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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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Author's Note To Readers: 


When this series was first published, readers had to wait a year between installments.  This books begins with a recap of the final scenes of The Cutting Edge, which you can skip or skim without losing anything critical.  If you wish to do so, read the Prologue and then jump to Chapter 3, "Countess Eigaze sat down abruptly..."


 


It's up to you!


 


- Dave Duncan




PROLOGUE


 


"Ghosts?" said the old woman. She raised her lantern and peered up into the dark. "Something bothering you tonight, Ghosts?"


Wind wailed in the high rafters and stirred the hems of the dust sheets shrouding the furniture. Casements rattled far off. The hall was very high, rising clear to the roof of the house. The faint glow of the lantern did not reach up there, but she needed no light to know of the staircases and balconies, the great fieldstone chimney at one end, the minstrels' gallery at the other, and all the grimy windows. She sensed something fretting, something intangible up there in the dark, listening amid the cobwebs and the beams.


"What ails you tonight. Ghosts?" She cackled.


Casements tapped in the darkness. Wind howled around a gable. Underfoot, little gray balls of dust rolled away out of sight.


The woman shivered, as the cold sank into her old bones. She tugged her shawls tighter with knotted fingers and began to hobble along the hall. The golden glow of her lantern reflected back from high windows and threw her shadow on the dust sheets. Often in ages past this hall had rung with the laughter of joyous parties, with music, and dancing, and feasting. No one but she had trodden these boards in many years.


Again she sensed the watchers, the listeners. She felt their hatred, their anger.


"No one coming tonight, Ghosts!" she cried. Her thin voice could barely raise an echo over the wind. "Snowing outside, Ghosts. Heavier than ever. Rare to see such snow, and three weeks yet till Winterfest! But he won't come tonight!"


Shrill wails...


Only the wind, others would have said, but she knew better.


Then she paused, head cocked, straining dull ears.


"Ah!" she said. "Bells?" She waited. Yes, again she heard that heavy note, carried on the wind. "So that's it? That's what disturbs your sleep, is it?" She cackled once more, reassured. "He's gone! The Evil has his black soul tonight, then? Small wonder you stir tonight, Ghosts!"


She paused, listening to the darkness. "The other one won't come tonight, Ghosts. Too snowy tonight." She felt resignation for an answer, overlying the triumph. Reassured, chortling to herself, she turned and hobbled away, back to her own nook in the basement.


Casements rattled, and the wind moaned.




ONE


Burning deck
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Winter and grief lay heavy as conquerors' boots on the great city. No lights showed in the deserted streets as the solitary coach rumbled slowly through the ever-deepening snow.


The continuous tolling of the temple bells was a jarring torment. For fifty-one years Emshandar IV had ruled the Impire. His passing had left a gaping wound in the lives of his subjects, a sorrow that only the imps themselves could comprehend.


The unseasonable snowstorm added to the misery of the bitter night. The wheels and the horses' hooves sounded strangely muffled. The carriage was traveling unaccompanied, although Ionfeu, being both a count and a proconsul, would normally rank an escort of Praetorian Hussars within the capital. But tonight secrecy was more important than protection against footpads and sorcery a much greater danger than any mundane violence.


From time to time Rap would rise from his seat and call directions through the hatch to the driver on his box, for darkness and whirling snow had reduced visibility to almost nothing. He could have managed without a coachman had he wished, controlling the horses directly, but any such blatant display of sorcery on this ill-omened night would be dangerous in the extreme. Even the farsight he was using to guide the carriage was perhaps a risk, although farsight was a very inconspicuous use of power, not easily detected.


The brief outbreak of sorcery he had sensed after the imperor's death had died away. The occult plane of the ambience had fallen silent again, just as mysteriously silent as it had been all through his bone-breaking forty-day ride in from Kinvale. Now he could perceive no magical activity except faint tremors from the minor sorcerous gadgetry so common in the capital—magic locks, trained dice, cloaks of invisibility, and other such fanciful devices. Those would mostly belong to mundanes. Of course occult shields had always been popular in Hub, and many buildings were wholly or partly shielded; he could not tell what sorcery might be in use within those. But the silence was ominous, in a city that normally seethed with sorcery.


He was exhausted by a long day on the back of too many other long days. He felt old and weary. Thirty-five was not old, he told himself sternly. It wasn't young, either, he retorted snappily. It was twice the age he'd been the last time he'd visited Hub.


Furthermore, his companions must be close to twice as old again, and they had both had a trying day also. Count Ionfeu was hiding his worry and weariness under a gracious concern for his royal guest's comfort, although his twisted back was tormenting him sorely in the jiggling carriage.


Even in darkness, Rap knew of the old aristocrat's pain. To ease that affliction, or even cure it, would be a fitting gratitude for hospitality so eagerly extended to an unexpected visitor. Still, he dared not use power that would reveal his presence to the inexplicable evil overhanging the world.


Countess Eigaze's efforts to appear cheerful would have fooled anyone but a sorcerer. She was a credit to the long-ago training she had received from Inos' Aunt Kade. To describe Eigaze as plump would be more charitable than realistic, but her bulk contained a large heart; she was motherly and vivacious, loving and widely loved. Having packed the remains of a snack back in the hamper, she had produced a large box of chocolate candies and was munching them with genuine enjoyment.


Conversation had dwindled as the carriage lumbered past one of the nerve-hammering temples. There was much to discuss, and yet little of it seemed worthy of discussion when the fate of the Impire was so shadowed. Rap had listened politely to news of his hosts' vast family, including not only children and grandchildren but also cousins to the farthest degree, as was the imps' wont. He had responded with tidings of Krasnegar, reporting that Inos was in excellent health, or had been six weeks before. He had answered innumerable questions about Kadie, Gath, Evi, and Holi.


Tomorrow was the twins' fourteenth birthday, and he would not be there.


"Not long now," he said, as the immediate clamor of bells began to fade mercifully into the background. "The one with the golden spires was the Temple of Prosperity, was it not?"


He knew it was, and the count confirmed it. Rap rose and directed the driver around a corner. He wished he could use a little calming magic on the poor man, who was almost out of his mind with the strain of driving through the dark and snow—not to mention the entirely normal terror of having a sorcerer on board. Under the circumstances, he was doing a magnificent job of controlling the horses, but then he was a faun, like Rap himself. Fauns and livestock went together like rolls and butter.


The journey was taking too long. The imperor did not know Rap was coming. If he left Sagorn's house before Rap arrived, then all kinds of disaster became possible. Patience!


"Tell me once more, my lord," Rap said, "what you saw in the Rotunda, if you can bear to. Perhaps another telling may spring some detail that has been missed so far." He had heard the story secondhand once and firsthand once. It still made no sense.


Despite his weariness, the old count nodded graciously. "Gladly. Just as if you were hearing it for the first time?"


"Please."


"Very well. The imperor's failing health had persuaded Shandie that a regency would be necessary. We were rehearsing the enthronement ceremony. Shandie—his Majesty now, of course—was sitting on the Opal Throne and becoming very impatient at the time it was all taking. The princess... impress... was on the chair of state at his side. The Rotunda was almost dark, because of the snow collecting on the dome."


"It was also exceedingly chilly," Eigaze remarked between chocolates.


"Yes, it was. Then word arrived of the imperor's death."


"Who brought that word?" Rap inquired.


"A soldier."


"Centurion Hardgraa," Eigaze added. "Shandie's chief of security."


"A trusted man, then," Rap said. He decided the point was irrelevant. Sorcerers need not rely on spies to learn secrets. The Four had probably known that Emshandar's heart had stopped beating before even the doctors at the old man's bedside.


"Trusted, certainly," Ionfeu agreed. "He spoke to young Ylo. A bit of a rascal, that one, but Shandie's personal signifer, so of course he must be completely trustworthy, also. I can't see why that... Well, never mind. Ylo went up to the throne and told the new imperor. Of course everyone in the whole place had guessed what the news must be."


"You can always tell, can't you?" Eigaze murmured vaguely.


"I suppose there was about a minute," Ionfeu said. "The impress embraced her husband... He said something to the lord herald... Then the warlock appeared. A minute at the most."


"The Opal Throne was facing which way?"


"North. It was a north day. The four thrones of the wardens are arranged around the perimeter... but of course you are familiar with the Rotunda."


Rap shivered. "Very! I almost died there once."


So Raspnex had been temporarily senior warden of the Four. It had been his right to invoke the council. Was that significant, or would he have intruded anyway? What in the name of Evil were the Four up to? What was really happening in the occult politics of the Impire? Rap ground his teeth in frustration. Midnight had passed, so technically the senior warden was now East—Warlock Olybino, pompous idiot. Did that matter?


"Everyone turned to see," the count said. "I told you how dark it had been getting, and the White Throne sort of blazed... well, glowed, maybe. Like a lantern. All the jewels sparkled. And the warlock was standing in front of it, on the dais."


"I know Raspnex, too," Rap said. "Surly as any dwarf, but not a conspicuously evil person." How much could eighteen years change a man? "Just a year since he became warden?"


"A little less."


"He's a middling-powerful sorcerer, is all." When Bright Water had died, why had the remaining three wardens not found a stronger replacement to be warlock, or witch, of the north?


The count described Raspnex's dramatic demand that the new imperor have himself proclaimed immediately. He smiled as he described the ancient chief herald's paralysis and the fast action by Signifer Ylo, reciting the proclamation from memory.


"He sounds like a very quick-thinking man," Rap remarked, but the Shandie he had known had been a sharp, zealous boy. He would never have grown up to become the sort of ineffectual leader who surrounded himself with dullards.


"Ylo was always a scallywag." Eigaze sighed. "His mother was a close friend. He still calls me Aunt. He is an Yllipo, you know." In the dark, her face displayed a sorrow that she would have masked by day.


"The last of the Yllipos," her husband agreed.


"What is an Yllipo?" Rap inquired, puzzled by their sudden discomfort.


"They were a very rich family," Ionfeu said cautiously, "a large, long-established clan. Three or four years ago there was a scandal. Accusations of treason..." Even more warily he added, "Emshandar probably overreacted. He was very old, of course."


Imps did not lightly speak ill of their imperors, especially a newly dead one. Only one man left, out of a whole clan? Rap drew his own conclusions—and then wondered how that solitary survivor had turned up as close confidant of Emshandar's grandson and heir. Curious!


"So Shandie was proclaimed imperor by his signifer... Emshandar V, of course?"


"Of course."


Eigaze chuckled. "The whole Impire calls him Shandie, though!"


"Long may it do so," her husband said.


With a muttered excuse, Rap rose to direct the coachman around the corner into Acacia Street. Sagorn's house had several entrances, but there was no reason not to go to the public one tonight.


"Almost there," he said as he sat down.


"Well, you know the rest," the count said. "Shandie took up the sword and buckler and tried to summon the other wardens. Only Witch Grunth answered the call."


"And very briefly!" Eigaze remarked disapprovingly.


"But her mere appearance was enough to show that the wardens acquiesce in his accession. Two wardens are enough. He's legally imperor now, until his dying day."


Rap knew Grunth, also, if only from afar. She was reasonably powerful, but indolent, like most trolls. With a painful sense of time passing, he realized that the big woman had reigned for eighteen years now. She had replaced the odious Zinixo.


And always he felt that nagging hunch that Zinixo was in some way responsible for the incorporate evil now looming over the world. Sorcerers' hunches tended to have sharp edges.


Neither Raspnex nor Grunth seemed the type of person to overthrow the Protocol and plunge the world into chaos. Olybino, now, was a dimwitted, posturing idiot. The warlock of the east might get himself involved in almost anything. And Lith'rian of the south was an elf and therefore totally unpredictable by any normal logic. Why had those two not appeared in the Rotunda to hail the new imperor?


Peering along Acacia Street, Rap detected a group of three carriages standing in the snow, guarded by a score or so of Hussars. The horses whinnied greetings to one another. The coachman could probably make out the light of the lanterns now. What would the neighbors be thinking of this invasion? Sagorn and his associates would be furious at having their privacy disturbed.


"I wish I could remember the dwarf's final words exactly," Ionfeu said. "I may not have heard them correctly, even. The Rotunda echoes so much when it isn't crowded, and he has a very low-pitched voice."


"As I recall Raspnex," Rap said, "he sounds like a major rock slide at close quarters. Would you permit me to jog your memory?"


He saw the horrified expression that darkness was supposed to hide, but the old count's voice was quite steady as he said, "By all means do so, Sire."


The amount of power needed was infinitesimal, little more than the charm dispensed by a fairground hypnotist. Minds were easy to influence.


"Good Gods!" the count said. "I... Bless my soul! Er... Would you consider quoting me a price on reviving the rest of my memories, also, your Majesty?"


"I'm not sure you'd thank me. Everything might be a little too much."


"Yes... I see the danger." Still blinking, Ionfeu chuckled uneasily and again tried to make himself more comfortable on the bench. "What Warlock Raspnex said before he vanished was, 'Now flee, Emshandar! Take your wife and your child and begone, for the city is no longer safe for you. The Protocol is overthrown, and Chaos rules the world!' That's it exactly!"


His wife smiled uncertainly at him and fumbled for his hand to squeeze. "And then the four thrones all exploded as if they'd been hit by thunderbolts," she said, "simultaneously! Whatever message that was supposed to convey, I do feel it was expressed with rather vulgar intensity."


"Thank you," Rap said grimly, although he had learned little new. Without the Protocol to control the political use of sorcery, the world would become a place of nightmare and horror.


The carriage rumbled to a halt alongside the others. A bronze-clad arm reached up to open the door.


2


The willow Hussars in their dandified uniforms stood smartly at attention, but a sorcerer could sense their aura of sulky disapproval. Even more then the foul weather and slummy neighborhood, they resented being under the command of a non-Praetorian. Centurion Hardgraa's shiny bronze breastplate bore the lion insignia of the XIIth Legion. That had been old Emshandar's outfit and young Shandie's, also.


The centurion was a gnarled hulk of a man, who glared with dark suspicion at the stranger. His nose had been broken at least once, and the thick torso under his armor bore many old scars. When Rap was introduced, however, his ugly face at once broke into a wide grin. He saluted sharply. Apparently he had brains to go with his bulk, as was to be expected of a prince's bodyguard.


"The imperor will be delighted to learn of your arrival, your Majesty," he rumbled.


"And I shall be happy to renew our acquaintance, Centurion. No, forget the pomp; just lead the way."


Radiating approval of this practical approach, Hardgraa offered the countess an arm to steady her on the snow-laden steps. The newcomers climbed to the front door. Rap could sense the occupants of all the adjoining houses and even those across the street—most of them now abed, some still sitting around, mourning—but the Sagorn residence was masked from him by its shielding.


The narrow street was cramped into a gorge by continuous façades of buildings, whose regularly spaced doors and windows implied that the interiors were more or less identical. This was far from the case, however. Sagorn's dwelling had been extended in all directions at some remote time in the past, stealing rooms and corridors from all its neighbors, so that now it was a complex labyrinth on many levels, a maze of stairways and corridors and oddly shaped rooms. It had entrances on other roads, also.


Halfway up the steps, Rap risked a brief glance at the future. The impact was so intense that he doubled over and almost fell. He slammed his defenses shut again, appalled at the scale of the looming disaster. The distant evil he had sensed for weeks had now infested the city. It was everywhere—perhaps that had been the rumbling of sorcery he had detected earlier. Despair screamed at him that there was no way to resist the tides of history. Every nerve twitched with the need to flee, although he knew of nowhere safe to hide. For a moment he shivered in near panic.


He thought of Inos, and the children, and Krasnegar, calling up their likenesses in his mind's eye. He thought of the God's censure, and warnings. If he was somehow responsible for this impending catastrophe, then he had a duty to fight it, however hopeless the struggle might seem.


He squared his shoulders and continued on up to the door.


Still shaky, he passed through the shielding. The outside world vanished from his farsight, and he saw only the convoluted interior of the warren itself. The present occupants were all huddled into a room on the floor above, and the rest was deserted.


As he followed his companions up a narrow, creaking staircase, he noted that the place was in no better shape than it had been eighteen years before. If anything, it was even shabbier and more untidy. Each of the five bachelors who inhabited it in turn seemed content to leave housework to the others.


Still, the security of occult shielding gave him a great feeling of relief and safety. For the first time in weeks he could relax the rigid control he had been holding over his powers. Just for starters, he banished his own physical weariness, and then he unobtrusively eased the painful inflammation in the backbone of the old count climbing slowly ahead of him. Sorcery brought ethical burdens, but it could also be a blessing.


He heard himself being announced as he followed the others into the crowded room. It was a pigsty of a place, stuffy and dimly lit by wavering candles, and there were only three chairs for, now, eleven occupants. The window was tightly shuttered, the grate heaped with litter.


He had no trouble recognizing the imperor, although he was merely a young man in doublet and cloak, with nothing remarkable about his appearance. Physically, the puny little boy had grown into a nondescript adult, cursed with unsightly acne like so many male imps. Royal responsibilities had expanded his psyche, though. A sorcerer could pick him out immediately as a man worthy of notice, one who burned brighter. He was staring at Rap with his mind racing, weighing risks and probabilities and possible deceptions.


"Rap!" he whispered. "Really Rap?"


Rap said, "My, Shandie, but you've grown! I'll bet you can't wriggle through that transom into the Imperial Library anymore."


"Ah, Rap!" The imperor strode forward and enveloped his old friend in an embrace of welcome.


Yes, this was a worthy young ruler and trained warrior—he was cautious, yet he could make fast decisions. Even as a child, he had possessed charm. Rap was reassured. If he could like the new imperor as a person, that would make cooperation easier in whatever trouble was brewing.


On the other hand, by remaining in his capital, Shandie was ignoring the warnings of a warlock, and that was plain pigheadedness, whatever Raspnex's motives had been. Rap would have to pound some common sense into the imperial skull, and quickly. He had no mundane authority to wield. He detested the thought of using sorcery to impose his will on other people, although in this case the stakes might be high enough to justify even that obscenity.


Little Princess Uomaya was asleep in her mother's lap. Impress Eshiala did not attempt to rise; regarding the newcomer gravely, she held up fingers to be kissed. She was very young, breathtakingly beautiful, and terrified out of her wits. She was concealing that fact totally from everyone else.


Rap bowed, kissed, murmured polite greetings. Did Shandie not realize that his lovely wife was teetering on the edge of a nervous breakdown? Gods! Who would want to be a sorcerer? Whatever evil was rending her was more than the handiwork of a single stressful day, though, and it would have to wait.


There was something oddly familiar about her face. Perhaps it was just the perfection of classical beauty, and yet Rap had a strange hunch that he had seen her before somewhere. She had certainly never visited Krasnegar. Kinvale, perhaps? She was not the sort of woman a man would forget meeting.


He turned to greet Sagorn. In a room full of imps, the old jotunn towered like a spruce tree in a bramble patch, a head taller than anyone else. His rugged face was winter pale and twisted in a familiar sardonic sneer, ice-blue eyes glinting below an incongruous dusty skullcap that sat awry on his thin silver hair. The deep clefts framing his mouth were as marked as ever. His robe was shabby and in need of a wash; he wore nothing under it. He seemed no older than Rap remembered, but that would be because Rap's own sorcery had put much of the last eighteen years out of his reach.


Shandie's associates were waiting. The strengths and weaknesses of the new imperor's most trusted confidants would reveal much about his judgment and ability. The first was a well-dressed fat man, beaming nervously at the renowned sorcerer. Instead of presenting him, Shandie began to pontificate about returning to the palace.


Not likely! Not only might that move be suicidally dangerous, but it would envelop them all in a swamp of courtly pomp and protocol, and Rap had no intention of enduring any of that rigmarole. Granted, Shandie had been born to the purple, and the king of Krasnegar was only an erstwhile stableboy with a knack for magic, but even with his sorcerous abilities pruned to a stump of what they once had been, in the present circumstances he must still be the senior partner. He would have to convince Shandie of that as soon as possible.


"This is an excellent place for a confidential meeting," Rap said firmly. "The building is shielded against sorcery. It is one of the most private locales in the city, and I vouch for Doctor Sagorn's discretion." He noticed the old jotunn's frosty eyebrows shoot upward at that remark. "No, let us discuss the problem here before we go anywhere else."


The imperor glowered. "Very well. However, we may not need quite so large an audience."


The fat man's face sagged like warm butter. Rap was amused at that telltale reaction—and still determined to have his own way. He thrust out a hand. "My name's Rap."


Shandie capitulated. "I have the honor," he said icily, "to present Lord Umpily, our chief of protocol."


Umpily beamed, agog with excitement at these untoward events. Imps were notoriously inquisitive people, but he clearly had the trait in excess. Whatever his official title, he was more likely Shandie's chief of intelligence, the imperial gossipmonger.


"Sir Acopulo, political advisor..." The next aide was a diminutive, wizened man with a priestly air to him. His eyes were as bright as a bird's. Sensing a sharp mind there, Rap tentatively assessed him as the strategist of the group.


Then came a strikingly handsome youngster in armor, bedecked with a signifer's wolfskin cape. His grip was firm, his manner confident, his smile faultless. Rap chided himself for being prejudiced—good looks were not necessarily a drawback in a man, and Signifer Ylo was entitled to his self-esteem if he was at once a military hero, the sole survivor of his clan, and a trusted confidant of the new imperor. Face and physique had not won him all that.


As he turned away, idly wondering how the unscrupulously handsome Andor was wearing his years now, Rap detected a sudden wash of fright. The youngster's cheerful smirk hardly wavered, yet something close to guilt had flared up in Signifer Ylo, some remembered secret he did not want to reveal to a sorcerer. His heart was thumping at twice its former beat.


For a moment Rap was sorely tempted to pry... Ethics! he reminded himself. To dig into another man's thoughts was a despicable abuse of power.


And that, evidently, had completed the introductions, for he had reached Centurion Hardgraa, picketing the door like a granite monolith. Hardgraa he had already met.


Eight men, two women, and a sleeping child.


Time to get down to business.


Time to deliver the useless warning be had brought too late.


The doughty Countess Eigaze was still standing, and that would not do. "Do be seated, my lady," Rap said. Ignoring more imperial frowns from Shandie, he arranged the company, with the women and old Sagorn on the seats.


The imperor settled on the arm of his wife's chair. His manner was chilly, but he was tolerating the upstart, although he must know that Rap was baiting him a little. Would he be willing to listen to reason, or would he flare into an autocratic rage? He had already flouted a warlock's warnings, so what argument would convince an accomplished warrior that he must flee from his city immediately? How could anyone persuade a newly succeeded monarch to give up his throne and run?


Rap leaned back against the fireplace and surveyed the room. They were wary, all of them. Now what?


"I bring no good tidings," be said. But that was not quite true, for things could be worse. "The only cheerful news I can give you is that I detect no magic on any of you—no loyalty spells or occult glamours or any abominations like that. I can't be quite certain, because a better sorcerer could deceive me."


"You are modest, your Majesty," Sagorn said acidly.


"No, Doctor. I admit that I had great powers once, but not now. I'm not going to try to explain that at the moment. Perhaps never." Seeing that the old jotunn did not believe him, Rap turned back to the imperor. "I shall do what little I can, Shandie, but magically it will be very small. If you are expecting me to solve things, then you will be disappointed."


"I see," the imperor said. He was not convinced either, although he was trying to hide his doubts. He did indeed expect Rap to solve things.


Well, Rap was not going to use sorcery to persuade them. "I do not even know the name or nature of the enemy. Does anyone?"


"Sir Acopulo?" Shandie said. "You are our advisor in such matters."


"Speculation upon insufficient data is invariably hazardous. As a working hypothesis..." The little man looked like a priest, but he sounded more like a schoolmaster. His ideas of warden behavior seemed improbable even to Rap, whose experience of the Four would let him believe almost anything of them. Sagorn was making no attempt to conceal his mounting skepticism, and eventually his disdainful sneer registered on Acopulo.


"It fits the facts!" he snapped, glaring.


Shandie asked for a second opinion, and the jotunn went on the offensive.


"It fits a judicious selection of the facts, Sire. As a student, Acopulo was always selective in his use of evidence, and I see he has not changed. The last news we had of the wardens, Lith'rian was hurling his dragons at Olybino's legions. They were at each other's throats! Now we are to regard them as allies?"


Scholarship was an uncommon calling for jotnar. Sagorn was an unusual jotunn, but not so unusual that he lacked belligerence, and now he was obviously intent on exterminating the unfortunate imp with traditional ruthlessness. The tongue was mightier than the ax, that was all.


Little Acopulo bristled. "That is your only objection?"


"It is the least of them." Sagorn sneered. "Granted that the Four often squabble, you have failed to explain why this disagreement is so much more virulent than all others in three thousand years—so dire that it required desecration of the Rotunda. You did not explain the dwarf's prophecies and warnings. You did not explain why King Rap has come from Krasnegar. And you have most certainly failed to explain why, after a thousand years of extinction, a pixie should reappear now, and to his Majesty."


"Pixie?" Rap exclaimed. Shandie had met a pixie?


"A possible pixie," the imperor said, smiling at a sorcerer's surprise. "On my way back to Hub, I broke my journey at a post inn in the Wold Hills. An ancient crone appeared to me, but not to my companions. From my description, Doctor Sagorn believes that she may have been a pixie."


Rap shot a glance at the old rascal and saw glitters of satisfaction in the faded blue eyes. Sagorn would not have admitted how much he had been guessing. His knowledge of pixies was probably limited to what Kadolan had told him in a conversation on board Unvanquished, beating up the coast of Zark one blustery morning eighteen years ago—Rap himself had been down in the hold with the ship's gnome, but eavesdropping nonetheless. Inos and her aunt had narrowly escaped being murdered in Thume, and it was odd that... Holy Balance!


Relying on the shielding to keep out the overweening world disaster, Rap risked a peek with premonition—yes, he was on to something. Inos had mentioned her adventures in Thume a few times, but he had never paid much attention. How odd! He had never visited Thume on his solitary sorcerous travels.


He had never really thought about Thume at all!


Perhaps he could only keep it in mind now because he was inside a shielded building. Obviously the defenses were enormously powerful, and perhaps even selectively aimed at sorcerers. Remembering the amount of power he had needed to renew the inattention spell on tiny Krasnegar, he was appalled at what would be required to cover a land as large as Thume.


No inattention spell would endure a thousand years without renewal!


Shandie was still relating how he had gone to Wold Hall and consulted the preflecting pool. Rap had heard most of the story from Ionfeu and Eigaze: Lord Umpily had seen a dwarf sitting on the Opal Throne itself; Acopulo had seen Sagorn, which was why the imperor was here now; young Ylo...


Young Ylo was starting to sweat again, his face locked in a meaningless smile. Obviously Signifer Ylo knew some curious secrets, although this might be the same one that had upset him earlier. Young Ylo had seen a vision of a beautiful woman.


Impress Eshiala was clenching mental teeth, also... Oh?


Who would ever be a sorcerer?


They were both young. She was a beautiful princess, he was a handsome hero—there was only one secret they might share. Rap sighed and put the matter out of his mind. He couldn't solve all the problems of the world, and he certainly was not going to pry into this one with Shandie present.


The imperor had ended his tale. "So I think I saw your son," he added. "I feel that I should apologize, somehow, but of course it was by no choice of mine."


"You did see Gath," Rap admitted, "and he saw you! It may even have been the same night, but it doesn't matter whether it was or not. He had a brief vision of a soldier; we didn't realize it was you until about a month ago, or I would have come sooner. I fear I should have come a year ago, for I was warned then that the end of the millennium was brewing trouble."


"Warned by whom?" Sagorn demanded, white eyebrows perking up like a dog's ears.


"A God." Rap spoke offhandedly, just to annoy him. "I'm not sure which God They were—one doesn't think to shoot questions when Gods appear. I thought that the end of the millennium was awhile off, but I seem to have interpreted the date too literally. A year or two either way... When did the War of the Five Warlocks begin?"


"Around 2000." Acopulo was not certain, though, and he had left himself open to another thrust from the old jotunn.


"The Festival of Healing, 2003, was when Ulien'quith fled the capital," Sagorn snapped. He was excited, and that was encouraging. The old sage was not easily persuaded, and if he accepted that the coming year 3000 was important, then something in his endless studies of ancient lore had led him to that belief. "You are right, your Majesty. A year or two either way does not matter."


"But the millennium itself does!" Rap agreed. "The pixies disappeared in the War of the Five Warlocks. Now his Majesty has seen a pixie. That seems to fit, somehow, doesn't it? Every sorcerer from the wardens on down seems to have disappeared—I detect almost no occult power in use anywhere. I sense a terrible evil overhanging the world. Warlock Raspnex's warnings of chaos and the fall of the Protocol—those may fit, also, although I am far from ready to trust the dwarf. Any dwarf."


The great pending evil was rooted in Dwanish, and therefore dwarvish in origin. Not knowing that, the mundanes frowned disbelievingly and began to argue. Rap started to explain and was distracted by farsight. Downstairs in the kitchen, a dirty rag hanging on a nail had started to move in a breeze that had not been blowing until now.


He felt the hair on his scalp prickle. The shutters had been forced, and two massive hands were gripping one of the bars that blocked the window. The owner of those hands was still outside, and hence shielded from him, but their size and their gray color were unmistakably dwarvish.


The bar bent like a rope and was removed. Its neighbor followed, a moment later. The hands grabbed the stiles of the opening; a large head appeared, and massive shoulders. Raspnex squirmed into the room, and the ambience shivered as he used power to complete his acrobatic entrance and land on his feet.


He found Rap at once, and recoiled in shock. For a moment the ambience was shadowed by images of thick stone walls. "I come in peace, your Majesty!"


Raspnex believed that Rap was still his better at sorcery, but there were no secrets in the ambience.


Trapped!


"Then you are welcome," Rap said. "You are in no danger from me. Warlock."


The warden of the north was squat and broad, in the manner of dwarves. However he might look to a mundane, in the ambience his age was obvious. His hair and beard were still a normal iron-gray, but the turf on his chest was silver. The years had softened his rocky muscles like cooled lava, and his skin hung limp on him. He was still a powerful man, though, as his treatment of the window bars had shown. Now his agate eyes slitted in astonishment as he appraised Rap's image in the shadow world.


"So I see!" He grinned, showing quartz-pebble teeth.


He turned and thrust an arm out through the blank of the window embrasure. With a shiver of power, he hauled another man inside bodily, and then there were two dwarves down there in the kitchen.


Two sorcerers—no bets on that.


The second dwarf was an adolescent, but age had nothing to do with prowess in sorcery. He inspected Rap warily. Apparently reassured, he closed the shutters without raising a hand, while Raspnex started for the kitchen door.


"What the Evil happened to your powers?" he demanded angrily. "Or is this some sort of trickery?"


"No trickery," Rap said. "They're long gone. I can't pull a rabbit out of a hutch now."


"That's impossible!"


"No, but it's a long story. Who's the enemy?"


"My nephew."


"Zinixo!" Just what Rap had feared—but it was a great relief to know that Raspnex himself was not on Zinixo's side. If he were, Rap would be a devoted slave already.


"Thank the Gods I have only one!" the dwarf said sarcastically.


In the ambience, the two of them were face to face. In the slower mundane world, Rap's companions had barely registered his sudden silence, and Raspnex was trudging across the kitchen, closely followed by his young companion. They wore the drab, shabby work clothes that dwarves preferred, and they were both wet with melted snow.


So even a warlock dared not use sorcery in the open now? God of Horrors!


"I thought I had nailed that blackguard into a box he'd never get out of!" Rap said bitterly. He had used every scrap of his enormous demigod's power when he sealed his enemy in an occult shielding. How had the former warlock escaped?


"Thank Bright Water," Raspnex growled. He paused to scan the house. "Name of Evil, this place is a labyrinth, isn't it?" Approving images of mine tunnels... "She gave him Kraza."


Kraza? The name was familiar. Raspnex threw up a brief image of a female dwarf, quite pretty by dwarvish standards, and then Rap remembered. The wardens had sent her as their emissary, the third time they had begged him to take Zinixo's place on the Red Throne.


Raspnex had located the correct staircase. He scowled at its ramshackle condition and chose to levitate up it, perhaps not trusting its treads to withstand his great boots.


His young companion grinned and followed suit. He jangled the ambience less than Raspnex did, which meant he was intrinsically more powerful. His occult image was more solid, too, which was usually a good indication of occult potency.


And that was the key to the whole mystery! That was how Zinixo had escaped from his cocoon to threaten the world...


Rap's mundane companions were all regarding him with apprehension. As for as they were concerned, he had been leaning against the fireplace and staring glassily at the floor for the last couple of minutes.


"Stand back from the doorway. Centurion," he said. "Don't go for your sword. It will do no good."


Hardgraa reached for the hilt automatically, then reluctantly released it. He stepped a pace sideways.


"Cousin!" Shandie said, jumping to his feet. "Rap? What's wrong?"


Even as Rap named the visitor, the warlock hurled the door open and stamped into the room. "You're a fool, imp!" he growled, glaring across at the imperor.


Fury flickered over Shandie, but he bowed respectfully. "You honor us with your presence, your Omnipotence."


"You can forget that rot! No more omnipotences. It's over!" Dwarves were not known for tact, or delicacy of phrase. "No more wardens, no more warlocks, no more witches. Why in the name of Evil didn't you get out of town while you had the chance?" Raspnex stalked forward to the center of the room, dominating it completely, although everyone else was much taller. "Flee, I told you! But oh, no! You had to come into this warren, on the one night in centuries when you would leave a trail through Hub that a blind toad could follow! Idiot!"


The imperor flushed darkly in the flickering candlelight.


The second dwarf followed the warlock in, slamming the door. There was a shimmer of sorcery on him, probably a loyalty spell. He was very young, with a hint of down like gray moss on his sandstone cheeks. His hair dangled in elaborate curls like iron turnings. Typical dwarf, though—his pants and boots had been patched repeatedly.


"Tell us why you came, Sorcerer," Shandie said coolly.


"I'll be buried if I know!" Raspnex pointed at Rap. "Well, I suppose I came to appeal to him, but I see now that I wasted my time. I'd hoped he could help, but he can't."


"Who's your companion?" Rap asked.


"Grimrix. He's a votary. Don't laugh at his hairstyle or he may turn you into a woolly caterpillar."


The youngster scowled; blue fire flickered ominously in the ambience.


"Steady!" the older dwarf snapped. "Well, imp," he said aloud. "So you didn't listen to me! Who outside this room knows where you are?"


"No one," the imperor said, "except Legate Ugoatho."


"Who's he?"


"Head of the Praetorian Guard."


Raspnex snorted. "They'll have gotten him already, then. One of the first they'd go for. In fact, it's amazing they're not here yet."


"The legate is utterly loyal!" Shandie protested.


The warlock showed his big teeth. "Not anymore."


"Tell them the problem," Rap said sadly.


"You tell them. I already tried, and seems they don't heed me."


"I'll have to be quick, though." Time was precious, Rap realized. Whether or not Zinixo had brought in his main occult strength yet, if he had perverted the head of the Praetorian Guard, then a thousand men might be on their way already. Four carriages stood outside in the snow, there were tracks. "The problem is Zinixo. I'm sure you remember him."


"Former warlock of the west."


"Right. He tried to destroy me, and I won..." Then Rap recalled something else, and looked to Raspnex. "A year ago a God told me that this mess was all my fault. That must be because I didn't kill Zinixo when I had the chance, and the excuse."


"You did worse than that," Raspnex said grimly. "Much worse. But carry on. Can you explain to these mundanes what you did to my nephew?"


As he described how he had rendered the sorcerer impotent by enveloping him in a magic-proof shielding, Rap wondered what error could possibly have been worse than sparing Zinixo, that vindictive, lecherous, sadistic...


"So what happened?" the imperor demanded.


Raspnex shrugged his bull shoulders. "Oh, he went totally insane. He'd always been unstable, even as a kid. He'd always been suspicious and timid, and the greater his power grew, the more timorous he became. You believe that, imp?"


"I've met people like that," Shandie said. "They think the world is out to get them."


A lot of dwarves thought that way—both Raspnex and Grimrix were notably jumpy now—but Zinixo had carried distrust to the point of obsession.


"So he can't use his magic," the imperor said, frowning. "Why is he dangerous?"


"Because of Bright Water," Rap said. "She couldn't break my spell, either, but she must have taken pity on him. She gave him a sorcerer."


"Gave him?"


Raspnex snorted and snapped his fingers. Young Grimrix stepped forward obediently at the summons, but occult fire flickered faintly again. "Sir?"


"Tell them how you feel about me, sonny."


The boy blushed and looked down at his boots. "I love you."


"There! See? He's a votary. I've laid a loyalty spell on him. He'll do anything to help me." Raspnex glanced at the kid, showing his pebble teeth again. "He'd die for me! Actually, his power's greater than mine. It took three of us to hobble him—me and two of my other votaries. Now do you understand?"


The mundanes were radiating horror and fright as they realized the possibilities.


Raspnex thumped a massive hand on Grimrix's shoulder. "Go and scout. See if anything's happening outside."


The boy nodded and transported himself down to the front door. He opened it, peered out cautiously, then vanished from Rap's ken.


It was all so confoundedly obvious now! Zinixo had collected at least a dozen votaries in his brief tenure in the Red Palace. Because he saw danger everywhere, he had also made it his business to identify as many of the other wardens' votaries as he could. With a sorceress eager to do his bidding, all he had needed to do was set Kraza on the weakest. Then the two of them would have sought out another and jointly imprinted that one. Not just votaries—they must have hunted down every sorcerer they could. And so on... Rap explained to the audience.


"He's been at it for almost twenty years," Raspnex added. "He's got an army of them now, all loyal to the death. We call it the Covin."


Shandie sank down again on the arm of his wife's chair. His face was taut. "Why did nobody stop him?"


"Because nobody knew!" the dwarf rumbled in his sepulchral voice. "Except maybe Bright Water, and she was too crazy to care. I think he was extra careful with her brood, anyway—he made his compulsion secondary to hers, to take effect after she died. So she didn't mind. Now he's cornered all of the sorcery in Pandemia!"


The crowded room fell silent as the mundanes struggled to comprehend the disaster. Sagorn sat down again, also, muttering and shaking his head.


"So although he has no real sorcery of his own," Shandie said, "he controls an army of sorcerers? How many?"


"Scores, maybe hundreds. All eager to help. And the little snit may have his own sorcery back too now, if the Covin's been able to break Rap's spell."


"Surely it was the wardens' duty to prevent such an abomination?"


"It was, but they didn't know it was happening until Bright Water died." Raspnex's eyes were hard as flint. "They brought me in as the new North in the hope I could stop him, because I knew him and how he thinks. But it was too late."


The imperor looked around the group, but no one had any comments. "What does he want?"


The dwarf snorted. "Everything! I told you—the greater his power, the more fearful he is! He knew he'd become a threat to the Four, so he feared the Four, because they were the only power that could threaten him. That's how he thinks."


"That was why you came to the Rotunda today?"


Thunder rumbled in the ambience. "Of course it was! Why are you so stupid? We expected him to strike when we answered your summons at the enthronement, so he could swat all four of us at the same time. Probably he'd have blasted us as he blasted Ag-an, years ago. Grunth and I got the jump on him. We made you imperor, sonny, but it isn't going to do you any good."


Shandie frowned. "And why destroy the thrones? Zinixo did that?"


"No! I did!"


"The four thrones were occult," Rap said. This conversation was a stupid waste of time! Nevertheless, the imperor had a right to know, and Rap himself had no idea what was going to happen next. If Zinixo's Covin had already infested the city, then the situation was as close to hopeless as he could imagine. "They were portals into the wardens' palaces. He could have forced entry through them."


"I thought you didn't know all this?" the imperor said.


"I didn't, earlier. Partly I'm working it out as I go along, from what Raspnex told me as he came in—you weren't privy to that conversation, is all. He hasn't used sorcery on me yet, although he could. And you'll have to take our word on that. You can't trust anyone now, your Majesty. Once Zinixo's votaries pin a man down, he's theirs. As Raspnex says, Legate Ugoatho would be a logical first choice. He'll serve Zinixo from now on, to the death. They all will."


"To what purpose?" Shandie demanded grimly.


Rap shrugged. "He's mad, he sees danger everywhere. The imperor is powerful, so he must be loyal to Zinixo—everyone must, who has any sort of power at all. He'd make everyone in the world love him, if he could."


"Where are the Four?"


Rap looked to Raspnex. "Good question!"


"Gone," the dwarf said. "Most of their votaries have been stolen from them. Lith'rian panicked first and fled to Ilrane. Olybino was next. He's just vanished. Can you imagine what Zinixo will do to those two when he gets his hands on them? No, you can't possibly imagine. Even I can't. But it will be long and nasty—that I do know." He pulled a face. "And I'm not on his friendship list either."


"And Grunth?"


The dwarf shrugged, rolling his eyes.


"So Zinixo will imprint me with a loyalty spell?" Shandie demanded, glaring.


"Slow, isn't he?" the warlock said, in an aside to Rap. "Of course. It will be easier than proclaiming himself imperor. The Impire is just too big for him to ensorcel everyone, and a dwarf imperor would not be acceptable—he would always be frightened of revolution, see? But you will reign for his benefit. You will serve him loyally to the end of your days." He jabbed a finger like a crowbar toward the child asleep in Eshiala's lap. "And so will she, and her children after her! You know how long sorcerers live."


"No!" Shandie bellowed. "I won't have it!"


The dwarf curled his big mouth into a sardonic smile. "And your so-beautiful wife? My nephew is oddly partial to female imps... Now don't you wish you'd taken my advice?"


Shandie put an arm around Eshiala. "What is your advice now?"


Again the dwarf shrugged his barrel shoulders. "I may be able to get us out of here. May, I said. He's so suspicious that he tends to be too cautious. He may not commit his real strength quickly enough to block me."


That sounded like a very leaky lifeboat to Rap. As soon as the fugitives emerged from the shielding, they would be visible in the ambience. There was no hiding place in that featureless void, no way to outrun a superior force. Only power mattered.


"If I can escape..." Shandie said. "If we can... If you can get us out of here, what then?"


"Retire. Hide. You can't hope to win your impire back, you know. Just go into hiding and maybe, in a couple of centuries, your descendants can come forward and claim their inheritance."


The mundanes stared at one another in dismay, while Raspnex curled his lip contemptuously at them; but in the ambience he was scowling up at Rap with a worried expression. "The kid's taking a long time, isn't he?"


"Let's hope he's still yours when he comes back," Rap said pointedly. "Zinixo's here, in Hub?" he added aloud.


"Maybe. More likely not, not yet. But he's sent his minions. I could smell 'em."


"So could I. And I'm not exactly his best friend, either, am I?"


Raspnex chortled, a noise of ice floes in a polar storm. "Not much, you're not! You and your kingdom. Your wife and children. I bet the little turd has dreamed of you every night for twenty years, your Majesty!"


"Why did none of you warn me?" Rap said angrily.


"Because we thought you knew! Because we thought you were laying low—and because we thought you could handle the matter when you got around to it!"


"You mean you were all relying on me? Waiting on me to do something? Fools!" Rap had always assumed that the Four knew how he had lost his paramount power years ago. Probably such an absurdity had never occurred to them, and they had been frightened to spy on a demigod. Fortunately Zinixo must have made the same error.


"That's obvious now, but we didn't know that, did we?" the dwarf snarled.


"I'm surprised he hasn't come after me already."


"He didn't know, either! But it won't be long now. And he couldn't try to settle with you earlier without alerting the wardens." The warlock's sneer was almost an offer of sympathy by dwarvish standards.


Rap thought of the battles in which he had defeated Zinixo—the brutal one-on-one struggle when the dwarf had attacked him in the Rotunda, and then the greater battle when Rap had single-handedly stormed the Red Palace, an avenging demigod blasting aside guards and defenses in fiery cataclysms, rending walls in pursuit of his fleeing prey. Zinixo would have forgotten none of that, especially his own screams for mercy at the end.


He thought also of Krasnegar, and Inos, and the children, hopelessly vulnerable. Gods!


"Suppose he does seize the throne," Sagorn asked hoarsely, "the Imperial throne, I mean, not Krasnegar—either in his own name or through a puppet—then what?"


"He will wipe out any threat, any threat at all. Any hint of disloyalty, any loose talk." Raspnex threw contempt at the old jotunn, but Sagorn had already analyzed the logic to its absurd conclusions.


"But it will be his Impire then, won't it? So any threat to the Impire will be a threat to the Living God? The caliph, for example."


Surprised, the dwarf nodded. "Exactly. The caliph is a threat to the Impire, so the caliph will have to go. The goblins are about ready to launch their big attack—Zinixo will smash them. Of course he'll go after Lith'rian and the elves first."


Sagorn snapped his teeth shut with a click. "He will rule the world," he muttered.


"In a year or two, yes."


"Is there nothing we can do to prevent this obscenity?" Count Ionfeu said. Old and frail he might be, but generations of imperial pride showed on his weathered features. Thousands of men like him had built the Impire, and he would sooner die than let it all fell into the hands of a dwarf.


Silence fell.


Was there nothing to be done?


"Surely he can't have cornered every word of power in Pandemia?" Rap asked Raspnex privately.


"Near enough. He has people out hunting down every sorcerer—Evil!—every adept and genius, even. If you go looking for allies, you can't expect to collect them faster than his Covin can."


There was the awful truth, then! "Faerie's the problem, isn't it? That's where I made my great mistake?"


Raspnex's shadow image bared its teeth. "That's it!"


The mundanes were all waiting for an answer to the count's question. Was there an answer?


Rap said, "There might be. It's an Evilish long shot, but we could try, if Zinixo hasn't beaten us to it."


"Dross!" the dwarf snarled, disbelieving.


"There's a lot of magic lying around in the Nogids!"


Raspnex gasped aloud. "You'll get yourself eaten if you try that!"


"I'd rather have my flesh eaten than my mind, I think," Rap said. "And it was all my fault."


"Yes, it was."


"Why was it?" the impress asked. All through the discussions, she had been sitting as still as a statue, holding her sleeping child. Why was her face so familiar? "What did you do, your Majesty?"


"I cut off the supply of magic. I can't tell you all the details now, but I went back to Faerie—" A stab of pain reminded him that sorcery did not like to be discussed. "Never mind. I did it, and it's done." Each word of power represented a dead fairy, but almost no one except the wardens had ever known that simple fact. It was the ultimate secret behind the workings of sorcery, and the Protocol.


Faerie... Raspnex projected a whiff of nostalgia and a fleeting image of the riotous party in Milflor when Zinixo's votaries had celebrated their release. They hadn't noticed Rap arrive on the island, or what he was up to—not that they could have stopped him, anyway. By the time he had joined in the festivities, the fairies had vanished, from jail and jungle both. He had stamped out forever that ghastly farming of people, or so he hoped.


"And you can't undo it now, can you?" the dwarf said angrily. "Your stupid, blundering good intentions! Where did you put the fairies?"


"I can't even tell you. And no, I can't ever undo it. I used every scrap of power I possessed." Power he possessed no longer! "It's done now. Forever. Unless the Gods take pity on us."


He turned away from all the shocked faces. Good intentions? Only now did he see that the fairies' suffering throughout the ages had at least helped to stabilize life for everyone else, by buttressing the Protocol. The arrangement had been grossly unfair, but it had held some good as well as much evil. By ending it, he had upset the balance of the world.


The one time he had tried to be a God, and he had blundered!


"I don't understand!" Acopulo bleated.


"He cut off the supply of magic!" Raspnex growled. "The Protocol was set up to prevent exactly this sort of happening! The supply of magic was the prerogative of the warlock of the west. If any one sorcerer ever tried to build a sorcerous army and make himself paramount, West could create an opposing army! As a last resort. That's why it's never been done before, although Ulien' came close in the War of the Five Warlocks." He scowled, as if in pain.


Sagorn made a choking noise. "A safety net!"


"And your faunish friend cut it down!"


Ulien'? Again Rap felt a nudge of premonition.


Zinixo was the disaster at the end of the third millennium, but there had been trouble at the end of the first and the second, also, and it had been overcome both times. A thousand years since Thume had become the Accursed Land, since the whole race of pixies had vanished, and now...


"The imperor met a pixie!" he told Raspnex excitedly. "Ulien', you said? War of Five Warlocks? Thume! There's another hope, then! The War of the Five Warlocks? Maybe there is an answer—in Thume!"


"You're crazy!" Raspnex mumbled, staring.


"Maybe! But craziness is all we've got left, isn't it?"


The door downstairs opened briefly, and young Grimrix shot through it like a rabbit. Even before it had slammed shut again, he had translated himself back upstairs. He was flushed, and panting, and so excited that he shouted aloud. Rap and Raspnex both stiffened defensively, but he did not notice—and he did not seem to have been warped from his loyalty.


"They're here, sir! Hussars, all around the house. All three streets." Images of several hundred soldiers and their mounts...


"Any occults?" Raspnex demanded.


"Didn't stay around to look, but if you'll let me go down there again and thump ass, I can find out!" He was twitching with battle lust. Drums and trumpets...

OEBPS/Images/9780575124738.jpg
%EWA\Y

THE AWARD-WINNING AUTHOR OF
THE SEVENTH SWORD SERIES

Upland
%ﬁ tlaws

DAVE DUNCAN





OEBPS/Images/map.jpg





OEBPS/Images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





