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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Epigraph


Men say I am a saint losing himself in politics. The fact is that I am a politician trying my hardest to become a saint.


Mahatma Gandhi







Saints should always be judged guilty until they are proved innocent.


George Orwell







In wrath the Liberator shall descend into Thargland. The gods shall nee before him; they shall bow their heads before him, they will spread their hands before his feet.


Filoby Testament, 1001













 






The Players


The Pentatheon, the five paramount “gods” of the Vales:


Visek the Parent


Eltiana the Lady


Karzon the Man


Astina the Maiden


Tion the Youth.


They acquire mana from the native population by terror or deception, and while away the centuries playing the Great Game with human pawns.


Their many minions are known as avatars,* especially the Chamber, who are the worst of them, led by:




Zath, the “god” of death. Although officially an avatar of Karzon, he has become dominant by empowering murderous devotees known as reapers to offer him human sacrifice, a most potent source of mana.





The Service, a group of altruistic strangers who are attempting to overthrow this malignant tyranny by promoting a new faith, the Church of the Undivided.


The Filoby Testament, a book of prophecy that predicts the coming of the Liberator who will bring death to Death, but identifies him only as the son of Cameron Exeter, a member of the Service in the late nineteenth century.




Head Office, an organization of strangers on Earth who frequently cooperate with the Service on Nextdoor and who sheltered Cameron Exeter when he fled back to Earth to escape Zath’s efforts to break the chain of prophecy by murdering him.


The Blighters, another group of strangers on Earth, who will sometimes attend to the Chamber’s dirty work there, and who in 1912 hunted down Exeter and his wife at Nyagatha in Kenya and slew them.


Edward Exeter, the only son of Cameron and Rona Exeter, and thus the Liberator foretold.













 






The Game So Far


In August 1914, just as the Blighters succeeded in provoking World War I, they also came close to killing Edward. Rescued by Head Office and Julius Creighton of the Service, he found his way to Nextdoor, fulfilling the prophecy that said he would come into the world in Sussland during the seven hundredth Festival of Tion and be aided by someone named Eleal, who turned out to be a juvenile member of a troupe of actors. When Edward made contact with the Service, he refused to undertake his prophesied mission, determined to return to Earth and fight for King and Country. He also rejected Tion’s efforts to bribe him with an offer to cure Eleal’s deformed leg.


Further attacks by Zath’s agents caused him to lose touch with the Service. Lacking knowledge of the keys and portals, he was stranded on Nextdoor. In Nagvale, he was befriended by the young men of Sonalby and accepted into their age group. War broke out between Joalia and Thargia, two of the three great powers of the Vales (the third being Niolia). Because Nagland was a Joalian colony, the junior warriors were conscripted to participate in an invasion of Lemodvale, a Thargian ally. Through charisma and innate ability, Edward advanced to supreme command and rescued the Joalian-Nagian army from disaster. He escaped from Zath with the assistance of Karzon.


After further wanderings, Edward located T’lin Dragon-trader, a native Service agent, and eventually Jumbo Watson, one of the senior members, who led him to the station at Olympus. He still insisted on returning to Earth, but the Service was seriously divided on the merits of the Liberator prophecy and procrastinated. Eventually Jumbo offered his personal assistance and instructed Edward in the workings of a portal—which dropped him into the middle of a Belgian battlefield. Arrested as a suspected German spy, he was rescued by his cousin Alice Prescott, former school friend Julian Smedley, and Head Office agent Miss Pimm. In order to warn the Service that Jumbo was a traitor, Edward returned to Nextdoor with Julian, meaning to stay only a few days. He discovered that Olympus had been sacked by Zath’s agents and the girl he loved was among the dead. Roused to fury at last, Edward swore revenge and walked out of Olympus.















I




Behold! Exalted, I nave come. I have escaped from the nether world. The roads of the earth and of the sky are open before me.


The Book of the Dead, 78
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Prat’han Potter was growing tired of waiting to die. He had been standing in chains in the courtroom since dawn, and pretending to be brave for so long had turned out to be much more wearing than he had expected. Seventeen of his age brothers had already been tried, convicted, and taken out to be whipped. But he had been the ringleader and this was his third offense, so he had been assured he would be found guilty and put to death. He was starting to think it would be a welcome release, the sooner the better, and if the Joalian crotchworms had not gagged him, he would be telling them to get on with it. He hoped his martyrdom would be the spark to light the revolution that Nagvale so badly needed.


“Granted that death is the only possible sentence in this case,” the advocate for the defense said in a bored voice, “impalement is an exceptionally painful, lingering form of execution, and I would ask the court to stipulate more merciful means for this defendant, if My Lord Judges will permit me a brief word on the subject.”


“Briefly, then,” the president conceded with poor grace. All three judges were Joalians, as were all the other court officials. Most of them were sweltering in formal robes and floppy hats, for the courtroom was as hot as a kiln. Indeed, Prat’han’s only consolation was that he was clad in nothing but his usual leather apron. And chains, of course, lots of chains.


The courthouse was the largest and most splendid building in Sonalby, recently erected by the Joalian overlords as a symbol of the enlightenment they brought to their colonies. It contained at least four rooms, all with shiny plank walls and windows of stained glass. This room was the largest, but even with only one defendant remaining, it still contained far too many people for its size—the judges up on their bench, two advocates, four clerks, half a dozen sword-bearing guards. Although the door in the tiny area railed off as a public gallery stood open in a vain attempt to let in some air, it admitted nothing but a view of the village huts of wattle and thatch. The street was deserted. There was not even a mongrel cur left in Sonalby today to hear the victims howl at the whipping post or watch Prat’han die. The inhabitants had vanished before dawn, to show what they thought of Joalian justice. It was not much of a rebellion, but it was the best the poor sheep could manage.


“My Lords are gracious,” said the advocate. He had not spoken ten words to his supposed client, and all they had in common was that they were both bored. “First, I respectfully point out that the only crime the defendant committed was to paint his face. My Lords will forgive me if I concede that I might be tempted to do the same if I had such a face.”


The judges smiled thinly. There was absolutely nothing wrong with Prat’han’s face except that he was not allowed to paint it the way his forefathers had done for a thousand years. Women told him he was handsome even when his face paint had been smudged to a blur. He tried again to lick the roof of his mouth and was again balked by the foul-tasting wooden bit. His jaw ached from being held open so long.


“Objection!” said the prosecutor, half rising from his seat. “The paint is itself not the issue. The issue is that the governor has prohibited a specified list of barbaric tribal customs such as ritual self-mutilation. Face painting is one of the forbidden procedures.”


The left-hand judge smothered a yawn. “And the law specifies impalement. Have you anything else to say?”




“Yes, My Lords,” the advocate for the defense said hastily. “Briefly, the accused, Prat’han Potter, had a distinguished military career in the recent war against Thargia. He was troopleader for Sonalby during the campaign in Lemodvale and the subsequent glorious and historic invasion of Thargvale, fighting alongside our noble Joalian warriors. When the victorious joint army returned to Nagland three years ago and was forced to suppress the usurper Tarion, the accused strangled the usurper with his own hands during the assault on the palace. He acquitted himself throughout with great distinction, receiving a commendation for personal bravery from our own noble Kalmak Chairman.”


The judges exchanged annoyed glances. They were all political appointees, and Kalmak was currently top dog in the Clique and hence effective ruler of both Joalia itself and its colonies.


Prat’han made loud protesting noises around his gag and rattled his chains. If the court decided to refer the appeal for mercy all the way to Joal, then he might have to wait two or three fortnights for an answer, and he could not see that strangulation would be enough of an improvement to justify the delay.


“Silence that man!” said the left-hand judge.


A guard punched Prat’han in the kidneys. Taken by surprise, he screamed and fell to his knees in a rattle of chains, choking for breath, fighting nausea. The courtroom floor swam before his eyes. Long before he was ready to be brave again, he was hauled to his feet to hear the sentence. He could barely straighten up properly or control his breathing.


“…previous convictions,” the judge president droned, “have used up any goodwill earned in the war. You have been found guilty of treason against the Nagian People’s Democratic Republic. The sentence of the court is—”


“Wait a moment!” said a new voice.


It was not a loud voice, but all heads turned. The speaker was a tall youth standing in the hitherto deserted public enclosure. Lean as sinew, tanned to walnut, black haired, empty-handed, naked except for sandals and a leather loincloth—just a typical Nagian peasant in from minding the herds? But Prat’han recognized him instantly and forgot the sickening throb of pain.


“You have a very short memory, T’logan,” said the newcomer. “So have you, Dogurk. I remember when you were T’logan Scribe and Dogurk Scholar. Have you forgotten so soon, My Lord Justices?”


He swung a long leg over the railing, revealing a glimpse of very pale thigh under the leather. As he brought the other leg over, one of the guards lurched forward, drawing his sword. D’ward just looked at him, and he stopped as if he had hit a wall.


D’ward resumed his approach to the bench. Two of the judges had lost color, even in that steaming sweat house. Where had he come from? All this time and never a word—yet he walks in at this very instant…


“Three years ago, My Lords, you were under my command, remember? Not quite four years ago, you were about to die outside Lemod, trapped by a guerrilla army and the onset of winter. The only thing that saved you—and all the rest of your great Joalian army—was that the Nagians took the city in the nick of time and found you safe haven. That is correct, isn’t it?”


He was in the center of the courtroom now. He folded his arms and scowled up at the bench. Judges T’logan and Dogurk nodded in horrified silence.


D’ward, D’ward! Where had he come from? He had vanished in Thargvale three years ago, and no one had heard anything of him since. He had not changed at all. Prat’han knew how his own once-taut belly had begun to thicken and how the hair had crept back from his temples, but D’ward was still that same wiry youth he had been then—a boy with a black-stubble beard.




The third judge began, “What is the meaning of this—”


“Shut up!” said D’ward. “I respectfully remind the court that Prat’han Potter was the third man up the rope in that assault. He saved your lives, you miserable slugs! And you, T’logan—I remember him jumping into the freezing torrent and lifting you out bodily when we were making our escape from Lemod in the spring. I saw it with my own eyes! He saved you again.”


The judge president made incoherent choking noises.


“And now?” D’ward added enough scorn to turn the oven into an icehouse. “And now Joal has enslaved the entire population of Nagvale. Oh, I know! I know you think you’re raising them from barbarism to civilization, but they don’t see it that way, and the complete suppression of a culture seems like enslavement to me. Civilization, you call it? Because Prat’han Potter is a proud man as well as a brave one and chooses to decorate his face with what he regards as sacred symbols of his manhood, you plan to put him to death in the foulest way you can think of?”


An agony of silence filled the courtroom.


Then Judge T’logan spoke the forbidden name: “The Liberator! What are you doing here?” He glanced uneasily around the courtroom, as if expecting to see reapers assembling.


D’ward Roofer, D’ward Troopleader, D’ward Hordeleader, D’ward Battlemaster…D’ward Liberator! He had never accepted that title before, but this time he did not refuse it.


“Just passing through. But if you harm my age brother Prat’han, then I may decide to stay here and organize the Nagian Freedom Fighters. And if I do choose that option, My Lord Justices, I will throw every last Joalian out of the vale inside two fortnights. I will trample you as I humbled the might of Thargia. I am the Liberator foretold! Do you doubt my word?”


The three judges shook their heads in unison, although they probably did not know they were doing so.


“So, My Lords, you will now issue the prisoner a severe reprimand and release him.”


Judge T’logan spluttered and drew himself up. “That is not—”


“Now!”


The judge subsided again. He glanced at his associates. Dogurk nodded. Trillib nodded, more reluctantly.


“Release the prisoner!”


Two minutes later, Prat’han staggered out into the blinding sunlight, leaning on the Liberator’s shoulder.


 


Five minutes later, the two of them arrived at his shop and he could drink his fill of tepid water, cleanse his mouth, slump onto his work stool and gape at D’ward. The stabbing pain in his back had faded to a dull ache.


No one had seen them, of course. No one had screamed out D’ward’s name, or even Prat’han’s own, for he would be something of a hero himself now, being so unexpectedly alive. The people would not return until after dark, and the rest of the senior warriors must be off tending one another’s stripes.


Under its thick reed-thatched roof, the shed was cooler than the sun-drenched street outside, but not by much. The heavy smell of clay that always hung in the air had faded in the last fortnight, while the potter languished in the village jail. Sunlight blazed in through the open door, glowing on the warm pinks of the wares that cluttered the floor—dozens of jars, bowls, jugs, plates, all waiting for buyers. Flies droned around or walked on the wicker walls. Prat’han was both surprised and delighted to see his spear and shield still leaning against the wall. He would feel castrated without those old friends, although it was illegal to take them outdoors now, and rumors persisted that the Joalians would soon confiscate every weapon in the vale.




D’ward inverted a ewer and sat on it. He sighed deeply and wiped his forehead, then grinned at Prat’han as calmly as if he were one of the regulars who dropped in to chat every day. There was no need to ask how he had worked that miracle in the courtroom. He was D’ward Liberator. The shockingly blue eyes and unforgettable white-toothed smile could spur a man to do anything.


“The years have been good to you, old friend?”


“You…you haven’t changed!”


D’ward’s smile narrowed a little, but it was still a smile. “Not on the outside, I suppose. You’re not much different yourself, you big rascal! Married now?”


Prat’han nodded, while his gaze wandered over D’ward. His beard was trimmed close in Joalian style. His ribs…


D’ward looked down where he was looking. “Oh. I seem to have lost my merit marks, don’t I? Well, you know they were there once. I can’t help it if I’m good at healing, can I?”


The potter pulled himself together. “I owe you my life again, Liberator, and…Oh! I must not call you that, must I?”


“Yes, you can!” Blue eyes twinkled. “My time has come! As of today, you may call me the Liberator. From now on, I bear the title proudly and will teach the world to respect it. I am happy to start by liberating you. It was pure chance; I came by four days ago and heard what was bubbling.”


He stared thoughtfully at Prat’han, who felt a thrill twist his gut. Why had the Liberator come? Was there blood on the wind again? He said, “You have been away too long! We are your family.”


“Always! But I have many sad things to do in the world. I came to see my old comrades in arms and discovered that most of them were in jail. I had hoped that the old Sonalby Warband might be willing to help me in a dangerous venture, but…”


There was blood on the wind! Prat’han crossed the shack in three long strides to snatch up his shield and spear. “Lead, Liberator! I will follow.”


D’ward rotated on the ewer to face him. “I’m afraid not. Not you. And none of the others either. You see, brother, now I march against the gods themselves. I can’t lead followers who sport the symbols of the Five—green hammer, blue stars, the skull of—”


“Faugh! Face marks do not matter. If you want me like this, then you get me like this.”


“Oh?” D’ward seemed to be having trouble keeping his lips in line. “But do I want a helper so fickle? Ten minutes ago you were prepared to die horribly for the right to paint your face. Now it doesn’t matter?”


Of course it didn’t! But Prat’han was not accustomed to thinking why, and he had to rummage frantically in unfrequented corners of his mind before he could say, “You offer me a choice. Joalians tell me. Quite different.”


D’ward laughed. “I see! But the next problem is that you and the brothers seem to have a revolution of your own under way. What I’m planning has nothing whatsoever to do with throwing the Joalians out of Nagvale.”


Prat’han shrugged to hide his chagrin. “I only fight Joalians from boredom. Whatever your cause, I will support it. Your gods are mine.”


“It will involve long travel and grave danger.”


“Good!”


“But you said you were married. As I recall, married warriors are reserved for defense.”




Why had Prat’han been such a fool as to admit to Uuluu? “I am only very slightly married—a matter of a couple of fortnights.” Or thereabouts. “No children! My wife can go back to her father unchanged.”


D’ward raised his eyebrows in disbelief. “That she may go back I will believe, but unchanged? This I doubt, you big male animal, you!”


“Not much changed.” Feeling as if he had been counting every hour in three long years for this moment, Prat’han fell to his knees. “Liberator, I would kneel to no other man. I would not plead with any other, either, but I swear that if you leave me behind, then I shall die of shame and despair. Take me, Liberator! I am yours to command, as I always was. I will follow you wherever you lead.”


“Don’t you even want to know what I’m planning?”


“You are going to bring death to Death, as is foretold in the Filoby Testament?”


“Well, yes. If I can.”


“I wish to help. And all the others will, too! Gopaenum Butcher, Tielan Trader, Doggan…”


D’ward grimaced. “I let them all get flogged today. I dared not intercede for them, Prat’han, because I wasn’t sure I had enough…had enough power to rescue you. It was a damned close thing, there, you know! A couple of times I really thought you and I would be gracing adjoining fence posts. How long until they’ll be well enough to travel?”


“They are well now! I’ve had those beatings. Nagians shrug them off. We have thick skins.”


“You have thick heads, certainly.” D’ward ran his fingers through his hair—curly, bushy, shiny black. He pulled a face. “What is your wife going to say? I warn you, this will be bloody. Many who go with me will not return. Perhaps none of us will.”


Prat’han rose. He put his heels together and laid his spear against his shoulder, as D’ward himself had taught him, long ago. Staring fixedly at the far wall, he said, “Lead and I follow.”


D’ward rose also. They were of a height, the two of them, both tall men, although Prat’han was thicker.


“I can’t dissuade you, can I? Never thought I would, actually.” He took Prat’han’s shoulder in the grip that brother gave to brother in the group. “You have been a shaper of clay, Prat’han Potter. Follow me, and I will make you a shaper of men.”













II




And he is the guardian of the world, he is the king of the world, he is lord of the universe—and he is myself, thus let it be known, yea, thus let it be known!


Kaushitaki-Upanishad,
 III Adhyava, 8
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Ripples raised by that encounter in Sonalby were to spread throughout the Vales in the fortnights that followed and give rise to major waves. Before the green moon had eclipsed twice, they disturbed the normal calm of a certain small side valley between Narshvale, Randorvale, and Thovale, whose only claim to distinction was that the little settlement near its north end was home to the largest assembly of strangers on Nextdoor. They called it Olympus.




 


The Pinkney Residence was not as grand as the palaces of the monarchs or high priests of the vales, but it was spacious and luxurious by local standards, having recently been rebuilt from the ground up. In design it more closely resembled the sort of bungalow favored by white men in certain tropical regions of Earth than anything a native of the Vales would have conceived. Within the oversized and overfurnished drawing room, lit by a multitude of candles in silver candlesticks, a man with a fair baritone voice was singing “Jerusalem” accompanied by a lady playing a harp, because the Service’s efforts to instruct their local craftsmen in the construction of a grand piano had so far failed to meet with success. The audience consisted of eight ladies in evening gowns and six gentlemen in white tie and tails.


“‘I shall not ‘cease,’” the singer asserted, “‘from mental fight, Nor shall my sword sleep in my hand….’”


Two more men had slipped out to the veranda to smoke cigars and contemplate the peace of the evening. The warmth of the day lingered amid scents of late-season flowers and lush shrubbery, although the sky was long dark. Amid an escort of stars, red Eltiana and blue Astina peered over jagged peaks already dusted with the first snows of fall.


“It is a rum do.” The taller man was spare, distinguished by an unusually long nose. He had grace and confidence and—on appropriate occasions—a wry, deprecating grin. Like most strangers, he did not discuss his age or past. Although he appeared to be in his middle twenties, he was rumored to have participated in a cavalry charge at the battle of Waterloo, more than a hundred years ago. “Never expected him to start that way.”


“Never expected him to start at all,” his companion complained. “Thought we’d heard the last of him. Thought Zath had got him, or he’d gone native.”


“Oh, no. I always expected Mr. Exeter to surface again. I just didn’t expect him to cock a snoot at the Chamber quite so blatantly or quite so soon.” The taller man drew on the cigar so it glowed red in the gloom. Then he murmured, “Very rum! I wonder how he went about it.”


“I wonder how he’s managing to stay alive at all.” The other man was shorter and plump, although he appeared to be no older. He parted his hair in the middle and tended to close his eyes when he smiled.


“That’s what I meant. Zath should have bowled him out in the first over. Think we ought to stop him, do you?”


“Stop who?” demanded another voice. “What are you two plotting out here? Arranging a little something behind the Committee’s backs?” Ursula Newton came striding out and peered suspiciously at the two men, one after the other. She was below average height, but her evening gown revealed very muscular arms and unusually broad shoulders for a woman. She was loud and had never been compared to shrinking violets.


“Certainly not!” said the shorter man.


“Jumbo?”


“Of course we were,” said the man with the long nose, unabashed. “Pinky was just about to ask me to name the most efficient assassin on our staff at the moment, weren’t you, Pinky?”


His companion muttered, “I say!” disapprovingly. “Nothing like that.”


“The fact is,” Jumbo explained, “that young Edward Exeter has surfaced up in Joalvale, preaching to the unwashed, openly proclaiming himself to be the Liberator foretold.”


“Great Scot!” Ursula frowned. “You’re sure?”


“Quite sure,” Pinky said fussily. “Agent Seventy-seven. He’s a very sound chap, knows Exeter quite well. Very well, actually.”


“And how long has this been going on?”


“He’d been at it about three days when Seventy-seven saw him. Seventy-seven scampered back here right away to let us know. Very sound thinking. I commended him on his initiative. It did take him four days to get here, though, so the situation may have undergone modification.”




“Exeter may be dead, you mean. But if we’ve heard, then the Chamber’s heard, sure as little apples.”


“Oh, quite, quite.”


The patter of applause having died away, the baritone had unleashed his next song.


“‘And this is the law I will maintain,


Until my dying day, sir….’”


The men smoked in silence, and Ursula leaned on the rail between them, scowling at the night.


“Could be serious,” she said.


“‘That whatsoever king shall


reign…’”


“Absolutely,” Pinky agreed.


“‘I will be the vicar of Bray, sir….’”


“You’re going to send someone to bring him in?”


“That was what we were debating when you arrived.”


Jumbo remarked, sounding amused.


“It’s a matter for the Committee,” Ursula said, “but of course you haven’t told Foghorn yet, have you? Want to get it all settled beforehand, don’t you? You two and your cronies.”


“Not settled,” Pinky protested. “Dear me, no. Not settled. Didn’t want to spoil a delightful evening by bringing up business. But I knew Jumbo would be interested. Thought he might have a few ideas. And you, too, my dear. You agree we ought to send someone to have a word with Exeter?”


“Just to have a word with him?”


“The emissary’s terms of reference would have to be very carefully drawn,” Pinky said cautiously. “A certain amount of discretion might be permitted.”


Jumbo coughed as if he had swallowed more smoke than he intended. “Spoken like a true gentleman—Cesare Borgia, say, or Machiavelli. Well, he certainly won’t let me near him. Not after what happened the last time.”


“If he has any brains at all,” Ursula said, “he won’t let any of us near him. Except Smedley, perhaps. Old school chum? Yes, he’d listen to Julian.”


Pinky closed his eyes and smiled beneficently. “Captain Smedley is an excellent young man. But he is rather new here. Do you think he could comprehend all the ramifications of the situation? I am sure he would deliver a message, but would he plead our case with conviction?” He peered at her inquiringly.


“He certainly won’t do the dirty work you’ve got in mind. But remember he has no mana. I think you need to send two emissaries to Exeter—his friend Smedley and someone else, someone who can help the captain out if there is need for a little muscle.”


“Ah! Brilliant! I expect we should have seen that solution in time, Jumbo, what? Two emissaries, of course! And who should the other one be? What do you think?”


Jumbo sighed. “I don’t like this. Not one bit. Rosencrantz and Guildenstern. We need someone with damned good judgment.”


“And very few scruples?” Ursula inquired scathingly.


“Now, now,” Pinky said soothingly. “Don’t go jumping to conclusions. I am quite hopeful that Mr. Exeter will see reason.”




“It’s a matter for the Committee. Let them decide. Now come on back inside, both of you, and stop this inner-circle intriguing.” She spun on her heel and strode off into the drawing room, a surprisingly abrupt departure.


Two cigar ends glowed simultaneously. Two smoke clouds wafted into the night air.


“Obvious!” said Pinky. “We’d have thought of her on our own, wouldn’t we? Eventually?”


Jumbo sighed again. “Truly it is written that the female of the species is more deadly than the male.”


“Oh, quite,” said Pinky, smiling with his eyes closed. “Quite.”
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Seven Stones in Randorvale had only four stones—one vertical, two leaning, and one fallen. The missing three were either buried in undergrowth or had been carted away in past ages. The remaining four were set in a grassy glade walled around by enormous trees like terrestrial cedars that crowned the level summit of the knoll. It was a spooky place, dim and pungent with leafy odors, stuffy as a Turkish bath on this breathless autumn afternoon. Staying well back from the crowd, hidden behind shrubbery, Julian Smedley could feel his skin tingling from the virtuality.


Using the fallen stone as a pulpit, Kinulusim Spicemerchant was thundering the gospel of the Undivided at a flock of forty or so people sitting cross-legged on the grass. Men and women, even some children, they were a fair sampling of the local peasantry from Losby and other nearby hamlets. Forty was a good turnout at Seven Stones. Julian had already identified a few familiar faces, the faithful. Others were here for the first time, investigating this strange new religion their friends now professed. Soon it would be his turn to try to convert them.


Meanwhile he was changing into his work clothes. Standard Randorian dress was a single voluminous swath of flimsy cotton, apparently designed to keep off insects, as Randorvale was well supplied with bugs, but its main attraction for Julian was that it had no tricky buttons or hooks. Feeling like a human Christmas present, he unwrapped yards and yards of gauze, enough bunting to decorate a battleship. When the silkworm finally emerged from its cocoon, Purlopat’r solemnly held up his priest’s robe for him to step into—hood, long sleeves, girdle. He thought of it as his Friar Tuck costume. It was a drab gray, because the Pentatheon had already appropriated all the better colors.


Purlopat’r Woodcutter was a nephew of the spice merchant, somewhat more than life-size. He had the face of a boy of twelve, but from the neck down he was about seven feet of solid muscle, which gave him a certain air of authority, and he wore a gold circle in the lobe of his left ear, the sign of a convert to the Church of the Undivided, so Kinulusim must regard him as an adult. Purlopat’r was serving no real purpose at Julian’s side. He had probably volunteered to wait on the saintly guest so that he need not suffer through another of his uncle’s interminable sermons.


Kinulusim was a convincing lay preacher, one of the best the church had. His faith was strong; he proclaimed it in rolling, sonorous torrents of words, waving his fists in the air as he denounced the evil demons of the established sects of the Vales. If he became any more heated, his beard would burst into flames. The old boy was always a tough act to follow. Julian was neither a natural orator nor truly proficient in the Randorian dialect, and he lacked Kinulusim’s faith. He also considered the Church of the Undivided to be a load of guff.


“Holiness?” Purlopat’r spoke in a high-pitched whisper unsuited to his size. He was one of those people who can rarely remain silent for two breaths at a time. “Did my uncle tell you about the troopers he saw?”




“Yes, brother.” Julian smiled up at the worried young face. He wanted to run over his sermon notes again, but apostles were expected to demonstrate both patience and faith. Troopers were worrisome news.


“Do you suppose King Gudjapate has been misled by the demon Eltiana?”


“Undoubtedly. The demons will mislead anyone who listens to them.”


Purlopat’r nodded, rolling his eyes. “If the troopers come against us here today, the Undivided will defend us, Holiness?”


Julian sighed and adjusted the tie on his gown, mostly to give himself time to think. The young woodcutter had just thrown him the worst paradox in monotheism: Why does an all-powerful god tolerate evil in the world? That was not something to be answered off the cuff, even if Julian had had a cuff handy.


“I do not know the answer to that, brother. We must do our duty and have faith that the One will prevail in the end, even if sometimes our limited vision does not reveal all the details to us.”


“Oh, yes, Your Holiness. Amen!”


Julian thumped the kid’s shoulder, curious to know if it was as solid as it looked. It was. “We are both humble servants of the Undivided, brother. We are in this together.”


And in this case, laddie, you can be confident that your apostle will not vanish in a flash of magic and leave you in the lurch, as slimy Pedro Garcia did down in Thovale. This apostle hasn’t got any mana.


He took a quick look through the greenery to see how Kinulusim was doing. The audience seemed suitably impressed.


Julian liked Randorians, who were mostly simple peasants, working the land in the ways of their ancestors. Their dialect was more tuneful than those of vales closer to Tharg, whose harsh, guttural tongue seemed to have infected all their neighbors. They were taller than most Valians and laughed a lot when they were not engaged in solemn activities like worship, and they had wonderful folk music.


Having been allowed to choose between Randorvale, Thovale, Narshvale, and Lappinvale for his missionary work, Julian had selected Randorvale and proceeded to specialize in its dialect. He was happy with his choice, perhaps because most of the natives had faces a tone darker than his. Preaching to them, he could almost convince himself that he was back Home, in some remote colony of the Empire, enlightening the heathen, bearing the White Man’s Burden. With people the same pale pink he was, he would lose that illusion. Then he might wonder about historical accidents, the possibility that some flip of a divine coin might have gone otherwise and resulted in Narshians and Randorians saving souls in England—a discomfiting thought.


Like most of the Service, he had little faith in souls anyway. He did not promote the Church of the Undivided for theological reasons, but because it was the only possible way to undermine the tyranny of the Pentatheon. Only when the Five had been overthrown would the Vales ever progress to true civilization. It was the worldly lot of the natives he sought to promote, just as the European powers bettered the economies of their colonies. Here in Randorvale, Julian Smedley would preach with a clear conscience, doing what he did for the good of the natives, the lesser breeds without the law.


Already he could feel mana flowing. As the spice merchant worked up to his thunderous peroration, his listeners’ veneration for the Undivided god was becoming infectious, magnified by the virtuality of the node like organ music reverberating in a church.


Purlopat’r had been silent for thirty or forty seconds. The strain must have become unbearable, for again his whisper came from somewhere above Julian’s head. “Was it not most wonderful what miracle the most holy Saint Djumbo performed in Flaxby two fortnights ago?”




Julian craned his neck. “I don’t think I heard about that. Flaxby, in Lappinvale? What happened?”


The boy’s eyes widened. “It was a mighty miracle, Holiness! The laws in Lappinland now proclaim that all the faithful are to be rounded up and punished most barbarously.”


“Yes, I know. That, too, is the work of the demons. But what about Saint Djumbo?”


“A magistrate sought to arrest him, Holiness! He had two soldiers with him, and he accosted the holy apostle as he was leaving a prayer meeting like this one. But Saint Djumbo called upon him to repent and instructed him, and lo! the magistrate and his companions fell upon their knees and heard the word of the True Gospel. Then all present departed in peace, singing the praises of the Undivided!”


The devil they did! “Saint Djumbo has true modesty, brother. He has never reported this to us, and I thank you for bringing it to my attention.”


Purlopat’r beamed. He was no more pleased than Julian was, although Julian interpreted the story differently. Obviously Jumbo had used his stranger’s charisma—and perhaps a shot of mana as well, because even for Jumbo, those three together would have been a tough egg to crack. He had not abandoned his flock, a bloody sight better performance than Pedro’s craven desertion! But to hear of persecution in Lappinland was bad news. The Pentatheon’s pogrom against the Undivided heresy had begun in Thargland half a year ago, then spread to Tholand and Marshland. Today Kinulusim had reported troopers in the vicinity. Had the poison now reached Randorvale, too?


Ah, the old windbag had run out of steam at last. He wiped his hairy face with a corner of his wrappings and drew breath.


“We are most blessed today, brothers and sisters! Come among us to honor us is one who can speak to you with true authority. I am but a humble merchant, no better than any of you, perhaps worse than some. Most of you have known me all your lives. How can this man have wisdom of holy things? you ask, and you are right to ask. But now I give you one of the blessed apostles themselves, one chosen by him whose name may never be uttered, chosen to lead the rest of us into righteousness and save us from damnation. He is already one of the saved. He can speak to you with authority. He can teach you holy matters with the voice of perfect truth. Brothers and sisters, hearken unto the words of the most holy Saint Kaptaan.” He raised his hands overhead to form the circle. Then he stepped down from the pulpit rock.


Julian straightened his shoulders, confirmed that his long sleeves hung straight, and walked out from behind his tree. As he came into the worshippers’ view, he felt the rush of mana like a tingle of electricity, a surge of exaltation. He sprang up on the stone and smiled benevolently at all the earnest faces.


This was always the moment when he wondered what his father would say if he could see him now—bearded, dolled up in a long robe like an illustration from a children’s Bible, a Moses from Hyde Park Corner. Actually, he had a fair idea what his father would say. Sergeant-Major Gillespie of His Majesty’s Royal Artillery would be even more explicit. What of himself? What did he say? Did he really want to spend the next few centuries like a horoscope huckster, touting nostrums and panaceas like a monkey up a stick?


No time for doubts; he was here to do good. He raised his arms briefly to make the circle. The congregation bowed their heads for that blessing, so the chances of his maimed hand being noticed were slight. He had already settled on sermon six, but before he got into that, he would have to correct Kinulusim’s minor theological error.




Standard opening first: “Brothers and sisters in the true faith! To be here with you all today gives me wondrous pleasure and a great sense of humility. The first time I visited Seven Stones, there were only three of you….” He droned his way through that, and yet his stump was already aching by the time he had done.


Then to Kinulusim’s slip. He slowed down, wrestling his thoughts into singsong Randorian. “Our virtuous brother Kinulusim spoke well, revealing many great truths to you. Carry them with you in your hearts when you leave this place. He is a worthy servant of the Undivided. In his humility, he may have given you the impression that I am in some way more worthy than he is. Do not let his modesty deceive you into believing so. I am one of the apostles, yes, but this does not make me any better than Kinulusim—or any of you—in the eyes of God. The Undivided chose me to bear his word to the world, but not because of any great virtue of mine. I am a sinner, too. I am only a man as Kinulusim is.” And so on.


Having spread that little fiction, he began the sermon. He had rehearsed it many times and the dialect came readily. Number six was his favorite, straight plagiarism of the Sermon on the Mount. The Service’s synthetic theology always made him feel hypocritical, but the ethics were fine. He had believed in these ethics all his life.


Blessed are the poor…. Blessed are the meek…. It worked. Of course it worked! Fascinated bright eyes stared at him out of brown faces.


Soon the mana was pouring in. His stump burned as if it were dangling in molten lead. He could feel the fingers of his right hand, which had rotted away in the Belgian mud, back in 1917. At least the pain reminded him to keep his arms at his sides. He need not draw his audience’s attention to the fact that he wore gloves, and hopefully few of them would notice or guess why. There was nothing in doctrine to say that apostles must be perfect human specimens, although in practice their steady diet of mana kept them ageless and healthy. He would not create theological paradoxes if he displayed his mutilation. He would if he cured it.


Many of these worshippers had seen him before, and he hoped most of them would see him again in future. A visible miracle of regeneration would not fit the Service’s definition of sainthood. If such a miracle became known, Julian Smedley would be promoted in the eyes of the people into a supersaint or even acquire godhood, and the Service was very much on guard against that. It had lost too many missionaries to the opposition already, most recently the mealy-mouthed Doris Fletcher, who was now the divine Oris, avatar of Eltiana and patron goddess of the newfangled art of printing.


He was hitting his stride. “Murdering chickens in a temple will not save you from the wrath of the Undivided, brothers and sisters! He does not judge you by what you sacrifice to the demons but rather by every moment of your daily lives. Virtue and kindness are the offerings he demands of you….”


It was hackneyed stuff to a man raised as a Christian, but to many of his listeners it must be startlingly new and unexpected. They had been brought up to respect the rich and powerful, not to pity them. The Pentatheon did not teach compassion or humility. The Five demanded only obedience, for that brought them mana.


“Not great temples!” Julian thundered. He liked this bit. “Pouring your alms into stones and gilt does not honor the Undivided! Rather use that money to feed a starving child or ease the lot of a cripple. This is the road you must take to find your place among the stars….”


That was pure bunkum, but for centuries the Pentatheon had bribed their victims with a promise that the obedient would dwell evermore amid the constellations. To remain competitive, the One True God must offer nothing less, and it had seemed safer to adopt the local faith than invent a new afterlife. Potential converts might hesitate to accept an unfamiliar heaven.




The words drifted, away through the steamy glade; sweat streamed down Julian’s face. Then a flicker of movement caught his eye. And another. In the patchy shade at the out skirts of the wood, sunlight glinted on metal. All around the grove, soldiers were moving in, pushing their way through the shrubbery. They held naked swords in their hands.


Oh damnation!


His audience was waiting, puzzled by his sudden silence. He had lost his place. Where in Hades had he got to? He smiled comfortingly at his frightened flock and jumped a few mental pages to be certain he did not repeat himself. Meanwhile his mind was racing.


So was his pulse. He had not felt terror like this since the day a Boche shell had buried him alive.


He was not Jumbo Watson, who could preach a magistrate and two soldiers to their knees, and there must be thirty armed men out there, maybe more. He was not Pedro Garcia, who had magicked himself out of danger in similar circumstances. Julian Smedley could not save himself with mana, even if he wanted to. Every scrap of mana that came his way went into healing his hand—that was not a conscious decision, it just happened. When he had come to Nextdoor a year and a half ago, his arm had ended at the wrist. Now he had a palm. On his last circuit, it had begun to sprout five stubs. He assumed that one more tour would give him recognizable beginnings of fingers and thumb.


Wrong! This tour was going to kill him. He was likely to die on the wrong end of a bloody sword unless he could do something dramatic.


Right. The first thing was to keep control of the meeting. So far the congregation had been too intent on his words to notice the intruders. If they leaped up in panic and tried to flee, they would undoubtedly be hacked down in a bloodbath.


He stopped preaching. He raised his arms in the sign of the circle.


“Brothers! Sisters! We are greatly honored. We have visitors. See the noble company of His Majesty’s brave soldiers come to join our worship. Nay!” he shouted over the sudden screams. “Do not be afraid!”


In one simultaneous surge, the worshippers were on their feet. Damn!


“Stay where you are! Welcome these worthy men; admit them to our fellowship in the name of the True God! Enter, friends!”


The captain, distinguished by a scarlet plume on his helmet, was emerging from the undergrowth almost at Julian’s side. A grizzled boar of a man, in leather and steel, he was showing his teeth in a gloat of triumph at having cornered his prey so easily. “Desist in the king’s name!” he bellowed, raising his sword.


Julian bellowed right back at him. “God save the king!” He turned to his cowering, paralyzed flock again. “God save the king!” he repeated.


Wily old Kinulusim echoed him at once: “God save the king!”


“Long live His Majesty!”


This time the response was stronger. “Long live His Majesty!” The congregation had huddled in around Purlopat’r and his uncle, with the young giant towering head and shoulders over everyone else. All those frightened eyes stared at Julian in mute appeal.


“Let us pray, brothers and sisters. Let us pray that good King Gudjapate be granted long life and wisdom to reign over his people. Let us pray that he be granted health and prosperity and true counsel, that his beloved queen…that the noble young prince…” And so on and so on.




The captain was nonplussed, unwilling to interrupt these patriotic sentiments. His band had come to a halt, all in full view now, a ring of dangerous young men waiting for the word to begin the roughhousing.


Julian roared on. He prayed that the king might continue to be a beloved father to Randorland. He prayed that the king be saved from the wickedness of evil demons. The faithful would know that he referred to Eltiana, the Lady, patron goddess of the vale, but he was careful not to mention her by name nor any of the other local deities either, not even the Undivided. He gave the captain no excuse to interrupt. Gathering words from the wind, he gradually edged his prayer into a sermon again, and this time he used number three.


Julian disliked sermon three more than any other of the current year’s issue. He had spent little time studying it, because he had not truly believed that he would ever use it. Just to read the words made him feel more than usually hypocritical, although he had known that three would be a good crowd rouser, pure hellfire: The Five promise you an afterlife of bliss among the stars—they lie! The Pentatheon and all their avatars are not gods at all, they are foul demons, who will be destroyed by the One True God at the Day of Judgment, and all who worship them and serve them here will be similarly wiped out. Solid stuff. Solid balderdash! Who could know what happened after death? Certainly not Prof Rawlinson or the other scribblers of the Service who had written the True Gospel. At least they had not designed a god so malicious that he would torment sinners forever. An eternity of black and solitary boredom was the Valian concept of hell, and the Service had been content to stay with that.


Julian tossed in a little brimstone for good measure.


What he could not remember, he improvised, ranting and roaring. With one small, unoccupied corner of his mind, he registered that it was working. He was holding his own. Sheep and wolves alike, his listeners were rooted to the spot, intent on the torrent of words. Three cheers for charisma!


But it was not enough. He could not go on forever. As soon as he stopped, the captain and his men would snap out of their trance and remember their duty.


He was starting to repeat himself.


His stump had stopped hurting. He was soaked in nervous sweat, but he was also soaked in mana, loads of it—this was a node, after all, and a powerful one. He could feel mana like crackling static in the air, and he must be spewing it right back at the worshippers so fast that his mutilation had no chance to steal it on the way.


There was the answer! For the first time since he crossed over to Nextdoor, he was capable of working a little magic. If he were Pedro Garcia he might use the trapdoor, but he was a true-blue Englishman, who would never desert the ship.


“You ask for proof?” he demanded, although no one had spoken a word. “You want evidence of the powers of the Undivided? Then behold and I shall show you.” He thrust out his arm. “You—Purlopat’r Woodcutter! You have known me for a year now, have you not?”


The big youth nodded, eyes wide as soup bowls.


“Then tell your brothers and sisters why I wear a glove!”


“You have only one hand, Holy One,” Purlopat’r cried out squeakily.


“Wrong! I did have one hand. My right one was cut off at the wrist, wasn’t it? See now what is there!” He ripped off the glove. “My hand is restored to me. My fingers are coming back. Next time I visit you, brothers and sisters, I shall have a hand here as good as the other. This is how the One Who Cannot Be Named rewards those who serve him.”




The Service would disapprove thoroughly. The Service would accuse Julian Smedley of promoting superstition, raising false hopes, seeking self-aggrandizement. Under the circumstances, he could not care less what the Service might think. He just wanted to keep on breathing.


“A holy miracle!” yelled old Kinulusim, falling to his knees.


“A miracle!” chorused the faithful, copying him. Young Purlopat’r actually prostrated himself full-length, like a falling cedar. Only the soldiers remained standing.


The captain stood openmouthed and irresolute. Julian swung around to flaunt his maimed—his partially unmaimed—hand at him. He gathered up all that crackling sense of mana and mentally hurled it at the man in desperation. Kneel, damn you! Kneel! It was doubtless a very tiny ray of mana by the standards of the Five or their avatars, but it was enough to overpower one crusty, intractable old veteran. Repent! Repent!


Slowly, reluctantly, the captain sank down on his knees, and all around the glade, his followers followed his example.


Jesus!


“Let us pray!” Julian barked. “Let us give thanks for the evidence of mercy and goodness—”


He gasped as flames of agony enveloped his hand. Then he caught his breath and plunged ahead. The mana was boiling in now, not just from the already overawed believers, but from another thirty converts also. He had worked a miracle. He was a holy man. The captain was weeping and half his men had thrown away their swords.
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Amorgush had gone to sleep on Dosh Coachman’s arm, but he managed to slide it free without waking her. She rolled over on her side, breathing loudly. He slid out of the bed and wriggled his toes in the thick rug.


Sunlight streamed in through the windows, gleaming on silk sheets, marble walls, and furniture polished to a glassy luster. Just one of those gold-framed paintings would keep him in luxury for the rest of his days, or possibly get him hanged. Outside, acres of manicured garden swept down to the shores of Joalwater. A small fortune in jewelry lay scattered on the dressing table, making his fingers itch.


He must resist the temptation if he wanted to continue living on old Amorgush. He stooped for the clothes he had dropped on the floor an hour ago. They were fine clothes. Give the old bag her due—she was generous. That was about the only good thing to be said of Amorgush, though. She claimed to be forty, and the gods should strike her dead for perjury. She was reputed to be the richest woman in Joalvale. She was certainly one of the stupidest, although not quite stupid enough to believe the words of adoration he whispered to her every day about this time. She knew he was only a hired man.


He slipped into his pink linen breeches and kid shoes, fastened his wide leather belt lovingly. That did not come from Amorgush. It was probably of Randorian make, although he had stolen it in Mapvale a couple of years ago. A twist would bring the ornate buckle free, bearing a thin strip of steel, flexible yet razor sharp on both edges, a beautiful thing. He loved it. Poor little Dosh always felt naked without at least one weapon concealed somewhere on his person.


He donned his silk tunic—a delicate lilac shade, exquisitely embroidered with many-colored wildflowers—and admired himself in the mirror for a moment, then looked more carefully, checking for love bites. He found none. What he did notice, with annoyance, was the gleam of scalp through his curls. Blond men always went bald young, and he was no longer as youthful as he liked to think he was. There were faint lines starting on his forehead. He turned away angrily from his reflection.




The old hag was still asleep, snoring now. That relieved him of the obligation of a sticky, hypocritical farewell embrace. Amorgush was a good living, but he felt he earned every crust of it, and he headed for the door with the conviction that he had just done a noble day’s work. After such a session, his nominal duties in the stable always seemed positively recreational.


The corridor was deserted. He strode along it, admiring the pillared grandeur, intent on a quick bath to get the stench of her perfume off him. All things considered, though, his position in the Bandrops household was the most enjoyable sinecure he had found in his highly varied career. For one thing, Joal was the finest city in the Vales, with every facility a man could dream of. He was paid enough to indulge his versatile taste in vices. Best of all, he need not fear the wrath of a jealous husband, because Bandrops knew exactly what his coachman did during siesta hour.


It had been Bandrops who had first brought Dosh into the house. Bandrops Advocate was an up-and-coming politician—which in Joal meant a man with the instincts of a killer spider—who was widely expected to bribe his way into the Clique when the next vacancy occurred. He had married Amorgush for her money, as his personal tastes ran more to the likes of Dosh than to matrimony. For a while poor Dosh had been required to satisfy both of them regularly, which had been hard work, but now the master had found himself a tender juvenile page, and his calls upon his coachman’s evenings were much rarer.


As Dosh reached the head of the staircase, who should be trotting up it but that very same Pin’t Pageboy, looking hot and flushed and positively adorable. He stopped, and the two of them appraised each other warily. Dosh had a faint worry that Pin’t was after his job with the mistress. Pin’t was distrustful of Dosh’s own advances, although he had so far managed to resist them admirably.


“Feeling the heat?” Dosh inquired. “It’s a remarkably warm fall.”


“You don’t look very cool yourself,” the brat retorted. He had a dark curl trailed artfully over his forehead—Dosh wished he knew how the kid organized that so consistently. “I was looking for you.”


“Wonderful! I’m just heading for the bathhouse. Come along.”


Pin’t curled a lip in refusal. “The master wants you.”


Dosh regretfully dismissed the thought of cool water. At this time of day, Bandrops would be wanting a coachman, not a catamite—probably. He shrugged. “Then I’d better go to him. But keep my offer in mind.”


“I can’t think why I should.”


Dosh trotted down. “Experience, my boy!” He reached out in passing, aiming an affectionate pat, which Pin’t foresaw and dodged. “I could teach you some very useful tricks.”


“I doubt it,” Pin’t retorted.


He was certainly wrong.


 


Dosh knocked and was bade enter. The master’s office was a sumptuous, sun-bright room overlooking a manicured garden. The rugs alone represented more wealth than most men earned in their lifetimes. Amorgush left all the financial decisions to her clever husband.


Bandrops’s perpetual stoop seemed only to emphasize his bulk. He sported the thickest, blackest eyebrows Dosh had ever seen, under a shiny bald pate, although every other part of him sprouted dense black hair. He had a mellifluous, orator’s voice, a raging ambition, and sadistic tastes in recreation. He was wearing a loose silk tunic of sky blue and leaning his fists on his ornate desk.




He greeted his coachman with a disagreeable scowl. “I am sorry to drag you from your work.”


“I am entirely at your command, sir, of course,” Dosh remarked airily as he crossed the sumptuously colored Narshian rug. He was much more interested in the other man standing near the window.


The other man was younger, leaner, even harder, with a cold intensity in his face to warn the discerning observer of potential trouble. He, too, wore the standard Joalian tunic and breeches. In contrast to Bandrops’s, his forearms were almost hairless, well muscled, and also much paler than his hands. As were his shins. His cheeks above his close-trimmed beard were darker than his ears and forehead.


“This is the boy, Kraanard,” Bandrops declaimed. “Dosh, this is Kraanard Jurist. He has need of your services.”


“As my master bids me, sir.” Dosh bowed to the stranger, wondering what sort of services were implied. He wondered, too, why an obvious soldier, a man who normally wore greaves, vambraces, and helmet, would be masquerading as a jurist.


Kraanard regarded him with unconcealed contempt. “Have you a moa, boy?”


If Dosh wished to be impertinent, he could now ask where a lackey like him could ever acquire the wealth to own a moa, but that was not what was meant. Moas resisted new riders with murderous zeal; it took months to attune a moa to a man. Dosh was skilled at many things other than seduction. He could harness the household stock to the master’s coach and drive it. Officially, that was all that was expected of him.


When Bandrops had hired him, though, he had set out to imprint one of the household moas—mostly because he thought the brute would make suitable severance pay if he had to leave without notice. Bandrops knew he had been trying, because he had commented on the numerous bruises and tooth marks poor Dosh had acquired in the process. What he did not know, apparently, was that Dosh had persevered. There seemed no reason not to tell the truth in this instance, for the other servants knew.


“There is one I can usually manage, sir.”


The other men exchanged pleased glances.


“You will come with me,” Kraanard announced. “We shall be gone only a few days.”


Dosh had survived so long in his perilous career only because he possessed an acute sense of danger. Now tocsins clamored in his mind. There was something extremely fishy here. He contrived an expression of youthful anxiety, which had always been one of his most effective.


“I doubt I can handle Swift for that long, sir. I am only an amateur on a moa.”


Bandrops reddened, but it was the soldier who answered.


“The matter is extremely important. Even if you suffer some scrapes, you will be well rewarded.”


“I am sure to be thrown a few times, sir. Then Swift will escape.”


Kraanard’s eyes narrowed. “We shall have others with us. We shall round it up for you. They never go far.”


Now the details were starting to take shape—a troop of lancers!


“If you need a moa rider, sir, surely there must be hundreds of native-born young Joalians far more expert than I am.”


Again the two men exchanged glances. Then Kraanard strode across until he was right in front of Dosh and could stare down at him with cold gray eyes and unmistakable menace. He was considerably taller.




“But I understand that you are familiar with a man named D’ward.”


If he wanted to shock, he succeeded. Dosh felt as if he had been dropped into ice water and for once his self-control failed him. “The Liberator?”


Kraanard was pleased by the reaction. “Some call him that. He is here in Joalvale, somewhere over by Jilvenby.”


D’ward! It had been more than three years. They had been traveling with a band of Tinkerfolk, Dosh’s own people. Dosh had tired of the grinding poverty and run out on them. But before that…


“No!”


A dangerous silence…Kraanard said, “What does that mean?”


Dosh himself did not know what that meant. He did not know what he was thinking. D’ward!


“It means he wants money,” Bandrops growled in the background. “He’s a greedy, grasping scoundrel with the heart of a whore, but he’d sell his own mother for a few silver stars.”


Mother certainly, but not D’ward!


Why not D’ward? Dosh did not know. He needed time to think.


Kraanard smiled. He closed a fist in Dosh’s hair and bent his head back. “How does thirty stars sound, boy? All you have to do is identify him for us. We’ll handle the rough stuff. You won’t be hurt.”


Dosh uttered the plaintive cry he used to indicate pain or fear, but at the moment he was feeling neither. He was filled with an inexplicable fury. Thirty stars? That was too much. What sort of gullible fool did they think he was? Far too much! Thirty stars was more money than he’d ever owned in his life.


“What’s the Liberator to you, boy?” Kraanard demanded. His breath stank of fish.


Good question! “Sir, you’re hurting me!” Dosh wailed, but his mind was churning. What, indeed, was the Liberator to him? Betraying friends had always been one of his specialties, so why should he feel so different about D’ward? Was it because D’ward, although he had known exactly what Dosh was, had always treated him as an equal, another human being? He was almost the only person who ever had. Dosh slid the knife out from his belt.


The trooper did not notice the movement. Snarling, he twisted Dosh’s hair harder. “Answer me!”


Dosh gave him his answer. Flexible blades were tricky for stabbing, but he drove it expertly between Kraanard’s ribs. He had a very intimate knowledge of anatomy—he knew the way to a man’s heart. The knife came free easily as the body dropped. Bandrops gaped, then dived around the desk, heading for the door and opening his mouth to shout, but he should have done the shouting first. Dosh leaped, took him from behind, and cut his throat.


He had wiped the blade clean on Bandrops’s tunic before the blood stopped pumping out of its owner. Meanwhile, he was thinking hard. Killing had never bothered him—nor excited him either. His heart was beating quite normally—but he had certainly behaved in a very uncharacteristic fashion. Why refuse an offer of thirty stars, however remote the chances of collecting?


More to the point at the moment, how had the authorities known that Bandrops Advocate’s coachman could identify the Liberator? He could think of no reasonable explanation in mortal terms, which meant the gods must be meddling again. Dosh revered no god. He despised most of them—especially Tion, the Youth.




Which god was mixed up in this? Many men and women affected special loyalty to a specific god, swearing allegiance to a mystery. Tion had the Tion Fellowship and probably several other cults also; Thargian warriors would belong to the Blood and Hammer, loyal to Karzon. Dosh knelt beside Kraanard and peered carefully under the neck of his tunic, looking for a chain. Not finding one, he undid the laces, but then he was forced to conclude that the late, unlamented Kraanard had not been wearing an amulet. He stripped the tunic off the corpse and began to inspect it—a nice, well-muscled body. He noted with approval how tiny the wound was and how little it had bled, like a deadly snakebite, he thought proudly.


He did not find what he was looking for until he removed Kraanard’s breeches. High on the inside of the man’s right thigh he discovered a small red birthmark in the shape of an Ø. Dosh would bet his ears that the man had not been born with that birthmark.


Well! He had expected a five-pointed star, symbol of the Maiden. Astina was presiding deity of Joalia, her resplendent temple standing not a mile away. In her avatar of Olfaan, she was patron goddess of soldiers. If a Joalian trooper was sworn to any deity, it should be Astina, but Ø was the symbol of Eltiana, the Lady. The label was so inconspicuous that the cult must be a very secret one. The Lady was goddess of such things as passion, motherhood, and agriculture. None of her aspects was especially threatening, so far as he could recall; a few of them demanded ritual prostitution from their worshippers, but Dosh had no quarrel with that.


He patted the dead man’s cheek. “You rascal! You’re a spy—or even an assassin, perhaps? I misjudged you!” But the evidence was clear—the Lady was after D’ward and could be assumed not to have his best interests at heart.


He rose and surveyed the carnage. Moments ago those two had been rich and powerful, and he a lowly flunky. Now they were dead while he was still alive. Such is life. Situations change, though—having slain a prominent citizen and a soldier, poor Dosh would soon be as dead as they were if he lingered long in Joalvale. All he would have left to look forward to would be a prolonged and very public death.


Besides, whatever D’ward was doing in Joalvale, the lunatic ought to be warned of Eltiana’s concern. It would be an hour or two before anyone thought to interrupt the master at his business. That was long enough for him to get well out of town. Amused by a sudden inspiration, he took the time to undress Bandrops’s corpse also—that should confuse the issue a little.


Investigating the secret compartment in the desk, Dosh found a bulky purse he estimated must hold fifty or sixty stars. Unfortunately the jewelry he had seen there on earlier inspections was absent. He considered the possibility of running back upstairs to collect Amorgush’s, but concluded reluctantly that the old cow might be awake by now. Hanging the bag on his belt, he headed for the door. Jilvenby lay to the northeast, near Joalwall. A fast moa ought to make that in a day, and despite his earlier disclaimers, he was now extremely skilled at handling Swift.


He was skilled at many things.
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The sun hung low over the snowy peaks of Randorwall as Julian Smedley headed back to Losby through a green jigsaw of paddy fields and orchards, divided by winding hedges of bloodfruit bushes. Here and there between the trees, he could see small groups of the faithful making their way homeward. Randorvale was very lush, vaguely reminiscent of the south of France if one did not look too closely at the vegetation or question what mountains those were.




His stump ached fiercely—the finger stubs were already visibly longer than they had been this morning—but all in all he felt as if his feet were barely touching the ground. His dander was still up, a fizz of mana. The old spice merchant trudged along at his right in triumphant silence, while on his left, young Purlopat’r ambled with gigantic strides that would not have shamed a moa, prattling shrilly about the glorious miracle the One had vouchsafed his believers.


It had been quite a good show, actually. Before setting out from Olympus three days ago, Julian had equipped himself with two dozen gold earrings for converts he might bring into the fold during his two-fortnight circuit. He had thought he was being grossly optimistic, but he had used up eighteen of them already. Eighteen in one day was certainly a Service record—he had heard of Pinky Pinkney managing twelve. Seventeen of the troopers, including Captain Groud’rart himself, had also clamored to join the church on the spot, but the rales required them to take a course of instruction first. Some of them would change their minds, of course, but some would not. To have believers within the royal army could be a tremendous advantage for the Undivided, perhaps leading to infiltration of the Randorian government itself. When Julian Smedley returned to Olympus and submitted the usual report, it was going to be a very unusual report. The new boy had scored a stunning success. It was too bad that he had done so by flaunting his personal miracle cure, and there would be whispers about that. Shag ’em! The alternative had been martyrdom, and the Service did not demand that of its agents. He had not used the trapdoor like Pedro Garcia. He had turned certain disaster to pure triumph. He had even outscored Jumbo Watson.


There was Kinulusim’s cottage now, on the outskirts of Losby, flanked by his storage shed and the paddock. There were two rabbits in the paddock.


“Someone has come,” Purlopat’r squeaked.


The someone would be from Olympus, almost certainly, and Julian’s first thought was that now he had an audience to brag to. His second was that of course a fellow didn’t brag, and his third was perverse annoyance that whoever it was would get the story in spades from Purlopat’r and Kinulusim. Dammit! He wanted to slip his miracle into his written report without comment, not make a great shemozzle out of it.


Their approach had been observed. The man heading out to meet them was short and stocky, wearing brown breeches and tunic—Joalian garments that were well suited to riding but which at once made Julian acutely conscious of his own absurd Randorian draperies. In a moment he identified the newcomer and his mana fizz flared close to anger.


Alistair Mainwaring was a plumpish, brown-haired man of indeterminate age. His English bore a faint Highland brogue that showed up even when he spoke Joalian and quite strongly in Randorian. He was one of the most effective missionaries the Service possessed, known around Olympus as Doc and to the natives as Saint Doc, although his degree was in anthropology, not medicine. He was also head of the Randorian section, thus Julian’s boss, and a sanctimonious twit. Had he come all this way just to check on his most-junior assistant’s progress?


They met, and Julian raised his gloves overhead to make the circle—thereby demonstrating that he had no fears of unfriendly onlookers and had the district under control. The other three copied him instantly. Kinulusim and Purlopat’r would be much impressed to have two holy apostles honoring Losby at the same time. The old spice merchant would also be frantic with curiosity to know why.


Disturbingly, Doc looked about fifty. Strangers’ apparent ages were defined by their current mood, and the fatigue of the journey alone should not be so evident. He was also grimy and windswept, so he must have just arrived. He spoke curtly. “Blessings upon you, brothers, and greetings, Saint Kaptaan.”




“Your Holiness is most welcome at my humble abode.” Kinulusim rubbed his hands eagerly. “May we hope to be honored with your company for an extended period?” He would expect to prolong the greetings with flowery phrases for at least ten minutes, but Doc was clearly in no mood to soft-soap the natives.


“Possibly—that will indeed be a pleasure—but it is likely that Saint Kaptaan will have to leave very soon. I need a quick word with him.”


Failing to hide his affront at this summary dismissal, Kinulusim assured the honored apostle that of course he understood and would at once see about preparations for refreshments, and so on. He stumped angrily off along the road, accompanied by the titanic woodcutter, who peered back in juvenile curiosity at the guests.


Alistair sank down on the grass with a weary sigh. “How did it go, old man?” He looked as if he expected a string of excuses.


Still tipsy on mana, Julian felt absolutely no need to sit and was quite certain he had nothing to excuse. “Not bad.”


“I hear there have been peelers seen in the area—no trouble, I hope?”


“Nothing we couldn’t handle.”


Doc dismissed the matter with a shrug. “I’ve got some queer news. Your chum Exeter is reported to be on the loose up in Joalvale, marching up and down telling everyone he’s the Liberator of the Filoby Testament.”


Julian was too astonished to say anything but, “I beg your pardon?” Exeter? Come out of hiding? Parading around in public? Godfathers! He was going to be frightfully dead frightfully quickly if Zath heard of it. Somebody would have to do something. Oh, it couldn’t be! He interrupted Doc’s explanations. “There’s been a mistake! That would be suicide! I mean, he would never—”


“Sorry, old son. No bally doubt about it.”


“It can’t be!”


“It is. Seventy-seven says so, and he knows him as well as any. It’s definitely Exeter and he’s definitely calling himself the Liberator, quite openly.”


Julian felt sick. “Zath will fry him.”


“The tough one, old chum, is why Zath hasn’t fried him already.”


“What does that mean?”


Alistair raised a sardonic eyebrow. “Our information is that Exeter started a week ago or longer. It’s old news, of course, but if he’s still alive, then he must have made himself reaper-proof, mustn’t he?”


“I fail to follow you.” Julian would gain nothing by losing his temper. Nor could he defend Exeter’s behavior when he did not even know what it was.


“You’ve been here long enough to know the rules. If Exeter can protect himself against Zath’s killers, then he must have picked up some jolly powerful mana. I mean, little things like the trapdoor are fine if native bullyboys come after you, but you’d need a sight more heft to take on Zath. How can he have done that?” Doc’s upper lip was very close to a sneer.


Julian caught his temper just before it escaped. So that was what was in the wind, was it? The Service had never done a damned thing for Edward Exeter, although his father had been one of the founders. It had kidnapped him, ignored him, hindered him, and tried to kill him. Now, apparently, he was going to be maligned as a turncoat. That would be a good excuse to give him even less help in future.


“Mana? Human sacrifice or ritual prostitution. Like the Chamber does. He took the medal in sixth form for human sacrifice.”




A long ride on a rabbit was not the best sauce for humor, and Doc’s eyes glinted angrily.


Julian pressed on. “I haven’t heard a word from him, if that’s what you’re wondering. I don’t know what he’s up to any more than you do.” Almost two years ago, right after the massacre at Olympus, Exeter had walked out of the station and disappeared. Perhaps he had gone insane. That felt like a very disloyal thought. “So why come to me?” Was he going to be tarred with the traitor brush, too?


Doc shrugged. “Committee wants you back at Olympus. For consultation. I’ll take over your tour here.” He did not add that he would do a much better job of it, but his manner certainly implied that.


Dammit! The Committee was probably chasing its tail, trying to decide what to do. Because Julian had been at school with Exeter they would assume that he knew him better than anyone else did, but that had been a long time ago. Rivers of blood had flowed since those days. Still, orders were orders, and he couldn’t deny any call that involved Exeter, however unlikely the story sounded at the moment.


“Then I’d better scoot.”


Doc blinked. “Tonight, you mean?”


“It’s a fine night. Should be lots of moonlight. Why not?”


“It’s your arse.” Doc hauled himself painfully to his feet. “I’m going to stagger down to the village bathhouse and thaw mine out.”


“Then I’ll see you when the nabobs have done with me,” Julian said cheerfully. With luck he could disappear over the horizon before anyone told Alistair about the eighteen converts. That was a pleasing thought.
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It was close to midnight, and Cherry Blossom House was having a poor night. Half the tables were empty, the roar of conversation was so muted that Potstit Lutist’s playing was audible at the far end of the big dark room.


The true artist, so Grandfather Trong had always said, regarded a poor audience as a challenge to excel. Thus Eleal Singer was working the crowd, making her way from group to group, smiling, laughing, chatting up the clientele. The paying customers were all men, of course, a galaxy of hairy, flushed faces under the hanging lamps—young men, old men, just men. The women beside them or draped over them were staff. The air stank of cheap wine and stale cooking, lamp smoke and unwashed bodies.


The tables were very close together, by design, but that let her lean on chair backs or men’s shoulders as she moved, concealing her limp. She wore a black leather bra and a short leather skirt, both studded with brass. It was not the sort of outfit a normal girl would wear outside a nightmare, but an actor dressed as the part demanded, and this was the only costume that could justify the heavy boots she needed. Her hair hung lush and raven dark around her shoulders. Apart from her short leg, her body was the best in the house, which explained the deadly stares from the harlots at the tables. And they couldn’t sing.


Eleal could. She was going to sing in a few minutes.




She knew most of the regulars by sight, but they were not what she was looking for. She flirted and taunted them a little, relishing the wistful lechery in their eyes, but she was not for them. They knew she was not one of the whores. Suddenly she had a chance to prove it. A calloused hand slid up her thigh. She swung around on her good leg and struck as hard as she could. Fingers almost fell off his chair, and the slap was clearly audible over Potstit’s lute playing. So was her roar, professionally projected to reach the farthest reaches of Cherry Blossom House.


“If that’s what you want, there are those here who sell it. I do not!”


Fingers’s companions yelled with laughter and pulled him down on his chair as he tried to rise. If he got out of hand, Tigurb’l Tavernkeeper would send in his notorious bouncers.


Under the cluster of lamps hanging over the little stage, Potstit ended his solo and reached for the bottle beside his stool. There was no applause. Tigurb’l appeared beside him—a gray, lizardy man like something dreamed up after drinking too much perfumed wine. He rubbed his long thin hands together and flicked a pale tongue over his lips.


“My lords!”


His customary salutation was met with the usual hoots of derision. He proceeded to give a long buildup, introducing Yelsiol Dancer—the great, the sensuous, the seductive Yelsiol Dancer, and the audience responded with drunken whoops. Yelsiol was a great, sensuous, seductive barrel of grease with the wits of a cockroach. Her legs looked fat as full-grown hogs, but they must be solid muscle to stand the pace. Tonight was a real stinker if Yelsiol had to come out again so soon.


Potstit struck a chord and began the beat. Eleal Singer started heading for the front. She was on next, and she still had not found one single friend. Most nights there would be half a dozen of her admirers scattered through the audience, those who came here especially and only because of Eleal Singer, and on a good night…Wrong! There was one, sitting alone at a table next the wall. She changed direction. What was his name again? It was only four or five nights since he had been here. A perfect memory is the absolute first requirement of an artist, Trong had always said, but she couldn’t remember.


“Darling!” She slid gracefully onto the next chair and pecked his cheek. “Darling, how wonderful to see you again!”


He was fiftyish, flabby, and vaguely frail, as if his health was poor. His mustache was silvered and his face lined, but he would have stood out in Cherry Blossom House just from the quality of his attire. He was obviously a very successful businessman, which explained how he could afford to patronize the arts so expansively.


He smiled and squeezed her hand and they exchanged pleasantries. In the background, Yelsiol dropped a veil and the audience cheered and yelled for her to get on with it. Fat rolled and pulsed.


Potstit flubbed a few notes and recovered. Potstit had played at court when he was younger, long before Eleal was born. When on form, he was still good, but he was rarely on form. His pay and the rare tips he received, he converted at once to wine. His fingering was very shaky early in the evening, became reliable or even inspired around midnight, and went into eclipse before dawn. Tonight the tempos seemed to be deteriorating faster than usual. Time to go.


Ah! She had it—Gulminian Clothier.


“Darling Gulminian, I really must rush! I’m on next. But it’s been ages! Don’t you dare run off without a word. Do come and see me right after my number, won’t you? I shall be heartbroken if you don’t.”


Gulminian promised. Greatly relieved, Eleal heaved herself up with a friendly hand on his shoulder and resumed her journey toward the front. She would be so humiliated if not a single admirer came to congratulate her after she sang! It had never happened yet. It would certainly give Tigurb’l Tavernkeeper ideas if it did.




She reached for another chair back and lurched to the next table, turning on her smile. Again, only one man…


“Eleal?”


Oh, by all the gods! For a moment she turned away, as if to flee. Then she forced herself to meet his eyes, while her innards curled up in knots.


It was Piol Poet. How he had aged! A thousand years old—tiny and shriveled. His face was as white as his hair and as thin. He hunched over a beaker clasped in both spidery hands, with no bottle in sight. Normally he would not rent his chair for long at that price, but the house was so poor tonight that he was welcome decoration. He stared up at her with a strange appeal.


She forced the smile again. “Piol!” She squeezed down on a seat beside him, too shaky to stand. “It’s been a long time! How are you?”


“I’m well.” He wheezed. He did not sound well. He did not look well. “And you?”


“Oh—I’m very well!”


The audience screamed enthusiasm and hammered on the tables as more of Yelsiol came into view. Potstit lost the beat and then found it again.


“What are you doing these days?” Eleal said hurriedly. “Who’s performing your plays now?” She wondered if he was eating regularly.


He blinked a few times. “No one at the moment. I have several being considered. I hope to hear shortly on two or three of them. You may be confident that my name will appear at the Tion Festival again next year.”


“That’s wonderful!” Wonderful hogwash. Piol’s plays needed Trong to direct them, and Trong was no more.


The old man fumbled inside his robe. “And I had a book published. Here—I brought you a copy.”


She took it, thanking him, congratulating him, remembering how Piol had always despised printed books. Like its author, this one was notably thin. “I shall enjoy this. Will any of them make songs?”


“Possibly. Feel free to use any of them that take your fancy.” His wizened lips smiled uncertainly. “And you?”


“Oh…It takes forever to get one’s name known. But I have had quite a few auditions in the last fortnight.” More hog, more wash. She dismissed Cherry Blossom House with an airy wave. “This is just to keep my hand in, you understand. I get so bored otherwise.” Unless old Piol had lost every last wit in his head, he knew that the only money in music was in dramatic roles and a crippled singer had no real future.


“I remember you singing in the king’s house,” he quavered.


“But only as a member of the troupe. I plan to win my way back there on my own merits.” That would certainly be the day water ran uphill. “Er…Have you heard any news of the others recently?”


He sighed and shook his head, a skull balanced on crumpled parchment. “You know that Golfren went back to farming? Sharecropping, of course. And Uthiam gave him a son at last? Klip joined the Lappinian army.”


None of that was new. To think of Uthiam, that beautiful, wonderful actor, working in fields, probably as fat as Yelsiol now, nursing babies! Gartol had died. Eleal had even heard a rumor that young Klip had been killed in a minor mutiny, but she would not pass on such tidings. She wondered how much bad news Piol was keeping from her.


“Those were the good old days!” she said brightly.




It had been the Trong Troupe, but it had not been her grandfather who held it together. None of them had really appreciated that fact until Ambria had been carried off by a sudden fever and the troupe collapsed like a puffball. Trong had died of a broken heart. The troupe had been Eleal’s family, the only life she knew. They had never had money, even in the good times, but they had had fellowship and good cheer.


“At your age, the good days are still to come, dear Eleal.”


She laughed. “I certainly hope so.” It wasn’t the good days, it was the bad nights….


Yelsiol was working up to a frenzy now, thumping around the stage, raising clouds of dust and yells of encouragement. Only two wisps to go. Eleal must get up there and wow the fans. No time for finesse.


“Are you eating regularly? Where do you live now? You need money, Piol?”


He shook his head violently, pulling back his lips in a grimace. “No, no! I’m very comfortable.”


“Look, this isn’t much of a scene, but it pays well. Are you sure—”


He continued to shake his head, pointing at the chapbook she held. “I have a room above the print shop…help set type, proofread sometimes.”


A deafening howl…Yelsiol was down to the last wisp. Eleal pushed back her chair.


“That’s my cue, old timer! It’s wonderful to see you again, Piol.” It was, too, however unwilling she was to be seen in a place like the Cherry Blossom House. She wondered how Piol had found her, and how many of the other survivors of the troupe knew. “I want to have a long talk with you, I really do.”


He smiled eagerly. “I look forward to hearing you sing again, Eleal. Come back here after you’re done?” For a man who had been a literary genius in his day, Piol had always been blessed with an astonishing streak of naivete.


“Er, not tonight, I’m afraid. I—I promised my boyfriend. Sorry. One afternoon, maybe?”


Whatever he tried to say was lost in the roar as all of Yelsiol came into view. A couple of her admirers rose and hurried forward through the storm of applause—hoping to visit the star’s dressing room and congratulate her, of course, as admirers did. As Gulminian Clothier and hopefully some others would come to visit Eleal. Tigurb’l Tavernkeeper’s terms would be reasonable tonight.


Eleal patted Piol’s bony, blotched hand and stood up. “Come back one afternoon!” she shouted. She began to hobble away, heading for the stage.


He twisted and reached out to her. “Eleal!”


She looked around. She should be up there by now.


“Eleal,” Piol quavered. “I forgot to tell you. Have you heard the news about the Liberator?”


She staggered as if he had struck her with a rail. “Who?”


Piol blinked rapidly and beamed. “There’s rumors in town that the Liberator’s appeared in Joalvale. I wondered if you’d heard.”


“D’ward?”


“I assume it must be D’ward.”


She stood frozen, barely aware that Tigurb’l was already onstage, introducing her. D’ward! After all these years! The floor rocked under her boots. D’ward! That slime?




Piol had not noticed her reaction. “It’s very strange! I can’t imagine how he would dare to flaunt that name when he knows about the Filoby Testament. I mean, Zath is certain to hear. So maybe it isn’t D’ward at all, just an imposter, although even an imposter would be very stupid to call himself the Liberator. But just in case it really is D’ward, I thought you might like to know, because I remember how fond you were of—”


“Fond! Fond of D’ward you mean, you old fool?”


Piol’s face fell. “What’s wrong? I thought you’d like…What’s wrong?”


He was so stupid that she wanted to grab his stringy neck and shake him. She tried to scream and her throat produced only a whisper. “Nothing’s wrong, Piol. Nothing’s wrong at all! I’d love to meet D’ward again!”


And I will tear his lungs out and make him eat them and then there will be even less wrong than there is now. It’s all his fault that I work here as a harlot in a brothel.
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