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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


The voice I hear this passing night was heard


In ancient days, by emperor and clown:


Perhaps the self-same song that found a path


Through the sad heart of Ruth, when sick for home,


She stood in tears amid the alien corn;


The same that oft-times hath


Charmed magic casements, opening on the foam


Of perilous seas, in faery lands forlorn.


 


Keats, Ode to a Nightingale


 


 


 


 




 


ONE: Favor the deceit
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In all the Impire, there was no more prosperous province than the island of Kith. Ever since its conquest in the expansive days of the Xth Dynasty, it had been the imps' main bastion in the Summer Seas.


It had rich mines, fertile farmland, and a substantial shipping industry. Once in a while a typhoon would do some damage, or dragons might lay waste along the northeast shore, but neither had troubled the western coast in centuries, and there the city of Finrain was the largest and richest on the island, as well as the greatest port.


Ports needed sailors. The best sailors were jotnar. Imps had good reason to be jumpy when there were jotnar around, and they firmly encouraged the sailors who manned Finrain's shipping to make their homes at Durthing, a couple of hours to the south—close enough to be handy, but distant enough that their violent impulses could do no damage to Finrain itself, nor its citizens.


Durthing was home also to a few trolls, most of them descendants of slaves imported from the Mosweeps, because the aboriginal population had pretty much died out after the Impire came. There were also some mixed bloods, and of course gnomes to handle the sanitary arrangements. There were even a few imps, but any imp who chose to live in a jotunnish settlement must have very good reasons, of the sort that were better not discussed.


Lately, a young sailor of mixed faun-jotunn ancestry had taken up residence. Although he had been a thrall purchased at enormous expense by Gathmor, the new master of Stormdancer, he had subsequently been given his freedom. Within limits. His shipmates did not exactly take turns at keeping an eye on him, but . . . Well, he was a good kid and never lacked for company. He had shown no interest in departing, anyway, but he was much too valuable to be allowed the opportunity. Moreover, there was only one land road out of Durthing, and it ran by a post of the Imperial army. Imps were notoriously nosy.


Its fondest resident could not have called Durthing a town, and barely even a village, for its huts and hovels were scattered at random around the sides of a shallow, bowl-shaped hollow. The only break in the bowl's symmetry was a notch where the sea had broken through, back before the oldest Gods. With clear, calm water and smooth sand for beaching, the near-circular bay was one of the finest harbors in all of Pandemia. Three little streams watered the slopes, the sea teemed with fish, and the climate was perfect. Usually a dozen ships lay anchored there, or pulled up on the beach, and most often two or three more were under construction.


There was no formal land law in Durthing, for there was no formal law at all. The sea was a demanding mistress and whenever she stole a lover from his family, his home was soon abandoned to weeds and swallowed up by scrubby woodland.


A woman bereft must find herself another protector at once, and her children likely died soon anyway. Even among jotnar, few men would actually kill a child in cold blood, but even fewer would care overmuch for brats spawned by a predecessor. The work was done by neglect and indifference, or in mindless drunken rages. A widow who did not find another guardian was soon driven out by the other women and vanished into the nightmare slums of Finrain.


But in every evil there was some good, as the priests said, and housing was thus no problem for a newcomer. He might pick a pleasant spot not too far from one of the streams and build the home of his dreams, or he could just move into one of the empties. The selection was wide: impish wooden shacks, or low, dark sod hovels of the Nordland type favored by jotnar, or the rambling piles of masonry constructed by trolls. There were also some abandoned gnome burrows, but even the rats shunned those.


The faun had selected an ancient log cabin off by itself, and labored to make it shipshape while he settled down to life as a sailor. After every voyage he added more improvements. The months slipped by imperceptibly in that silken halcyon climate, and spring had become summer already.


 


 


2


 


Far to the east, under a harsher sun, the caravan road from the great port of Ullacarn ran eastward through the foothills of the Progistes before swinging north to branch and divide and become a seine of paths into the Central Desert. Squeezed between sand and mountains, the single way was known to the merchants as the Gauntlet. Their guards called it the Slaughterhouse. In some places the road was so constricted that drivers heading seaward could shout insults or greetings to those bound for the interior, while the bells on their respective camels rang in rondelet together. Many trader trains came through there, but not as many as tried, for banditry was the main source of employment in the district. The names of the passes told the tale: Bone Pass, Bodkin's Eye, One Out, Bloody Spring, High Death, Low Death, Buzzard's Gizzard, and Eight Men Dead.


Additional guards could be hired at either end of the Gauntlet, but they might not be of authentic royal blood. The genuine lionslayers distrusted them utterly, and with good reason.


After many weeks of trekking across the wastes of Zark, the caravan led by the venerable Sheik Elkarath had come at last to the Gauntlet. A few dangerous days ahead lay the fair city of Ullacarn, representing rest, profit, and well-earned comfort. The camels that had borne necessities to the humble folk of the interior—shovels and mattocks of tough dwarvish steel, cunning elvish dyestuffs, strong linen thread—were laden now with produce that the rest of Pandemia would greet as luxuries: wool of mountain goats and bright rugs woven from it, uncut emeralds, and durable garments of leather or camel hair, crafted by humble, hungry folk, whose only resource was unlimited time.


Many times in a long life, the sheik had traversed the Gauntlet. He had met violence there on occasion, yet he had never suffered loss of man or substance. If pressed to explain his remarkable good fortune, he would merely smile cryptically into his snowy beard and speak of vigilance and devotion to the precepts of holy writ. This time, he was confident, his passage would be similarly untroubled. This time his party was no larger nor richer than it had been in the past.


Portly and dignified, Sheik Elkarath rode high on his camel, serenely surveying the sun-blasted rocky landscape from under his snowbank brows as he led his long train down to the Oasis of Tall Cranes. Here he was in the very center of the Gauntlet, the most dangerous stretch of all. The barren crags around him concealed a dozen dark ravines that only the locals knew, any one of which might hold a band of armed brigands lying in wait. The jagged peaks of the Progistes pressed close along the northwestern skyline.


The tiny settlement in the valley below comprised a few dozen adobe houses, a welcome pond of clear water, and a hundred or so gangly palm trees. It owned no mines and grew no crops of any substance. Yet the people of Tall Cranes were well fed and prosperous. Their paddocks held many fine camels. Among other peoples, all djinns had a reputation for perfidy, but within Zark itself, the inhabitants of Tall Cranes were notorious.


From long experience, Sheik Elkarath anticipated a productive evening of trading. Always he brought gold to Tall Cranes, because the elders would accept nothing less for the jewels and crafts and livestock they offered. To inquire into the source of their wealth would have been grossly discourteous and insanely rash.


Behind the sheik, tall in the saddle, rode his chief guard. By the ancient tradition of the camel roads, he was referred to always as First Lionslayer. In his case the anonymity was especially valuable, because that spectacular young man was Sultan Azak of Arakkaran, literally worth a king's ransom. Much farther back in the caravan, the young woman professing to be his wife was Queen Inosolan of Krasnegar. She, however, would be worth nothing to the average kidnapper, except brief carnal satisfaction. To the wardens, the four occult guardians of the world, she was apparently worth considerably more.


But Sheik Elkarath would not be speaking of magic, or politics, during his visit to the Oasis of Tall Cranes.
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Ogi called out, "Shipmate ahoy!" as he drew near to the faun's cabin. The sun had only just set and he was quite visible as he came through the low shrubs and spindly trees, but life in a jotunn settlement like Durthing made caution second nature to a man—startle a jotunn and he might kill first and apologize later. Some would not apologize even then.


The hammering ceased, and a moment later Rap's face appeared in the window, a homely face below a mop of brown hair like a tangle of dry ferns. He wiped his forehead with a bare arm.


"Got some carp," Ogi yelled, holding them up. "And wine!"


"Wine? What's the occasion?"


"Just thought a working man might like a break."


The faun smiled his usual diffident little smile. "Great!" he shouted, and disappeared.


Ogi headed over to the fire pit and was pleased to discover a few live embers remaining. He added some twigs and blew up a flame. Then he settled on a boulder and made certain that the wine had survived the journey unharmed.


A gray bird flew in to perch on a twig and eye him with deep suspicion. There were rocks enough to seat at least a dozen more people, so whoever had built it must have had a large family . . . no, the shack was small, so he'd just enjoyed throwing big parties. It was a pleasant spot, though, set in a little dell and sheltered from the tropic sun by a couple of half-decent trees—in Durthing any worthwhile timber soon vanished into cooking fires—but too far from a spring to be a prime location; more private than most.


In a few minutes Rap came wandering out, pulling on a shirt. He was still comically modest about clothing, considering the complete absence of privacy in a sailor's working life, but a good lad, steady beyond his years. In appearance he was pretty much straight faun, except for his hair and his size, and he had a faun's disinclination to conform to social pressures. Like being cleanshaven, for instance. He was the only man on Stormdancer not trying to grow a floorbrush mustache like Gathmor's. He was also the only man in Durthing who wore long pants all the time. Ogi often wondered whether that was just another of his odd ideas about propriety, or if he was touchy about his faun legs.


There were a lot of things about him that puzzled Ogi.


Already the fire was crackling nicely. Ogi began peeling onions. Rap settled on the next boulder, wiping his forehead again.


"Working too hard! Meant to go for a swim." He hefted the wine jar and tilted his head for a long, hard swig—which was a pleasant surprise to the imp. Maybe getting him drunk tonight wouldn't be the swine of a job they'd expected.


Rap lowered the flask with a gasp. "I'll go later."


"Hey, swimming in the dark . . . All right, smarty, you needn't smirk like that!" Ogi did not usually cluck like a mother hen, but young Rap was a newcomer to swimming. "So it's not dangerous for you—but don't go too soon after you've eaten, okay?" In any case, certain parties had plans for this sailor's evening, and swimming was not among them. He'd get to those later. "How's the builder doing?"


"Come and see?" Rap asked shyly. He jumped up and led the way over to the little hovel he now called home. It was a lot more homelike than it had been two months before, and he proudly displayed his latest achievement, a shutter for the window. It would keep rain out, if not wind. He had no furniture yet except a hammock and a chair, although Ogi had often offered to lend him some money to get settled in. At suitable interest rates, of course.


As always, Ogi wondered why a faun-jotunn hybrid had chosen an impish shack. In their homeland of Sysanasso, fauns lived in flimsy huts of wicker and thatch, and yet Rap had selected an ancient log cabin, built by some long-lost imp in this lonely dell. He had seemed surprised that his choice would surprise anyone, muttering something about his hometown being impish even if he wasn't. To have picked somewhere less isolated would have seemed more friendly.


He had fixed the roof and made the place quite astonishingly clean. Ogi viewed, admired, and complimented. Then they headed back to the fire pit and the wine.


Ogi proposed a few toasts, and got some more of the wine into the kid that way. Then he pulled out the day's catch and set to work cleaning them.


"Arrivals?" Rap muttered, peering over his head, apparently at the stringy trees.


"One of them's likely Petrel. She's due. Don't know the other."


Ships arriving were always of interest, but the juvenile forest around Rap's cabin blocked a clear view of the harbor. He, of course, could see through anything, but either the ships were still out of his range or he just didn't care much. He sat down again and stared at the flickering flames in silence.


The swift tropical dark was settling in all around, and the birdcalls were fading away. Bright smoke and sparks and crackling fire . . . oversexed crickets racketing already . . . It was a pleasant night.


As Ogi cut off the fish heads, he tossed them over his shoulder for dogs or gnomes to find. Likewise, when he slit the bellies, he scraped out the guts on the dirt behind him. Quite likely there would be a gnome child or two hovering nearby already, drawn by the fire.


"Something wrong?" Ogi asked.


Rap had been staring fixedly at the flames. He smiled faintly and shrugged. "Nothing you can help with."


"Please yourself. But if you want to talk it out to a friend, I'm available. And despite what you may have been told ever since you were weaned, some imps can keep secrets."


That brought the little smile again, briefly, and Ogi realized that the wide faun mouth almost never smiled more than that.


"It's just that I'm not finding it easy settling down here."


Yes, that was very odd.


"Durthing's not perfect," Ogi said loyally, "but there's nowhere much better. You've gotten yourself a pretty fair house there for just the cost of a few days' work, and there's a very wide selection of girls. I know of lots who'd be willing to help you fill it with babies."


Rap shuddered.


"You get used to the little pests," Ogi said complacently. Uala had two now and another on the way already. Perhaps twins, the way she was bulging. "At times they're quite lovable. Don't quote me."


Rap went back to staring at flames.


There was a mystery even about the way the kid had gotten to Faerie in the first place, and it probably involved magic. Ogi was enough of a sailor to dislike talking about that. Still, it was curious.


"A girl, was it? " he asked softly. "Or a dream?"


"A girl," Rap told the fire, "but not the way you mean."


"Son, I've tried every way there is," Ogi said nostalgically.


Rap wrinkled his wide faun nose. "A promise, then."


"What sort of promise?"


Rap shot him a brief, cryptic glance. "A crazy one." He took another swallow from the wine jar and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. "I don't really want to be a sailor. There's the nub."


He wasn't going to be very popular if Gathmor heard him talking like that. Or any jotunn, for that matter.


"Then you're fooling all of us, buddy. There was talk you might be made coxswain's mate when Larg got promoted."


Rap snorted disbelievingly and went back to leaning elbows on knees. He'd rowed to Faerie and back three times now. Men grew fast at his age, and he had a rower's shoulders already. He was going to need those tonight—for a moment Ogi felt a gloating touch of avarice. Lovely gold! Then he wet a finger and flipped a drop of spit at the griddle. It hissed and danced satisfactorily. He threw on the onions and began buttering the fish with his dagger.


"Gathmor said he paid forty-six imperials for me and the goblin," Rap murmured. "If I save all I can, how long would it take me to pay it off?"


"With interest, about thirty-nine hundred years."


"Oh—that soon, you think?"


"Be realistic, Rap! If you were Gathmor, would you let you go? Your farsight's beyond any price to him. He loves his ship, he's responsible for his crew—he isn't going to let you go."


The faun sighed and fell silent.


His farsight talent made him unique, of course, and yet it was a freakish thing. Stormdancer had not needed it since his first voyage. His subsequent trips had been hard work, with too much rowing and not enough sailing, but completely uneventful.


And the lad had more to him than just an occult knack. He had the makings of a very fine sailor. He was competent and trustworthy. He never complained or picked fights. He did whatever he was told to do as if he were grateful for the opportunity. Even without his farsight, he was not a man Gathmor would readily let slip away. Almost all the unattached girls in Durthing were giving serious thought to the big faun, too,


"They say," Ogi remarked, "that happiness is pretending you always wanted what you're getting."


Rap chuckled, but he kept his gaze on the flames.


Ogi began to feel worried. If the kid was out of sorts, then tonight's operation might turn into a disaster. Before he could explore that possibility, Rap spoke.


"You're an imp. Why d'you live among these maniacs?"


Ogi twitched nervously. "I suggest you don't say that word too loud, friend. And you shouldn't ask questions like that here."


"Oh! Sorry! Didn't think."


"It's all right with me. I'll just tell you to mind your own business—"


"But a jotunn would knock my head off," Rap finished. "That's what I meant."


"And you don't need to ask anyway. The only possible reason a nonjotunn would live here is that it's pleasanter than the imperor's jails. Come on, lad—it's a great life! Space and freedom! Women? You don't get women in jail unless you're real rich. Enjoy it!"


None of which was true in Ogi's case. He had never fallen afoul of the law, and he lived in Durthing simply because he loved the sea and loved being a sailor. Trouble was, the only possible explanation for that was much harder to talk about than a criminal past would have been. He knew his grandfather had died when jotunn raiders razed Kolvane; his father had been a posthumous baby. Although the family would never discuss the matter, and although Ogi himself was impishly short and broad and swarthy, he was quite certain that he must be one-quarter jotunn. To say so would greatly boost his standing in Durthing and among Stormdancer's crew, but it would increase his risks, too, and the kidding would never end. Ogi was not enough of a jotunn to find such matters funny.


"But they are maniacs," Rap muttered. "Kani's still after me to go pick a fight with someone. Why, for the Good's sake? I've shown I'll defend myself!"


Ogi began flipping fish over with the point of his dagger. He hadn't meant to raise the matter yet, and the kid wasn't close to drunk. "Well, there's a difference, Rap."


"What sort of difference?"


He passed the wine. "Here—you're not drinking your share! Yes, you've had a couple of fights. But they don't really count."


Rap put the jar down on the ground beside him and fixed a cold gaze on his companion. "Don't count? Why not?"


The carp were done. Feeling his mouth watering already, Ogi began scooping them onto the platters with his dagger. At least he need not look his friend in the eye while doing so. He hoped they would still be friends tomorrow.


"You know the standings round here, Rap. Lowest are the nonjotunn, like me. Especially me, 'cause jotnar rank imps just barely above gnomes. Then the part jotunn, like you. Fauns are quite well thought of, actually—probably because they're so pigheaded that they never know when they're beaten—and you're almost jotunn size, so you rate just below pure jotunn." He waited, but got no comment. He worked more on the fish. "And then they have their own levels. Tops are the Nordland-born, like Brual—"


"And Kani's a third-generation southerner and hates himself for it. So? So what are you getting at?"


"Well, I know a couple of guys decided to try you out. You did very well, too, but Dirp is a third-generation exile, like Kani, and old Hagmad is a second, and neither is much thought of as a fighter. Besides, they were just playing."


"It didn't feel like play," Rap growled. "It bloody hurt!"


Ogi had scraped the griddle clean. He had no option but to hand Rap his platter and meet his eye.


"Tell me the worst," Rap said sourly. "I've lost my appetite already."


Ogi sighed. "You want them off your back? Well, then, you've got to have a punch party with a full-blooded, Nordland-born jotunn. One of the good ones."


"Oh, great! I used to think Gathmor was bad—"


"I'm not finished. You've got to pick the quarrel, not him. Your fight, see? And you've got to make him mad. Really mad! We can't settle for just a playful testing to see what's in the uppity faun mongrel. You bait him till he's one man-eating, homicidal, kill-crazy jotunn, who really wants to smash you. Then—no mercy! You beat him to a jelly."


"You lost me right at the end there."


"I'm serious, Rap. Eat up. More important—drink up! you're new. They give new boys time, but you've got your rower's arms now. You're looking sort of ready, so you're going to be measured soon. Today? Tomorrow? Best to pick your own match, right? The important thing is to try for the highest standing you can possibly hope to hold on to. In the end that'll mean a lot less pain and blood than if they're all using you for practice on the way up."


Rap laid the platter aside and crossed his arms. "What's your part in this?"


This was where Ogi could give the kid some good news. He spoke with his mouth full. "Important! I found out who Verg and that crazy Kani had picked out for you: Turbrok! Or even Radrik! Gods! They'd have gotten you maimed or killed."


Rap put his elbows on his knees and scowled sideways at his companion. "And you won't?"


"Hope not. This fish is delicious. Try it—you need the strength. No, I took over, and you can trust me. Sure, I've been setting you up, Rap, I admit, but I know what I'm doing."


Well, he was three-fourths sure he did.


"Setting me up?"


"Who suggested you take the charming Wulli to the dance?"


Rap straightened, taut and furious. "You told me she wasn't anyone's girl! So did she!"


"Yes, well, she would. They do, here. But what I said was right, so far as I know. No engagements or understandings. How far have you got with her, by the way?"


"Mind your own Evil-begotten business!"


"Awright! But the previous dance she went to with Grindrog. He's been at sea, so he hasn't squired any ladies since."


Rap groaned. He had turned pale, understandably; in fact his face held a sort of greenish tinge in the fire's dancing glow. "So he'll assume I'm muscling in?"


"Well, you are, in the way things are done here. Grindrog never dropped her, you see. His choice, never hers. And of course, she's pure jotunn, and you're not. Mongrels aren't allowed near—"


"Bastard! But I should've thought of that, at least. God of Liars! You did set me up, you sneaky bunch of bastards! And I really don't like her much. She's all 'Yes, Rap,' 'No, Rap,' without an original thought in her head."


Wulli was a mouth-wateringly sweet kid, about sixteen, with the sort of face and body that the sailors called a shipping hazard—breathtaking, in fact. No male jotunn would worry at all about her mental processes, pro or con.


"Maybe Grindrog doesn't like her either. But that's irrelevant."


"Petrel? He's bosun on Petrel?"


"Right. Don't let your meal get cold—"


"About twenty-four, twenty-five? Twice my size, with a cast in one eye and his nose pushed over to the right? That one?"


"That's him."


"And Petrel just berthed. I suppose there's no chance that he might not find out?"


"None whatsoever," Ogi said complacently. "Kani's making sure he gets the news right away, as soon as she beaches, while all his crewmates are still around to sympathize."


Rap picked up his platter absentmindedly and began to eat, staring into the fire again. "I've saved up about half an imperial, Ogi. It's on the rafter over the hammock. You and Kani are my best friends, and I'd like you to share that. My boots are worth—"


"Oh, shut up! Do you think I'd do that to you?"


Rap glanced seaward. "Someone's coming now. He'll be here in a minute. Yes, it's Kani, running. Coming to tell you that the trap's set? So out with it—what's the ploy?" He seemed to be taking this better than he had done a moment before.


"The ploy is Grindrog. He's rated ninth or tenth in Durthing."


"You can have one boot, and Kani the other."


"Shut up! Listen—Grindrog hasn't fought in over a year now! He challenged Rathkrun himself. Rathkrun put him to sleep for a week."


Rap gulped, as if swallowing fish bones.


"But," Ogi said triumphantly, "he hasn't picked a fight since! Now I happened to notice him baiting a hook, last time he was in port. He held it right up here, on his left. Real close. And he's right-handed!"


Rap chewed in thoughtful silence.


"Rathkrun kicked his head about quite a bit! Rap, I don't think he can see worth a cod's ankles! I've been watching him. He trips over things. He slobbers when he talks. And if you get him mad enough tonight, he'll be fighting in the dark."


"That's cheating!"


Absurd! If the kid thought like that then he wasn't old enough to be allowed out alone, certainly not in a jotunn community—and yet Ogi had half expected that objection.


"That's partly why we snared you. You've got to go down there and drive him so wild that he'll try to fight a seer in the dark. If he loses his jotunn temper, then you've got him."


"Or the other way," Rap said calmly, chewing, gazing levelly at Ogi—who was beginning to find that steady stare unnerving.


"You've got your shoulders now. Rap. You can deliver."


"It isn't going to work. Not for long. Everyone knows I have farsight, so if I win I'll get a daylight challenge real soon, and you're trying to rank a mule above hundreds of purebred jotnar . . . But I suppose the main thing is to live through tonight, isn't it?"


He had some good points there, but tomorrow could look after itself. "Right. Just get him so mad he can't wait to get at you."


"If I said that Wulli told me he couldn't get it up for her, not even once . . . that would do it, wouldn't it?"


Ogi's forehead broke out in sweat at the thought of what that accusation would do to a drunken jotunn. "Just about. You may have her father to worry about tomorrow, but he's pretty old."


Rap threw his platter aside and wiped his mouth, as if he had reached a decision. Ogi held out the wine jug, but he shook his head.


"I'd rather be sober."


"Oh, you're weird! Sober, for Gods' sake? Fight sober? Jotnar think that's unmanly. That's worse cheating than using far-sight!"


In silence, Rap stood up and stretched. Apparently he'd accepted his destiny. Ogi had expected a much longer argument, and he began to wonder if this was a trick and the faun was planning to disappear into the woods. He certainly did not look like a tyro preparing to fight one of the top killers in Durthing.


Sounds of smashing shrubbery heralded the approach of Kani.


"You're taking this very well," Ogi said uneasily.


Rap smiled, humorlessly. "It'll be a pleasure."


"Oh?" Ogi was dumbfounded.


The kid stepped closer, eyes glinting in the firelight. "What Wulli told me about Grindrog was something different. I'd have been tempted anyway, if I'd thought I had any chance at all. Now you say I have, and you've trapped me, so I have no choice. Fine! Friend Grindrog deserves to have his head kicked a few more times. And other things."


Ogi opened his mouth and then closed it again.


"But we've got time to kill, haven't we?" Rap said gently. "I'd like to borrow some heavier boots from someone, and we must let Grindrog do his drinking and meditate on his troubles . . . mustn't we?"


Suddenly, somehow, the faun had hold of Ogi's shirt and was twisting it, hauling him right up off his seat and higher, up on tiptoe. And smiling. The first big smile all night. Not a cheerful smile, all teeth and much too close to Ogi's nose.


"How much?" Rap demanded. "How much are you going to make if the faun mule beats the blind champion? Or is the blindness just a worm to hook me?"


"No, Rap. I really think he's almost blind. And I was just about to talk about your share of my . . . our winnings . . . and—"


"And I may have time for a practice bout or two first!"


Rap, of course, was half jotunn. It just didn't show, usually.


It showed now.


Ogi should have thought of that sooner.


The fist at his throat was choking him. His knees began to quiver. He could smell that jotunnish anger. Imps fought best when they had numbers on their side, and he was no great bruiser. He'd brawled a little when he first arrived, because he'd had to, and he was hefty enough, but usually he just groveled. Few jotnar in Durthing would even bother to jostle an imp.


"You and Kani and who else in this?"


Hefty or not, now Ogi had been lifted right into the air. The faun was holding him up one-handed, holding him close enough to stare right into those big faun eyes, and they were full of jotunn madness. He should certainly have thought of this possibility.


"You and Kani and who else?"


"Verg," Ogi said with some difficulty.


"I'll start with you, then—practice the jelly thing."


Ogi muttered a silent prayer to every God in the lists.


Kani burst into the circle of firelight, so breathless he could hardly speak. Obviously he had more on his mind than the proposed Rap-Grindrog contest, for he did not seem to notice the confrontation in progress. He gasped, pointed back over his shoulder, gasped again.


He said, "Orca!"


"What?" Rap released Ogi, who dropped and staggered backward. By the time he had recovered his balance, Rap was gone in the darkness, the sounds of his progress through the shrubbery already growing fainter.


"Rap! Wait! that's, that’s suicide!" The noises continued to move away. "Rap, we have no weapons!" But obviously shouting was not going to stop the faun.


Orca?


Far, far more frightened now than he had been by the thought of a beating from Rap, Ogi took off after him, leaving the winded Kani to follow as best he could.


If he dared.
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At the Oasis of Tall Cranes, Inos achieved the impossible. 


It started when Azak smiled to her as he strode by.


A smile from Azak was a fearsome sight. It displaced large quantities of copper-red hair. Since leaving Arakkaran he had let his beard grow in full, and it was a very full beard indeed. With his hook nose and scarlet djinn eyes, with his great height and unshakable arrogance, Azak was not a person easily overlooked.


For a moment Inos stood and watched him go, heading for the camel paddock, stalking along in his voluminous desert robes, one ruddy hand resting on the hilt of his scimitar. She sighed. Azak ak'Azakar was a problem. His proposals of marriage were becoming more frequent and more insistent every day, as the long journey neared its end. His logic was impeccable and his arguments unanswerable. Only sorcery could ever put her on the throne of her ancestors, the throne of Krasnegar. Only the wardens were permitted to use sorcery for political ends, and the Four would be much more likely to approve her petition if she had a competent husband at her side. Especially if he was a strong and proven ruler already. Like Azak.


A match foretold by the Gods.


The only flaw in this plan was that she did not feel ready to accept Azak as a husband, despite his obvious qualifications on all counts; despite the command of a God. She could not imagine him surviving the boredom of a Krasnegarian winter; and if the wardens refused to uphold her claim, she would then be faced with the alternative of being sultana of Arakkaran. That would not be the same thing at all.


As he vanished into the roaring melee of unloading camels, Inos returned to her immediate task, which was helping Kade erect the tent. Kade was waiting patiently, regarding her niece with faded old blue eyes—and a glimpse of those eyes could sometimes startle even Inos now, so accustomed was she to seeing only djinns around her.


"First Lionslayer seems remarkably relaxed," Kade said.


"Oh, I'm sure it takes more than a few brigands to frighten Azak . . . Now, which way is the wind blowing?"


But as the two of them set to work with practiced skill, Kade's comment began to bubble in Inos's mind like yeast in a beer vat. For weeks the women of the caravan had talked uneasily of the dangers of the Gauntlet. Here at the infamous Oasis of Tall Cranes, they were right in the middle of it, and most of them were visibly jumpy. The lionslayers' wives muttered discreetly about their husbands' ill temper, for the lionslayers were red-eyed in more ways than one, standing watch all night and riding camel all day.


But Azak had been smiling?


Well, why not? No matter how the rest of the party had fretted, Azak had remained quite untroubled by the promised perils. Chuckling into his red bush of a beard, he had pointed out that Sheik Elkarath had traversed the Gauntlet many times unscathed. And of course Inos had known what he was hinting—that the old sheik could never be endangered by mere mundane bandits.


That must be what Kade was thinking at the moment, also.


It just wasn't something that could be said out loud, though. Kade had been unusually brash, or strong-willed, to say even as much as she had.


Inos glanced around at the gaunt, rubbly hills and the sharp peaks of the Progistes, dark against the setting sun like gigantic legionaries. There were no cranes in sight, tall or short, but then there had been no dragons at the Oasis of Three Dragons, either. The world had changed since place names were invented.


She scowled at the white cottages, the pampered trees, and even at the welcome little lake. Some long-forgotten sorcerer had dammed an intermittent stream to make this settlement possible. If the stories were true, he had thereby created a long-lived aristocracy of highwaymen and caused the deaths of untold innocent travelers.


But not Elkarath.


She stared thoughtfully at her aunt, now busily hammering in a tent peg. Kade did not normally discuss the sheik, even in such oblique hints. Nor did Azak, or Inos herself. But she could recall a couple of times on the journey when the conversation had come close to the subject of magic—and both times had been late in the day, as now.


Her eyes went again to the forbidding barrier of mountains. Beyond them lay Thume, the Accursed Place. No one ever went there.


Did they?


And so . . . 


The temptation was irresistible. What did she have to lose?


She drew a deep breath, ignoring the sudden thumping of her heart while cautiously glancing around to confirm that there was no one within earshot. In these trailing Zarkian costumes with their floppy hoods a woman never knew who might be creeping up on her, but the nearest tent on the right was already standing and obviously empty, its sides folded up to let the evening breeze sift through. The one on the left was being erected by a jabbering band of youngsters, the daughters of Sixth Lionslayer.


"A favor, Aunt?"


Kade looked up and nodded, her jotunnish blue eyes puzzled, and the rest of her invisible below yashmak and draperies.


"Tonight take your cue from me? No arguments?"


The blue eyes widened, then quickly narrowed in a frown. "You aren't planning something impulsive, are you, dear?"


"Impulsive? Me? Of course not! But, please. Aunt? Trust me?"


"I always do, dear," Kade said suspiciously.


Nevertheless, Inos knew she would cooperate. "Well, if you can spare me for a moment . . . I need a quick word with Jarthia." She turned and trudged off between the trees.


She thought she almost approved of Tall Cranes, despite the sinister reputation of its inhabitants. Yet not long ago an isolated hamlet like this would have seemed squalid and pathetic to her. How fast one's standards could change! Probably the Ullacarn place would feel like a grand city when she reached it, after so many lonely little desert settlements, most much smaller and more poverty-stricken than this. She did not yearn for grand cities. She would cheerfully have turned down a visit to Hub itself in place of a quiet afternoon in Krasnegar—dull, scruffy old Krasnegar!


Cheerfully she returned the greetings of familiar fellow travelers as she passed their tents, women and children with whom she had shared the ordeals of the Central Desert: thirst and killer heat and the terrors of a sandstorm. She should have brought a water jug as an excuse for this excursion. Kade was much better at carrying water on her head than she was. Patience had never been her strong suit.


Then she reached the tent of Fourth Lionslayer. Fourth would be engaged elsewhere, helping Azak oversee the unloading. His wife, Jarthia, was about the same age as Inos and admittedly striking, in a voluptuous djinnish way, with hair of deep chestnut and eyes as red as any Inos had ever seen. Shortly after the caravan had left Arakkaran, Jarthia had given birth to a large and healthy son. Now that her belly had flattened again and her breasts were still large with milk, her figure was even more lush than usual. None of that was visible at the moment, of course, or ever would be visible to any man except Fourth himself. He was elderly and utterly enslaved by his beautiful son-bearing wife, whose predecessors had produced only a double handful of daughters. All these factors found their place in Inos's devious inspiration.


Kneeling on the rugs spread before her tent, Jarthia was lighting the brazier. Just another anonymously shrouded female, she looked up in wonder at the visitor, for this was the time of day when the women must rush to prepare the day's meal for their hungry, hot, and hot-tempered menfolk.


"Mistress Harthak?" Jarthia murmured respectfully, and inscrutably. That was Inos's current name, Azak's choice. It was certainly better than the name he had bestowed upon Kade, which had unfortunate implications—at times the young sultan's ferocious mien concealed a wicked sense of humor.


Mistress Harthak had not thought to prepare what she wanted to say. She mumbled some sort of greeting, then decided to sit down. She settled stiffly on the rug.


Jarthia's surprise increased to became distrust. She muttered the customary welcome from, "My husband's house is honored," to the final offer of water.


Inos declined the water. "I was wondering," she began, remembering to harden the Hubban accent she had cultivated so painstakingly at Kinvale, "whether you were planning to visit the bathhouse this evening."


Jarthia sat back and studied her visitor with unblinking red eyes. "The lionslayer insists. He is a very demanding husband."


Inos doubted that. "Oh, that's good . . . but not quite what I meant. Actually, I was more concerned about thali . . . if you had thought of playing thali this evening?"


Thali was a popular women's game. Inos had played it at Kinvale a few times.


Jarthia was the caravan's lady champion. Her hot gaze flashed briefly over the buildings on the far side of the pond and then returned to Inos. "Possibly." The women of Tall Cranes would certainly have more valuables to lose than those of more honest settlements.


"Oh, good. My aunt and I might like to join in, for a change."


"Mistress Phattas and yourself are always welcome." Jarthia's voice was becoming quite sinister with suspicion.


"Yes. Well . . . what I had in mind . . . actually . . ."


Inos really ought to have planned how best to say this. "What I had in mind actually was . . . was gambling, and . . . er, cheating?"


 


Favor the deceit:


 


When I consider life, 'tis all a cheat;


Yet, fool'd with hope, men favour the deceit;


Trust on, and think tomorrow will repay:


Tomorrow's falser than the former day.


 


Dryden, Aureng-Zebe


 


 


 




 


TWO: Piety nor wit
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Away from the fire there was moonlight, and even a few stars. There were many other fires twinkling around Durthing, their smoke drifting up vaguely in the moonlight. Moonlight was gleaming also on some very brawny clouds banked up in the west, but if there was wind, it did not penetrate the little valley.


And there was no sound! That was the eeriest thing of all. Ogi could hear nothing but the irregular slither of his own boots on the slope and his own panting. If Kani had not been imagining things, then every throat in the settlement should be in full chorus, every cook pot clamoring the alarm.


He had thought briefly of going for Uala and the kids, but either he didn't think he could move them out fast enough, or else his damnable impish curiosity had gotten the better of him. He was following Rap to the moot-stow.


If there was going to be a massacre, it would start there.


The moot-stow was where the men met to talk and drink and fight. If the Rap-Grindrog match occurred, it would be held at the moot-stow. Homing Durthing vessels always docked first in Finrain to unload cargo or passengers, and they always loaded beer. So the night after a ship returned was always rowdy. The crew itself would be in a mood for blood after weeks at sea. So would everyone else when the beer ran out. The moot-stow was an open square of packed clay by the shore with a raised bank around three sides; on that grew the only large trees left in the valley, giving shade and rain cover, serving when necessary as grandstands.


On nights when no ship had docked, there was music and dancing there, with lanterns hung in the trees. When there was beer, then a bonfire blazed in the middle; so a man could see what he was doing. Those nights the women stayed home. Sea Eagle and Petrel had both beached that day.


Soon Ogi saw the flicker of the bonfire and the shapes of men standing on the nearer bank under the trees. He sensed other men running in from other directions. But still he heard no sound.


There was no law in Durthing—except maybe one. If it had ever been passed by the Senate and the People's Assembly in Hub, or signed by some long-dead imperor, then no copy of the original survived. The jotnar would not have accepted a written law anyway, but there was an unwritten law, and the Imperial army had standing orders.


The only jotunn settlements tolerated within the Impire were unarmed jotunn settlements. The lictor at Finrain kept spies in Durthing, and any attempt to collect weapons would have brought the entire XXIIIrd Legion marching in, five thousand strong. The jotnar pretended not to know that. They themselves outlawed weapons, they said, so that quarrels would be settled by more manly means—with fists and boots. And teeth. Or rocks and tree branches. Daggers were permissible sometimes, but swords were for cowards.


And every law had its exceptions. The senior jotunn in Durthing was Brual, unofficial mayor. He was aging now, but he was Nordland-born, and he kept the disorder within some limits with the aid of his five sons, of whom Gathmor was the youngest. Ogi was fairly sure that Brual must have a few swords tucked away somewhere.


Never enough! Not if Kani had truly seen what he had claimed. Not if that second boat had borne an orca emblem on its sail.


An orca was a killer whale, but it meant more than that in Nordland. It meant a thane's ship—raiders.


Gasping and sweating, Ogi came reeling up the bank and recklessly pushed his way through the line of blond, bare-chested sailors standing in ghostly silence, watching what was happening in the moot-stow.


The wide space was almost empty, except for the fire and Brual himself, flanked by the only two of his sons who were in port at the moment, Rathkrun and Gathmor. Brual had an ax and his sons bore swords. Their shadows stretched long on the ground behind them.


Three strangers were striding up from the sea—jotnar, of course, recognizable by their pale skin. They wore metal helmets and leather breeches and boots. They seemed to be unarmed.


But far behind them, an unfamiliar longship glimmered in the darkness on the placid waters of the bay, and men were wading ashore and lining up along the beach. Seeing no glint of weapons, Ogi decided that they also were unarmed. They must be, because their round shields still hung along the low side of that sinister boat. They wore helmets, though.


One group of waders was carrying a hogshead, and another had already been set on the sand. The ship had anchored, not beached; that was ominous. Yet the barrels suggested gifts, and might be a hopeful sign.


The entire male population of Durthing was there. It seemed to be holding its breath.


The three strangers stopped at a safe distance, and the night silence grew deeper and heavier, as if even the sea and the crickets had stopped to listen. Fear drifted though the trees like an invisible fog.


"What ship?" That was Brual, loud and harsh.


The stranger in the middle stepped forward one pace from his companions. He was tall and young and muscular. He was clean-shaven, while they were heavily bearded.


"Blood Wave. And I am her master, Salthan, son of Ridkrol."


"What is your business, Captain?" Brual's voice was strong, but curiously flat.


"Who asks?" Salthan was quieter, and he seemed completely at ease, although he was much closer to the ax and the swords man he was to his own crew.


"I am Brual, son of Gathrun. These are my sons."


Salthan put his fists on his hips and the gesture blazed with arrogance. "We came in peace, Brual, son of Gathrun, but your manner is beginning to irk me. We brought some beer to share with you, to exchange, perhaps, for some traditional jotunnish hospitality?"


Silence fell again. Nobody moved. Perhaps Brual was thinking. Perhaps he was already admitting disaster.


Then a man broke out of the crowd around the edges and ran a few steps forward and stopped, ill lit by the blaze of the bonfire. Almost alone in the whole crowd, he was dark-haired.


"He lies!" the newcomer shouted. "His name is not Salthan! He is Kalkor, the thane of Gark."


The entire male population of Durthing seemed to draw breath in the same instant. Ogi heard a low moan, and realized that it came from himself.


When the faun picked a quarrel, he picked a good one.


The stranger let the tension grow until Ogi wanted to scream. Then he said the inevitable: "Who calls me a liar?"


It was Gathmor who answered, without taming his head to look.


"He is a thrall. If you would answer the charge, then answer it to me, who owns him."


"That's not true!" Rap yelled shrilly. "You freed me!" And he went stalking forward defiantly until he stood at Gathmor's side.


Kalkor—for Ogi had no doubts at all that the faun had spoken the truth, however he knew it, and this was the most notorious raider on the four oceans—Kalkor seemed more amused than ever.


"Is this a three-way dispute, then? Both of you call me a liar, but he also calls you one, Son-of-Brual? Do we settle it in some sort of order, or in one big free-for-all?"


"You answer it to me." Gathmor had not taken his eyes off Kalkor. He was ignoring the crazy faun beside him, but Rap leaned close to his ear, as if whispering something important.


Ogi tore his attention from the main action and looked seaward. About fifty of the half-naked giants had come ashore now and were standing, watching. Firelight gleamed on their beards and flashed from their helmets. They were shifting, though, gradually edging in around the two hogsheads, and Ogi was suddenly frantic to know what really was in those barrels. Rap would know, and that must have been what he had just whispered to Gathmor, but Gathmor might already have guessed what Ogi was starting to fear.


He thought of Uala and the children and realized that he had never been more terrified in his life. Women and children could not run fast enough.


"I will take the thrall and consider the debt paid," Kalkor said. Even at that distance, Ogi somehow sensed the arrogant smile on the killer's face.


Trust me?


"What brings you to Durthing, Thane?" Gathmor demanded. His father seemed to be leaving it to him.


Kalkor cocked his head. "You repeat the challenge? I come for many reasons. My business is varied. I am mostly anxious to see how the summer sailors fare."


A low noise like a groan swept through the watching crowd. The jotnar of Nordland despised those who dwelt in the gentle southern lands. Their jotunn blood would bring them no better treatment from a Nordland raider than an imp could expect, or a faun, or anybody. The bloodlust might even burn hotter against them, fanned by contempt.


Ogi started praying—for a squadron of the Imperial navy, or a couple of cohorts from the XXIIIrd Legion.


"You have seen. Now go in peace." Gathmor's voice held none of the bottled anger that Ogi had heard many times in the past, just before some errant sailor was beaten bloody. Something was keeping it in check. Gathmor had a wife and children, also.


"But I came for that faun. And I will also enlist a pilot who knows the Nogids, as my course lies westward."


Again the watchers seemed to breathe in unison, and this time the sound was certainly a sigh. The thane was offering terms.


"He won't dare sail tonight," whispered a voice near to Ogi's shoulder. He glanced around and recognized one of Petrel's crew.


"Why not?" asked another whisper.


"There's a mother-and-father of a blow brewing out there, or I'm no sailor."


Ogi wiped his ribs where the sweat ran; now he recognized the urgent, muggy feel in the air. He should have noticed sooner. But if Kalkor dared not leave, then equally he could linger without worry that there might be Imperial ships out hunting for any reported orca.


Brual reached out a hand to stay his son, and Gathmor struck it away.


"I know the Nogids as well as any man."


A very long silence this time—Kalkor certainly had a sense of drama. Then he gestured toward his ship.


Gathmor rammed his sword into the ground and released it. He said something to the faun beside him and the two of them began to walk. Brual and Rathkrun stood where they were.


A strange whimper rose from the watchers, a most unjotunnish sound. They were ashamed. Their leaders had given up without a fight. And they were afraid! Hundreds of jotnar, every one of them a terror, men who would kill in a blind mad rage, or hurl themselves at fighters twice their size, men who would brave the worst the sea could throw at them without hesitation—they were all chilled to stony terror by that arrogant young thane. In the face of certain death they were no better than imps, Ogi thought bitterly. But they knew what raiders did to men, to children, to women, and they had no weapons. Kalkor did.


Gathmor and Rap reached the waiting raiders, and the line opened to let them through. They waded out into the water, heading for Blood Wave. Kalkor said nothing, and did not move. Nor did anyone. The whole island might have been frozen, except for the two men wading out into the warm waters of the bay. Then they reached the ship, caught handholds, and simultaneously swung themselves up and over the side.


Faintly over the water came the sound of two hard blows, and a grunt.


Kalkor bowed ironically and turned. He and his two companions began to walk seaward.


It had always been inevitable.


Brual and Rathkrun leaped forward simultaneously, raising their weapons. The barrels were hurled over, spilling axes that flashed in the light of the moon. Kalkor and his two henchmen swung around to meet the attack. Brual struck one, but Kalkor himself somehow stepped around Rathkrun's thrust, felled him with a punch too fast for the eye to follow, and flattened Brual with a kick. Then the raiders had their weapons in hand, and they charged.


The jotnar of Durthing fled screaming.


By morning, the settlement was only a memory.
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Thume, the Accursed Place . . . The War of the Five Warlocks . . . 


History had never been one of Inos's interests. Throughout her childhood she had rejected history with a passion second only to the fanatic fervor with which she had spurned mathematics. Her long-suffering tutor, Master Poraganu, had learned to temper their mutual excursions into history to a tolerable minimum.


But even Inos had heard of the Accursed Place. It had a romantic name.


As Elkarath's caravan had drawn near the foothills of the Progiste Range, she had heard more of it. Azak had spoken of Thume a few times, as they ate their evening meal outside the tent. To him it was a place of annoying mystery, an untidy tangle in the military logic of Pandemia—a hazard when Zark wished to invade the Impire, an unreliable defense when the Impire attacked Zark. The local women in their bathhouses and bazaars had spoken of Thume with hushed voices and stretched eyes, muttering tales of ancestors who had wandered too far into the mountains and been Seen No More. To them it was a place of dread.


Ulien’quith had been warlock of the south, and a sorcerer of renown, cut from the cloth of such legendary masters as Thraine, and Ojilotho. Ulien', it was said, had sought to become supreme, to overthrow the Protocol and dominate the Council of Four. He had been balked, repudiated, and cast out. He had fled to Thume; the other wardens had appointed another South, and had pursued him to wreak vengeance. The resulting War of the Five Warlocks had continued for thirty years.


To be exact, there had then been three warlocks and two witches, and the war should rightwise have been called the War of the Five Wardens—a point Inos had made forcibly to Master Poraganu—but Five Warlocks was how it was known.


Even before that disaster, Thume had always been a cockpit. Trapped between imps and djinns, between the gnomes of Guwash and the merfolk of the Keriths, it had been doomed to eternal struggle. Its two long coasts had doubtless brought double trouble from jotnar raiders also. The native race, the pixies, had been looted, raped, massacred, and enslaved without respite since before the coming of the Gods.


The War of the Five Warlocks had been merely the final catastrophe. Fire and earthquake, storm and monsters, bronze-clad armies and rampaging hordes—all had struck at Thume, or at one another. Death and destruction had swept back and forth with no clear victory for anyone. Not being bound by the Protocol, Ulien’quith and his unknown allies had resisted even the legions, dragons, and jotunn raiders that were normally immune to the ravages of sorcery. He had destroyed them, or turned them on their nominal masters and their allies. For thirty years. At the end of that time, seemingly, everyone just stopped fighting and went home.


Not the least of the irritations of history in Inos's view was that it so often failed to end its stories tidily.


No one ever went back, said the legends. There was nobody there now, nothing left to fight over. Solitary travelers returned reporting an empty land, forest and game in abundance.


Or else they did not return.


Intruding armies either passed through unmolested or mysteriously disappeared. Attempts to colonize the empty land never prospered, the settlers fleeing in inexplicable terror or just vanishing without trace.


No one had seen a pixie in almost a thousand years.
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Princess Kadolan of Krasnegar was concerned.


With her comfortable girth wrapped in a couple of towels, she sat on a rather lumpy cushion in a very hot and overcrowded bathhouse and listened politely to the troubles of a Bloody Phlegm on one side and a Hardened Liver on the other.


She was not especially worried that this remote mountain hamlet was reputedly the worst nest of cutthroats in all Zark. Whatever evil might be planned, it was not going to occur in the village women's bathhouse, and almost certainly not until after the caravan's departure the next day.


She was not even troubled at the moment over the mysterious Sheik Elkarath, who might or might not be a servant of the sorceress Rasha. Either way, his lifelong immunity to the dangers of the Gauntlet merely confirmed her previous suspicions that he was a sorcerer. The second danger canceled out the first.


No, Kade was apprehensive about Inosolan, who was clearly plotting something. Inos was always more of a leaper than a looker. Kadolan had learned to be prepared for the worst when her niece was in this mood, and the worst in this situation might be very bad. Inos resented restraint of any kind, and she was probably scheming some way to make the first danger cancel out the second.


Every evening, after serving their menfolk's meal, the womenfolk of Zark headed for their local bathhouse. There they shed their all-enveloping robes and veils and lounged around in comfort upon cushions set on ancient floors of tile or clay. They talked of their children, their health, their husbands, and their husbands' problems. Often they played thali. In some places the women's bathhouse was little better than a shack over a mud pit, but the larger, better houses were well equipped for socializing and recreation.


The men, of course, would similarly gather at their own establishment, and talk of serious matters: trade and politics, health and poverty . . . horses, dogs, camels, and women. Visitors were always welcome. In the sparsely settled Interior, the caravans were prized as much for news and gossip as for their trade goods. The drab lives of the inhabitants held few excitements.


The bathhouse at the Oasis of Tall Cranes was as spacious and comfortable as any, but the population was large, and at least a hundred women and girls were crowded around in the dimness. The massive walls had kept out the worst of the day's heat, but they took a long time to cool, and the windows were so heavily shuttered that the room had become headachingly stuffy. Lamps smoked and sputtered, insects buzzed, and voices droned. Babies snuffled and whimpered in a dark corner.


Bloody Phlegm was again explaining the difficulty she had in sleeping at all now, growing hoarse as she tried to drown out details of Hardened Liver's grandmother's guaranteed physic. Kadolan nodded and smiled, or frowned as required, and meanwhile she tried to keep an eye on Inosolan.


Inosolan sat in a group of younger wives in a relatively bright corner, under a patch of lamplight. She was still combing out her hair, a stream of moonlight in the gloom. The upper half of her face had darkened in the desert glare, a trait inherited from her jotunn ancestors; without her veil she looked as if she were wearing a mask.


Of course there had been the usual questions earlier, provoked by her green eyes, Kadolan's blue eyes, and their pale skins. Tonight Inosolan had stayed with the simplest explanation—jotunn blood in the family, too far back for details. The local ladies had sighed understandingly. Some nights Inosolan went into lurid particulars involving longships, or she might invent elvish ancestors instead. After an especially hard day, she was capable of including both elves and rape, in highly unlikely combinations.


The Tall Cranes bathhouse was acceptable. The women, Kade noticed, were better dressed than most. There was no ostentatious flaunting of jewelry, but the negligees and even towels were of fine stuff. Of course the oasis lay only three days or so from a great city, and should not be compared with some hamlet in the middle of the desert. On the other hand, there was no local industry to account for the prosperity, as Azak had wryly pointed out only that evening.


Thoughts of the sultan made Kadolan realize that she had not heard him mentioned in the bathhouse. He was a noticeable man and lionslayers were romantic figures. Almost invariably on other evenings, some of the younger women had directed wistful queries about him to his supposed wife. The women of Tall Cranes had not. That discretion might have pleased Inosolan, but it was an ominous break with routine.


But so far Inosolan herself had done nothing out of the ordinary. There had been no further mention of the mysterious favor she had requested earlier. Bedtime was approaching. The younger women were already dressing, preparing to leave when impatient husbands would arrive and lead them home to perform their final duties of the day.


Hardened Liver was occupied now in supervising a pedicure being administered by one of her granddaughters. Bloody Phlegm had drifted off to sleep in the middle of her complaints about insomnia. Kade struggled to her feet; she donned her sandals and wrapped herself in her chaddar. Then she wandered across to join the younger group.


Inosolan glanced up and smiled rather tightly.


As Kade sat down, she was startled by the first thunderous bang on the door.


Inosolan yawned.


One of the girls went to open the peephole flap, and then turned to call out names. The women indicated either hurried away at once, or jumped up and started pulling on their robes. They were all locals. The visitors began preparing themselves also, for if the village men were coming to take their wives home, then the merchants, camel drivers, and guards would be arriving shortly. Kade herself suppressed an enormous yawn as she saw Inosolan turn to catch the expectant eye of Jarthia, Fourth's young wife. So here it came, whatever it was.


Jarthia emptied a bag of thali tokens onto the floor. "Anyone care for a quick game before bedtime?"


Some of the villagers paused in their dressing, tempted.


"I should love a throw or two," Inosolan trilled. Kade stiffened in astonishment, having warned her niece months ago that Jarthia used marked tiles.


"Me, too," Kade said loyally. "But I forgot to—"


"I can lend you some, dear," Inosolan said, and produced a clinking bag, which for a moment bewildered Kade totally. Then she recalled Inosolan taking Azak aside after the evening meal. What possible reason could Inosolan have given for needing money in a place like this? But Azak likely would not have argued. He was infatuated by Inosolan. Dangerously infatuated. By the sound of it, that bag contained a small fortune.


In moments play had started. The game was childishly easy, the only skill required being a good memory, to recall tokens' values while they were turned facedown. Jarthia's set was very old, scratched and stained by long use, and much craft.


Kade stifled another yawn. The hour was late, and she was very tired. Desert air seemed to have that effect on her. Plus old age, of course.


She yawned again.


At first she managed to hold her own in the game, struggling to note and remember the illicit markings on the tiles. But the light was dim, her eyes were not what they had been, and oh, but she was sleepy! She had never enjoyed gambling, an entirely stupid pastime. Soon she was losing disastrously. Inosolan was doing even worse.


So was Jarthia—and the more she lost, the higher she raised the stakes.


Fuzzily Kade tried to work out the plot, for obviously there must be a plot. Azak's gold was disappearing at a scandalous rate. Of course the village women could not stop the game while they were ahead and doing so well—that was mere good manners. Soon the girl posted by the door was calling more names, and the players were excusing themselves to go and whisper urgently to their husbands outside, and then return to the circle. Kade and Inosolan yawned and fought their weariness, and watched the small fortune grow steadily smaller.


"Mistress Jarthia?"


Jarthia rose and went to the door. Predictably, Fourth would refuse nothing to his delectable, son-bearing young wife. After a brief muttering, Jarthia hurried back to rejoin the play.


Kade yawned again, then snapped awake . . . So that was it!


"Mistress Hathark?"


Inosolan shot a guilty glance at her aunt from under sleep-soaked eyelids, then heaved herself to her feet. She was visibly dragging as she went to the door. But certainly Azak would cooperate also, because he had duties to perform while the encampment bedded down, with no marital joys to look forward to.


In a moment Inosolan came stumbling back, yawning. "He says we may stay while Jarthia does," she told Kade seriously, "and Fourth will escort us."


The game continued; the stakes increased. Kade squirmed as she saw how much this escapade was costing. What on earth was Inosolan hoping to accomplish? As the room emptied it seemed to grow larger, and eerie echoes developed in the shadowed corners. Soon only half a dozen players remained, the three locals all twittering excitedly over their astonishing good fortune. Inosolan passed her aunt more "loans." Kade yawned shamelessly, and struggled to stay awake, and fought against logical inner voices that told her not to be silly, she was too old for this and she certainly ought to insist on going off to bed, and they had a long way to go the next day . . . 


But another, very tiny, inner voice was whispering that she surely wasn't as old as that, and the hour was far from late by Kinvale standards, and Inosolan must surely have something serious in mind if she was throwing away money like this.


Somehow Kade battled on, against brain-numbing exhaustion, losing ridiculously and watching Inosolan doing little better. The dim room swayed; her head lolled; her eyes blurred. She did not see a signal pass, but there must have been one, for Jarthia suddenly went on the offensive. The money began to move inexorably in her direction, and the chuckling and joking of the locals became rarer, then stopped altogether, as their gains dwindled.


Soon it would be over, Kade thought with relief. Soon Jarthia would have all the coins in the room, and then the gamblers must call it a night.


And suddenly the pressure eased . . . returned . . . faded altogether. The world came back into terrifying focus.


Kade glanced up in horror and saw triumph blaze up on Inosolan's face.
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Hospitality was a duty to the God of Travelers. Violence within Tall Cranes itself was extremely unlikely—Azak had said so at supper. He had then ruined the reassurance by pointing out how few men were present in the village. The rest, he had suggested cheerfully, might well be preparing an ambush for the morrow, at some respectable distance.
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