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PROLOGUE


“They called it the Empire Stone. Big it was … is, if it still exists, wherever it’s been stolen to. Double the size of both m’ fists,” the boy’s father said. “M’ grandsire’s grandsire’s grandsire saw it once, when he was in Thyone, and th’ king passed through, all so’jers an’ tootlin’ bands an’ gold.”

The man laughed harshly, drank from the battered pewter jack no one else in the family was allowed to use. A chill wind whistled through the cracks in the rickety moor-house, and the boy smelled snow on the way. His brother and sisters were curled asleep around their mother like so many kits. His father was not drunk. Not sober, but not seething with that unknown rage that’d smash out at anyone.

“Long time ago, that,” he went on. “When there was a king in our land, an’ Thyone was a city, not a shamble a’ stones.”

“How did the king carry the Stone?” the boy who’d later name himself Petrol asked, waiting to duck away from a blow. “In his crown?”

“Haw. Bust his fool neck if he tried. Carried it ‘top a two-handed scepter.”

“What did your granda say it looked like?”

“Some say it’s a clear stone that catches and reflects colors, many colors, not just the six we know, but colors that aren’t like any others on this earth,” he said. “It’s luminous, they say, like foxfire.

“It’s round, cut perfect. They say it’s got a thousand facets, but that’s hoobly-shit, for if a diamond’s cut with more than the perfect fifty-eight, it throws light away, doesn’t reflect it back.”

The man wasn’t speaking in his usual tinman’s crude rumble, and the boy wanted him to keep talking like this forever.

“Who cut the Stone? Does anyone know?”

“Gods … or maybe demons,” his father went on, then laughed dryly. “More likely, a real nervous man, some lord behind him with a bare sword, waiting for him to make one mistake.”

“Where’d it come from?”

“Nobody knows.”

“When the sea-rovers sacked Thyone, they stole it?”

“Aye. And with the Empire Stone gone with the men of the black ships, those who tried to rebuild Thyone were doomed to be defeated by every barbarian looking for a little loot, a few slaves.”

“Did the Empire Stone have powers?”

“Course it did,” the man said, returning to his usual accent. “Any rock like that’s got to have powers, or legends don’t get made. Th’ Empire Stone brings riches, brings power—power for evil, for what man without the law would do good if he doesn’t have to?”

“Is it gone forever?” the boy asked.

“Who knows. There’s tales of brave heroes who journey out in search of th’ Stone, but they never return.

“Which is a damned fine lesson for anybody with sense t’ work his set till it’s naught but waste.”

The man drained the jack, shook the small wooden barrel beside it, listening to emptiness.

“Shit,” he said once more. “We’ll sleep now.”

He blew out both guttering candles, and sprawled down by the boy’s mother.

The boy sat, listening to the wind.

“Brave heroes, who journey out …”





1

OF DEAD GODS AND SERPENTS


Twelve wolves sat in the center of a great courtyard, shattered columns on either side reaching toward the winter moon’s wane.

Peirol of the Moorlands huddled behind one toppled column and sourly considered how few blessings the Year of the Mouse had given him.

First he’d fallen in with Koosh Begee and his gang of tricksters, merely because the thief-lord’s wife, Lorn, had once — only once! — invited him upstairs when Begee was out of the city of Sennen on some nefarious errand. The night had been exhausting, ecstatic, and lasted for a thousand years, he admitted grudgingly. But Peirol should never have hung on, waiting for a second chance at Lorn’s delights, pretending to be interested in gaming. Pretense grew into fascination. The yellow felt circle became a snare worse than any woman, and he’d spent hours, days, in its spell, losing, always losing.

Quite suddenly he realized the whole thing, from Lorn’s conveniently offered charms to Begee’s pretended friendship, had been a trap. First he’d lost his tiny shop, then a chance to travel east with some traders to the legendary diamond mines of Osh. A trap — and this was the night it’d been sprung, with the help of Peirol’s own so-clever tongue, sending him into these supposedly monster-haunted ruins of Thyone after a god’s sapphire.

A wolf yipped sharply, and its fellows trotted to him, backs to Peirol. The slight breeze, smelling of some unknown, overly sweet flower, was blowing toward him, so the beasts shouldn’t scent him. Peirol slipped through the shadows toward his goal.

The moon casts strange and lying images, but Peirol’s shadow was true. Above the waist young Peirol of the Moorlands was nearly perfect — long, carefully tended blond hair, with the noble forehead and clear gaze of a young statesman, gleaming teeth revealed by his frequent smile through sensual lips, a dimpled chin.

His chest was a warrior’s, heavy, sharply defined muscles tapering to a slender waist.

Then the gods’ jest began. His legs were short, misshapen, bowed, although very strong. He stood almost a handspan below five feet, and the moon’s shadow mocked his hitching, rolling gait.

A wolf turned its head, and Peirol ducked behind rubble and became one with the dead stones. The wolves, if they were sensible, normal creatures, should have abandoned this absurd vigil and gone about their hunting. But they still hung about this ruined temple. Peirol refused to admit they could be waiting for … for anything.

He thought of calling them — years ago he’d learned, from a witch of the moors who might or might not have been his blood kin, how to mimic the yaps and even baying of the wolves of the moor, enough to call or even, once or twice, frighten them away from a scent. But that was a long time, nearly fifteen years ago, and the penalty for inept mimicry would be awful. He settled back to wait … and remember.

Koosh Begee had cast his net with skill, asking Peirol if he feared demons, after a long, wine-filled dinner companied with half a dozen of Begee’s henchmen, their doxies, and Begee’s entrancing wife.

“I’ve never seen one,” he’d answered honestly, “and it’s stupid to worry about the unknown. Mostly it’s nothing but the imaginings of fools and beldames.”

“And the gods,” Begee pressed. “You fear them, of course.”

Peirol had smiled, twistedly. “After what they did to me at birth, of course I fear them. Fear and hate them. They’re malignant thugs, I believe, and so should be treated with contempt, as any back-stabbing worm must.”

The table hushed, and one of Begee’s men glanced upward, as if expecting a thunderbolt through the tavern’s roof. Even Begee licked his lips a bit nervously.

“There is a tale,” Begee said, clearly changing the subject, “of a great gem, a huge blue star sapphire, somewhere in the ruins of Thyone, a sapphire — ”

“I’ve heard the story,” Peirol interrupted, the wine speaking for him. “Supposedly, when the black ships came and destroyed the city, the priests of whatever god the sapphire belonged to cried for salvation. The god took mercy, and the earth opened, and the temple sank below-ground. The god then sent demons to hide the temple, and in an hour, perhaps two, a single slab of stone roofed the pit where the building was.

“The invaders never found the hidden entrance to the buried temple or the sapphire, but slew all the priests, as they slew throughout the city, taking any loot that presented itself.”

Like the Empire Stone, his mind whispered suddenly, resurrecting that tale of his father’s, years gone by. Peirol shrugged the memory away.

“The jewel was left in darkness, the temple guarded by whatever devils the tale-tellers had enough brandy to people it with.”

“My sister told me the story,” Lorn said. “The god was named Slask, and he was — is — the Lord of the Underworlds.

“And there were guardians set. Big old serpents, as long as this building, double-fanged with a poison that killed if it ever touched your skin, or the snakes could just crush you in their coils. Be careful, Peirol,” she warned. “Slandering our creators is foolish.”

Peirol ran a hand through his long-brushed, soft blond hair and turned slightly, so Lorn could admire and hopefully once more want the pressure of his oiled and scented chest muscles.

“Then I’m a fool indeed,” he said. “For I don’t think the gods, if they even exist, listen, not to our prayers, not to our laments. And by the way, every gem I’ve ever heard of bigger than my thumbnail always has some sort of evil tale attached.

“I’ve bought them, I’ve sold them, and look at me? Do I look cursed? Doomed? Demon-haunted?”

There was laughter.

“There needs only be one such for you to meet a horrible doom,” Lorn said stubbornly.

“So where is this one stone?” Peirol said. “Somewhere beneath Thyone? And why have you told me about it, Koosh? Do you think I’m a miner, like my father? Would you have me drilling around the ruins like a star-mole?”

“You owe me,” Begee growled.

“I owe you greatly,” Peirol admitted.

Begee picked up a parchment scroll from his seat, and Peirol felt his stomach knot. Too easy, too quick, too handy, his mind whispered.

“Someone else in my debt paid it with this map,” he said, handing the scroll to Peirol.

“Tsk,” Peirol said, untying its ribbon. “Any good treasure map’s supposed to be ancient, tattered, and hopefully stained with many men’s blood. You’re not holding true to fable, Koosh.”

Koosh Begee’s smile, always as temporary as his good humor, vanished. “It was drawn less than a year ago,” he said. “First there was a dream that my ‘friend’ had, then, after he had the courage to visit Thyone by day half a dozen times, he hired a sorcerer to draw this plan.

“It shows clearly the route to be taken through the ruins to the entrance to that underground temple, down to the great room where Slask’s image waits, the sapphire in his extended hands.”

Peirol examined the parchment. “The route seems clear,” he said. “Obviously you wish me to go into Thyone and acquire this stone for you.”

“I do,” Begee said. “That will discharge the great debt you owe me, plus a bag of gold the size of my head as well.”

“If there’s no sapphire?” Peirol said. “I’ll have chanced my life for naught.”

“That is another gamble,” Begee said, smiling again, but not in amusement.

Peirol tossed the parchment back to Begee. “No bargain,” he said. “I’m not a fool.”

“Then I must call in your debt,” Begee said. “To be paid within a week, or else I’ll visit the elders and have you seized and declared my slave, to serve until the debt is paid in full, which will be long years indeed.”

Peirol’s face remained calm. “I thought you were intelligent, Koosh. Obviously I overrated you. What service could I do as your slave? Make pretty baubles for your wife’s ankles and wrists? Hardly a harsh duty, but I don’t think you’d have the best bargain.”

Lorn’s eyes flickered.

“That’d not be what I’d order you to do,” the thief-lord said. “I’d just send you back to Thyone — and this time you’d have no profit when you brought the gem back.”

“Do you really believe I’d do that,” Peirol said, “and not keep right on going?”

“There’d be hunters after you if you did. I can command a thousand.”

“By the time they chanced Thyone, I’d be far, far gone,” Peirol said. “Now, let me make another offer. I’ll go to Thyone, in search of this gem. I’ll go tonight, in fact,” he said, emboldened by the wine. “But here is our bargain. I’m to be free, whether or not I find the gem.”

“Up a demon’s arse! I’d be a fool to accept that,” Begee sneered. “If you did find it, you could hide it, claim you found nothing, then return for it later.”

“And how would we know,” a thief said, smirking, “you’d even go all the way to this courtyard? A task like that’d take real courage. Maybe you’d just wait for a bit inside Thyone’s walls, then come out and say you found nothing.”

“Are you saying I lack courage, Reim?” Peirol said, right hand touching the grip of the sword sheathed down his back.

Reim shook his head hastily. He, like the others, had seen Peirol in anger, and knew the dwarf had not only the slender blade and the ornately jeweled dagger at his waist but other lethal surprises about his person.

“I meant nothing but a jest,” he mumbled.

“Your purse-slitter has a point,” Peirol said. “So to make sure there’s proper trust among ‘friends,’ we’ll go to Thyone with half a dozen men — I hope you’d include my brave friend Reim here — and they can wait for me. I’ll descend into the temple, assuming the tunnel or whatever it is exists, and see what is to be seen. I’ll return either with the stone, or with some dust gathered below-ground.

“I wager the sorcerer who drew this parchment could test the dust and determine that I actually went where I vowed.”

“That sorcerer’s dead,” Begee said. “Something he cast disagreed with him. But there’s no reason other mages couldn’t do what you suggest. Perhaps Old Abbas, who’s the best man I know in that wavering profession?”

Peirol kept a smile hidden. He’d once made a charm bracelet for Old Abbas’s granddaughter, and the wizard had sworn to one day do him a service in repayment. “Excellent choice,” he agreed. “Abbas is an honest man.”

“Very well,” Begee said. “We’ll take ten men. You’ll be one, Reim.”

The thief whined, and there was more laughter. “And I’ll be one of the party as well,” Begee said. “We leave within the hour.”

• • •

Without a signal, the wolves rose and trotted across the great courtyard down a rubble-strewn street.

Peirol went fast, in his hobbling gait, down the courtyard to where the parchment had said the temple’s entrance lay.

He noted the smoothness of the stones he crossed, remembered what Lorn had said about the temple being hidden “under a single slab of stone,” decided there were excellent masons in the old days, and concentrated on the pile of stones ahead. It had been an altar, raised after Thyone was sacked, the scroll said, but storms roaring up the cliffs from the sea below had smashed it over the centuries. Peirol crouched in its shelter, considered the scroll’s instructions. Look for a six-sided stone. Under that would be the way down, a narrow staircase.

Boulders, pebbles, rock-chunks, he thought. Some carved, some rough, some polished as if they were ocean-turned. Nothing, of course, and another legend dies — and then he saw the large stone, or rather pair of stones, that’d split apart. Put together as one, they were definitely six-sided, each side showing chisel-marks. Certainly though, he thought as he crept to it, there’d be nothing under or near….

There was a crevice behind the broken stone, no more than a forearm’s length wide. Peirol peered down, saw no stairway. He drew his sword, reached far into the crack, felt nothing. He took off his small pack, took out flint, steel, tinder, pulled off a bit of tinder, and struck fire. He dropped the flaming tinder into the crack. The small flame fell and fell, then bounced and was extinguished.

Peirol uncoiled a rope ensorcelled to have greater strength than it looked that was knotted at intervals of an arm span. He tied it off around the broken boulder, tugged. The stone didn’t move. Peirol tied his sword sheath, belt, and pack to the rope’s bitter end and let it slither down into blackness. He heard a distant thud.

Wiping suddenly moist palms on his tunic, Peirol lowered himself into the crevice. He slid down until his ribs were level with the courtyard stone, then stuck. He fought back panic, thinking what might happen if he couldn’t free himself before the wolves returned, then pushed hard and slipped entirely into the crevice, into absolute blackness. His legs flailed and found nothing; then one arm caught the rope and he had it firm and went quickly down, hand over hand. A foot touched down; he reached with his other foot, felt nothing, almost slipped, then had a precarious stand on …

… On what, he didn’t know. He swung his free leg about, felt something solid, and cautiously let his weight down. He knelt, very carefully slid out of his pack straps, opened it, and took out a short wand of petrified wood. There was a dimple in one end that had been rubbed with oil and touched with steel and stone.

Koosh Begee said the spell would work every time, for anyone. Which means, Peirol thought, every time except this one, for everyone except me. He began muttering:


“Remember, wood

Once you lived

Grew strong

Grew old

Died

And still are dying.

Remember life/not life

Sparks

Strike fire

Sparks

Strike fire

Burn now

Burn always

Remember fire, wood.”



Nothing. He started to growl, calmed, repeated the incantation again and a third time, then thought of just how he’d go back up that rope and push through the narrow crack to report failure.

Peirol blinked. His eyes were tricking him. But there was a glow from the end of the tiny wand, a glow and then a strong, flickering light, as if he held a tarred torch, and the wand writhed and grew in his grasp.

He looked about, gasped, and almost fell. He stood on a ledge not a foot wide, jutting from a wall carved with figures, inscriptions. On the three other sides was nothing but night. He pried at a bit of stone, dropped it, listened, counting. Peirol reached thirty before he heard the tick of it landing, far, far below.

Peirol wished he’d just looped his rope around that stone above, so he could pull it down to him and use it to descend farther. Then his mind mocked him — that would make getting back out interesting, wouldn’t it? Do you really enjoy making your life more difficult?

He put his belt back on, slung his sword and pack across one shoulder. Peirol picked a direction and moved carefully along the ledge, holding the torch high with one hand, clinging to the stone carvings with the other. He went ten feet, and the ledge ended. Peirol cursed, went back, and this time the ledge went on, step by step, downward, ever downward.

He chanced leaning back, holding the torch far away from the wall. He saw that the ledge went up to where a rockfall had smashed narrow steps. He was also able to make out some of the carvings, and shuddered. Either the priests of this forgotten god — Slask, that was it — had vivid imaginations, or else the god didn’t care who worshiped him, in fact seeming to prefer the most fabulous monsters to mankind. Mankind was represented — either being punished by the nonhuman acolytes of this god, or else engaging in lascivious acts not even a tumbler could manage.

Peirol went on, then there were no more steps to reach for. He was on firm, level ground — a stone floor, he corrected himself. His torchlight reflected from the stones, and he knelt. Polished quartz, tourmaline, jadeite — each cobble was a polished semiprecious stone.

Peirol stroked his chin. If these priests could’ve afforded to pave their temple with rocks like this … No, he thought. Tales like this are never true. So let’s make a quick tour and get out. You’ve more than repaid Begee’s debt, just having courage to come this far.

He held the torch high. The room he was in — room, cavern, whatever — was huge. Something loomed ahead, and he started toward it. After a few paces, he thoughtfully unsheathed his sword. The object was almost twenty feet high. It was the statue of a shudderous god, crouched on four clawed legs, with a spiked tail curling high, a scaled body, and a face tusked like a wild boar, but with strange features, perhaps a man’s, but stretched to fit a dog’s skull. It also had two taloned arms that sprang from its shoulders, held palm up in front of its eyes. Slask’s expression was somewhere between sneering arrogance and drooling lust, reminding Peirol a bit of Koosh Begee.

Reflected light glimmered from between the idol’s forelegs. Peirol scooped up a handful of gems. All were uncut, unpolished. Black-green emeralds, dark rubies, citrine topaz. He tossed them in his hand and estimated that the biggest, cut and finished, might be just a bit over five	varjas. Evidently the god of the underworld had welcomed offerings of jewels.

Pfah! A great idol, far underground, a monstrous deity in a haunted temple. Now all we need to make this situation utterly absurd, he thought, is for that godsdamned sapphire to be nested in Slask’s hands. But if it is …

Peirol clambered up Slask’s legs, sheathed his sword, and swung up to crouch on the idol’s forearm.

Slask’s palms were empty. Peirol laughed angrily. The sound echoed and reechoed, and his skin crawled.

What now? I must gather a bagful of stones, I suppose, go back and tell Koosh Begee the truth, and then wake up Old Abbas to test me and remove Begee’s suspicions. Perhaps Begee’d let me polish the stones and trade them, and perhaps that’d be enough to free me from debt, assuming he’d be patient for two, perhaps three Times, rather than wanting an instant slavey. Possibly. Now, if I took but half of those stones, left the rest, and came back in daylight — 

Peirol heard a loud hiss in his ear, and became ice. He slowly turned his head, and the snake hissed again, louder, more threateningly. Its head was green and mottled black, about the size of his chest, and its body, thick as a ship’s mast, ran down into darkness.

No, Lorn, his mind went wildly. I can’t tell if it’s double-fanged…. The ones it’s showing are deadly enough, even if they’re not dripping venom, nor can I tell if it’s fifteen or fifty feet long.

The snake’s mouth gaped further, and Peirol thrust his torch into its jaws, back-rolled off the idol’s hands, and dropped to the temple floor, pulling his sword. The torch dropped beside him and rolled, sending light across the great chamber in dizzying spirals.

The snake struck, and he lunged, blade flickering in and out of the horror’s neck. It seethed rage, slashed as if its teeth were sabers. He ducked, struck again, then the snake’s body looped out of darkness around him, sending his sword flying, pinning one of his arms.

The coil lifted him into the air. He kicked helplessly, saw the jaws nearing, smelt the sourness of the monster’s skin and the decay of its breath.

Peirol’s free hand went to his waist, behind his elaborately worked belt buckle, and found a small dart, all metal, not much longer than a finger’s length. Do not miss, he thought: it is but a tavern game, a game of skill, a game of concentration. Almost delicately, he tossed the poisoned dart into the snake’s eye.

The serpent convulsed, throwing him high into the air, spinning, falling, and he bounced off the snake’s body, hard, but better than rock, rolled off and away as the beast thrashed, shrilling in agony, like, he thought, an aelopile with a leak.

Somehow he found his sword and came back for an attack, but the snake was writhing, rolling, and he was unable to get close, and then it was whipping, thrashing, into the darkness that had birthed it.

He picked up the torch, listened to the snake’s hopefully dying agonies. A smile began, and then he heard sounds, soft whispers, from another direction, sounds another snake, bigger than the one he’d half-blinded, might make as it approached.

He started to run, caught himself — Not with nothing, I won’t — pulled a soft chamois bag from his pack, and hastily scooped it full of gems from beneath Slask’s feet. He ran for the steps to the ledge, went up as fast as he dared as the whispers grew closer. Something smashed into the rock wall not half a yard distant, and he threw the torch at it. It bounced against the wall, fell clattering down the steps, then to the floor, and whatever it was, out there just beyond seeing, struck at it. He had the rope clutched in his hand, going up it hand over hand, as quickly as he’d climbed anything, even the crags of his native moors long ago, and something struck at him, hit the rope, and he spun back and forth like a pendulum. He felt rock above him, a narrow crack, and he held himself with one hand, shrugged off the pack and sword belt, forced himself into the crevice, never feeling its rough edges tear at him. He popped out of the fissure into the welcome haunted moonlight of Thyone’s ruins.

Eventually his breathing approached normal.

Now all I have to worry about is wolves, he thought. Two-and four-legged.

• • •

Peirol was just beyond the shatter of Thyone’s onyx gates when the darkness beside the weed-choked road became ten separate shadows.

“The temple exists,” Koosh Begee announced. “You were gone far too long for it to be otherwise.”

“It does,” Peirol said. “As does the idol. Lorn will be delighted to know her snake-friends do, as well.”

“The sapphire?” Begee hissed, sounding related to the serpents below.

“That, my dear Koosh, either was never there, or was stolen by the priests if they were sensible, or else someone as brave as I came before.”

“Search him!” Begee commanded, and two thieves had Peirol by the shoulders and a third patted him down.

“Here,” he announced, finding the pouch and handing it to his lord.

Begee opened it, poured gems into his palm, eyed them in the moonlight.

“You did find it.”

“I found those baubles,” Peirol corrected. “But old Slask seems to have financed a drunk with the big one.”

“You’re lying!”

“Now why would I do that?” Peirol complained. “Don’t be foolish. If I went down into that hell, which those beads suggest, and if the sapphire were there, wouldn’t I have brought it back, all skipping and singing?”

“You hid it somewhere.”

“Where? Inside Thyone? And then I came back to confound you? You’re even stupider than you appear,” Peirol said in a half-snarl. His only excuse was, it was very late, and Peirol became nervous around snakes.

Begee backhanded him across the face, one of his rings drawing blood. Peirol licked it away from his lips.

“Do not ever do that again,” he said calmly.

Begee hit him twice more.

“Now drag him off the track,” he started. “We’ll build up a little fire, hold this lying bastard’s feet in it to make him — ”

Peirol lifted his legs off the ground, the thieves holding him up too surprised to let go, and kicked Begee in the chest. The thief-lord went spinning.

Peirol’s feet came back on the ground, and he drove a fist back into one thief’s groin. The thief howled, clutched himself, stumbled away. Peirol back-butted with his head, smashing the second thief’s nose, then he was free and his blade whispered out as Begee clawed for the heavy sword he fancied. It never came out of its sheath as Peirol’s sword flicked into Begee’s throat. Again Peirol lunged as Begee, confusion, anger, pain, and surprise racing across his dying face, went down.

Peirol spun, dagger coming into his hand, blade blocking the third thief’s slash, the dagger going into the man’s guts. Peirol pivoted away from a lunge, recognized Reim, spitted him, and ran. He saw a spark as someone uncovered a slow match and put it to his musket’s pan. A flash and a bang followed, and a ball spanged off a rock.

“Get the little bastard! He won’t get far! Come on — Koosh’s dead — come on, you jackheads!” But Peirol wasn’t listening as his head went back and he wailed loud, the prey-cry of a moor wolf.

He ducked around rubble, went between two narrow rocks, and was at a dead end, trapped. His lips pulled back in a snarl, he waited, sword ready, for the first man to chance the narrow way. Again he bayed into the night skies, hoping, having forgotten how to pray.

“He’s in there — go on, in after him — hells with you — awright then, I’ll go, spit the cocksniffer like he’s — ”

The wolves heard his cry, came as he’d called them years ago across barren, rain-drenched moors. A thief heard their howls and shouted in panic. Another musket banged, and dark gray shadows bounded out of the dark, snarling, tearing at Begee’s marauders.

Finally the last man’s death gurgle died away. Twice wolves sniffed at the passage, and he growled deep, telling them this was a den not to be entered without a fight. There was silence then, but Peirol waited for a time before creeping out.

Bodies were scattered in the moon’s dying light, and he went from one to the next, taking gold and silver, rings and jewels, until he came to Koosh Begee’s corpse.

Peirol scooped up the scattered gems, put them back in his pouch, and tucked it away. He looked down at Koosh Begee’s face, dead eyes glaring back.

“You see,” Peirol said quietly, “I do pay my debts. One way or another.”

His smile died. “Now all I have to worry about is a thousand — rather, nine hundred and ninety — bravos who’ll try to kill me as a boon to their lord’s widow.”





2

OF GREEN EMERALDS AND A VALE


It was dawn when Peirol of the Moorlands went up the winding path to the sorcerer Abbas’s tower, on the heights above Sennen. The gates stood open, for who would have the courage — or stupidity — to rob a wizard? There were a pretty pair of one-pound robinets on wheeled carriages with polished stone cannonballs beside the varicolored wooden door, but they were more for show than actual use.

Peirol considered his words, how he would make his plea, lifted the knocker, and the door opened.

A very beautiful girl stood there. She was perhaps sixteen, and her black hair fell in waves on either side of her doll-like face. Her porcelain complexion set off slightly rouged lips and green, inviting eyes. She wore a morning robe of silk and lace, and a smile. She had a thin scarf of emerald green silk tied around her neck. Peirol noted with a bit of a stirring, in spite of his fatigue, the gentle curve of small breasts.

“Welcome, Peirol,” she said. “My grandfather is expecting you.”

Peirol jolted away from a wisp of lustful thought. If no one robbed a sorcerer, certainly no one at all should consider …

“You’re …” He let his voice trail off, not remembering the girl’s name.

“Kima,” she said. “You made this bracelet for me, three years ago.” She held up her wrist, and Peirol, in spite of his better judgment, took her hand and pretended to examine the jewelry.

“If I’d known you were going to become this beautiful,” he said, “I would never have put a price on it, but made it a present.”

Kima giggled. “You said when you made it that one day you’d flirt with me. I see you do have the Gift.”

“Not I,” Peirol said. “Merely common sense.” He brought himself back. “Abbas awaits? How could he know — ” He broke off. “Stupid me. Wizards and that.”

“Yes,” Kima said. “Now, go into that first room on the right and wash. You look like you’ve been dancing with wolves all night.”

“Would you believe that I have?”

“No. Grandfather warned me about you.”

“Hmph.” But Peirol obeyed, and came out a few minutes later feeling considerably better.

Kima led him up three curving flights of stairs, past paintings of times and cities he’d never dreamed of, onto a balcony that opened over Sennen and the river curling past the ruins of Thyone into the Ismai’n Sea. There was a beautifully worked table set for three. On the balcony beyond, the magician Abbas waited.

Peirol had never known why Abbas was called “Old,” for he appeared in his mid-fifties, exactly as he’d looked when Peirol had met him, five years earlier when he arrived in Sennen. Abbas was big, six and a half feet tall, thick-armed and with muscled legs. His precisely curled and oiled beard and hair were the deepest black, falling over a wine barrel of a chest and proudly nourished stomach.

He was the most powerful and feared wizard in Sennen. Three times barbarians had threatened Sennen and he’d used his magic to confuse and divert them, which earned the people’s gratitude. However, no one sought his company lightly. There had been times when lightnings boiled around his tower and thunder clashed from a clear night sky. Some said they’d heard the scream of demons on moonless nights, and it was noted Abbas’s enemies came to rather abrupt and unhappy fates.

Peirol preferred to have as little truck with sorcerers as possible. He feared them for their powers yet secretly held them in a bit of contempt, having consulted three over the years, paid their fees, and been told that the gods had doomed him to be a dwarf and they could cast no spells to change matters. Peirol always wondered what the reply would have been had he been richer. Sometimes he wished he had the Gift, but not often, having heard too many tales of magicians devoured by the demons they called up. And so, like most, he hired their services when he could afford them, from the cheapest of village witches to deadly thaumaturges like Abbas.

“After your adventures,” Abbas rumbled, “I thought you might be hungry.”

Peirol began to say he didn’t have the time, then caught himself. He waited until Kima had taken a chair, then sat. There were three varieties of eggs nested in multicolored onyx cups, steam rising invitingly; a dozen kinds of bread, heated and cold; a platter of smoked meats and fish; a covered dish that held poached fish; a half ham; spiced kidneys; jams, marmalades, and comfits. Peirol stopped listing delights and ate.

“My attention was drawn toward Thyone last night. Koosh Begee will no longer bedevil the city streets. A pity, that,” Abbas said sarcastically.

Peirol glanced at Kima.

“Don’t worry about turning her stomach,” Abbas said. “She knows men’s hands are seldom blood-free.”

“Koosh Begee being dead — Grandfather said you killed him — made me feel good,” the girl said. “I once paid to ransom a girlfriend’s ring from his gang. The man he sent had the audacity to think I was attracted to him, and made a rather crude suggestion.”

“It was a pity,” Abbas said, “the ransomer happened to trip and break his neck after the ring was returned. A great pity.”

Peirol’s eyes had been turning toward that cleft in Kima’s robe but now returned to watching his fingers spread red jam on a piece of bread. Suddenly the jam looked exactly like the blood that’d bubbled from Koosh Begee’s throat. His appetite vanished, and his stomach curdled.

Abbas noted his expression. “Drink some of that herbed wine from that narrow-necked pitcher,” he ordered. “It will settle your stomach.”

Peirol obeyed.

“So Koosh Begee is dead, you are the cause, there was nothing but small gems in Slask’s temple, Begee’s toughs — or rather the woman who is Begee’s widow, who now hopes to rule the gang — will be wanting your blood, and you have no idea what to do or where to flee. Or if you should flee at all.”

“That is exactly the case,” Peirol managed. “You seem to know everything.”

“A sorcerer who doesn’t generally finds his existence altered, and not for the better,” Abbas said grimly. “Now, do you think the slight debt you incurred with me is enough to make me deal with those thieves?”

Peirol shook his head rapidly. “No, sir. I’m not a dunce. I just thought, you being wiser and knowing more of the world, maybe you could suggest what I should do.”

Abbas picked up a bit of buttered toast, put a slice of smoked fish on it, chewed meditatively.

“Under normal circumstances,” he said, “you could simply go live in the hills for a few weeks, until these jackals find a new master. Felons prate of revenge, but seldom follow through, unless it’s in blood-heat or if there’s possible gain. But there is” — the magician delicately cleared his throat — “the matter of his wife, who is ambitious and, for reasons we need not dwell on, most vengeful.”

Kima giggled again. “He’s blushing.”

Peirol looked at the floor, drank more wine.

“I fear this widow will make certain you’re not forgotten,” Abbas went on. “And since she’s from a thieving family, her words will be listened to.

“So, young Peirol, you must leave Sennen. The question is, in which direction? You could, if you hurried, catch up to that caravan to Osh that you stupidly didn’t join. Assuming you’re able to elude the bandits along the way. And assuming that you can somehow acquire greater gold than those jewels you found beneath Thyone will bring.

“I could provide that, if I wished. But I am not a philanthropic man. Especially when something more interesting offers itself.

“Let me ask something. Have you ever heard of a gem called the Empire Stone?”

Peirol jolted. This was the second time within hours the memory of his father’s tale, years ago in that wind-ripped hut far to the south, had been forced on him.

“Yes,” he said.

“Most have,” Abbas agreed. “Gives the power of kingdoms, can doom or save its owner, and so on and so forth. I also assume you’ve heard there have been many who set out to look for it, none of whom have ever returned?”

Peirol nodded.

“So. I have, through my divinations, some inkling as to where it might be sought. Does that interest you?”

Brave heroes, who journey out …

“It might,” Peirol said cautiously, feeling the blood-thrill he’d had as a boy surge within him.

“Then let us discuss the actual mechanics of the deal before I become more specific. I would propose to advance you a certain amount of gold for your expenses, and perhaps a couple of charms or philtres, and you would take sail on a ship east, across the Isma’in Sea, the day after tomorrow.

“I will warn you, the journey will take you far to the east, into countries no man or woman from Sennen has ever dreamed of, let alone visited.”

Peirol smiled wryly. “I’m almost twenty-five, sir, and I’ve wandered little beyond the three countries bordering the one of my birth. That isn’t what I dreamed of when I was a boy.”

“Good. So of course I needn’t mention that a wizard should never be double-dealt with, for his vengeance is invisible, travels faster than the swiftest horse or ship, and can seldom be avoided.”

Peirol’s lips thinned. “And I,” he said carefully, looking directly into Abbas’s eyes, “have yet to break my word, when I give it in sincerity.”

“Good!” Kima said, clapping her hands. “He doesn’t draw back, Gran.”

“No, he doesn’t,” Abbas agreed. “So if you secure the Empire Stone and return with it here, I shall make you richer than you can possibly imagine.”

“I’ve got a very good imagination,” Peirol said.

“No matter,” Abbas said. “With the Empire Stone, all — and I mean everything — shall lie within my grasp.”

His eyes glittered strangely. He went to a sideboard and brought an oilskin pouch back to the table.

“All I have to do,” Peirol said sarcastically, “is somehow … acquire this stone from its present owner. Since I assume he’s attached to it, that means steal it.”

“Just so. I wish I knew who holds it,” Abbas said.

Peirol made a face. “That does complicate things somewhat.”

“A bit. I know the Empire Stone is in a city called Restormel, about which no one knows anything. I assume there are powerful sorcerers there, for my attempts to investigate magically have all been blocked, as if I were trying to peer through a storm.”

“The legend says anyone who holds the Stone can make himself a king,” Peirol said. “Wouldn’t you be better advised to send a magical army, or a real one, instead of a dwarf?”

“One man may succeed where an army fails.” Abbas smiled. “Besides, to regain a stone whose value is beyond that of a nation, it amuses me to dispatch a single man.”

“I hope,” Peirol said, “I share your amusement when you tell me more.”

• • •

Peirol finished the last page of notes and replaced the sheaf of paper in the oilcloth pouch. Abbas sat next to him, arms folded, waiting patiently. Kima curled on the floor, watching them.

“A far journey,” Peirol said.

“As I warned you,” Abbas said.

“The countries beyond Sennen to the east — at least the ones I’ve heard of — are all at each other’s throats, from what traders have said.”

“It will take a clever man to make his way,” Abbas agreed.

“A clever — or rich — man. But I don’t believe one man could carry enough gold to bribe and buy safe passage for that great a distance.”

Abbas made no comment.

Peirol smiled wryly. “But as a trader, an artist, a man traveling in gems, the journey might be possible.”

“Your very profession,” Kima said.

“I would need the tools of my trade — balance, glass, cutters, material for my special glues, some potions, polishing compounds, inks, cleaving knives, and such. All of which are in my rooms, which I dare not go to, for Begee’s thugs are waiting. If I accept your task, I’ll have to chance finding their replacements along my route.”

“Not necessarily. Wait.” Abbas left the room.

Peirol yawned, the night’s struggles and the excellent meal catching up with him. He went to the balcony, looked out.

“It’s a beautiful day,” he said.

Kima came up beside him. “It is,” she agreed.

“If things were not as they are,” Peirol said, carefully not looking at her, “it would be a day for three horses, one for you, one for me, and one for our picnic. We could ride out into the hills, where I know a vale with a bubbling creek running through it, a vale with a pool in its center where otters sport and fish jump.”

“How many others have you taken there?”

“No one, oddly enough. It was a place I discovered by myself, a place out of time, where I used to go to think … and dream. I never had the desire to take anyone else there. Not until now.”

Kima turned away as Abbas came back.

“Your rooms have not yet been ransacked,” he said. “But there are four men waiting at the stairs, another four inside. Two more hide at the back.”

“As I feared,” Peirol said.

“No fear is necessary. I’ve already dispatched my … agents to retrieve your tools, and clothing suitable for travel. There will be no problems.”

Peirol blinked.

“I imagine, since I’ve been around jewelers enough, my representatives will know precisely what to take,” Abbas continued. “I just hope my taste in your clothing will be acceptable.”

“You’re assuming I accept your offer?”

Abbas smiled broadly. “Do you see other options?”

“This entire day has shaken my belief in free will,” Peirol grumbled.

“You mean you still believe in that?”

Peirol’s smile echoed Abbas’s, became laughter.

• • •

Kima showed Peirol to a bedroom and told him he could sleep as long as he wished. Their household, befitting a wizard, generally was active at night. Abbas was down for a nap, and she would follow.

“Dinner will be at full dark,” she said. “But perhaps you might choose to wake a bit early and keep me company while Gran is in his study.”

Peirol put on a very innocent face. Kima giggled and kicked him in the ankle.

“I’ll bet I know what you’re thinking, and you ought to be ashamed of yourself, and we barely know each other!”

“I was thinking of nothing,” Peirol said, “except how nice that bed you just showed me looks.”

“Just the bed for sleeping, sirrah?”

“Have a nice nap, Kima.”

• • •

The setting sun was shining into the chamber when Peirol woke. But that was not what had brought him out of his sleep and troubled dreams.

He could faintly hear, from above, the grumblings of a great voice, far deeper and stronger than Abbas’s. He listened but couldn’t distinguish any words. Then he heard Abbas answering, and he shivered.

But the day was still warm, and the grumblings stopped. Peirol got out of bed, stretched, then saw his tools and clothes lying on a table. He prided himself on sleeping lightly, especially in a strange place, but whatever minion of Abbas’s had brought them hadn’t disturbed him.

He went into the next room, found a bath not only filled, but with water steaming, and again his neck hairs prickled at the knowledge of magic.

Peirol bathed, used the straight razor and soap he found, brushed his hair half a hundred times, dressed, and went upstairs, back into the dining area.

There was no one about, and now the household was completely silent.

Peirol thought of taking down one of the grimoires or scrolls on shelves but decided he’d best not, for fear of Abbas’s displeasure or, worse, bringing up some horrid monster from the depths by inadvertently reading an incantation aloud. Peirol knew little of how magic worked, and wished to know less.

Instead he got the bag with the gems looted from Slask’s temple and examined them. Some were cut, some rough. He considered which he wanted to work into a design, which might be easily sold when he reached the ship’s promised first port of Arzamas.

He jerked back from his thought when a soft voice from behind said, “Isn’t it lovely, how they catch the last of the sun and hold it?”

Kima now wore a black dress of the softest, finest wool that fitted close to her neck, followed her body’s lines to her knees, then pooled at her ankles. It was a garment more suited for an older woman, but Kima evidently was the woman of the household.

“Good afternoon,” Peirol said. “I hope you slept well.”

“Until Gran started talking to his demons or spirits or whoever was making that horrid sound.”

“It woke me as well.” Peirol wanted to change the subject. He rolled the gems around the table. “Actually they catch and hold more than half of the light, not like glass or crystal,” Peirol said. “Or so I was taught.”

“Taught?”

“You don’t think I just happened to be born knowing things about gems, do you? Dwarves,” and here Peirol put on a monstrous leer, “learn straaaange things when they’re growing — or, in my case, not growing. But that’s not one of them.

“I was apprenticed from the age of twelve for five years under the greatest jeweler in the world, a man named Rozan in Ferfer, to the south. Then for another two I was his journeyman. Some say I was destined by the gods to be what I am.” Peirol made a face. “People that said that were the sorts who think the gods never take with one hand without giving with the other. I think I just worked harder than anybody else.

“Anyway, I took examinations before the Jewelers’ Guild in Ferfer, was deemed qualified as a jeweler, and began traveling: sometimes selling, sometimes buying, sometimes crafting jewels.

“Three years ago, I came to Sennen, and met you not long afterward, when you were a mere slip of a thing.

“And now,” and Peirol made his voice ancient, quakey, “I’m gray and frail, and you’re blossoming into womanhood.”

“Who taught you to talk like that?” Kima said. “You sound like a romance.”

“And what’s the matter with that?”

“Romances are written by old poops to be read by fat, middle-aged women who never get … who don’t know any men.”

“Which is why you’ve never read even one.”

Kima laughed again.

“So now you know all that’s interesting about me,” Peirol said. “How did you come to Sennen? Are your parents not among us?”

“Oh, they’re still alive,” she said. “My father — Gran’s only son — turned out not to have any sign of the Gift. He loved cattle, though, and Gran bought him a great ranch in the Uplands and a title when somebody happened to die without any children.

“I could be up there with him, and with my stepmother if I wanted to.”

“But you don’t want to?” Peirol said. “Why not?”

“Cows? Bulls? Barns? The only excitement when somebody tries to steal some of the cattle, and the men ride them down and hang them along the road? Or getting to go to town — a little bitty town — three or four times a year?” Kima extended her tongue, crossed her eyes. “I died every day from boredom.”

“Odd. You look quite alive to me.”

“That’s because Gran came to visit, and I guess he sensed the dull was going to kill me for real. And Da and Ma thought I was too wild for the ranch, and maybe a wizard could keep me in hand.” Kima looked out over the balcony, smiled a secret smile. “He thinks he still can, too.” She turned back to Peirol before he could respond. “You’re a person of gems. They say that jewels have a secret meaning. Do they?”

“It wouldn’t be a secret if I told you.”

“Peirol! What does it mean when, say, you give me this stone?”

She picked up a cut blue gem.

“That’s a sapphire,” he said. “It means true friendship.”

“Oh.” Kima set it down, picked up another.

“What about this pretty black one?”

“That’s an opal. It doesn’t have any meaning, at least not in the way you’re interested in. Black opals are supposed to be unlucky.”

Kima dropped that hastily. “This one? It’s an emerald, right?”

“Right. That’s given for faithfulness, for virtue.”

“And these two red ones?”

“They’re not the same. One’s a ruby, the other’s a fire opal. See, in the center of the opal, what looks like a flame? Hold it up to the sun.”

“Oooh. And they mean?”

“Well, uh, passion,” Peirol said.

“You’d give it to someone you wanted to make love to?”

“Or are making love to,” Peirol said, “and you want to continue the affair.”

Kima rolled the fire opal in her fingers.

“That’s nice,” she said. “I like that.”

She set it aside reluctantly, picked up another.

“I know this one is a diamond. But why isn’t it clear like the ones I’ve got?”

“It’s what’s called a fancy stone,” Peirol explained. “The clear ones are generally the most prized, but there are ones even more rare. That yellow one you’ve got isn’t all that valuable. The exotics are blue, the deeper blue the more valuable. There are red diamonds, too. I’ve only seen one in my whole life, and that was in my master’s private collection.

“The rarest of all are the green ones. Some say they exist in nature, some say a diamond can be changed by magic. I don’t know.”

“And diamonds mean?”

Peirol found himself a bit nervous.

“They’re supposed to ward off evil. They keep you from worrying. And they cure insanity too.”

Kima lifted her head from the stone, gazed deep into Peirol’s eyes.

“I like diamonds the best,” she said, voice low, throaty, sounding quite older than her years.

• • •

The next day Peirol went over his notes, examined Abbas’s maps, and considered what problems he might encounter. But mainly he rested. He realized the past few Times, deep in the heart of Begee’s underworld, had been like winding a clockwork toy tighter and tighter.

The catch had broken with Begee’s death, and he felt tension wash away and excitement build for his quest.

In early afternoon he found himself atop Abbas’s tower. By night it would be threatening, with the great wizard chanting spells, and stars and comets answering him while demons swirled about.

But this day the sun shone down, and the winds from the sea were blocked by the parapet. He sprawled comfortably on a low, wide couch, a glass with ice, lime, and a touch of sugar at hand, wearing only shorts.

On another couch was Kima, seemingly asleep. A band of felt shaded her eyes.

Peirol had been considering her; he realized his body was displaying his thoughts, and rolled over on his stomach.

Kima raised her head. “Talk to me, Peirol. Abbas thinks I’m a child, and won’t talk about interesting things with me.”

“What’s interesting?”

“Tell me a story about … about a king’s daughter, and about jewels.”

Peirol thought, then began the story of a king’s daughter, beautiful, of course, who lived in a great, lonely palace set in a huge, secret garden. All the servants were invisible —

“ — Like ours.”

Peirol thought, I hope not, fearing what demons serve wizards, then went on. The king was afraid his daughter would marry someone beneath her, which he considered everyone, and so the poor princess was most lonely.

Then one day, on her walk in the garden, she found a diamond. But she could see no one around. The next day, there was another diamond, and on the third day, another.

This went on for half a Time, and the poor princess, in addition to having a growing collection of jewels, was almost beside herself.

But every day she went to that particular garden and always found a beautiful jewel beside a tiny pool.

Then, one day, there was a rather large frog sitting beside the diamond.

She picked up the stone, and wistfully told the frog that she wished he could speak, and tell her about her unknown admirer.

“‘But I can,’ the frog said, and the girl jumped in surprise. ‘I am a noble prince, cursed to become a frog by an evil demon,’” Peirol went on. “‘It was only by the luck of the gods that I hopped into your garden, and was able to see your loveliness.

“‘Frogs have powers,’ the creature went on, ‘or at least I do, and one of them is to conjure up gems. I have no use for such, but thought your beauty deserves presents such as I’ve been giving you.’

“‘You are a lovely frog,’ the princess said, ‘and I wish I could reward you.’

“‘Actually,’ the frog said, ‘there is a way. For the curse can be lifted by the kiss of a beautiful virgin.’

“The princess snuffled a little at this, for she was indeed a virgin, having little chance to be otherwise and not liking her fate greatly.

“‘If I kiss you, frog, you’ll become a great prince again? I assume you were young and handsome when the demon cursed you.’

“‘Of course,’ the frog said.

“So the princess picked up the frog, and considered him, and he was a very ugly frog, even for a frog. But handsome princes didn’t come calling every day, or any day for that matter.

“She puckered up her lips and gave the frog the most passionate kiss of her life.”

Peirol picked up his glass and drank deeply.

“What happened then?”

“She developed a terrible wart on her lower lip,” Peirol said. “Which proves you should never trust a talking frog.” Kima sat up abruptly, nearly losing her eyeband.

“That’s really stupid!”

“You said you didn’t like romances.”

Kima stared at him, then started laughing. She broke off, stared at him for a long while.

“My grandfather is even wiser than he knows,” she said. “You are dangerous. You can make a woman laugh.”

• • •

Peirol shouldered a heavy pack. It held three sets of durable clothing, dress garments, boots, the oilskin pouch with Abbas’s notes, Peirol’s tools, the gems from Thyone, and a heavy bag of Abbas’s gold. Abbas hadn’t offered any explanation of how Peirol’s belongings had been secured, nor did the dwarf get any chance to thank Abbas’s unseen servants. He was somewhat grateful for not having to make their acquaintance.

Abbas had offered Peirol a matched set of pistols, powder, and balls, but he declined — they were too heavy, too unreliable, and would make him look very rich and hence a target the moment he produced them.

He did accept one thing, though. Abbas cast a spell, using herbs muddled in a mortar, then a bit of stone from the far north, mutterings, and rubbing the stone on Peirol’s tongue.

“This’ll give you a gift with words,” Abbas explained. “You’ll understand, and be able to speak, any language — or, rather, any language the person you’re talking to speaks and understands. This means you’ll be able to talk in his dialect, his accent, even.

“You should attempt,” the wizard added dryly, “not to talk to someone who’s tongue-tied or has a cleft palate, at least one with a short temper, since you’ll speak their language exactly as they do, and they might think you’re mocking them. I could cast a more involved incantation that would let you know all of man’s languages and perhaps that of a demon or two, but that takes two days and is a bit painful, since it requires making a dozen or so slits in your tongue.” Peirol hastily said he was most content with the spell already cast.

Peirol looked down the road toward Sennen, then turned back to Kima.

“Well,” he said.

Kima untied the green scarf around her neck, and handed it to him. “Here. A boon … a token.”

Peirol took it, looked into her emerald green eyes, as green as her gift, then touched the scarf to his lips. “Thank you,” he said. “When I return, you’ll wear it again.”

“Maybe,” she said, “when we have our picnic.”

She suddenly leaned over, kissed him on the lips, then pulled away and went inside and closed the door.

Peirol stood a moment, feeling the morning breeze ruffle his hair, and was ready for a crusade, any crusade, but felt the Empire Stone somewhere out there, somewhere beyond, waiting for him to seize it.

If I were anything but an imbecile, he thought, I’d take the mage’s gold and flee hard to the east. Only a fool takes a wizard’s errand, Peirol.

“You’re right,” he said aloud. “A fool indeed.”

Whistling merrily in the winter sunlight, he started down the road toward Sennen’s harbor, where the promised merchantman would sail west within the day.



OEBPS/OEBPS/images/Cover-front.jpg





OEBPS/OEBPS/images/logo.png
PROLOGUE!






OEBPS/OEBPS/images/map.jpg
Zrak
E7CENWALK.

KGOS
ToEmEes

Diamond Fields of Spada
) o

_J






