Now hurry."
•
Dashif approached a flower-vendor who worked at the edge of the Market. There was no one else around. He didn't bother to pretend to purchase flowers.
"Well?"
"No sign of the girl, Jolesha, but we have a good idea where Arenride is."
"Oh?" 
"Yes. Old Town."
"Does that indicate that—"
"Maybe. We still haven't spotted them." 
Dashif studied the flower-vendor. He didn't doubt that there were those who worked for him who also worked for others. Was this one? Could he find out? Could he take the chance?
No. 
"Very well. I'll continue investigating. Stay in touch. Send messages to the bootblack who works on Threadbare Street."
"Very well, Count Dashif."
•
Kaloo looked around the room. Something was very wrong here. She tried to keep her sudden fear from her face, tried to slow her heart and breathing as Dashif had taught her. It almost worked. "Where's Dashif? Why do you have me here?"
The one who had called herself Jolesha turned away. The other, the tall, scary one, said, "You shouldn't be here long. We need you for—something we're doing. I'm sorry."
Kaloo felt a trembling begin within her. "I'm leaving."
"No. You're staying."
Kaloo studied her, felt her fear building up again. "I know you, don't I?" 
"Yes. A year ago you shot me with your father's pistol." 
A noise slipped out of Kaloo's mouth before she knew she was going to make it. She shut her jaws firmly for an instant. When she spoke again, her voice was too high. "Who are you?"
"My name is Brajii."
"You're going to kill Dashif, aren't you?"
"Yes," she said. "That is what we're going to do. I'm sorry."
"You can't," she said, and took strength from her certainty. But as she looked from one woman to the other, her confidence ebbed. "You can't," she repeated, and felt panic rise in her. Not now, she wanted to tell them, he can't die yet, there is too much between us that has to be settled first, too many things he hasn't told me, and he hasn't made me forgive him yet. Her own thought jolted her. For the first time, she knew that she would forgive him, that she had known all along it was only a matter of time. But he didn't know that yet, and these two were going to kill him before he did.
She had forgotten to control her face. She felt the two women looking at her, wished she could strike them dead where they stood. Brajii said, "All right. We don't need this," and walked into the next room.
"What are you going to do?" asked the other. But there was no answer except the sounds of moving and shuffling, until Brajii returned and said, "Here, girl."
Kaloo looked up and saw Brajii holding a cup out to her. "Drink this," she said. "It will make you sleep. When you wake up, it will all be over."
Kaloo stared at her, but made no move to take the cup from her hand.
"Do it, girl," said Brajii.
Kaloo felt paralyzed. Sleep was the last thing she wanted and she didn't want to be poisoned at all. She didn't trust either of these two.
Brajii cursed and set the cup down next to her and picked up her crossbow, set a bolt in it, and cocked it. The "click" echoed loudly in the room.
"No!" said the one called Jolesha. "Don't!"
But Brajii aimed the crossbow at Kaloo and said, "Drink."
Kaloo felt her heart pounding. The last time she had seen a crossbow bolt, it had been sticking out of Dashif's knee. When she had tried to pull it out, his blood had made it slippery. The fletching on it had matched the one on Brajii's bow. She swallowed, sick. Almost in a dream, she saw herself pick up the cup and put it to her lips. It tasted like water, with a faint lemony flavor. When she had drained it, she set it down next to herself and curled up against the wall.
"Good," said Brajii. "You'll sleep soon."
Not if I can help it, thought Kaloo. She wanted to be away from here, to get up and run. Had it really been a sleeping draught, or something more deadly?
Poison?
It is impossible to poison a sorcerer if the sorcerer is careful, Kaloo. The first thing you learn is to feel your body, inside and out. Some sorcerers can heal disease in others, but any trained sorcerer can heal himself. You learn to feel what is wrong, and you absorb it, or expel it, and make it harmless.
Without moving, Kaloo thought about, but didn't touch, the fan that contained her luck. They probably didn't know she was a sorcerer, she realized. Suddenly she felt a little less helpless. And yes, Dashif had been right. Now that she thought about it, she could feel the potion in her stomach, spreading to her blood stream. She pulled it back, pushed it down, through. It was easy. She felt as if she should have been able to do it before investing her luck. This was her body with a foreign object in it, it just had to go that way.
She lifted her head, tried to look dazed. "I need a toilet," she mumbled.
The two women looked at each other, and for a moment Kaloo feared she'd given herself away. But then Jolesha fetched her a slop-pot from the far end of the room. They watched her as she used it, which made her angry rather than embarrassed, but she kept the anger off her face. Her control was getting better.
She half-staggered to her spot by the wall and lay down. She let her breathing slow, become even and soft. Minutes passed as ponderously as hours. Patience, she reminded herself, and lay still.
At last the one called Brajii said, "All right. I'm going to send the note. I'll be back soon."
"Be careful, Brajii."
"I will."
Kaloo remained still as Brajii's footsteps faded, and forced herself to think. What now? There was only the one called Jolesha, but she could overpower her. Was there magic she could perform that would aid her escape? But she couldn't seem to concentrate. A thought kept intruding; these women had been so confident that she would be bait enough to draw
Dashif out of cover. How could they be so certain that a threat to her would bring Dashif to them? An even stranger thought followed. Why had she come with them so meekly? Because they had told her Dashif was in trouble. And so she had come with no thought for herself. Would he come the same way? Certainty made her ill. He would. He'd walk right into their jaws.
Then Jolesha spoke, and this startled Kaloo so much that she opened her eyes. Jolesha was turned a little away, the hood up on her head. A bright violet light outlined her body against the dimness of the bare room. The source of the light seemed to be a cylindrical object in her hand. She repeated the word she had spoken: Klefti. It sounded like a name.
Suddenly there was another voice—a whispery voice—in the room. It seemed to emerge out of Jolesha, and it sent a chill through Kaloo. It said Jolesha's name.
"Yes, Klefti. I'm here. I'm in Liavek again. How are you?"
"As always, Jolesha. Urgelian, too."
"Klefti, Urgelian, I am … doing something."
"What?" asked a second strange voice.
The light seemed to flicker when they spoke. Kaloo gaped. Ghosts? Invisible spirits?
"I have found a—a friend." The word rang false to Kaloo. "Her name is Brajii. She has a plan to help me, but it's dangerous. I don't know if I want to do it, but they're looking for me, everyone's looking for me."
"Be careful, Jolesha," said Klefti. 
"Yes, yes, of course. But it's all right, really, isn't it? If I fail, I'll die, and be reunited with you. If not, I'll still have—"
"Be careful," the other voice interrupted. "We must go, it's becoming painful. We love you."
"I'll speak with you again, when we're done," she said. She sniffled. Kaloo saw her slide something into a leather pouch and hang that around her neck.
Kaloo closed her eyes again and tried to understand what this meant, and what she should do about it. There had to be a way to use that thing, whatever it was. What was it? Her luck object? What had she said, "If I fail, I'll die, and be reunited with you." A device to speak with the dead! That had to be it. Could that be what her father had been looking for? And these two were going to kill him because he wanted to find it.
Kaloo lay there, feigning sleep, and didn't realize that for the first time she had thought of Dashif as her father.
She had come to no conclusion when she heard Brajii return, saying, "It is done. Help me carry the girl to the wagon. We must be there before him."
She felt herself being picked up and carried. Her mind raced, looking for a way to escape. She smiled to herself at her sudden confidence. They were clever, these two, but they didn't seem to realize what it meant to capture Dashif's daughter. Soon they would. Soon.
•
Pitullio studied the message and wondered what to do about it. It had been addressed to Dashif, but it wasn't sealed. Had that been an oversight, or was he meant to see it? Damn, there were too many forces at work. One could hardly tell which plots were one's own anymore. He should simply pass on the message to Dashif, but …
It was too clearly a trap. If Dashif wanted to see his daughter alive again, he was to come to the alley behind a tavern called the Catspaw, alone, in less than two hours. Not much time, for one thing. If he, Pitullio, chose wrong, and was responsible for the death of the girl, Dashif would kill him. But if he allowed Dashif to be killed, well, Resh wouldn't like it, and he, Pitullio, would be pretty unhappy, too.
He could show Resh the note, but what would Resh do? Probably ignore it and have Dashif attend to business. He sighed. He hated making decisions in a hurry.
Finally, with some reluctance, he called in a messenger, gave him a terse message to pass on, and dispatched him. Then he settled back to wait, hoping he'd done the right thing.
•
Dashif moved through Old Town like a ghost, invisible, yet seeing everything. His agents would receive a tap on the shoulder and see him, answer his questions, and then he'd be gone.
It seemed slow to him, yet only half an hour after he'd arrived in Old Town, Dashif had found where Arenride was carefully searching, interrogating, and checking with his agents. Dashif was in no hurry, in any case. He waited for his opportunity.
Soon he saw Arenride, alone, begin a search through a small, winding street where most of the houses were empty, and where Dashif knew there was a small cul-de-sac at the end.
He found three city guards in the area and "requested" that they stand at one end of the street to make sure no one wandered in. Then he checked the charges on his pistols once more and began to follow. Arenride would never leave the cul-de-sac alive.
Then he heard his name called, and saw someone he recognized as a messenger of Resh's standing next to the guards, who wouldn't let her past. Dashif signaled to them, and she approached him.
She handed him a note, which he read quickly. "I was lucky to find you," she said. "I was directed by—"
"Quiet," said Dashif, reading the note again. He felt himself trembling. He crumpled it up and started to throw it to the ground, then stuffed it into his pouch instead. "Do you know any details that are not contained in this?"
"No, Count Dashif."
"Very well. That will be all."
"Yes, my Lord."
As he mounted his horse, he dismissed the city guards. He didn't know what was going on, but he knew they wouldn't be needed at the moment. Arenride—yes, and Jolesha, and His Scarlet Eminence—would all wait. His daughter had been kidnapped, and he was needed back at the Palace. Why the Palace, he didn't know; but if someone had done something to endanger his daughter, that someone would die.
5 BLOCKING
Kaloo peered out through her lashes. They had stuck her wide-brimmed sun hat on her head, "to disguise her," she'd
heard Brajii say. It served Kaloo now by keeping her eyes in shadow. No one was looking at her. Jolesha was in the back of the cart with her, but she was staring at the sky. Whatever she was imagining was putting lines of tension around her mouth and eyes. Brajii was in front, guiding the mule. She knew by the tops of the buildings that they were still in Old Town. She wished she knew where they were going, but she didn't. The sooner she acted the better.
Dashif had taught her a great deal about the casting of spells and how to approach magic, but few spells of any practicality. She could just jump for it. Do it now, she told herself, up and over the side of the cart, hit the street running and get around the comer—before a yell from Jolesha and a crossbow bolt found her spine. No.
Think, she told herself. They believed she was asleep. Sleep. Perhaps—
She closed her eyes. Felt the fan on its loop of silk resting against her hip. Mentally she touched Jolesha, imagined stroking her temples. Sleep, she told her. Sleep. The afternoon is warm, all is well. You have time to rest. You will awaken later, when it is time. Sleep.
Nothing. No, it was growing, the spell was working, but she had to have patience. She needed to hurry, but the spell could not be hurried.
Sleep, Jolesha. Sleep. Rest. Close your eyes, the sky is so bright. Let the motion of the cart lull you. All is well, Brajii is taking care of everything, you are tired and you can sleep. The sun is so hot, it is time to sleep. Sleep, Jolesha. Sleep.
Kaloo peeked at her. Yes, her eyes were closed. Kaloo stood up carefully. She needed to make one jump and be gone, Brajii must not even feel a lurch as she left the cart, for the cocked crossbow was on the seat beside her.
Another thought struck her. She turned it over, considered it. Dashif wanted it, that was true. But if it did what she suspected it did, she had her own uses for it.
She didn't hesitate. She lifted the pouch over Jolesha's head, felt a sudden spasm of terror, and let it carry her over the side of the moving cart, out of the street, and between two buildings and down the alley behind them. Around corners
and over fences and through one fancy garden, racing like a scalded cat. She never even heard Brajii's shout of anger and alarm.
•
The southwestern edge of Old Town was just that—an edge. A street called Meadowhill Road curved between Fog Way and Twanith Street and almost intersected Fairday Road several times. Fairday Road was proper residential Liavek. Meadowhill was filled with tall, leaning, grey houses, many of them empty, and all of them looking like they were either haunted or ought to be. The shops mostly didn't have signs.
The dark, bearded pedestrian walked past one of them and was accosted by a man who was probably younger than he looked, who should have quit drinking years before.
"Good sir, might I trouble you for some tobacco?"
Arenride stopped and looked at the derelict. "I don't know you."
"I'm a friend of Whitehair."
"Oh. What is it?"
"Have you spoken to our friend in the last hour?"
"No."
"You had no trouble in Ruckhoe Circle?"
"No. Should I have?"
"Someone who wears red was going to kill you there."
"He didn't." 
"That is true. Whitehair tried to reach you, but I guess he didn't make it in time, or it proved unnecessary."
"What do you know?"
''That the one who wears red came by here, not long ago, on a white horse. He was in a hurry."
"Back toward the Palace?"
"Yes."
"I see. Anything else?"
"I didn't see this myself, but two people have been scurrying around here, searching for something or someone, in very obvious ways. One is young and pretty; I don't know her. The other had red hair, used to wear green, and I think she had a crossbow hidden under her cloak."
Arenride paused, considering. Dashif returning to the Palace, Brajii looking for someone—who?—with someone else—Jolesha? This was the second indication he had come across that the two of them had teamed up. Was it true? If so, why?
He paid the derelict and said, "Keep an eye out for them, and stay in touch with Whitehair. And my compliments on your disguise—you smell like offal."
"Thank you, Master Arenride."
•
"Who … ?"
"Can you hear me?"
"Who … ?"
"My name is Kaloo, I'm—"
"Who … am … I ?"
"I don't—that is, Erina?"
"Erina."
"Yes. I was drifting. So peaceful. I am Erina. Who are you?"
"I think—I think I'm your daughter."
"Daughter."
"I am Count Dashif's daughter."
"Dashif. Tori."
"I—"
"Yes. Kaloo?"
"That's what they called me. Do you—"
"A pretty name. Kaloo. T'Nar always liked birds."
"What should I—"
"Are you happy, Kaloo?"
"Not really. I'm too confused."
"It will pass. Take care of your father, Kaloo. He's been confused, too. He needs to be happy again."
"What happened to you?"
"All in the past, my sweet Kaloo. You have a beautiful presence, here. Who has raised you?"
"Her name is Daril."
"Daril."
"But then Dashif found me again, he has been seeing me."
"Does Daril love you?"
"… Yes. Yes, I supposed she does, Mother."
"No. Don't call me that. The woman who raised you is your mother."
"But—"
"You were conceived out of love, Kaloo. Daril raised you in love. Your father found you again to find love. Remember that."
"But—"
"I must go now. This is difficult."
"I—Erina? Are you there?"
•
"My Lord, wait!"
Dashif reined in his horse and looked for the source of the call. It was the cab runner. There were people around. For the runner to be calling to him openly, it must be important. Dashif dismounted as the runner approached. Pedestrians looked at him and gave the pair of them a wide berth.
"You are looking for the little girl."
"I have a message—"
"From Pitullio."
"Yes. What of it?"
"He didn't give you all the information he had."
Several competing questions, all of them urgent, flashed through Dashif's mind. He settled on, "Why not?" 
The runner worked his lips, then. "The man who cleans around His Scarlet Eminence's offices—"
"Bilthor, yes."
"He works for you." 
"I know that."
"He found the message in your chambers, after having heard Pitullio give the message you were brought."
"Why wasn't I given all the details?"
"It was a trap, Count Dashif."
"Of course it was. So? Have you the actual details?"
"Yes, Count Dashif. You are to go, alone, to the alley behind the Catspaw tavern in order to get the girl back. You are to be there in an hour. My Lord, it is clearly an ambush."
"Yes. Anything more?"
"My Lord, everyone has been running around today like I've never seen. Arenride is out, and his people are looking
for someone. We are looking for the girl, Jolesha, and, well, it is all very confusing. Things are happening that I don't understand, my Lord, and I suspect that things have gone wrong for everyone involved, until there is little but confusion left."
Dashif nodded. "Yes. I think you're right. All right, I don't suppose you ought to let the Eminent Pitullio know you've told me this. I'm going to go spring this trap, if it is one. After that, if I'm able, I'll return to the Palace."
"Yes, my Lord. Good luck to you."
Dashif mounted his horse again, muttering, too low for the runner to hear, that he had none, so skill would have to take its place.
•
Kaloo put the strange cylindrical object back in its pouch, and the pouch around her neck, then held herself very still. She didn't want to think about what any of this meant. Everything she had believed in was now questionable. No one was behaving as he ought, everyone was saying unpredictable things, and there were people out there who had kidnapped her, and—
And she realized, suddenly, who she trusted in all of this. There was only one person with the strength to protect her, who wanted to protect her.
It was a hot midday in Heat. There were crowds to move through. Kaloo began to make her way to the Levar's Palace, to Dashif's private entrance.
•
It took Dashif twenty minutes to determine that not only was there no ambush set up behind the Catspaw, but no one was there to meet him at all. This could mean many things. Any of a number of people could have lied to him, and any of a number of people could have been wrong, and any of a number of people could have changed their plans.
All he knew with certainty was that he wanted his daughter out of danger. That meant finding her, and he had no idea where to look.
He mounted his horse again, considering. Well, for lack of a better idea, perhaps he should return to the Palace and have things out with Pitullio. Or he could wait here. He was early,
and it was possible those who had taken his daughter were foolish enough not to arrive early to kill him.
Then it occurred to him that his daughter was a magician. She could have escaped, and, if so, where would she have gone except to see him? If this had happened, she could walk into an ambush intended for him.
He dug his heels into his horse's flanks.
•
"I would never have recognized you," said Arenride. He had found them because someone in his employ had identified Brajii. 
Jolesha stared pitiably up at him, trying to make sense of the relief on Arenride's face. Next to her, Brajii stood motionless, in the shadows of a tall deserted house on Meadowhill Road. Jolesha had drawn strength from the woman, but Brajii had accepted the blame for Kaloo's escape and for the loss of the Gate: after all, had she not hatched the scheme to kill Dashif, Jolesha would still have possession of it.
As the silence dragged on uncomfortably, Jolesha said, "Arenride, I've lost The Gate."
"The artifact?"
"Yes. Yes, it was stolen."
"We must get it back." He said it lightly, as if such things could be found anywhere. "Do you have any idea how lovely you are, without that hideous guise you wear?" 
She lowered her head. "I'm not." No one had ever said that to her.
"Well, now. Do we have any idea at all what happened to it?"
''The girl has it. KaIoo."
"Who?"
"Dashif's daughter."
Arenride's eyes grew wide. "Dashif has a daughter?" He looked accusingly at Brajii, who looked away. "It seems there are things my ally neglected to tell me."
Jolesha said, "I thought the only way to be safe would be to … Well, we were going to kill Dashif. We kidnapped his daughter to bring him into a trap—"
Arenride began to laugh. "Everybody wants to kill the poor fellow."
There was a hiss of indrawn breath from Brajii. She said, "I do, for one."
"I know that," Arenride replied darkly.
"And your people were willing to give me a chance before."
"Not 'my people' in the sense you mean, but there you and I choose different ways to define our lives and our living. In any case, it was a chance you couldn't take advantage of, though you had ample opportunity."
"Something protects him."
"Yes," Arenride agreed. "It's called 'skill.'"
"No, there is more."
"I doubt that."
"Four times now—"
"I know, Brajii, all too well. But never mind. You wish another chance? Fine. I think that one more chance can be arranged, because we must retrieve that artifact."
"We can't find the girl."
"Where does she live?"
"She won't go back there," said Brajii. "It was near there that we took her."
"Then, where else?"
"I don't know. I don't know her well enough to know where she'd feel safe. But we have arranged for Dashif to meet us behind the Catspaw in half an hour. We can still be there, without his daughter, and—"
"And die," said Arenride. "He will be there already, waiting for you."
Brajii sighed, and for a moment she looked as if she would cry. "Of course. I know. We had intended to be there long ago," she said. "Now I don't know what to do. I'm not made for complexities. My skills are stealth and aim and reflex."
Arenride smiled. "I can think of one place she might go. To her father's." 
Jolesha stared bitterly at Brajii, who took the weight of that glare as fit punishment. "If so," she said, "we are defeated."
"Not at all," said Arenride. "If Dashif is out waiting for your ambush, we can, perhaps, be at the Palace before him."
"What, in his chambers?" said Jolesha.
"Where better to catch him off guard? I've never done this, because it's the sort of option one uses only once, but I think circumstances justify the risk."
"Give me a chance at him," said Brajii. "Please."
"Happily," said Arenride. Shouldering his blunderbuss, he said, "Come, then, to the Levar's Palace." And he offered Jolesha his arm. It was not at all in keeping with the mood or the business at hand, yet somehow, she felt, it was right.
6 THE ACT
There were four guards at the main gate. One was a woman with very dark, very short hair who always smiled at Kaloo when she came with Dashif. The guard smiled even though Dashif wasn't with her, and Kaloo made her way around to the side and into his—her father's—private entrance. She unlocked the door with the key he'd given her months before, stepped inside, and fumbled with the lock for a while in the darkness of the stairwell before succeeding in locking the door behind her. She had no idea how many hidden observers might have watched her enter.
Climbing the long, narrow stairs was, somehow, different from when Dashif was with her—even more lonely and frightening. She opened the door into his front room and didn't know if she was relieved or disappointed to find it empty. Hesitantly, she checked his bedchamber, and then the kitchen, but they were empty, too.
She clenched her hands, still frightened, then sat on the edge of a chair to wait for him. She noticed again how empty the room was, with nothing to look at except the portrait of herself, done months ago. She began to understand why he wanted it.
The minutes crawled on. What good had escaping done? She had no way of knowing where he was, no way of reaching him. He might have run his head into the noose anyway. Right now, this minute, he could be dead, could be bleeding in an alley, and she probably wouldn't even know it for hours.
Dead. She fingered the leather thong that held the pouch around her neck, and her thoughts returned once more to the
woman who was—had been—her mother. What had passed between the two of them, Erina and Dashif? Dashif never spoke of it, T'Nar wouldn't. And Erina was, well, odd.
There was a thing Kaloo knew for certain, however: She was very glad that the strange cylindrical object had fallen into her hands. It was her connection to her ancestry in a way that Dashif could never be. Given time, she would understand all of it, who she was, why she had been raised in such strange circumstances. She wasn't going to part with it before then.
The door opened. Her head jerked up. For an instant, she saw him before he saw her. He was not guarding his thoughts. Something in his face brought Erina's words to her mind: He needs to be happy again. She was on her feet and moving, trying not to think about what she was doing or if it betrayed anyone. She wouldn't look at the astonishment on his face as she put her arms around him. For a second, all she could sense were the contrasts; his leanness compared to T'Nar's bulk, the immaculate white ruffles that folded under her cheek and smelled of sweet closet herbs instead of T'Nar's rough shirt and smell of oakum and pitch, the cautious way his hands settled on her shoulders instead of T'Nar's fierce hug. Then she recognized the thing that was the same. There was safety here, yes, and love. She thought of the shattered bottle that had been patiently drawn back together. Her love and her luck touched broken pieces, tried to sense the unity that should have been and draw them back together. Not yet, she knew, but in time she could do it. With patience. Carefully she tried the word upon her tongue, whispering it into the ruffles of his shirt, not yet ready for him to hear her say it aloud.
•
Dashif felt tears come to his eyes. "I thought you were taken," he said.
"I escaped," Kaloo said, her voice only a whisper.
He nodded. "I'm sorry you became involved in these things. It won't happen again." Well said, Dashif, he told himself. But how are you going to ensure that? He considered the matter while he sent someone to tell Pitullio that he was back.
She said, "Could they come after me here?"
Dashif shrugged. "I can't see why they would."
"I … I stole something from one of them."
"Oh? What?"
Trembling, she held up the leather pouch that she'd hung around her neck. "It is a thing that lets you talk with—"
Dashif, recovering from amazement, threw his head back and laughed. "Of all the—my dear, you are certainly my daughter. That little pouch contains exactly what everyone in Liavek and his troll are looking for. May I have it?"
"No!" said Kaloo.
Dashif frowned, and considered. "My dear, I don't think you know what you have there."
"I spoke to my mother," she said. 
Dashif licked his lips. "Oh."
"I don't want to give it up." 
Dashif sighed. "I won't take it from you, Kaloo. I promise. But you can't keep it. You'll have to see that. It is why people are following—"
He was interrupted by a knock at the door, which turned out to be a messenger announcing that His Scarlet Eminence would be pleased to see him at once. Dashif looked at Kaloo and frowned. He didn't like the idea of leaving Kaloo alone again—not even in the safety of his rooms.
"Come along, Kaloo. There are some people you should meet. We'll resolve this by and by."
"All right, Father," she said, and he stared at her, a lump in his throat and, yes, even a tear in his eye. Without another word, he led her toward the offices of His Scarlet Eminence.
•
Jolesha, behind the other two, glanced at every doorway, every window, every ledge as they approached Dashif's private entrance. This was a mad thing they were doing. At the small doorway, Brajii turned to her and said, "Stand back. We're going to have to break it down."
"Why?" Jolesha asked. Glad to do something other than fret, she stepped past them and studied the lock. It looked, from the keyhole, like a simple mechanism; she wouldn't even need special tools. Crouching, she borrowed one of Brajii's finer crossbow bolts and used the tip to wedge back the tumblers. Arenride offered her a small dagger no larger than his little finger, and with it she tricked the lock. All in all, it was distressingly easy and she said as much.
"The door isn't the danger," Arenride said. "We're under surveillance right now. My presence will confuse them, but that won't last long." He shrugged then and unslung his wheel lock blunderbuss. Brajii, on the step below him, had her crossbow cocked and ready. Arenride pushed the door open.
They froze there for a moment, until Jolesha was ready to scream from frustration at not knowing what they saw. Then Arenride said, "It's empty. We were wrong."
"No," said Brajii, and led the way forward. Jolesha entered the room behind the other two, frightened, but reassured by their presence. It was as stark as a room at the Sri'dezj Inn in Ka Zhir. Brajii walked in and picked up a white sun hat from a chair. Jolesha recognized it at once as the one Kaloo had been wearing.
"She's here," said Brajii.
Arenride nodded and carefully checked the adjoining rooms.
"What now?" asked Jolesha.
Arenride stood next to a door and said, "This leads to a hallway, with a pair of guards stationed at the far end. Beyond them is another pair of guards. Beyond them are the offices of His Scarlet Eminence and his secretary. I suspect we'll find who we're looking for there. There are no other guards on duty within two-minutes' run of this area. We should be done with whatever we're going to do by the time they get here." He caught Brajii's eye.
Jolesha trembled.
"Now," said Brajii, "you'll see that I can use this thing." She hefted her crossbow.
Arenride wound the mechanism of his blunderbuss and put his left hand on the doorknob.
•
Pitullio studied Dashif and the girl, and smiled just a little. "I take it she's here for a reason, Count Dashif."
"You are correct," said Dashif.
Pitullio nodded, walked over to Resh's door and called through it, "Your Eminence. Count Dashif is here."
"Very well," said the Regent from the other side. "Come
in, Dashif, and you, too, Pitullio." Pitullio opened the door, stepped through it, and stood aside. Resh, who seemed to be playing with model ships on a map but wasn't, nodded to him and said, "Very well, now—who is this, Dashif?"
Dashif looked down at Kaloo and smiled. He'd always enjoyed moments of drama, thought Pitullio. "Your Eminence, I'd like you to meet Kaloo, my daughter."
Resh stared at Dashif and at the girl. His jaw worked. He said, "What is her connection to this affair?" 
Dashif shrugged and said, "She is my daughter," as if that explained everything.
"Why is she here?"
"She was kidnapped by our enemies. They had hoped to kill me, using her as a lure." 
Resh shrugged. "Very well. A pleasure, Kaloo. Now, Dashif, get her out of here. We need to resolve—"
"Our enemies have most likely followed her. I'll not leave her unprotected until she is safe." He smiled. "Besides, she has something you want."
"Indeed?"
"Yes. A certain pouch containing a certain artifact that—"
"She has it."
"Quite."
Pitullio stifled the laughter that came to his throat. "Well done, Dashif," he said under his breath.
Resh turned to the girl. Pitullio was surprised at the intensity of the Regent's stare. He must be even more worried about it than he'd let on.
"Give it to me," said Resh.
The girl shook her head and looked up at Dashif, as if for protection.
Dashif sighed. "Kaloo, you must understand—"
"Forget the explanations," said Resh. "I want that thing. Dashif, take it from her."
The girl moved away from Dashif until she was in a corner of the office with the desk between her and Resh, and Dashif between her and Pitullio, who stood in the doorway.
"I think," said Dashif, "that she'll be willing to give it to us once we explain—"
"Girl," said the Regent, "I want that—"
Which was as far as he got before he was interrupted by shots, screams, and yells from outside. Dashif raised his eyebrows, Pitullio wished he had a weapon handy. "We're being invaded, it seems," said Dashif coolly.
Resh looked as if he were about to choke. He reached into his desk and drew out a large, ungainly wheellock pistol that, as far as Pitullio knew, he'd never used. But he seemed prepared to use it now. Dashif nodded, took his own pistols into his hands, and said, "I suggest, Pitullio, that you also find yourself a weap—"
Then he stopped, staring. The pistol in the Regent's hand was pointed at the child. "Give me the artifact, girl," said Resh. "Now."
The four of them stood there, frozen. Pitullio looking at Resh, Resh looking at Kaloo, Dashif looking at the pistol, Kaloo looking at Dashif.
Then the scuffling sounds became louder and closer, and Pitullio moved away from the door. Dashif turned his head toward the door as Arenride burst into Resh's office, a blunderbuss in his hands, followed immediately by a tall woman holding a cocked and loaded crossbow.
•
All Dashif could see were the blunderbuss and the crossbow swinging to point at him, to kill him. All he could think about was the pistol pointed at his daughter's head.
What had kept Dashif alive for all these years, as much as anything else, was the ability to think and act rationally when the moment for action came. He still had that ability. He knew, since he knew how fast he was, and had had the flintlocks on his pistols specially altered, that he had time to cock and aim both pistols before any weapon was discharged at him.
There was, in the strange half-world of split seconds, plenty of time to decide on precisely where he wanted each of his four bullets to strike. That he had to divide his attention and aim was no trouble to him, for he was a marksman. He knew precisely which targets he wanted, and why. Before anyone else in the room could do anything, then, he was able to bring both of his pistols to bear.
The thunder of his weapons filled the small room. The roar and echoes overwhelmed the sound of the crossbow spring releasing its bolt; the explosion as Arenride's blunderbuss fired seemed only to stretch the first blast into an endless reverberation. Somewhere nearby, Palace guards came running.
It didn't matter.
•
When it comes right down to it, a body is a body.
The most important characteristics of a person are those things that make him unique, interesting, and worth whatever special attention he merits from friends, enemies, lovers, and business acquaintances. But the things that make a corpse unique, interesting, and worth special attention matter to no one but embalmers.
And the transformation of a human being from one state to the other happens so quickly that the human mind can no more conceive of that space of time than it can truly conceive of the state of non-life.
Three bodies lie on the floor, each having found its own unique position from which to approach rigor mortis. There is little of interest there; let us turn to the living.
•
He stood motionless, unwilling to make the effort to understand what had just happened. He found himself staring hardest at the body of the woman with the crossbow and wondered why, since he didn't know her. He licked his lips, shook his head, and, just in case it still mattered, moved over behind the desk to pick up the wheellock from the fingers of the corpse that had been the Regent. It made him feel better to hold the weapon. Then, only half-conscious of his actions, Pitullio moved around to where Dashif's daughter stood crying.
Jolesha looked from body to body to body. She saw the tall man step around the bolt embedded in the floor and take the unfired wheellock. She turned to Arenride and said, "I don't understand why he killed the Regent instead of you. I thought he—"
"Shhh," said Arenride. "Not now."
•
Jolesha watched as the tall man put his arm around Kaloo, who began sobbing into his chest. He spoke to her in whispers, then carefully removed a familiar pouch from her neck. He tossed it to Jolesha, who held it to herself and avoided looking down at Brajii, who had an ugly pair of holes in her forehead.
Arenride put his arms around her.
•
"I'll take you home," said Pitullio.
"My father—"
"I know, sweetheart." He was surprised at how close he was to crying tears he hadn't cried in thirty years. He wondered who they were for.
Six guards arrived, and stopped as they saw the bodies, as unsure as anyone else how to react. Pitullio straightened up suddenly and spoke to them, while pointing to Arenride and Jolesha. "These people need to see Her Magnificence, the Levar. Escort them. This girl is under my care. I'll take her home. See to transportation, one of you." He looked around and muttered, "I have no idea who's going to see to the future of Liavek."
He saw that Jolesha and Arenride were walking off, hand in hand, and he thought that was good. He put his arms once more around Kaloo, who was still crying. All things considered, that was probably good, too.
7 THE CURTAIN CALL
She lifted her eyes from the red-edged documents stacked on the stained tabletop. "Is there a polite way to say I don't want it?"
Pitullio's brows gathered into a knot. "I beg your pardon?"
T'Nar's chair, which had been tipped on its back legs against the wall by the tavern's hearth, came down with a crash. The old sailor stood up. "She said she don't want it," he interpreted crankily. "You deaf or something?"
"T'Nar," Kaloo said gently. "I think this is something I have to handle myself."
"Then do it," he growled. "We're wasting a good tide. Tides and fish don't wait for you, doesn't matter if you're a Countess or a fisherman's brat. And Daril will sink us both if we're not back by evening with something fresh for the pot, and on time to help with the dinner rush. Don't leave much time for fishing."
"So go along, then. I'll meet you on the docks when we're done."
T'Nar growled something that might have been an assent and left the tavern noisily. Kaloo turned back to Pitullio. The man looked disoriented. She pitied him.
He cleared his throat, tapped the edges of the papers until they were even. "Count Dashif wanted you to inherit. It's not just the title, uh, Kaloo. There is land, and money, and certain other holdings. He chose you as his heir; he wanted you to have these things."
Kaloo was silent. The things he had left her meant nothing. The things she wanted most from him had gone with him when he died. So much she would never know, so much she would never say to him. She didn't need his land, or his title, or even his name. She'd had a little of his time, and a bit of his teaching, the chance to call him father. That was her share of the inheritance, the only share she wanted to keep. She wondered if Pitullio would understand that, decided not to even try. "He had other … children, didn't he?"
Pitullio smiled. The quality of the smile made her feel like His Scarlet Eminence must once have felt. This man could arrange anything to his liking. "The will is very clear. They will contest it, of course, and his, uh, wife will challenge it, but I have every confidence that—"
Kaloo was shaking her head. "No. The last thing I want now is some kind of legal scandal."
Pitullio pursed his lips. "It could be handled … discreetly. They could be made to understand there is more they could lose than the money. There is a certain man your father occasionally used for such …"
"No. Those … people have been raised to expect they would inherit what he left. Let them have it. I don't want any kind of a stir about this. They don't even need to know I
exist," she added firmly.
The man looked devastated. She reached across the table to pat his hand. "Count Dashif left me … other things. You don't need to feel you failed him."
Kaloo rose, signaling the discussion had ended. "And now I have to go, but you're more than welcome to stay, and have a mug of cold beer and a bowl of the Mug and Anchor pot-boil, if you wish. It's quite popular, here on the waterfront."
"You're going fishing?" Pitullio asked stupidly. Count Dashif's daughter was turning her back on a fortune and going fishing. Liavek was headed for strange times indeed.
"Not really," Kaloo laughed. "We'll drop our hooks in the water, and then he'll tell me what a fool T'Fregan is for not buying that boat." She turned aside and called toward the kitchen door, "Daril, I'm leaving! But we'll be back before the dinner rush, and the fish will be fresh!"
Pitullio felt the conversation was leaving him behind. "It's a good boat, I take it?" he fumbled.
Kaloo nodded. "A very good boat, at a very good price. It's driving T'Nar crazy that he can't buy it for himself. And he's determined the rest of us will go along with him! Good day, Pitullio. And thank you for understanding."
So saying, she scooped up a greasy leather fishing pack and was gone.
Pitullio slowly gathered his papers. It was not, he admitted to himself, as if he and Dashif had been what one would call friends. And now Dashif was gone, and Resh, too, and it looked as if his chance to be administrator for the Countess Dashif had just gone fishing. He'd be wise to find himself a new niche immediately and give no more thought to unwilling heirs.
But … he weighed the papers in his hand. So easy to divert just a little of this. No more than a trickle, just a few of Dashif's enterprises that his heirs would know nothing of, and wouldn't have been interested in anyway. A brothel or two, maybe the money-changing stall in the Market, nothing major. Just enough to let him retire comfortably on his share and still accomplish some of Dashif's intentions. The possibilities began to intrigue him. A bribe in the right place to keep the taxes on the Mug and Anchor down, a wealthy patron who would buy that boat and want to put an experienced captain in
charge of it. Perhaps one of the better people on Wizard's Row would be seized with a sudden desire to give a likely newcomer some special instruction. Yes. It could be done.
Pitullio caught himself grinning as he pushed open the doors of the Mug and Anchor. Amazing. He'd never thought of applying his talents in this direction; he had a feeling it was going to be more interesting than anything he'd done before.
•
It has always been said in Liavek that to change a boat's name is to change her luck, and luck is a tricky thing to tamper with. But The Dashforth seemed to take on a new life with her new name, and only the best of luck with it. She was something of a legend even when the old captain was sailing her, but when his daughter took her over, she set speed records for the trading routes that weren't equaled by a ship of her size until steam came to the Sea of Luck.
The Dashforth was passed down for three generations, but always her sails were red and white, and a white stallion was her name flag. Some said it was wizardry that filled her sails with wind and her holds with a richer cargo than fish, but old captains will tell you, no, it was skill, which is all a sailor can ever rely on anyway. When she was too old for the trading runs anymore, a younger son took her adventuring, off beyond the Farlands, and no more is known of her than that. Some will tell you they've seen her, on the horizon off Minnow Island when the sun sets bloody and turns the waves to red, but the sailors of Liavek, like sailors anywhere, are a superstitious lot. They'd like to believe that boats, if not fisherfolk, can live forever.






"Spells of Binding" by Pamela Dean







The people on the stage are not related.
The words they speak are only poetry.
The sins here scorned, the actions here berated
Arise from fancy, not from memory.
Your mother suffered for this luck you harness.
You have your father's eyes and hair and wit.
But others brought you help, when you were helpless.
Which debt will you recall, and which forget?
The houses of the wizards all are shuttered.
They do not spend their art on families.
These spells of binding work with no word uttered,
No luck enfolded; thrive on miseries,
If misery is what you give them. Think:
This is a desert. Here is water. Drink.
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