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WHATEVER IT WAS, IT WASN'T HUMAN ...



“Mader,” she cried out.

At the sound of her voice, he turned toward her. Urgently he said, “Go child, hurry. Thisis not your
battle”

As she spoke, a broad red dice appeared on his upraised arm asif drawn there by an invishle artist.
Though she had caught a bare glimpse of something moving, it was gone before she could tdl what it was

Her mouth firmed as another wound appeared, weeping blood down the side of his crippled hand.
She gestured, cdling a smple spell of detection, hoping to locate the unseen attacker, but the magicin the
room was thick and obscured her spell. The assailant seemed to be everywhere and nowhere a once.

She tried a S| that should dlow her to discover the kind of magic the assailant used so tha she
could try un-working his spell. A cold chll rolled its way down her spine as her pdl told her that
whatever dseit was, it was not human ...
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One

Sham sat on alow stone fence in the shadows of an dley pulling on her boots. In the darkness that
even the moonlight failed to reach, a sea breeze caressed her hair. She drew in a deep breath of the fresh
ar.

Even the sea smdled different here in the hilly area of Landsend. The Cybdlian conquerors, like the
Southwood nobles before them, had chosen to make their homes far from the wharves. In Purgetory, the
westside dum where Sham lived, the ocean air smdled like dead fish, old garbage, and despair.

She stood up and ran her hands lightly over the slk of her courier’ s tunic to make sure that the black
and gray maerid hung properly. She had to fluff the opague deeves twice to keep them from reveding
odd bulges where she stored the tools of her trade.

It was 4ill early in the winter season, so the slk was warm enough if she kept moving, but she was
glad the trousers were made of heavier materid. After bundling her other clothes, she tucked them out of
sght in the lower limbs of a tree that graced the garden behind a wedthy merchant’s house.

Messengers were common on the streets of Landsend, Southwood' s capital, even in the darkness of
early morning. Femae messengers were not, but Sham was lightly built and, on the Streets, could pass
esdly as a boy—as she had for the last twelve years. Even the long braid that hung down her back was
not out of place. Only recently had the Southwood men begun to crop their har like the Easterners who
had conquered them.



As she strode through the empty, moonlit street, she noticed a guardsman standing near a cross street
watching her. The east-city guards were as different from the guards of Purgatory as the amdl of
sweetsdt was from rotting fish. Most of them were younger sons of Cybdlian merchants and traders
rather than the glorified street thugs who were supposed to keep order in the less prosperous areas of
town.

The guard caught Sham'’s eye and she waved to him. He responded with a nod and waited for her
path to bring her nearer.

“Laenight,” he commented.

She noticed with hidden amusement that he was even younger than she'd thought—and bored as
wdl to tak to a mere messenger.

“Ealy morning, messre,” she grumbled chearfully in Cybellian, not bothering to hide her Southwood
accent since her white-blond hair kept her from daming Cybdlian birth—as long as she chose to leave it
uncovered.

He amiled agreeably and she continued past him, careful to keep a rapid draight path and looking
neither to the left nor the right until she'd traveled severa blocks.

The house she was looking for was on the end of a block, and she waited until she'd turned the
corner before giving it more than a casud glance. The hedge was too high for her to see much of the
building, but there were no Sgns of occupation in the upper story. Firgt checking to see if anyone was
watching her, Sham dropped to the ground and shimmied under the wal of greenery that enclosed her
target for the evening.

The manicured lavn was tiny: Land was expensive in this part of the city. The tdl greenery that
surrounded it kept out the fant illuminaion provided by the street torches as wel as the somewhat
brighter light of the moon. Sham kndt where she was, watching the dark mangon intertly for movement
that might indicate someone was insde.

The three-storied edifice was newer than the hedge around it; the Eastern noble she was robbing had
purchased an old manor and had it torn down and rebuilt in the Cybdlian syle as soon as the fighting had
died down. Open-air windows on the second and third floor might have been useful in the hot, dry
dimate of Cybelle, but Landsend, despite its southern location, was wet and chilly in the winter months as
the ocean currents brought cold waters from the other sde of the world to the diffs of Southwood.

She approved heatily of the new dyle of architecture; after dl, she didn't intend to live in it. The
open windows, even shuttered, made her job much easier than the closed, smdl-windowed native styles.
As she sudied the building, she warmed her hands againgt her body. The night air was cool and warm
hands gripped better than cold ones.

According to her informant, the owners of this particular house were currently enjoying a s£ nnight at
the hot pools a day’ s ride from Landsend. Some entrepreneuria Cybellian had taken over the abandoned
buildings there, turning them into a pilgrimage temple to Altis, the god of the Cybdlians.

The Cybdlians didn't believe in the restless spirits who were responsible for the abandonment of the
old settlement. They cdled the native people “backward” and “superdtitious” Sham wondered if the
protection of Altiswould keep the ghosts under control—and hoped that it wouldn't.

However, she wasn't going to wait for the Wraiths of the Medicine Pools to attack the Cybdlians. In
her own amdl way, she continued the war that had offiddly been lost twelve years ago to the god-driven
Cybdlians and their eastern dlieswho crossed the Great Svamp to conquer the world.

Usng amost nonexigtent hand-holds, she pulled hersdf up the walls. Setting her caloused fingers and
the hard, narrow soles of her knee-high boots in the dight ledges where mortar separated stone, she
cimbed carefully to a second-floor window and sat on the narrow ledge to ingpect it closer. The lip of
one shutter covered the opening where both met, making it more difficult for a thief to release the inner
latch.

Her informant, the younger brother of the owner’ s former mistress, had said that the wooden shutters
were held closed by a smple hook-latch. A common enough fastening, but not the only possibility, and it
was necessary for her to know exactly what she was deding with in order to openit.

Closing her eyes, she put a forefinger on the wooden pands and muttered a few words in a language



that had been out of use for living memory. The shutter was too thick for her to hear the fant click of the
latch hook fdling againg the wood, but she could tdl it was done when they opened dightly.

She did to one dde of the window ledge and used her fingertips to open one of the shutters.
Sedthily, she entered the building and pulled the pand closed, hooking the latch behind her. Magic was
auseful tool for athief, especidly when her victims, for the most part, didn't believeiniit.

She stood in a amdl gtting room that smdled of linseed ail and wax. With the shutters closed the
room was awash in shadows. Without moving for fear of knocking something over, she drew magic from
aplace that was not quite a part of this world. She pushed aside the familiar barrier and tugged loose a
grdl hit, just enough for her purpose. Holding it tightly she molded it into the shape she wanted, usng
gestures and words to guide her deft manipulation. In another place and time she would have worn the
robes of a master wizard.

Magic had dways fdt to her as if she hed some incredible substance that was ice-cold but warmed
her hands anyway. With a pushing gesture she flung it away, weatching its white-hot glow with a mage's
taent. If there was someone here, she'd know shortly. When nothing happened after a count of twenty,
she was satigfied she was the only person in the building.

The magdight that she called was dim, but it lit her way satisfactorily through the sparingly furnished
hdls She wandered through the building until she found the room the boy had described as the lord's
sudy.

Drawing a gold piece from one of her pockets, she murmured to it, then tossed it into the air. It spun
lightly, and fdll, dinking, to the hard floor. The coin soun on an edge before it came to rest—haopefully on
top of the floor vault where the master of the house kept his gold.

Drawing her magdight near the floor, she ingpected the parquet carefully. Under the cool glow she
could just make out the subtle difference in fit where a group of tiles was dightly higher than the rest.
Predictable, she chided the absent lord lightly. Satisfied she' d found the vault, she sarting looking for the
release lever to open it.

Under the mahogany desk one of the wooden tiles was noticegbly higher than those around it. She
tried pushing on it to no effect, but it pulled up easly with a click followed by a smilar sound from the
vaullt.

She pulled off the loosened section of flooring and peered below. In the smdl recess there were
severd leather bagsin aneat row next to a stack of jewery boxes. Lifting one of the sacks, she found it
filled with gold coins. With a amile of satisfaction, she counted twenty-three into a pouch that she carried
under her sk tunic. Finished, she replaced the bag among its felows and arranged the sacks so that they
looked much as they had before she' d taken her plunder.

She didn’'t even think of looking through the jewery. It wasn't that she was opposed to robbery;
after dl, that was how she made her living—but tonight she sought retribution and ordinary thievery had
no placein it. After shutting the vault she reset the tile under the desk.

Sheleft his study to continue her explorations. The money was only a third of what she came to do
here this night.

The house looked odd to her Southwood-bred eyes. The rooms were too big and hard to heet,
Separated by curtains rather than doors. Floors had been Ieft bare and polished rather than strewn with
rushes. No wonder they Ieft their houses to bask in steambaths, haunted or not: the chill air crept through
this house asiif this were a centuries-old, drafty castle rather than a newly built manor.

She dimbed the back dairs to the third floor and found a nursery, the servant’s quarters, and a store
room. Returning to the second floor, she continued her search. This particular nobleman collected
indruments of dl kinds, and she'd heard from the Whisper that he'd lately purchased one that was more
then it seemed.

She found the music room by the main stairway, a smdl room dominated by the greet harp that sat in
the middle of the floor. Severa other large ingtruments were on ther own stands, but the smdler ones
were arranged on various tables and shelves thet lined the walls.

The flute she was looking for rested casudly on a shdf next to a lap-harp, asif it were nothing but the
findy crafted, eight-holed insrument it appeared. Carved from a light-colored wood and inlad with small



bits of semiprecious blue stone, it looked as ancient as it was. It was more battered than she'd
remembered it: severd pieces of stone were missing and there was a deep scratch on one side. Even <0,
ghe knew it was the Old Man's: There was no migaking the magicin it.

She shook her head at the ignorance that left such a thing within easy reach of every person who
drolled past. It was part of the megic of the flute that it attracted anyone able to use its powers. That the
house dill stood was proof that the Easterners had no magicin their souls. Impulsvely, she lifted it to her
lips and blew once, amiling as the off-pitch note echoed weirdly through the house.

She wondered if the nobleman had yet tried to play the insrument and been disappointed by the fla,
lifdesstones. She blew again, Idting the sngle tone fill the empty house. The magic the flute summoned
made her fingertips tingle, and the note lifted until it was true and bright.

Smiling, she pulled it away from her lips, holding the magic a moment before letting it free, unformed.
She fdt a momentary warmth that brushed her face before it was swallowed by the cold room.

She' d once heard the Old Man play it with true kill, but he sldom had taken it out, preferring more
mundane ingruments for casud practice. Until she'd heard of its sde, she'd thought the flute had burned
with the rest of his effects when the Cybdlians had taken the Cadtle.

Respectfully, she dipped it into a hidden pocket on the ingde of the am of her undershirt, and
ingpected the blousy deeve of her outer shirt to make certain the lump was't obvious. One task
remained.

Thetemples to Altis (every Easterner’ s house had one) were usudly built near the entrance where the
al-seaing eyes could protect the inhabitants. So, she left the rest of the second floor unexplored and
trotted down the Staircase.

It took her much lesstime to find the dtar than it had to find the music room. At the base of the dairs
was a st of golden velvet curtains. Moving the heavy drapery didodged a cloud of dust and Ieft her
coughing in the sanctuary of the Easterner’s god.

It was no bigger than alarge clost, and filled with a mugty odor. Despite the obvious Sgns of disuse,
the dhrine more than made up anything it lacked in Sze by sheer gaudiness. Gold and precious gems
covered the back wall in a glittering mosaic, creating the fdine symbol that represented the god Altis The
emerdds that formed the cat’s glittering eyes watched indifferently as Sham pamed three of the coins
she'd solen earlier.

Thefirg time she’'d done this, the cat’s eyes had frightened her. She'd waited for lightning to strike as
she invoked her spell, but nothing had happened then, or since. Still, she couldn’t help the chill that crept
up her spine. As awarrior recognizes his enemy in battle, she gave a nod to the green eyes that watched
her, then she turned to her work.

Gold was the eesiest of dl of the metds to work magic upon, so it didn't take her long to mdt Altis's
cat from the back of the coins. Two of them she left blank, but on the third she drew a rune that invited
bad luck upon the house.

She held the third coin over the star on the cat’s forehead and covered the green eyes with the other
two, blinding the cat. Pressing her thumbs on the eyes and her index fingers on the star, she muittered
oftly to hersdf until the golden coins disappeared, leaving the cat mosaic gpparently unchanged.

She stepped back and rubbed her hands unconscioudy. The rune magic she used was not black, not
quite—but it was not precisely good ether and she never fdt quite clean after working it. Not that it
would do much harm: Il luck took a particularly tricky rune. Sll, the Old Man could have made it
function for severd years, the best that she had done was ten months—but she was getting better.

At the thought of the man who was her teacher, Sham rductantly put her hands on the invisble coins
and placed alimit to the physical harm the rune could work so that no one would be permanently injured
as aresult of the spell. Since she was doing this for him, she needed to follow hisrules.

It had taken her years to discover who had been on the jury that had sentenced her mentor to
darkness and pan for the remainder of his days. The records that were kept in the early days of
occupeation were skimpy and difficult for even the most innovative thief to get her hands on. The Old Man
wouldn't tdl her—he was a gentle man not given to vengeance.

One night though, he'd cried out a name as he thrashed in a nighttime reliving. Sham used that name



to question an old court scribe. From him came three other names. She questioned others and offered
money for information until she had the names of dl fifteen members of the court who decided
unanimoudy to cripple the sorcerer’s hands and blind him. The Cybdllians who had seen the King's
Wizard fight had not been able to sugtain ther disbelief in magic's power, and they had struck back out
of fear. Only later, after Southwood's mages had learned to hide themsdves, could the Easterners
dismissit as superdtition and duson.

If she'd known the names of the Old Man's torturers a firdt, doubtless she would have destroyed
them dl, but the Old Man's gentleness had done its work. Certainly he would be upset about what little
she’ d managed to do—if he ever found out.

It was enough for her that she exacted a price from them, a price they might never miss. The bad luck
that would haunt them for a while was nothing akin to the pain the Old Man would suffer for the rest of
hislife They would shrug it off and go on with their lives, but she would know thet they had paid.

The gold she took she kept safely hidden, and soon now she would have the resources needed to
buy a andl fam in the country. The Old Man had been born and raised in the fidds of northern
Southwood and he lived in the ity perforce. He had given her areason to live after her parents had been
killed when the Castle fel. This was something that she, with the unknowing help of his destroyers, could
give him back.

She exited the manson by the front door, usng her magic to trip the locks behind her. Squeezing
under the hedge again, she made sure that the Street was deserted before completdy leaving the
protection of the shadows. With luck it would be months before anyone discovered the theft. She hoped
no one blamed some poor servant, but that was their business and none of hers.

Thistime she merdly waved a the guard as she trotted past him, ssemingly intent on the message she
carried back to her employer. By the time a week was gone, he/ d never remember her at al.

She retrieved her bundle of dothing and stopped in the dley that marked the edge of the unoffiad
but understood border of Purgatory. Quickly she exchanged the expensve sk for worn cotton pants, a
baggy shirt, and a stained leather jerkin that disguised her sex much more reigbly than the courier’s garb.
The undershirt, with its pockets, she left on.

For most people, walking at night in Purgatory was a dangerous proposition. But Sham's face was
known and geding from a mage was sure to bring ill luck to the thieves. That was protection enough
from the Southwood natives, who aready had more bad luck than they needed.

Like the rest of the Eagterners who had come after the initid attack on Southwood, the Cybdlian
gutter-thugs generdly did not believe in magic. But they were wary enough of her skill with the knife or
dagger that they didn’t attempt the well-known emptiness of her purse and pockets. If any of them had
redized she was femde, it might have been different.

Sham waked a while to make sure that no one followed her, casudly nodding to one acquaintance
and exchanging warm inaults with another. As she came down the hill to the old docks, she used her
megic to gather the shadows to her until they hid her from a casua glance.

It was strangdly quiet a the docks without the constant murmurs that the waves usudly made even in
the cdmest time. The sea was at Spirit Tide, leaving a mile-wide stretch of wet, debris-covered sand wl
below the lowest of the diff tops.

The daily tides dropped the ocean levedl mere feet down the timbers of the docks and dlowed only
the tops of the diffsto be exposed to the air. Only once each month did the Spirit Tide expose the pale
dretch of beach for a tenth part of a day. One month it would fal during the night and the next during the
day.

The support pillars of the docks rose high into the arr, backlit by moonlight. The barnacles that
covered them were drying for the few short hours that the tide was out. Y ears of sdt water and tides had
marred the thick wooden posts, and neglect had Ieft the upper surface laced with missng and rotting
boards.

Thelong expanse of beach was covered with the litter of the ocean; barrels and broken bits of refuse
lay between the cracked shells and swollen remains of sea denizens. Once in a while, the broken timbers
of aship that the sea had taken would appear, only to be washed out with the next turn of the tide. Once,



it was said, an ancient gold-laden vessdl had washed up on the desolate weed-covered sands, and the
king of Southwood had used the precious metd to form the great doors of the Castle.

Stories were told of the dead who walked the beach, searching for their loved ones to the cresking
of the drying dock-timbers. There was enough truth in that to keep the beach clear of dl but the mogt
desperate dum-scavenger a night. By the light of day, the sands of Spirit Beach were far hunting for dl
who were willing to fight with their fdlow thugs for what treasures the sea had Ieft behind.

When the western docks had been in use, the giant bel on the diffs rang out as the waters began to
recede, and the few ships that had chosen to race the tide would unfurl their sails and their masters would
hope that they hadn’'t waited too long and stranded themsdves on the land where they would be
destroyed by the abnormdly swift, crushing waves of the ocean that reclamed the empty bay within
moments of the turning tide.

Some damed it was magic that caused the dragtic tides that depleted a bay dmog four fathoms
deep, but the Old Man had explained it differently. Something about the converging of deep sea currents
and the great seawadl that protected this bay of Landsend, as she recalled.

It had been along time since the bel had been rung, as the Cybdlian overlords preferred the shody
bay on the eastern sde of the peninsula upon which Landsend was built. They were uncomfortable with
the dangers of the Spirit Tide, and Purgatory, once a smdl blight in the center of the city, had quickly
spread its leprous mantle to encompass the abandoned western docks. Severd years earlier the heavy
bdl had fdlen from its mounting and landed in the sea to be swallowed by the shifting ocean sands, but
the frame on which it had hung was 4ill standing.

Near the docks, higher diff peaks roseinthe ar, looking far larger than they did during normd tides.
Sham made her way through the rocks of the diffs, findly lying down on her bely to reach the undercut
ledge below.

From the ledge, safely hidden from view, hung a rotted |ladder that owed its continued existence more
to her magic than any integrity left in the wood and rope. She used the ladder to dimb most of the way
down the dime-coated diffs At the last rung she hung by her aams and dropped two body-lengths to the
S0ft sands below.

Warily she scanned the beaches for the predators that sometimes hunted here, though it was dark
enough in the shadow of the diffsthat she wouldn't be able to see anything until it was upon her anyway.
She had never discovered anything hunting here hersdf, but she’'d come upon places where something
hed died often enough that she remained cautious.

Rulling the shadows more tightly around her, she found the entrance to the cave system that riddled
the ancient limestone dliffs, carved by the countless years of water pounding at the wall.

* % %

“what isthis?’ she asked, dretching to place her fingers on the edges of the runes that marked one
of the openings.

Maur, his chestnut hair tinged with grey at his temples, smiled down & her. “Wards, child. To keep
people out.”

She thought about it for a moment. “They’re not complete, are they?’

Pleased, the mage crouched beside her.

“How would you finish them?’

She frowned a the patterns before her and traced a rune below the last one, As she finished, magic
flared and she snatched her fingers back. The opening solidified until she faced a wal where a cave had
been.

“Good girl,” Maur laughed. Standing up, he ruffled her hair with one hand as he unworked the
wardings with another.

“Who put them there, Master?’ she asked.

“Now that's a gory,” he said, leading the way into the tunnd. “I firg found this cave by chance when
| was ayoung man. Have you ever heard the stories of Golden Jo?’

She tilted her head and grinned. “Who hasn't? There aren't many thieves with the—" she hedily



dropped the word she'd picked up from her father's men and subgtituted something less shocking,
“er—rashness to rob the king in his own chambers” She paused and thought about what she'd sad.
“This iswhere you found the king's lost crown?’

Maur smiled.

“l thought you did that with meagic.” For a moment she was disgppointed; finding the crown was
touted as proof of Maur’s powers throughout Southwood.

“Magic,” replied Maur, tapping on the runes, “—uwit, and a little luck are aways more powerful than
meagic done. Remember that. | aso found the remains of Golden Jo next to the crown; not much left of
hm after dl these years. It looked like he took too much time toring the crown and got trapped in the
cave. From the scorch marks in the cave and on the bones. I'd say that he tried to teleport and drew
more magic than he could handle—the Spirit Tide' s funny that way sometimes. All in dl it's a better way
to go than dying of thirs.”

“He had luck and magic,” said Sham dowly, “but his wits were lacking if he trapped himsdf here.”

Maur nodded. “Y ou remember that, child. Never trust to any one of the three And don't tay in the
caves too long.”

* % %

once through the mouth and severd steps into the cave beyond, she cdled her magdight. By its
illumination she worked her way upward through the damp tunnds until she passed the high-tide mark.
The amdl grotto where she kept her treasures was wel above the highest mark the water had made.

She stored the coins in the oiled-leather pouch with the considerable pile she had aready amassed.
There were other thingsin the cave, too. She knelt, and loosened one of the ailcloths that protected her
treasures from dampness. When she was finished, she held asmdl footstool.

* % %

large feet encased in neatly darned damp woollen socks rested on the battered footstool near the fire
in her father’s office. The warmth caused afaint mig to rise from the wool as her father wiggled his toes
and set asde the crumb-covered wooden platter.

His blond hair, the same shade as her own, was caught back by a red ribbon from her mother’'s
favorite gown. His chainmail shirt, which he had not taken off, was the best of its kind, as befitted the
captain of the King's Own Guards. Over the metd links he wore a wine-colored velvet surcoat, one am
torn where a sword had parted the cloth. Beneeth the tear, she could see the stained edge of a bandage.

“Thank you, my dear, though | didn’t expect to see you. | thought the sorcerer had you tied up with
hiswork.”

Shamera grinned. “Maur released me from my agpprentice duties today a the king's request as
Mother is needed soothing and terrifying the ladies of the court into behaving.”

Her father laughed and shook his head. “If anyone can keep those hensiin line it's Tdia Nothing is
worse during a Sege than a bunch of helpless ladies twittering and—"

His words were interrupted by the cdl of a battle horn. Her father’s face paled, and his mouth turned
grim.

He grabbed her by the shoulders and said hoarsdy, “You find someplace—one of the tunnes the
children play in—someplace safe and you go there now! Do you understand?’

Terified by the fear in her father’s face. Shamera nodded. “What's wrong?’

“Doas| ak,” he snapped, drawing on his boots and reaching for his wegpons. “You go hide urtil |
come for you.”

He never came.

* % %

gently, sham wrapped the oildoth around the footstool and set it asde. The next bundle she
unwrapped was condderably larger—a smadl, cruddy made chest. She lifted the lid and reveded its
contents. She set asde a faded scarlet ribbon, miscellaneous bits of jewdry, a pam-sized bal of glass the



Old Man had used to keep his hands limber, and a pillow embroidered neetly with stars and moon—her
last attempt at needlework.

Under the pillow was another wooden box. This she took in her lgp and unworked the magic that
kept the lid closed. Insde were severd items that she'd found while thieving. They weren't hers or the
Old Man'’s, but like the flute they were better stored wdl out of the reach of fools a gold and porcelan
bowl that would gradudly poison any who ate from it, a worn slver bracelet that kept the wearer from
degping, and severd like items. She started to put the flute with them, then stopped.

The Old Man had nothing left from before—nothing but the flute she held in her hand. The fam
would have to wait until she had the money, but the flute she would give to him now. She returned it to
her hidden pocket. As she did so, she fdt the surge of magic that preceded the return of the tide.

She forced hersdf to set the sed on the larger chest carefully, but once that was done she rewrapped
the oildoth with haste and I€ft the grotto at a dead run. Sipping and diding she sped through the tunndls
to the beach outsde. Far out on the sands she could see the white line of the returning sea.

The sand was soft with water and sucked at her fleaing feet, causing her to sumble and dow. The
short distance to the ladder seemed to Stretch forever and the sands began to vibrate. By the time she'd
reached the diff below the ladder she could hear the roar of the ocean.

The diffsde was dick with moisture and without the thread of magic that kept her fingers from
dipping off the rocks she would never have reached the ladder.

“Magic,” she gasped as her fingers closed over the bottom rung of the ladder, “—and luck to make
up for lack of wits—I| hope.”

But there was no time to waste. If the wall of water hit while she was Hill on the ladder she would be
crushed againg the rocks. The ladder shook with the force of the returning water and she increased her
efforts, ignoring the burning in the muscles of her arms and thighs.

Thewind hit firgt, battering her againg the hard rock diff, and she spared a glance for the racing wall
of water. Astdl as the diff she climbed, the foaming white mass covered the sands faster than a racing
horse, the drumming of the surf echoing the beat of her heart. She couldn’t help the wide grin that twisted
her mouth as she fought to dimb beyond the waves reach. The exhilaration of her race for surviva helped
add speed to her ascent.

Heart pounding, she threw hersdf on the top of the low diff where her ladder attached, then turned
to watch the tremendous waves that swept across the last few yards of sand. The noise was incredible,
S0 gtrong that she could fed it thrumming in her chest, and she breathed in deeply to savor the feding.

She jumped back involuntarily as the ocean crashed into the diff with a hollow boom that shook the
ground and sent spray high into the air. Laughing, she ducked her head to protect her eyes, and the st
water showered harmlessy onto her hair and shoulders as the waves retreated and pounded back again.

Magic poured over her, making her heart ang with the joy of it. It was shaped and caled by the
ocean itsdf, and no human mage could use its power to weave spells—but she could fed it and revd in
itsglory.

She wasn't certain what made her turn away from the waves, but she froze when she saw that
someone e se was watching the water hit the diffs He hadn’t seen her where she crouched on her hidden
ledge below him. The crashing waves were degfening, drowning any sound she had made. If she stayed
where she was she could probably keep him from noticing her at dl. But the water’s magic made her
reckless. She did further toward the edge of her ledge, dlowing hersdf to get a better ook a the rider
who dared Purgatory at night to see the Spirit Tide.

Unlike Sham, the man wasin the open, dearly vishlein the slver moonlight. A Cybdlian warrior, she
thought, outfitted with surcoat, sword, and war horse.

For adisorienting ingtant terror choked her as she stared a him from the shadows, seeing not a lone
men but the bloody warriors who had taken the Castle. The past was too close to her this night. She
swallowed the lumpin her throat and ran her hands across various wegpons hidden on her person. Thus
reassured, she took a closer look at him.

The chanmal shirt that extended past his surcoat at wrigts and throat was of the highest qudity, the
links s0 fine thet it appeared to be fashioned of cloth rather than metd. The surcoat itsef was of some



dark color. He was facing dightly away from Sham, and she couldn’t make out the device on its front. A
wedthy warrior then, and afoal.

It had been along time since she had been the daughter of the captain of the guards at the Castle, but
not so long that she'd forgotten how to judge a horse. She ran an assessng eye over this one, an
aristocrat from the flared nodrils to the long, dark hair that covered hislegs from knees to hooves. Only a
fool would take such an obvioudy vaugble animd through Purgetory at night.

The gdlion snorted and sidled as he caught her scent in the sdt air. He rolled his eyes until the white
showed and shook his wet mane fiercdly. The impulse to stay hidden came and went, unheeded. The
warrior was the outsder here; she had no reason to avoid notice.

With a nearly invisble 9gnd from hisrider, the horse soun around on its haunches as the man looked
for the cause of the horse's unease. The ddlion blew spray of his own as he snorted impatiently and
completed aful circle, giving Sham her firg view of the man's coat-of-arms.

At the 9ght of the dlver and gold leopard emblazoned on the slk she whisled soundlessy and
dtered her assessment of the man. Wedthy warrior he was indeed, but not a fool. Even the most
formidable group of thugs would hesitate to attack the Leopard of Altis, Reeve of Southwood.

Lord Kerim, called the Leopard, ruled most of Southwood in the name of the Voice of Altis and the
Cybdlian Alliance that the VVoice ruled. At the tender age of eighteen the Leopard had led an dite fighting
unit to spearhead the invason through the Great Swamp and across a far portion of the lands between
the Swamp and the Western Sea. People dill taked in whispers a the cunning and kill that he'd
displayed.

Eight years ago, when the Cybdlians had snuffed out dl but a hint of rebelion in Southwood, the
Voice of Altis had caled upon Kerim to become his Reeve, answering only to the prophet himsdf.

Kerim had been less than a quarter of a century old when he'd taken control of Southwood, and
turned it back into a thriving country. With a mixture of bribery and coercion he had made the
Southwood nobles and the Cybdlians cooperate with each other—resorting to force only once or twice.

Whether as satesman or warrior, there were very few people who would take on the Leopard
without a great deal of thought. She had just decided to try and escape unnoticed, when his eyes locked
onto hers.

“| like to watch the neap tide come in,” he said in Southern. Nearly a decade of living in Southwood
hed softened the clipped accent Cybdlians brought to the language until he might have been mistaken for
anative,

Sham waited where she was for a moment, caught by surprise at the conversationd tone the Reeve
used—speaking as he was to a roughly garbed, wet street urchin. Deciding findly it was probably safe
enough, she scrambled up the rocks until she stood on a leve with him. It struck her as she did so that
this was an opportunity to attack the Cybelians that might never come again. She looked a the Reeve
and remembered the dead that littered the Castle grounds after it had been taken by the invaders.
Unobtrusively she dipped her hand toward the thin dagger strapped to her forearm.

But it was more than just the suspicion that he was wel able to defend himsdf againgt such an attack
that kept her blade where it was. It was the sadness in his eyes and the lines of pain that tightened his
mouth, both revealed by the bright moonlight.

Imagination, she told hersdf fiercely as the angle of his head changed and shadows hid his features,
but the impresson remained. She shook her head with resgnation: as she'd noted earlier, the Old Man's
gentleness was rubbing off on her. The Leopard had not been with the army that entered the Castle, and
ghe didn't hate enough to kill someone who had never done her ham—even if he was an
Altisworshipping Cybdlian.

“The Spirit Tide is impressve—" she agreed neutrdly in the same language he'd addressed her,
“—put hardly worth braving Purgatory adone” Her tone might have been neutrd, but her words were
herdly the respect he must be used to receiving.

The Reeve merdly shrugged and turned to look at the foam-capped waves, “I get tired of people. |
saw no red need to bring an escort; mogt of the occupants here are little threat to an armed rider.”

She raised an eyebrow and snorted a his profile, feding vegudy insulted. “Typica arrogant



Cybdlian,” she commented, deciding to continue as she had begun. She didn't like to bow and scrape
more than was absolutdy necessary. “Just because you say something does not make it so. Jackals trave
in packs and together can tear out the soft underbelly of prey many times their Sze and strength.”

He turned his face back to her and shot her a grin that was surprisngly boyish. “Jackas are only
scavengers”

She nodded. “And dl the more vicious for it. Next time don't bring so much to tempt them. That
horse of yours would feed every cutthroat in the city for a year.”

He smiled and patted the thick neck of his mount affectionately. “Only if they managed to kill hm and
decided to eat him. Otherwise, they wouldn’t be able to hold him long enough to sdl him.”

“Unfortunately for you, they won't know that until they try it.” Despite hersdf, Sham wondered at the
ruler of Southwood. She'd never met a nobleman, Cybdlian or Southwoodsman, who would not have
taken offense a being reproved by someone who was & the very least a commoner and more likdy a
cimind.

“Why are you so concerned about my fate, boy?’ Kerim asked mildly.

“I'm not.” Sham grinned chearfully, shivering as a breeze caught a her wet clothes. “I’'m concerned
about our reputation. If the word gets out that you came through Purgatory without a scratch, everyone
will think they can do it. Although,” she added thoughtfully, “thaet might not be such a had thing. A few
nobles to dine on might improve the economy around here.”

The sound of another large wave hitting the rocks drew Kerim's attention back to the sea and Sham
took the opportunity to study the Lord of Southwood, now that she knew who he was.

Though his nickname was the Leopard, there was little catlike about him. As he was gtting on his
horse, it was hard to judge his height, but he was built like a bull; shoulders proportiondly wide and thick
with muscle. Even his hands were sturdy, one of hisfingers larger than two of hers. As with his horse, the
moonless night hid the true color of his hair, but she'd heard thet it was dark brown—like that of most
Cybdlians. His features, mouth, nose and jaw were as broad as his body.

* % %

daing at the ralling water, kerim wondered at his openness with this Southwood boy who was so
vishly unimpressed with the Reeve of Southwood. He hadn’t conversed with anyone this fredy since he
gave up oldiering and took over the rule of Southwood for the prophet. The only one who dared to
chastisehim as fredy as this boy was his mother, and the boy lacked her maice—though Kerim hadn't
missed the lad’s initid motion toward the armsheath. He hadn’t missed the aritocratic accent the boy
gpoke with ether, and wondered which of the Southwood noblemen had a son wandering about
Purgatory in the night.

The novdty of the conversation distracted him momentarily from the familiar cramping of the muscles
in his lower back. Soon, he feared, he would have to give up riding atogether. Scorch was becoming
confused by the frequent, awkward shifting of his rider’ s weight.

The Leopard turned back from the sea, but the boy was gone. Kerim was left done with an enemy
thet he feared more than dl the other foes he had ever battled; he knew of no way to fight the debilitating
crampsin his back or the more disturbing numbness that was cregping up from his fedt.

* % %

sham trotted through the narrow streets briskly to keep warm. The cottage she'd found for the Old
Man was near the fringes of Purgatory in an area where the city guardsmen 4ill ventured. It was old and
gmdl, roughly cobbled together, but it served to keep out the rain and occasiond snow.

She didn't live there with him, dthough she had used her ill-gotten gains to buy the house. The
Whisper kept him safe with ther protection, and Sham was well known as a thief among the Purgatory
guards. Her presence would have caused them to disturb the Old Man's hard-won peace, so she only
vidgted him now and again.

The Old Man accepted that, just as he accepted her chosen work. Occupations in Purgatory were
limited and tended to shorten lives. Good thieves lived longer than whores or gang members.



Sham dropped to awalk, asthe lack of refuse in the streets sgnaled her nearness to the Old Man's
cottage. She didn't want to come in out of bresth—the Old Man worried if he thought she'd been
duding pursuit.

It was the extra sengtivity necessary to survive in Purgatory that firg aerted her that there was
something wrong. The street the Old Man lived on was empty of dl the litle shadowy activities that
characterized even the better areas. Something had caused the tough little denizens to scuttle back to
thar holes.

Two

Sham began to run when she saw the door of the Old Man's cottage lying broken on the dirty
cobbles of the street. She was dill running, the dagger from her am shegth in her hand, when she heard
Maur scream in amixture of rage and terror that echoed hoarsdly in the night.

As she reached the dark entrance she stopped, ingraned wariness forcing her to enter cautioudy
when she wanted to rush in howling like a Uriah infull hunt. She listened for a moment, but other than the
intid cry the cottage was 4lill.

As she stepped across the threshold, the tangy smdl of blood assailed her nose. Panicked at the
thought of losing the old wizard as she had everyone ese, she recklessy flooded the amdl front room
with magdight. Blinking furioudy, her eyes dill accustomed to the dark, she noticed that there was blood
everywhere, asif a cloud of the duff had covered the wdls.

The Old Man was on his knees in the corner, one am raised over his face, bleeding from hundreds
of amdl cuts that shredded clothes and skin dike. There was no one ese in the room.

“Magter!” she cried out.

At the sound of her voice, he turned toward her. Urgently he said, “Go child, hurry. This is not your
baitle”

As he spoke, a broad red dice appeared on his upraised am as if drawn there by an invishble artist.
Though she had caught a bare glimpse of something moving, it was gone before she could tdl what it
was.

His command was voiced so strongly that Sham took a step backward before she caught hersdlf.
The last magic her master had wrought was twelve years before. Blind and crippled, he was as hdpless
as a child—she was't about to leave him.

Her mouth firmed as another wound appeared, weeping blood down the side of his crippled hand.
She gestured, cdling a smple spdll of detection, hoping to locate the unseen attacker, but the magicin the
room was thick and obscured her spell. The assailant seemed to be everywhere and nowhere a once.

She tried a 9od | to discover the kind of magic the assailant used so that she could try unworking his
meagic. A cold chill rolled its way down her spine as her spdll told her that whatever dseit was, it was not
human. It was aso not one of the creatures who could use naturd magic, for what she' d sensed had no
connection to the forces stirred by the Spirit Tide. That left only a handful of creatures to choose from,
none of them very encouraging.

She dropped the usdless dagger to the ground. When the blade clattered to the floor, the flute did
into her hand, asif it had taken advantage of her inattention to dip out of the pocket in her deeve.

As her fingers closed about its carved surface, it occurred to her that athing did not have to be sharp
to be a weapon. She set the mouthpiece againgt her lips for the second time that evening and blew softly
through the insrument, letting the mugcfill the air. She would never be a bard-level muscian, but she was
thankful for the years the Old Man had sought to indill his love of musicin her.

Asthe fird notes sounded in the room, she could fed the magic gathering, far more than she would
have been able to harness aone. It surrounded her, making her blood dng like rushing water with the
heady vortex of power. She would pay for it later, of course—that was the secret of the flute. More than
one mage had died after udng it, not redizing until it was too late the cost of the power the flute caled.
Others had died when the magic grew too strong for them to control.

She fought to ignore the euphoria spawned by the rapidly mounting tide of magic. When she fdt it



push & the edge of her contral, she took the flute from her lips.

Her body was numb from the forces she held, and it took more effort than it should have to raise her
ams and begin a spdl of warding. She watched her hands move, dmost able to see the glow of the
meagic she wrought. She was s0 caught up in her weaving that when it began to unrave, Sham didn’t
immediatdy understand the cause.

The Old Man had come to his feet and moved close enough to touch her neck with one of his
scarred and twisted hands.

“By your leave, my dear,” said the old sorcerer softly as he drew the magic she had gathered.

For a moment she was startled by his action.

All apprentices were bound to their magters. It was necessary to mitigate the risk that the fledgling
mages would lose control of the power they called and burn anything around them to cinders.

The bonds of gpprenticeship had not been severed when she passed to journeyman as was the usud
practice, Snce only the master can break such a bond, and the Old Man had been ungble to summon
megic since his crippling. Sham had never considered the possihility that he could work megic aready
gathered.

“Take asyou will,” she said, letting her handsfdl to her side.

As the power she had drawn together gathered in the Master’s hands, the old mage amiled. For a
moment she saw him as she had the fird time: power tempered with wisdom and kindness.

She watched with a keen appreciation the deft touch of the King's Sorcerer as he wove a warding
spd| smilar to her own but infinitdy more complex without resorting to any obvious mation to ad his
work. The continued dashes falled to break his formidable concentration. When he finished his spell, the
cottage vibrated from the force of his attacker’s frustrated, keening wall. It tested the warding twice
before Sham could no longer sense its magic.

The Old Man collgpsed on the floor. Sham kndt dmog as swiftly as he had fdlen, running gentle
hands over him. She found no wounds that could be bound, only a multitude of smdl, thin lines from
which the old man's lifeblood drained to the floor. Her motions grew more frantic as she redized the
inevitability of his death was spattered on the wadls, on the floor, on her.

There was no magic she knew that could hed him. The runes of heding she drew on his chest would
promote his body’s own processes, but she knew that he would be dead long before his body could
even begin to mend. She tried anyway. The effort of working magic so soon after she'd played the flute
caused her hands to shake as she drew runes that blurred irritatingly in her vison as she cried.

“Enough, Shamera, enough.” The Old Man's voice was very wesk.

She pulled her hands awvay and clenched them, knowing he was right. Carefully, she drew his
haltered head into her [ap. Ignoring the gore, she patted the weathered skin of his face tenderly.

“Madter,” she crooned softly, and the Old Man's lips twisted once more into a amile.

He would be sorry to leave hislittle, contrary apprentice. He dways thought of her as he had last
seen her, a that point where child turns to woman—though he knew she was long snce grown, a master
in her own right. She hadn’t been a child since she' d rescued him from the dungeon where he lay blinded,
crippled, and near death. He had to warn her before it was too late. With hard-won strength he reached
up and caught her hand.

“Litle one,” he said. But his voice was too soft: It angered him to be so weak, and he drew drength
from that anger.

“Daughter of my heart, Shamera” It was little more than a whisper, but he could tdl by her dillness
that she had heard. “It was the Chen Laut that was here. You must find it, child, or it will destroy ...” He
paused to grasp enough drength to finish. “It is ... close thistime or it wouldn't have chanced atacking
me. Do you understand?’

“Yes, Madter,” she answered softly. “Chen Laut.”

He relaxed in her embrace. As he did, a wondrous thing happened. The magic, his own magic, which
hed eluded him for so many years returned across the barrier of pain asif it had never been reft from him.
As he stopped fighting for breath, the power surrounded him and comforted im as it dways had. With a
dgh of relief, of release, he gave himsdf to its caress.



Blank-faced, Shamera watched the old mage leave her, his body lax in her arms. As soon as he was
gone, she st his head gently on the floor and began sraightening his body, as if it mattered how the Old
Man lay for his pyre. When she was finished, she kndt at his feet with her head bowed to show her
respect. She let the magdight die down and sat in the darkness with the body of her magter.

* % %

the sound of boots on the floorboards drew her from her reverie. She watched numbly as four of the
city-guards flooded the smdl room with torchlight.

Bdatedly, she redized she should have left when she could have. Her clothes were soaked with
blood. Without witnesses, she was the most likdy suspect. But this was Purgatory; she could buy her
way out of it. Money was not a problem; the Old Man wouldn't need the gold in the cave.

Sham stood up warily and faced the intruders.

Three were Eagterners and the fourth a Southwoodsman, eesly didinguished from the rest by his
long hair and beard. They dl had familiar faces, though she'd be hard put to name any but the apparent
leader—he answered to Scarf, named for the filthy rag he tied over his missng eye. She relaxed alitile
The whisper was that he could be bought more easly than most.

Scaf and one of the other Easterners, tdl for his race and cadaveroudy thin with large black eyes,
looked at the blood that splattered dmogt every surface of the room with dawning respect. While the
other two looked around, the Southwoodsman and the third Easterner kept ther eyes on Sham. She
carefully kept her aamswel away from her body so she presented little thresat.

Scarf put the torch he hed in one of the empty wal brackets and motioned to the Southwoodsman to
do the same with the second torch. Scratching at his forehead, Scarf turned in a full cirde to assess the
room again before |etting his gaze come to rest on Sham.

“Altis's blood, Sham—when you decide to kill a bastard, you have aright pretty touch.” He hawked
and spat—a tribute of soils, thought Sham once she' d deciphered his fragmented Southern.

Before she could answer, a fifth man walked into the room, this one dressed in the garb of a
nobleman. She took a step back at the wide amile on hisface.

Scarf looked up and spokein his native Cybdlian. “Lord Hirkin, gr, | think you'll find this one more
hdpful than the other. Thisis Sham the thief—I’ ve heard the Shark watches out for him.”

“Good, good,” said Lord Hirkin, the man who ruled of the guardsmen of Purgatory.

He made a gesture toward Sham and Scarf stepped behind her, securing her by wrapping his
massive hands around her upper ams.

Tide save her, Sham thought, this wasn't going to be easy dter dl. She set her grief aside for later,
turning dl her attention to the Stuation at hand.

“I have been looking for just such a murdering thief,” Hirkin continued, switching to Southern for
Sham' s bendfit. “This man who cdls himsdf the Shark. Y ou will tdl me where to find him.”

Sham raised her eyebrows. “1 don't know where he stays;, no one does. If you want him, leave a
message with one of the Whisperers.”

Actudly she was probably the only person outsde of the Shark’s gang, the Whisper of the Street,
who did know where the Shark was most of the time, but she had no intention of sharing that information
with anyone. The Shark had his own ways of deding with such problems, methods bound to be much
nadtier than anything this man could dream up—besides, he was a friend.

Hirkin shook his head with mock sadness and turned away to address the three guardsmen behind
him. “It dways takes so long—" he spoun on his hed and backhanded her across the mouth “—to get
any truth out of Southwood scum—too stupid for their own good. Perhaps | ought to turn you over to
my man here.” He nodded a the cadaverous one who smiled evilly, reveding a misang tooth. “He likes
boys about your sze. The last one he got to play with | killed afterwards—out of mercy.”

Sham looked suitably impressed by Hirkin's threats: that is, not a dl. She snorted and smirked
around her cut lip. She had learned early that the scent of fear only excited jackas and made them more
vicious

“I've heard about that one,” she commented with a jerk of her chin toward the guard that Hirkin had



indicated. “Whisper hasit that he can't tie his own shoes without help. Throw me to him and you might
find the pieces of hm afterward.”

She was expecting the next blow and turned her head with the strike, averting some of the force.
They hadn't searched her for weapons. Her dagger lay where she had thrown it, but severa of her
thieving tools were dmogt as sharp. Scarf’s grip wasn't as secure as he thought it was—not when he held
awizard. She just had to pick the best time to make her move.

Watching the proceedings, Tabot, the lone Southwoodsman guard, ground his teeth. This was the
fourth such besting this night. The firgt two he'd only heard about. The third one he’'d come upon &fter
the victim was dready dead.

It wasn't that he had trouble with a beating or two in the name of justice, but this interrogation had
nothing to do with the body lying forgotten in the corner of the room—no way a lad that Sze could rip a
door out of the frame that way. Then too, the Sght of the Easterners hitting a Southwoodsman brought
back an anger he thought long buried.

Thiswas thefirg steady job he'd found in five years, but he wasn't going to watch Lord Hirkin beat
aboy to death in order to keep it. With aslent gpology to hiswife, he turned and dipped out the door a
amoment when the other’s atention was focused on the little thief.

Once in the dlent Street, Tabot headed for the nearest thoroughfare at a brisk trot with the vague
idea of finding a few other of the Southwoodsman guards. Hirkin's control wasn't as strong with them,
and he knew of severd who wouldn’'t mind a chance to kill a few Cybdlians, be they guardsmen or
nobles.

He toyed briefly with the idea of sending a message to the Shark, but dismissed it. The Shark
generdly avoided direct contact with the guardsmen; he would avenge the lad's death, but Talbot hoped
to saveit ingtead. VVengeance wasn't worth logng a steady job.

The nearest busy street was severd blocks away. At this time of the night there were fewer people,
but Purgatory was never quiet. Once on the buder thoroughfare, Tabot caught his bresth and looked
around for any of the guardsmen tha he knew, but the only one he saw was Cybdlian. He swore softly
under his bresth.

“Trouble?’ asked a nearby voice in Southern.

Tdbot whirled and found himsdlf face to face with a war sdlion. Prudently he backed out of range of
the horse's eager teeth, and tipped his head back to meet the eyes of a man who, by his dress, could
only be the Reeve of Southwood.

“Yes, 9r.” His voice was steady. He had been a hand on the ship that salled under the old King's
son. He was used to people of high rank, and the Whisper had it that Lord Kerim wasn't as high in the
mouth as mogt of his breed. He' d even heard that the Reeve concerned himsdf with all of the people of
Southwood, Easterners and natives dike.

For the firg time Tabot fet some hope that he'd get through this night with his job intact. “If ye have
aminute, messire, there's a crime that ye might be interested in.”

“Indeed?’ Lord Kerim sat back on his horse and waited for the other man to continue.

Tdbot cleared his throat and took a chance. “Ther€ s been a murder, sr. When we came upon the
body, there was a boy there with it. Norma procedure, sr, would be having us take him in for
questioning and trid. But Lord Hirkin showed up an’ is proceeding with the questioning. | don’t think he
intends to hold the lad for trid, if you get my meaning.”

Kerim looked a him a moment before saying softly, ““Lead on then, man, and I'll take care of it.”

With Kerim at his back, Tabot made good speed back to the little cottage. At the entrance, Kerim
kicked hisfeet free of the stirrups and sivung one leg forward over the saddle before diding off his horse.
Dropping the reins on the ground to keep the salion in place, he followed Tabot to the open doorway.

* % %

“Iif you're a good boy, there will be no need to meet the headsman just yet,” purred Lord Hirkin.
He had begun dternating his threats with outright bribery. Sham wasn't sure why he was hunting the
Shark, but it must be a matter of great importance to cause the urgency that he was demongrating.



“I"d rather meet him than you,” she returned somewhat thickly from her abused lips. “At least hell
andl of honest work. That's better than what you'll smell like when the Shark gets through with you. He
doesn't like people who poke around in his business—they usudly end up feeding his brothers in the
-

Peripherdly she was aware that someone had entered the room from the outside, but she assumed
thet it was only more guards.

Thistime the blow bloodied her nose. Eyes watering from the pain, Shamera knew that she needed
to find away to distract him soon. If she didn’t make her move before the pain got too bad, she wouldn't
be able to use her magic safely.

Obvious magic was out, unless her life was threatened. She wasn't eager to be respongble for one of
the periodic witch hunts that even now swept through Purgatory. But there were things that she could do
that would even the odds allittle

She glanced at the door and froze, not even ligening to Lord Hirkin's verba response to her inault.
She was too busy daing a the Reeve of Southwood, sanding insde the door just ahead of the
Southwoodsman guard she'd seen leave a short time ago. When he noticed Sham's intent stare, Hirkin
swung around to see what had caught her attention.

“S0,” said Lord Kerim, softly.

When he spoke the guards who had been looking at Sham turned to see the Reeve. She saw one of
them take two quick steps forward and turn, standing shoulder to shoulder with the Southwoodsman just
behind Lord Kerim—declaring slently where hisloydties lay.

“Lord Kerim, what brings you here?’ asked Lord Hirkin.

“Did you see the boy kill thisman? The Reeve glanced casudly down at the Hill form on the floor.

“No, my lord,” answered Hirkin. “One of the neighbors heard screams and sent his son to the
nearest guard gtation. | happened to be there and joined my men in the invedtigation of the disturbance.
We arrived to find this boy next to the body of the old man.”

Sham wondered at the lack of respect in the young lord’ s tones. She had heard that Kerim was more
popular among the merchants and lower classes than he was among the nobles, but this was more than
she' d expected.

Scarf released her and stepped away, his eyes on the conflict between Hirkin and the Reeve. Sham
let hersdf collapse to her knees and wiped blood out of her right eye, usng both movements to dhift a
sharp little prying tool into her hand. The tool was amdl, but heavy and rdaively well-bal anced—amost
as good as a throwing knife.

The Reeve shook his head lightly at Hirkin and said in the same dangeroudy soft voice he had used
previoudy, “I met the young lad out on the docks less than an hour ago. He could not have made it back
hereintime to inflict this kind of damage.”

“I had no way of knowing that,” defended Lord Hirkin. “It is my duty to question dl obvious
suspectsin acrime. Thismay be a quieter section, but it is ill Purgatory. They wouldn't tel the truth to
their own mother, let done guardsmen, without a little persuasion.”

“Perhgps,” Kerim nodded thoughtfully. “But from what | overheard just now, it sounds as if you are
not overly concerned with the young man’s guilt. Indeed a listener might be excused for bdieving you are
not even concerned with this crime.”

“My lord ...” Hirkin's voiced died off when he met the Reeve' s eyes.

“It sounds asif you are questioning him regarding an entirdy different crime. The theft of a logbook
perhaps?’ Lord Kerim looked at Hirkin with gentle interest and smiled without humor. “1 believe that |
can help you with that crime as well. Someone |eft a very interesting present with my personal servant just
after dinner this evening.”

Hirkin whitened and dipped his hand down to grip the sword that hung from his belt.

Kerim shook his head with mock sadness. “I haven't had time to go dl the way through it, but
someone was most hdpful and marked certain entries. The most damaging entry, as far as your fate is
concerned, was the kidnapping of Lord Tyber's daughter and her subsequent sde to a daver—he was
not happy to hear that you were involved. | don't know that | would return to the Castleif | were you.”



The Reeve s lips widened into a amile that never touched his eyes and his voice softened further as he
continued. “Many of these things had dready come to my attention, but | lacked the evidence tha
someone so generoudy provided. In light of the fact that Lord Tyber would make certain that you do not
liveto face atrid, | have dready passed sentence with the consent of the council. You are banished from
Southwood.”

Hirkin's face whitened with rage. “ You would banish me? | am the second son of the Lord of the
Marshlands Our oldest title goes back eght hundred years. You are nothing! Do you hear me? Nothing
but the bastard son of a high-bred whore.”

Kerim shook his head, managing to look regretful as he drew his sword from the sheath on his back.
His voice abruptly iced over as he said, “High-bred whore she might be, but it is not your judgment to
give | cry chdlenge”

The gght of the Reeve's sword distracted Sham momentarily. She had heard that the Leopard fought
with a blue sword, but she had assumed that it was painted blue—a custom that was farly prevaent
among the Easterners.

Instead it was blued as was sometimes done with sted intended for decorative use. She'd never
heard of true bluing done on the scae of the Reeve's massve blade. A lesser process was occasiondly
used to prevent rust on swords, but the blades came out more black than blue.

The Reeve' s sword was a dark indigo that glittered evilly in the dim light of the little cottage. It was
edged in dlver where the bluing had been honed away. Thin marks where other blades had marred the
finish bore mute testimony that this was no ceremonid tool but an ingrument of degth.

Hirkin smiled and drew his own sword. “You make this too easy, my lord Reeve. Once you might
have bested me, but | hear that two days out of three you can't even lift that sword. You have no one to
hdp you here—these are my men.”

Apparently he didn’t count Sham, who was definitdy opposed to Hirkin—but she was surprised that
he didn't notice that two of his guardsmen were dso backing the Reeve, leaving only Scarf and the
cadaver dill loyd.

Kerim gmiled gently. “The order of banishment has dready been liged in the temple and with the
councl. My death will not nullify that.” He twisted the sword around in a shimmering curtain of lethd
sharpness, then amiled fardly and said, “We areinluck, it so appears that this is the one day of three |
am able to fight.”

Apparently tiring of the posturing, Hirkin growled abruptly and sprang at Kerim, sweeping his sword
low and hard. Without visble effort, Kerim caught the smdler blade on his own and turned it aside,
dedtroying atable that stood againg the wall.

As Sham winced away from the destruction, her atention was caught by a dight movement on her
left. Without turning her head further from the flashing swords, she glimpsed Scarf edging dowly forward,
alarge, wicked knifein his hands. She frowned in disparagement at his choice of weapons—in the right
hands a smdl dagger killed as surdy and it was much easier to hide.

Knowing whét little she did about Scarf, she would have thought he would wait to see who was
winning before committing himsdf firmly to ether side, but perhaps he had a greater interest in Lord
Hirkin than she knew. She flinched again when Hirkin's sword crashed into one of the chegp little pots
thet lined the crude wooden shelf st into the wall.

Sham knew she should take advantage of the fight and leave. The back door of the cottage was
behind her, and no one was wetching.

She waited until Scarf chose his postion before sdecting her own. Judging the distance with an
experienced eye, she took a two-fingered grip on the handle of her thieving tool, careful to keep it out of
dght in the length of deeve that dangled below her hand. Then she settled in to wait for Scarf to make his
move.

She missad mogt of the fight, though she could hear. The clash of metal on metal was overshadowed
by Hirkin's full-throated cries. Her father had done the same in battle. Kerim fought slently.

Sowly, Lord Hirkin backed to the corner where Scarf waited and for the firg time since the initid
drike, Sham got a clear view of the fight.



Time after time the blades struck and sparks flashed in the flickering torchlight. Lord Kerim moved
with the letha grace of one of the great hunting cats—unusud in a man 0 large. Sham no longer
wondered how such a burly man had won the title of Leopard. Though Hirkin was without a doubt a
tremendous swordsman, it was obvious he was no maich for the Reeve. Hirkin sumbled to his left and
Kerim followed him, leaving the vulnerable sde of his throat an easy target for Scarf’s knife. Sham
waited until the guardsman pulled his arm back before sending her tool spinning through the air. It did
noisdlesdy into Scarf’s good eye a the same time that a knife buried itsdf to its haft in his neck.

Startled, Sham raised her eyes to meet those of her felow Southwoodsman, who raised his hand in
formd sdute. Near him the Cybdlian who had supported Kerim was wrestling on the floor with Hirkin's
remaning henchman. Satisfied that the Stuation was under control she turned to watch the sword fight.

Hirkin's sword moved with the same power that Kerim's did, but without the Reeve's fine control.
Agan and again, Hirkin's sword hit wood and plaster while the blue sword touched only Hirkin's blade.

Both men were bresthing hard and the amdl of swest joined the amdl of degath thet lingered doyingly
inthe air. The blades moved more dowly now, with short resting periods breaking up the pace before the
furious clash began again.

Abruptly, when it seemed that Hirkin was certain to lose, the tide of the fight changed. The Reeve
sumbled over one of the old man's dippers, fdling to one knee. Hirkin stepped in to take advantage of
Lord Kerim’'s misfortune, bringing his sword down overhand angled to intersect the Reeve's vulnerable
neck.

Kerim made no attempt to come to his feet. Instead, he braced himsdf on both knees and brought
the slver-edged blade up with impossible speed. Hirkin's sword hit the Reeve' s with the full weight of its
wielder behind the blow.

With only the strength of his upper body, the Reeve took the force of Hirkin's blow and redirected it,
dightly twisting as he did so. Hirkin's sword diced a hole in the Reeve's surcoat before embedding itsalf
inthe floorboards.

Sill on his knees, Kerim stabbed upward asif he hed a knife rather than a sword. The tip hit Hirkin
just below hisrib cage and did smoothly upward. Hirkin was dead before his body touched the floor.

The Reeve wiped the blade on Hirkin's velvet surcoat. Showing little of the litheness he had
displayed in the battle, he dowly regained his feet.

“Thought you might be dowing down, Captain.” The Eastern guard who'd supported Kerim spoke
caaudly from his postion on top of the man he'd been wrestling. He hdd the cadaver’s twisted legs
under one knee and used both hands to secure an am he'd pulled up and back. The postion looked
uncomfortable for both men to Sham, but she seldom indulged in such sport.

Kerim narrowed his eyes a the man who addressed him and then grinned. “It's good to see you
agan. Limn. What is an archer of your cdiber doing working in Purgatory?’

The guardsman shrugged. “Have to take what work’s offered. Captain.”

“l could use you, training the Castle guards,” offered the Reeve, “but | have to warn you that the last
men to hold the post of captain quit.”

The guard’s eyebrows rose. “1 wouldn't have thought that Castle guards would be that difficult.”

“They'renot,” returned Kerim. “My lady mother, however is”

The guard laughed and shook his head. “I’ll do it. What do you want me to do with this one?” He
gave the captive' s wrig a twitch and the man beneath him yelped.

“What was he doing when you caught him?’ asked Kerim.

“Running.”

The Reeve shrugged. “Let him go. There is no law againg running, and he is no worse than most of
the guards around here.”

The Eagterner untangled himsalf, letting his prisoner scramble out the door.

“What isyour name, 9r?’ asked the Reeve turning to the Southwoodsman guard.

“Tabot, messre” Sham saw the older man draighten a little at the respect that Lord Kerim had
shown him.

“How long have you been a guard in Purgatory?” Kerim asked.



“Hve years, dr. | was a seaman on the ship that served the son of the lagt king. Since then I've
worked as a mae on severd cargo ships, but the merchants like to change crew after each voyage. |
have awife and family and needed steady work.”

“Hmm,” said Kerim, and amiled with sudden mischief that animated his broad features to surprising
atractiveness. “That will mean that you are used to proving yoursdf to those that you command. Good.
My hedth problems have kept me from attending to Lord Hirkin as he should have been. | have need of
someone who can keep an eye on such as he, without being subject to the consderation of palitics. |
would be pleased if you would accept the post of Master of Security—Hirkin's recently vacated post
plus afew extra duties”

Lord Kerim raised his hand to forestdl what Talbot would have said. “I warn you that it will mean
traveling to the outlying area and kegping an eye on the way that the nobles are running their estates as
wdl as managing the city guards. You will be the target of a lot of hodtility—both because of your
nationdity and your common birth. 1 will outfit you with horse, dothing, and arms, provide living quarters
for you and your family, and pay you five gold pieces each quarter. | tdl you now that you will earn every
copper.”

Tabot looked &t the Cybdlian and amiled dowly. “I'd like thet.”

The Reeve turned to speak to Sham and then took two steps forward until he could peer into the
windowless bedroom. “Did you see where the boy went?’

The newly appointed Captain of the Guard shook his head.

“Nay,” said Tabot, “but that one’'s a wee hit canny.”

At the Reeve' s puzzled look, he explained further. “I mean he has the reputation of being a magician.
I’ve seen him here and there, and asked around. Mogt of the folk in Purgatory leave him done because
he's aright hand with magic—that indudes the guardsmen.” Tabot hesitated then nodded his head at the
old man's dight form. “He seemed pretty upset by the old man's death. Wouldn't want to be in the
killer's shoes right now. 1’d rather face a crazed boar than anger a sorcerer.”

Sham watched from a corner of the room that the three men had ignored, thanks to her magic. She
wished they would hurry and go; she wasn't certain how much longer she could hold the spell.

The Reeve kndt to examine Hirkin's body. “ After the way he threw this thing at Hirkin, I’d be more
worried about his knife”

Tabot shook his head and muttered something that sounded like “ Easterners.”

* % %

long after the three men had left, sham huddled on a nearby rooftop and watched the old man's
cottage burn to ashes without scorching ether of the buildings next to it. She closed her eyes wearily and
shivered in the warmth of her magicd flames.

Three

For the past severa days Sham had been falowing the new Master of Security as he haunted the
back streets of Purgatory looking, according to the Whisper, for her. The contrariness of it pleased her,
and she'd had little enough ese to do.

Nether she nor the Whisper had been able to find out who or what had killed Maur, though they'd
found severd other victims, ranging from nobleman to thief. Four days ago one of the Whisperers told
her that Talbot was looking for her and that she might be interested in what he had to say. It could be
something about the Chen Laut, or perhaps something more sniger.

With Maur gone, she hadn’t continued her attempt to exact vengeance; somehow there was no point
init. The last thieving she' d done was the night Maur died amost three months before. Even <o, if Tabot
wanted to he could tie her to any number of her past crimes and have her hung. She didn't think the
Whisper would help him do that, but the Shark was unpredictable.

She watched Tabot from an abandoned building near the docks as he spoke to an old woman who
shook her head. The South woodsman was greetly changed. It wasn't his clothing—brown and grey



look pretty much the same no matter how good the fabric. He hadn’'t changed the way his grizzled,
light-brown hair was pulled back and tied, though she thought his beard might be closer clipped than
before. His features were Hill arranged in a good-natured fashion that made her want to like im despite
her suspicious nature.

The difference, she decided, was that he'd logt the perpetud fear that haunted everyone forced to
livein Purgatory: fear of hunger, fear of death, fear of living—and the hopelessness that traveled hand in
hand with the fear. Like the Shark, Tabot had become a shgping force rather than another of the helpless
vermin who infested Purgatory.

All her fears of hanging aside, would someone of his current rank spend three days looking for her
judt to arrest her? She was a good thief, but she was careful too. She never took anything irreplacegble,
and never redly hurt anyone if she could help it—she avoided anything that would lend urgency to her
capture.

With sudden decision, she stopped fallowing hm and climbed eesly to the roof of one of the
buildings nearby. She sKittered cautioudy across the moldering rooftop and down into the dley behind it,
dartling severa raggedly clothed youths. Before they decided if she was worth attacking, she was up and
over the next building and dropping to the street beyond.

From the paths Tabot had followed the previous days, she surmised he was headed for one of the
taverns she occasondly frequented. She took a path through vacant buildings and twisted thoroughfares,
sving severa blocks over the distance Tabot would have to cover. Near the tavern, she found an dley
he should pass by and settled in to wait.

When Tabot waked by her, oblivious to her presence, some sense of reluctant caution amogt kept
her dlent. In direct defiance of her ingincts of self-preservation, Sham spoke,

“Magter Tabot.”

She was pleased when her theetricad whisper caused the old sallor to crouch defensively. There was
asgmile on her face as she assumed a relaxed pose againg the brick wall of an abandoned building.

He straightened and looked a her. Her father had used the same look when she had done something
thet displeased him. At ten it had made her squirm; now it only widened her amile

“The Whisper hasiit that you have been looking for me” she said.

He nodded in response to her question. “Thet | have, Sham. | was told ye might be interested in
doing some work for me”

“You do know whet | do?’ she asked, rasing her eyebrows increduloudy.

Agan he nodded. “Aye. That'swhy I’ ve sought ye out. We're neading someone to sneak in and out
of the houses. The Whisper gave us a number of folk who might do. Yer name was paticulaly
recommended—" then he smirked & her, “ Shamera.”

She laughed and leaned more comfortably againg the wall. “I hope that you didn't spend too long
looking for athief caled Shamera”

The Shark wouldn't have told Tabat, if he'd thought the saillor would spread her identity around.
But, she wasn't certain she cared dther way; with the Old Man dead, only his promise kept her in
Landsend. In Reth there were no Easterners and awizard could make afair living.

“No.” Easy humor lit his blue-gray eyes. “But I've got to admit the purse was sadly lightened by the
time | found out exactly who I'd be looking for. I’d never have thought that Sham the thief was agirl.”

She grinned. “Thanks. I've had a few years of practice, but it's good to know I’'m convincing in my
role. | take it you got your informetion from the Shark—he enjoys making people pay twice for the same
goods.”

Tdbot nodded. “Deding with the Shark directly is more expensive than buying the same informetion
from his men, but it's faster and more complete. "Tisn't my gold I'm spending, and the Reeve's more
interested in qudity than price.”

“I've heard that the Reeve has been confined to a char,” said Sham impulsvdy. She'd liked the
Reeve despite his heritage, and was haf-hoping the rumor had it wrong.

Tdbot nodded; a shadow of sorrow chased hisusud chearful expression off hisface. “Right after the
fight with Lord Hirkin. Says he's got an old injury that's been worsening since it happened. HEll stay



steady on for weeks and then helll have an attack that’ll cripple him up something bad. After a few days
it'll ease off, but he's never as good as he was when it Sarted.”

Daughter of a soldier, she knew what confinement in a chair meant. They were used manly for the
old, who had difficulty moving, but occasondly afighter would have the ill luck to survive a back injury.
One of her father’s men had.

He d been dammed in the lower back by a mace that crushed his spine. For asummer he'd sat in his
char and told stories to Sham; sometimes even years laer she'd cdl up that soft tenor voice and the
vigons of greet heroes.

She'd overheard the apothecary tdl her father that when a man logt the movement of his legs it
interfered with the flow of his vital essences. Anyone who stayed confined to a chair was headed for an
early pyre. Some died quickly, but for othersit was adow and unpleasant death. The autumn winds had
brought an infection that her father's man was too weak and dipirited to fight off and he was gone.

She remembered the Reeve s lithe strength as he widlded the blue sword and decided that she didn’t
like the thought of him crippled in a chair—it was like the wanton destruction of a beautiful piece of art.

“I'm sorry to hear that,” she said.

“His hedlth is one of the reasons that we need ye, girl,” said Tabot gruffly.

“You'll have to tdl me more of what you want of me before | decide to take on your job.”

Tdbot nodded his head. “I'll do that. We ve akiller here at Landsend.”

Sham sad dryly, “I know severd dozen; would you like to meet one?” Not by a twitch did she
reved her sudden aertness.

“Ah, but ye don't know one like this, I'm thinking,” replied Tabot, dhifting toward her. “The firg
victims seemed random—a Spit boy at a tavern near the new port, a cooper, the Sandman. It Sarted, as
nearly as | can figure, from Hirkin's books, seven or eght months ago.”

“The Sandman?’ said Sham, surprised. “I’d heard he'd ruffled some feethers when he took out a
contract the assassins quild hadn’t approved.”

“That's asit may be, but | don’t think the guild had anything to do with his death. He died without a
dgh or a squeak while his mistress was degping beside him. She woke up to find her men cut to
ribbons.” Talbot waited.

“Likethe Old Man,” said Sham, since he'd dready drawn the pardld himsdf.

“| thought that would snare yer interest,” said Talbot with satisfaction. “The lagt five victims have
been nobles, and the Court is beginning to fret. Himsdf thinks it might be a noble doing it, and he wants
someone to search houses for evidence. If his hedth were better, the Reeve would have done the
investigating himsdlf; instead he sent me to find a thief who would do the job without robbing the nobles
blind. Someone who could blend in with them.” Tabot met Sham’s eye. “Ye might as wdl be knowing
that | added to the requirement "cause | don’t think, mysdf, that our killer is a noble—though | bdieve
he' s very much at home among the nobles. And we have a source’—there was an odd emphasis on the
word “source’—"that says it'sin the Cagtle at least sometimes and it isn't human. Himsdlf, being Eastern,
dismissed the lagt part, but isdmost convinced of the fire.”

“What do you think the killer is?” asked Sham, lowering her eyes so he couldn’t read her thoughts in
them.

“I think it'sa demon,” he said.

Sham looked up, and repeated softly, “A demon.”

“Aye” he nodded dowly. “A demon.”

“Why would you think that?’ smiled Sham, asif she'd never heard of the demon cdled Chen Laut.

“Sdilor's superdtition,” he answered reedily enough. “I know the stories, and the killings fit. The last
noble was killed in his locked room. They had to take an axe to the door to get to him and there were no
passages that anyone could find. If it isaman, dl ye have to do is search the houses. If it ian't, I'd rather
have awizard around to dedl with it.”

“You overestimate my abilities” she commented. “Officdly, I've not been released from my
gpprenticeship.”

“Maur,” said the sallor softly, “was aman who left an impresson wherever he went. He came to the



ship | served on from time to time—saw to it that | learned to read and write. I'd rather have his
gpprentice than any master wizard | could name. Besides, the Shark assures me thet ye are as capable as
any wizard left here in Landsend.”

“All.” Sham wondered how many other people had known who the Old Man had once been.

“Ye owe the Reeve for yer rescue,” sad Tdbot softly. “Wizard or not, there were too many people
for ye to handle on yer own. Himsdf pays well, but if that is not enough, add the satisfaction of finding yer
mester’ s killer.”

Sham'’s eyebrows rose and she shrugged, as if it were no great matter—never let them know what
bait you'll jump for or how high. “Maybe you're right. In any case, | certainly owe you. When do you
want me a the Castle?’

Theformer sallor narrowed his eyes at the early moring sun that was creeping dowly to lighten the
sky againg the rooftops of Purgatory. “His words were, | believe, ‘as soon as you find her.” I'd be
thinking then, now would be a good time”

* % %

the cybdlians had a taste for color that was amos offensve to Southwood eyes. The sarvants of the
Cadtle, Eagterner and Southwoodsmen dike, were arrayed in jewel tones of sapphire, ruby, topaz,
emerdd, and amethyst. Tabot appeared underdressed in his brown and grey.

One of the blank-faced servants snickered behind them as Sham followed Tabot through the
entrance hdl. Siill walking, she rubbed conspicuoudy a one of the smdler sains on the front of her
leather jerkin. Then she spat loudly on it and rubbed some more while she looked for a better means of
retaiaion. The carefully placed, bejeweled trinkets that littered every available surface caught her eye.

Walking dightly behind Tabot, she picked up a gold-and-ruby candlestick from the entrance of a
long forma mesting hal and carried it with her the length of the room. She set it down casudly on a samdl
table ingde the far door, amiling inwardly as a footman sghed with reief—not noticing that the amadl
figurine than had occupied the table was now in a pocket of the full deeve that covered her left arm.

The figurine was encrusted with green gemstones that Sham thought might be diamond rather than
emerad in the quick glimpse she'd managed before secreting it away. If so, the Statuette of the dancing
gl was worth far more than the candlestick that she could hear someone rushing to restore to its former
position.

The foolery digtracted her from the fact that the last time she'd walked through this hdl it had been
grewn with bodies, many of whom she’'d known. As they passed by the doorway she could 4ill picture
the young guardsman who had lain there in a limp heap, blind eyes garing a her. Only alittle older then
she had been, he'd asked her to dance one evening and talked about his dreams of adventure and travel.

Sham winked at a timid maidservant who was garing at the lad in the ragged clothes. The mad
blushed, then winked back, smoothing her bright yelow gown with calloused hands.

Tdbot led Sham into the private wings. The difference was immediatdy apparent from the lack of
servants danding ogtentatioudy in the corridors. This was an area of the Castle she waan't familiar with,
and she fet some of her tenson dissolve.

There were none of the richly woven rugs that were scattered around the floors in the public rooms,
but she thought that it might be a recent modification to accommodate a wheded chair. No amdl tables
littered the hdlls as they had esewhere; there was nothing the wheds of the Reeve's chair would catch
on.

She bit her lip and the little Statuette in her deeve made her increasingly uncomfortable: the Old Man
would not have approved. The Reeve had enough things to ded with; he didn't need to worry that the
thief he'd been forced to ask for hdp was untrusworthy enough to sted from him. She looked for an
innocuous little table to set the stupid thing on, but Tabot's path seemed to be confined to the denuded
corridors that twisted and snaked back and forth.

Fndly they came to a narrow hdl that bordered the outsde of the Castle. On one sde was the
finished marble that pervaded the castle but the other sde was rough-hewn white granite from an earlier
age. The hdl ended abruptly in awall with aplain door; Tabot stopped and tentatively rapped on it with



his knuckles.

He raised his hand to knock a second time, but stopped when the door opened smoothly to reved
another one of the bland-faced servants that Sham was developing a hearty didike for—a didike that
was compounded by the dancer in her deeve. If it hadn't been for that bland I-am-a-servant expression
she wouldn’'t have taken the blasted thing in the firg place. She glowered at the wiry man who hdd the
door.

“The Reeve was expecting you, Master Talbot. Come in.” His voice was as expressionless as his
face.

Givingin to the impulses that had often brought her grief in the past. Sham dipped the statuette into
her hand and gave the vdet the little dancer with her glittering green eyes and begemmed costume.

“Someone is bound to have missed this by now.” Her tone was nonchaant. “You might take it to the
firg long room to the right of the main entrance and give it to one of the footmen.”

A brief snort of masculine laughter emerged from a darkened corner of the room. “Dickon, take the
supid thing to the emerdd medting room and give it to one of my mother’s servants before they shrive
with terror.”

With no more than a dight nod of disapproval, the mansarvant left the room holding the Statuette in
two fingers as though it might bite him.

Sham looked at the expansve room that managed somehow to gppear cluttered. Part of the effect
was caused by the way the furniture had been arranged to he eedly accessble by a wheded chair, but
mog of it was the result of the wide variety of wegponry and armament scattered on wals, benches, and
shelves

“Thank you, Tabot, | see you found her.” As he spoke, the Reeve wheded into the light that drifted
into the room through colored glass pands of the three large windows high on the outer wadl. Although
the origind builders of the Castle had planned on the building being fortified, later Southwood Kings had
added a second curtain wal and traded safety for comfort and light.

Sham was surprised a how undtered the Reeve seemed. Though confined to the chair, the Slk of his
thin tunic revealed the heavy musdles in his upper ams and shoulders. Even without the bulk of the
chainmall he' d been wearing the night of the Spirit Tide, he was a big man. She couldn’t tdl anything
about his lower body because it was wrapped in a thick blanket.

“Have you satidfied your curiosity?” There was hitterness in his voice, though the man's innate
courtesy kept him speaking Southern rather than his native tongue.

Sham looked up into his face and saw there the changes she hadn’'t seen in his body. Pain darkened
his eyes to black and made his skin grey rather than the warm brown it had been. Lines she didn't
remember seeing before were etched deeply around his eyes and from nose to lips.

Remembering the young soldier who sought the company of a child too young to hide her curiosity
rather than endure the sympathetic pity of his former comrades, her reply was different than courtesy
demanded.

“No.” Her voice was neutrd. “Do you cover your legs because they are deformed or because you
are cold?”

She knew that she'd chosen correctly when his crack of laughter covered Tabot's gasp a her
temerity.

“A bit of both, | suppose,” Kerim answered with a surprisng amount of humor congdering his former
bitterness, “The wretched things have started to twist up. Since it bothers me to look at them, | wouldn't
want to inflict the Sght on anyone e’

Sham observed him shifting dightly uncomfortably in the chair and said, “You ought to have more
padding in the seat. And if you asked your whedwright, he'd tel you that a lighter, larger whed would
turn more easlly. Y ou might try something like the ones on the racing sulkies—" she shrugged and found
a seat on the wide arm of an expengve chair, “—if more padding and bigger wheds work for horses,
they should work for you.”

The Reeve amiled. “I'll take that under consideration. | trust that Tabot explained what we need you
for?



She grinned at him. “He said that | get to rummeage through the houses of the aristocrats with your
permission. It will certainly make life easier, if not as much fun.”

Tdbot cleared his throat warningly, but Kerim shook his head and said, “Don’t encourage her, she's
just bating you.”

“Who dse isgoing to know about me?’ she questioned, redizing that she was enjoying hersdf for the
fird timein along time.

“Jug Tabot and mysdf,” answered the Reeve. “I don’'t know who dseto trugt.”

“What about your source?’

The Reeve's eyebrows rose.

“You know, the one who told you the killer is here?’

“Eldc,” sad Tabot. “He doesn't know about ye, and we won't be tdling him.”

Sham looked at the Reeve's discomforted face and Tabot’ s bland one and thought that the firgt thing
she would look for was this ElSc.

“Do you have any particular house that you want meto ... explore fird?" she asked.

Kerim shook his head and gave a frustrated grunt. “1 don't have any idea where to gtart. If you've
robbed the manors of Landsend as frequently as the Whisper daimed, you probably have a better idea
then 1.

Sham shook her head. ““No. I've been farly sdective in my targets. | haven't solen anything from
anyone with close connections to the Castle for ... hmm ... a least ayear.” So she lied—did they redly
expect her to give them something solid enough to hang her with?

The Reeve grunted; she dmost hoped he knew how much her answer was worth. “Tabot and | have
talked about it. We thought it might help you to meet the people of the court before you decide which
resdencesto ... explore. | tire too eedly of late to keep abreast of the latest gossip, and Tabot has no
entrance to the court proper, as he not only is a stranger and a peasant, but aso a Southwoodsman.”

“Soam,” she commented, “ stranger, peasant, and Southwoods native as well.”

Tdbot grunted. “But you're not the Master of Security ether.”

She dlowed her lips to twig with amusement. “How are you going to introduce me to your court?
‘Excuse me, but I'd like to introduce you to the thief who has been rdieving you of your gold. She's
going to look around and seeif she can figure out which of you is killing people, so be sure that you tel
her whoitis’”

Kerim smiled sweetly with such innocence in his expresson she knew immediatdly that she wasn't
going to like what he was about to propose. “The origind idea was that you could become one of my
household.”

Sham raised both of her eyebrows in dishdief. “Hdf the servants know who | am, and the rest of
them will know before | leave here thismorning. The only reason the thief-takers haven't hauled meinis
because they can’t prove what | do, and you have the reputation of punishing thief-takers who work with
more zed than evidence. A reputation, | might add, that | am extremely grateful you deserve.”

Kerim's amile widened, and the innocence was replaced with sudden mischief and a certan
predatory intentness that made her redize agan how wel the title of Leopard suited him. “When we
found out just who and what you were, lady, Tabot and | came up with a much better solution. They
know Sham the Thief—aboy. Y ou are going to be Lady Shamera, my mistress”

Tdbot put his hand to his mouth and coughed when Sham spit out a surprised curse she'd learned
from one of the more cregtive of her father’s men.

“Ye won't have to go quite that far, lasse” commented the Reeve blandly, in a fine imitation of
Tdbot, complete with seaman’s accent. “I don't demand anything o ... strenuous from my mistresses.”

Sham gave Kerim an evil glare, but she held her tongue. He was amogt as good at teesing as she
was, and she refused to present him with any more easy targets. She took a deep, even breath, and
thought about what he' d proposed, her foot tapping on the floor with irritation.

“l expect—" she sad findly, biting off the end of each word as if it hurt her, “—that you mean | am
to play the role of midress, not fulfill it. If that isthe case, | am indined to agree that the role would have
its uses.”



A short slence greeted her, as if nether Kerim nor Tabot had expected her to give in so eadly.
Before ether man had a chance to speak, the door opened and Dickon returned from replacing the
Satuette. Sham shot im alook of didike which he returned with interest and doubtless more cause.

Clearing his throat, Dickon addressed the Reeve. “When | arrived a the emerald meeting room, Her
Ladyship hed aready been summoned. She questioned my custody of her statuette. | had no choice but
to inform her where it came from. She ingtructed me to tdll you that she will be here momentarily.”

“Dickon, wait outside the door to welcome her in,” snapped the Reeve, and the servant responded
to histone and jumped to do his bidding.

“Hédlfire” swore Kerim. “If she sees you, € ll recognize you when you regppear as a woman. My
mother has eyes that would rivd a cat’s for sharpness.” He wheded rgpidly to the fireplace that al but
spanned one of the inner wals and pressed a carving. A pand of wood on the wdl next to the fireplace
did slently inwards and rolled negtly behind the pand next to it, reveding a passageway.

“Ah,” commented Sham, tongue in cheek. “The fireplace secret-passageway; how origind.”

“Asthe passage floor is mopped every other week, | would hardly call it *secret,”” replied the Reeve
sardonicdly. “It will, however, dlow you to avoid meging my mother in the hdls Tabot, get her
outfitted, cleaned up and back here as soon as you can.”

Sham bowed to the Reeve and then followed Tabot into the passageway, diding the door in place
behind her.

* * %

“we need to get ye clothes befitting a mistress of the Reeve,” commented Talbot.

“Of course,” replied Sham in a casud tone without reducing the speed of her walk.

“Lord Kerim told me to take ye t' home. My wife can find something for ye to wear until a seamstress
can whip something up.” He cleared his throat. “He dso thought we ought to take a week and ah ...
work on your court manners.”

“Wouldn't do to have the Reeve's midress tagging vauable statuettes?” ask Sham in court-clear
Cybdlian as she stopped and looked at Tabot. “I should think not, my good man. Must not tarnish Lord
Kerim's reputation with thislittle farce.”

“Wdl now,” he said, rubbing his jaw, “I suspect that dothing might be al we have to worry about.”

She nodded and started off again. After amile or so Talbot cleared histhroat. “Ah, lasse, there is no
placein Purgatory thet carries the sorts of slks and velvet that ye need.”

She sent im ady grin. “Don’t bet onit. If there is something that people will buy. Purgatory sdlisit.”

He laughed and followed her deeper into Purgatory.

* % %

“the problem we face—" she explained as she led him through the debris-covered floor of a amdl,
abandoned shop near the waterfront, “—is that a midress of a high court offidd mus dways wear
clothes built by a known dressmaker. Most of them wouldn't let someone dressed like me through the
door. If we managed to find one that would, it' d be the talk of the town by morning.”

She stooped and pulled up a section of loose floorboard out of the way, leaving a narrow opening
into a crawlspace tha the origind owner of the building had used for storage. She had severa such
storage areas here and there around Purgatory and she was careful never to deep near any of them. She
hed found she lost less of her belongingsif she didn’'t keep them with her.

“You're too big to fitin here, Tdbot. Wait just a moment.”

Sham dipped through the crack with the ease of long practice and dithered through the narrow
cravliway until she came to the hollow that someone else had widened into a fair-szed space undernesth
the next building over. No one mopped the floor twice weekly here, and the dust made her eyes water.

She cdled amagdight and found the large wooden crate that held most of her dothing. Lifting the lid,
she sorted through the costumes she had stored there until she came to a bundle carefully wrapped in an
old sheet to protect it from the dust. As an afterthought, she aso took her second-best thieving clothes
and added them to her bundle.



In darkness again she crawled back out the smdl passage. She put the floorboard back and scuffed
around with her feet until the dust by the loose floorboard was no more trampled then it wasin the rest of
the room.

“If you'll turn your back for a hit, I'll change into something that the dressmakers will find
acceptable.”

Tabot nodded and waked a few paces away, saing through the dirt-encrusted window & the
vague shapes of the people waking on the cobbled street outside, commenting, “For a Purgetory thief,
ye know alot about the court.”

Sham removed her belt and set it aside, after freaing the smal bel pouch that carried the few coppers
that she traveled the streets with. It gave her time to think about her answer.

“My mother was alady in the king's court, my father a minor noble” implying thet her parents were
court parasites, poor gentry with aspirations and little else who hung on a court for the free boarding.
Not flattering to them, but somehow she didn’t want to tarnish her father's name by making it common
knowledge that his daughter was a thief. Sham set the money aside and pulled out a comb, a few
hairpins, and a clean cloth, before stripping out of her clothes.

“Didn’'t ye have a place to go? Purgatory is not where 1'd like to see a young court miss forced to
live” Like the gentleman he was, Tabot kept his back firmly toward her.

“After the Castle fdl? No. My parents died when the gates were opened. They had no relatives who
survived the invason.” There had been no one to turn to, just ablind old man who had been her teacher.
He had wanted to die as wdl, but she wouldn't let him. Perhaps he would rather have gone then, than
aurvive these lagt twelve years blind and magicless.

“How did you survive?’

“Not by sdling my body,” she said dryly, finding the sympathy in his voice oddly disturbing. She used
atouch of magic to dampen the cloth and cleaned her hands and face as wdl as she could. The rest of
her was cleaner than most people in Purgatory were, but clean hands and face would have made her
dand out. “I knew a little magic. Thieving is not a bad way to make a living, not after the fird
time—though | know a whore who says the same thing about her line of busness My choice has a
longer career span.”

“If ye don't get caught,” added Talbot, matching her dry tones.

“Thereisthat,” agreed Sham politely.

She unfolded the sheet and took out the blue mudin underdress, shaking it out as best she could. The
rest of the wrinkles were swiftly diminated by another breath of magic. Usudly she wouldn't waste her
energies on something so trivid, but she didn't have time to heet aflatiron.

Once the dress was on, she dipped the knife that usudly resided in her boot into the thigh sheath, and
dipped her hand through the hole in the kirt to see if she could reach the handle. It was a little awkward,
30 she pulled the sheath over the narrow gtrips of leather that she'd tied around her thigh until the knife
came more naturdly to hand.

She had to leave off her am sheeth and dagger, but the long, sharp hairpin was dmog as good. The
ydlow overdress covered the amdl dit in the skirt, but as it was open on the Sdes it didn’t hamper her
access to the knife. A pair of yelow dippers completed the ouitfit.

“You can look, now,” she said, ralling the clothes she'd been wearing into the bundle she'd brought
from the cubbyhole. She pulled her hair out of its braid and tugged the smdl wooden comb ruthlesdy
through the thick quff uniil she was able to twidt it nestly on the top of her head, securing it with the
wicked hair pin.

“Now,” she sad, “we are ready to vigt the dressmakers and acquire a wardrobe.”

* % %

shamera swept into the castle, leaving talbot to direct the disposal of her purchases. Looking neither
left nor right she followed the path that she'd taken earlier in the day.

She'd scorned Talbot's suggestion that the Reeve wouldn't take a woman of questionable taste as
his migtress. Everyone knew that the Reeve had never taken a mistress, so she had to be extraordinary.



With her angular features and dender body, that |eft her wardrobe.

The dress she wore was black, a color that the Cybdlians used only for mourning. She'd had the
seamdiress lower the bodice and take off the deeves, leaving most of her upper body exposed. Smdl
sapphire-blue flowers, torn hadtily from another dress a Shamerd' s request, were sewn here and there
on the satin skirt of her gown.

Her hair, free of itsusud restraints, hung in thick soft waves past her shoulders and hdfway down her
back. She'd colored her lips a soft rose and lined her large eyes and darkened her lashes with kohl. Her
face she'd powdered until it was even whiter than usud, a shocking contrast to the darker-skinned
Cybdlians. She had even changed her movements, exchanging her usua boyish stride for a sultry swaying
walk that covered the same amount of ground in a completely different way.

When she' d emerged from the dressing room at the dressmaker’s, Talbot had started laughing.

“No one, but no one, is gaing to confuse ye wi’ Sham the thief.” Even the outrageous hill that she'd
run up hadn’t been enough to take the wide grin off his face.

* % %

shamera didn’t bother to knock at the reeve’ s door, but thrugt it open hard enough that it hit the wall
behind it with a hollow thud.

“Darling,” she gushed in heavily accented Cybdlian. “I couldn't believe it when | heard tha you
wereill. Is this why you broke off with me?’

After a dramatic pause at the door, Shamera rushed over to his Sde traling expensve perfume
behind her and ignaring the stunned looks on the faces of the man and woman who were stting in chairs
next to Kerim. As she crossed the floor she looked at them from the corner of her eye.

The woman was amd| and beautiful despite the fine lines around her mouth and nose. Her coloring
was the same as the Reeve s thick dark hair, warm brown skin, and rich dark eyes. She must have been
extraordinarily beautiful as ayoung girl; even now, with strands of dlver and a dight softening of the skin
of her neck, she would have brought a pretty penny at any of the higher-class brothelsin Purgatory.

The man gtting next to her was Imilaly beautiful; his features were fine-boned and mobile, a refined
verson of the Reeve's. The dark eyes were large and long-lashed. A warm, approving smile dawned on
hislips a her appearance, reveding asngle dimple.

Shamera reached the Reeve's char and leaned over, pressng a passionate kiss on his mouth,
lingering longer than she'd redlly intended when he responded with maiching theatrics. Breathing a little
harder, she pulled back before she ended up stting on his Igp in front of the woman who, judging by the
look of mord outrage on her face, could only he his mother.

“But sweetheart, what isit they are feeding you?’ Sham looked with honest horror a the mush on
the tray that sat on a table beside Kerim's chair. She picked up the tray and sought out the servant
ganding in the shadows, where a good servant learned to make himsdf a home.

“You, S, whet is your name?’

“Dickon, my Lady.”

“Dickon, take this back to the kitchens and get something fit for a man to eat.” She thickened her
vowds ddiberately when she said “aman’; it might have been her accent.

The servant came forward to take the tray, diffening dightly as he got a good look at her face. But he
took the gold inlaid wooden dat without commenting and left the room before anyone had a chance to
object to Shamerd's order. She turned back to the remaining three occupants in the room and noticed
that Kerim had lost control of his laughter.

She widened her eyes a him and gestured dramatically, saying, “Horrid man, | come here to rescue
you, and dl that yon do islaugh a me. | think | shdl leave”” With that she turned on one foot and took
two steps toward the door.

“Shamera” Kerim's voice darkened and Sham fdt asif he'd run a caressng hand down her back.
“Come here”

She turned back with a pout and crossed her ams under her breasts. The effect caused the other
man in the room to swear ftly in admiraion and the immaculatdy garbed woman's eyebrows rose as



Shamera’s gown did lower. Slender she might be, but not everywhere.

“Shamera” There was a 0ft warning note in the Reeve's voice, but Sham was glad that no one but
she was looking a him. No one could have missed the inner amusement that danced in his eyes. She fdt
her lips dide out of their pout and into an honest amilein response.

“I'm sorry,” she offered softly, obediently traveraing the floor between them, “but you know | don't
like being laughed at.”

He took the hands she offered him and brought them to his lips in apology. “Dear heart, your
presence is like a bresth of summer in these dark chambers” He spoke in the sultry voice that would
have made a young maiden swaoon.

“Qur presence is obvioudy unnecessary,” commented the other man. “Come, Mother.” The older
woman took hisarm and dlowed him to assst her torise.

“Wait,” ordered the Reeve raisng a hand imperioudy. “1 would like to introduce you to the Lady
Shamera, widow of Lord Ervan of Escarpment Keep. Lady Shamera, my mother the Lady Tirra and my
brother, Lord Ven.”

Shamera' s shdlow curtsy was hampered by the fact that Kerim hadn’t released her hand. She amiled
at them and then turned back to Kerim, without waiting to seeif they would return the gresting. With her
free hand she smoothed the hair out of Kerim’'s amused face.

Shamera heard the Lady Tirra draw her breath in to speak as Kerim's servant came in with a new
tray from the kitchen. Sham sraightened, took the tray, and gifted the servant with a warm gmile for his
timdy interruption; she wasn't sure how far she could push Lady Tirra without offending Kerim.
Bdancng the med easly on one hand, she lifted the warming covers to reved a nicdy roasted chicken
with an assortment of greens.

“Ah, that's much better. Thank you, Dickon.”

The servant bowed and retreated to the corner he'd occupied from the beginning as Sham set the
richly carved wooden tray on Kerim's lgp rather than on the nearby table. She kndt in front of him,
ignoring the damage to the materid the dressmaker had so carefully pressed.

“Eat, my Leopard; then wewill talk,” she purred in the sultriest tone she could manage; it must have
worked because she heard the rudtic of crigp fabric as Kerim’'s mother diffened with further outrage.

Without taking his eyes off Shamera, Kerim spoke. “My thanks, Mother, for your concern. It seems
that | will not be dining aone tonight after dl. The gentlemen of the court are doubtless awaiting your late
arivd.”

Lady Tirraleft the room without another word, leaving her youngest son to trail after her.

Four

Asthe door closed. Kerim turned to his servant. “Dickon, | believe Tabot will be nearby. Find him
and send himiin, will you?’

“*Very good, my lord.” Dickon bowed and left the room.

As soon as the soft dlick of the laich reached Sham's cars, she relaxed and sat back in a more
comfortable cross-legged postion on the floor.

The Reeve looked a her for an ingant and then began laughing softly, his shoulders sheking. “I was
wondering how we'd pull this off. You'll forgive me, but when Talbot proposed this, | thought he was
insane”

“Thievery requires a certain amount of boldness, and a touch of theatrics” she answered, baiting her
lashes at him. “1 have it on good authority that being a mistress has amilar requirements.”

He nodded. “No doubt it does, but I’ ve seen warriors quake a the 9ght of my mother.”

She started to reply, but a soft sound from the corridor caught her attention. A moment later there
was a gentle tapping on the door. She stood without tangling her feet in the yards of materia that formed
her skirt, and strode across the room to open the door for Talbot.

Theformer sallor entered with hisusud ralling gait, aming awide grin a the Reeve. “Impressive, isn't
she?” Tdbot nodded at Sham with the expression of a doting hen viewing her egg. “Told her that black



was for when folks were dead. She raised her brows and looked down her nose and said black was
erotic. When she came out looking like that | bought a nice black nightdress for the missus”

“l didn't expect her this soon.”

“Mmm, wel now, it seems that shell not be needing tutoring in court ways—she was brought up
here under the old king.”

Kerim turned to her, and Sham nodded, quipping, “’ Fraid I’m not much credit to my upbringing.”

The Reeve gave her athoughtful glance, then turned his attention back to Tabot. “No word tonight?’

Tabot looked grim. “Nay, gr, but it'll come.” Looking a Sham, he explained, “Our killer likes to
hunt every eight or nine days. "tis the only red pattern the thing has. Y esterday was the eighth day and no
one died, so tonight’siit.”

She frowned, trying to remember whét little she knew about demons. “Is there any paitern to the
numbers? Like three timesit feeds on the eighth day and then twice on the ninth?’

“l don't know,” answered Tabaot, intrigued. “I hadn’t thought it might be a fixed pattern rather than
whimsy. I'll go through the deaths again and see.”

“Isit important?’ asked the Reeve.

“It depends,” she said, hdping hersdf to arall that was stting ignored on Kerim's plate. She found a
comfortable chair and tugged it around until it faced the Reeve. Tabot took up a seat on the nearest
couch.

“Onwhat?’" The Reeve picked up his egting knife and began to carve the chicken.

“On whether or not you believe in demons” she replied—though she didn't recdl any pattern to
demon killings She waited smugly for his reaction. Intelligent, educated Cybdlians did not believe in
demons.

“I've seen afew,” sad the presumably intdligent, educated Cybdlian Reeve thoughtfully, “but never
anywhere near the city.”

Sham choked and then coughed when she inhded a crumb.

Kerim ignored her outwardly, though she thought there might be a hint of amusement in the lines
around his mouth as he continued, “There is no way tha these murders are the work of demons. The last
vidim died in his room in the middle of the day. He kept thirty-odd servants; if it had been a demon, the
thing would have been spotted long before it found Abet’s room.”

“Abet’s locked room,” added Tabot meaningfully, looking & Shamera.

“Inany case,” continued the Reeve, “I can't imagine one of the swamp demons dragging its carcass
through the whole of Abet’s manson without someone naticing. Not only are they loud, but they sink
like a week-old fish.”

“Ah” sad Sham, enlightened. “These demons of yours, are they strong and devilishly hard to kill?
Roughly humean in shape?’

The Reeve nodded, “Sounds like dl the ones I've met.”

“Urigh,” she sad firmly. “I’ve never met one—not that I'm complaining. But I'll tdl you this much,
I"d rather face a hundred of the things than take on a demon. Uriah are mongters, abominations created
by magic. Demons are magic.”

“Magic,” barked the Reeve, a lagt giving her the reaction she'd been waiting for. “Every time you
Southwoodsmen hear about something that is not easily explained, you St around nodding sagely and say
‘magic —asif the whole pox-ridden world turns oniit.”

She laughed, “1t does, of course. Only sdf-blinded Easterners can't seeit.”

Kerim shook his head at her, and resumed his speech-making. “I’ve lived here for dmogt ten years
and I’ ve never seen someone work magic. Seight-of-hand, yes—but nothing that can't be explained by
fast hands and a faster mouth.”

“The wizard-born aren’t stupid, messire” said Tabot mildly. “Ye weren't here for the blood that
followed the conquest of the city—the witch hunts we have now are nothing in comparison. Proper
terrified of magic, yer amies were, an' they daughtered any mage they could find. The wizards who
survived would prefer ye kept on thinking magic's what the streetcorner busker uses to pull a coin from
behind yer ear.”



“And it's easier for me thisway,” added Shamera, to dir up the Reeve again, who'd begun to let
Tdbot’s cdm voice soothe him. “It gives a thief a decided advantage to be able to use magic where no
one believesinit. Who am | to ruin the fun?”

“Do ye remember how long the Castle stood againgt the Prophet’s armies after Landsend itsdf had
fdlen?’ asked Tadbot, ignoring Sham.

“Nine months” said Kerim reluctantly.

Tdbot nodded. “Nine months on what little food they had stored here. Did ye ever find a water
source other than the well that was dry long decades before the Sege?’

“No.”

Shamera noticed that the Reeve was beginning to sound huffy, asif he didn't like the direction that
this conversation was teking. She had thought that Tabot was only trying to cam Kerim down, not
change hismind.

In a soirit of generd perversty she said, “The weekly mopping of the secret passages asde—"

“Every other week,” corrected Kerim.

She ignored him. “—I would wager there are ill ways out of the Castle that no one knows about.
Master Tdbot, if the Reeve is determined not to beieve in magic it's a waste of time to try and prove
otherwise”

“If hisignorance is a threet to his life it needs to be dtered,” countered Tabot with a touch of hedt.
“Thiskiller is attacking in the Castle; it might choose the Reeve next.”

“Who could stop it if it did?” replied Shamera, becoming serious. “If | don’'t know what to do with a
demon, how could a magicless Cybd lian—whether he believed in demons or not?’

“Others have tried to educate me concerning magic,” said Kerim neutraly. “Why don't you educate
me about demons instead?’

“Very wel,” agreed Sham. Adopting her best “mysterious sorceress’ manner she said, “Demons are
creatures of magic, caled to this world by death and dying” She grinned a the expresson on the
Reeve s face and switched to more matter-of-fact tones as she continued. “Actudly, they are summoned
here by black magic.”

“What makes you think thet it is a demon we re hunting, not a man?’

“Because my friend—the one Hirkin said | murdered—uwas killed by a demon.”

Sham looked at the Reeve carefully, trying to see what he was thinking, but his face was as neutrd as
hisvoice. “Wha makes you so cartan?’

She shrugged. “He told me as much before he died.”

Tdbot stepped in to keep the Reeve from offering the offense disbdief would be. “I doubt ye ever
met him, S, ye came later to Landsend; but the old man who died was Maur, the last king's advisor.”

Kerim frowned thoughtfully. “The King's Sorcerer was tortured before he disappeared from the
Castle dungeons, but | didn’t think he was as old as the man who died looked.”

“Wizards” sad Sham, driving to keep the bitterness out of her voice, “—especidly those as
powerful as Maur, can live longer than mundane people. When he could no longer access his magic, he
aged rapidly.”

Kerim looked her in the eye. “I was not here when he was tortured, and | would not have
countenanced such an action. Magic or no magic, if the records of his words in the King's council
medtings are accurate, he was amean of rare ingght.”

Sham dlowed hersdlf to be mallified by his answer. “He was attacked by a demon called Chen Latt.
He drove it away, but was mortaly wounded before it fled.”

“How did he drive it away?’ asked Kerim with obvious patience for her Southwood-barbaric beliefs.

She amiled swestly. “Magic.”

“| thought Maur couldn’'t work magic,” said Tabot, frowning.

Sham shrugged, seeing no need to explain the difference between cdling magic and working magic.

“So what does a demon look like?” said Kerim. He ignored her attempt to bait him and finished the
lest of his food.

Sham amiled in anticipation of his reaction. “I don't know. | couldn’'t see it.”



Kerim paused briefly, then shook his head with an ar of long-suffering patience. “Demons are
invisble What dse can you tdl me about them?’

She shrugged, enjoying hersdlf. “Even in Southwood, most people believe in them the way that you
bdieve in magicians—dtories told to keep childrenin at night. You know—" she switched to a sng-song
voice and recited,

“The evening comes, the sun is fled.

Shadows chase the fleeing light.

Let fear inspire your slent tread

When demons walk the world of night.”

“I've never heard it.” The Reeve bared histeeth a her. “So tdl me a story.”

She returned his amile, such as it was. “Demons, like dragons, are creatures of magic rather then
mere users of it. They are dmogst dways evil, though there are taes of some that have offered ad or
shelter. Demons never appear unsummoned, and are difficult to get rid of. The Wizard's Council has
forbidden the use of sacrifice or human remains while working megic since just after the Wizard Wars
about a thousand years ago. Apparently such things are necessary to get rid of demons as wdl as to
summon them.”

She had meant to stop there. She redly had. If only he hadn't gotten that sdf-righteous,
see-what-an-ignorant-savage-you-are expresson on his face.

She leaned forward and lowered her voice draméticaly. “The wizards would find a likdy young man
and kidngp him. Demons have no form here on our world. They mugt be given one. The ceremony islong
and bruta, culminating in the young man’s death as the demon takes hisbody.” That was true enough, as
far as she knew. She decided to add a few of the choicer rumors to go aong with it.

“Sometimes though, the firg victim’'s body was not usable, due to the brutd rites that summon the
demon. You see, the death spells set to keep the demon’s host body from procresting have a tendency
to kill the person, or in this case, body they are set upon if the subject is too weak.” She grinned
cheafully and saw tha even Tdbot looked grim. “If everything is successfully completed, the wizard has
ademon endaved to hiswill urtil the wizard's degth.”

“What happens after the wizard died?” asked Kerim, who had resumed an impartia expression soon
after she' d began her last speech. How entertaining to find someone who could resist her baiting.

“The demon was destroyed by a contingency of the origind binding—" she replied, “—unless the
demon was the one who killed the wizard, in which case the demon controls itsdf.”

“Ah” said Kerim, “now, the stories”

“Tybokk—" she said, nodding at Kerim's remark, “—is probably the most famous of these. The
name of his summoner is logt to time, but for four hundred years, more or less, he would join a Trader
Clan asit crossed a certain mountain pass—"

“And kill them dI?" offered Kerim blandly.

Shamera shook her head, “No, Tybokk was more cregtive than that. The travelers would arive at
their degtination, every one of them, chanting a smple rhyme, day and night; until, one by one, they killed
themsdves”

“The rhyme held the dlue that destroyed the demon?’ suggested Kerim.

Agan she shook her head. “That would make a good story, but no. Asfar as| have heard the rhyme
was something like this

‘“Winds may blow,

To and fro.

But we'll neé'er more

A roaming go.

Tybokk, Tybokk, Tybokk-O!’

He would probably ill be destroying Tradersif he hadn't killed the family cdlan of the man who was
then the a8 Magi.”

“Thewho?’ asked the Reeve.

“The a& Magi,” replied Tabot, sotto voce. “It's an old title given to the archmage. He's the wizard



who presides over the Wizard's Council, the appointed leader of dl of the magicians—usudly he's the
mogt powerful, but not dways.”

Sham waited until they were through talking before she began again. “The ag€ Magi was born to the
Trader Clans. When news came to him of the deaths of his family, the a8 Magi went hunting. For three
years he traveled over the mountain pass that the demon frequented, accompanying various clans as none
seemed to be favored over the other. When a stranger joined the party, not an uncommon occurrence,
the a& Magi would test him, to see if he were a demon.”

“How did he do that?’ asked the Reeve.

Sham shrugged, “1 don’t know. Since the proscription on demon summoning, many of the magics
associated with demons have been logt aswell.”

She cleared her throat and continued. “ One day, or so the story goes, the dan that the a€ Magi was
traveing with came upon a skinny young lad, placing the last stone on a newly dug grave. There was a
wagon overturned nearby with both of the horses that pulled it lying dead in their traces. The boy had a
few scratches, but was otherwise unhurt by the wolves that killed his family while he watched from a
perchinatree.

“The boy was accepted with no questions: children are treasured by the Trader Clans. He was a
solemn child, but that might have been because of the death of his father. The ag Magi, like mogt of the
Traders, would sooner have suspected himsdf of being a demon than he would have suspected a child.

“One night the a8 Magi sat brooding in front of a smdl fire while his fdlow Traders danced and
exchanged stories. Gradudly the stories changed from acts of heroism to more fearful topics, as is the
case with most such story-exchanges. Someone, of course, told the story of Tybokk.

“The ag Magi turned to leave and caught an unusud expression on the strange boy’s face. The boy
was amiling, but not as boys do—his amile was predatory.

“A chill crawled up the a8 Magi’s pine as he redized how well the demon had been disguised by its
summoner, and how close the mage had come to being defeated by the creature he hunted.

“A great battle followed, one thet is yet spoken of with awe by the descendants of the Traders who
witnessed it. In the end, the demon’s body was destroyed. The demon was left without form, unable to
do more than watch as the Clan traveled out of the mountainsin safety.

“Sill today, the pass is cdled the Demon’'s Pass or Tybokk’s Reach, and some say that thereis an
unnaturd mig that occasiondly follows those that walk that path at night.”

A gmdl slence fallowed her story, then the Reeve said, “You should have been a Sorytdler rather
then a thief. 'Y ou would make more money at it.”

She amiled blandly. “Y ou obvioudy don’t know how much | make thieving.”

“So you think we have another Tybokk?’ asked the Reeve.

She shrugged. “If Maur was right when he named it Chen Laut, then we do.”

“Chen Laut is the mongter who eats children who don't do ther chores” explained Tdbot. “My
mother used to threaten uswith him.”

“If the King's Sorcerer was mistiaken?” Kerim asked.

“Then perhaps we have a man who enjoys killing,” she replied. “He works seven or @ght daysin a
row with the eghth or ninth day off, or perhaps his wife vigts her mother every eghth or ninth day. He
travels fredy among the upper classes—a servant of some kind, or perhaps a noble himsdf. He can pick
locks and skulk in shadows so killfully, | didn’'t see him when | entered the old man's cottage.”

There was a dight pause, then Kerim nodded his head. “As long as you are willing to continue to
look for a human culprit, | will ligen to anything you have to say concerning demons.”

“Agreed. Now may | ask you a question?’

“Certanly,” said Kerim agreeably.

“Jugt who is Lord Ervan, and how did | become his widow?’

* % %

it was late in the evening when they finished ironing out their respective stories, and Sham was led,
yanning, to the chamber that the Reeve had given her. As she shut the door behind the Reeve's



manservant, she stretched wearily and looked around.

It was smdler than Kerim's chamber, but the lack of dutter made it seem much the same sze. Unlike
the Reeve' s room, thick rugs adorned the floor to keep the chill stone separated from vulnerable bare
toes. Sham took off her shoes and let her feet Snk into the pile of a particularly thick rug.

Expearimentdly she peered into the surface of the night-stland near the bed: the reflection that stared
back a her was less blurred than the one in the little polished bronze mirror she habitudly carried. The
candles that lit her chamber were of the highest qudlity, and Ieft the room amdling faintly of roses. In the
Reeve s chambers the lighting had been augmented by severd large Slver mirrors. Without the mirrors or
the windows, the corners of this room were very dark.

She had never dept amid such extravagance even when she'd lived here with her fathe—she
couldn’'t even remember when she'd last dept in a bed. The widow of Lord Erven would have taken it as
no more than her due, but without someone to perform for she was only a peasant-thief in a place she
didn't belong.

Like the onein Kerim's room, the fireplace stonework covered most of one wall with tapestries hung
on either side. As she walked closer, she noticed a door tucked discreetly behind one of the eaborately
woven wall hangings on the amdl part of the wall not occupied by the fireplace.

The sght of the discreet opening cheered her, reminding her why she was here. Dickon had taken her
through severd hdls that twisted and turned, but thieving had gifted Sham with a very good sense of
direction. She suspected that the door connected to a smilar one in the inner wal of the Reeve's
chambers—fitting for the Reeve's migtress, of course.

Returning to the bed. Sham kicked off the dippers that matched her black dress. The fastenings were
on the front, so she had refused the offer of a maid. She left the gown lying on the floor where it had
fdlen, knowing that only someone used to such codtly apparel would be so cardess. Shuffing out the
candles, she dimbed into bed and tucked her knife under the pillow, successfully resgting the urge to lie
on the floor until she fell adeep.

* % %

blood drip-dropped from the man's hand onto the smooth granite floor, making a dark
viscous puddle. This one had been very satisfactory; his surprise, his terror was sweetening for the
meal he'd so generoudly provided. The demon smiled as it contemplated its handiwork.

* * %

the plain-faced maid who entered the room the next morning and began to light the candles never
saw the knife Sham reflexively saized at the sound of the door opening.

“Good morning, Lady Shamera. My name is Jenli and my Uncle Dickon told me you would need a
mad. If | an not satisfactory, you are to let him know and he will find someone ese” This speech was
sad to the bed tick as the girl folded it neatly back; it was dso said in Southern that was so thickly
accented as to be virtudly indecipherable.

Sham bdatedly remembered her role as the Reeve's midress and responded accordingly—in
accented Cybdlian. “Aslong as you keep your tongue ill about my persond business and ligen to what
| say, a replacement will not be necessary.”

“No, Lady ... | mean, yes, Lady.”

Sham gave the maid an assessing glance. Jenli didn’t resemble Lord Kerim's persona servant in the
dightest. Where he was tdl and spare, she was short and round. Every thought that crossed her mind
crossed her face fird. It would be along time, if ever, before she matched the perfect-servant expresson
favored by Dickon—thank the tides.

Sham pamed her knife to keep it out of the maid's Sght and got out of bed, wandering languidly to
the trunk at the foot. When she casudly dropped the soft lace nightdress on the floor, Jenli blushed and
paid even closer atention to the bed tick.

Sham opened the trunk, newly purchased to hold Lady Shamerd's necessities, and inspected its
contents—the few items of dothing the dressmaker could make ready immediatdy, her bundie of



Purgatory garb, the flute she’ d taken the night the Old Man died, and severd canvas bags full of sand to
make the trunk weigh what it should. She supposed that she redly should have stored the flute in her
cave, but it was tied to Maur and she hadn’t had thewill to set it aside.

When Jenli stepped forward to help, Sham tossed a neatly folded dress across the room where it
graced the floor like a dying butterfly. Jenli brought her hands to her cheeks and rushed to save the
expensve maerid.

“Oh, Lady, these should have been hung up and ... here, let me take that.”

The shy, soft-spoken maid snatched the cloth-of-gold overdress out of her hands with the swiftness
of a pickpocket. When the maid turned her back to hang the garment the wardrobe, Sham took the
dress she wanted out of the trunk, closing and locking the lid with a touch of magic.

The gown she chose was a blue so deep it was dmost black, complementing her eyes perfectly, and
trimmed in alight yellow the same color as her hair. The deeves covered her ams and shoulders entirdly.
The back was high cut and the collar fastened tightly around her throat. Jenli stood behind her and
fastened the myriad of buttons that ran up the back of the dress. When Sham turned around the maid's
eyes widened alittle

“Where is the underdress, Lady?’ questioned the maid uncertainly.

“What underdress?’

Jenli cleared her throat. “ Some packages arrived from the dressmakers this morning, madam; shdl |
have them brought up?’

Sham nodded absently, adjusting the gown for maximum effect. “Thank you. Where is the Reeve this
morning?’

“l don’t know, Lady, | am sorry. Would you like me to do your hair this moring?’

“Jud brush it out,” said Sham, then added in afretful tone, “I need to find Kerim.”

The maid led her over to the ddicate bench that sat in front of a smdl bronze mirror. While she
brushed the heavy blond mane, Shamera examined the dress with satisfaction.

It had been intended to he worn with an underdress. The dlk stopped just below the peak of her
breasts, offering a tantalizing view of their undersides as she moved. It managed to push her breasts in
such a manner as to make her look far more endowed than she was. Materid draped from the sdes
gracefully, exposing her nave before gathering together at her hips.

It wasn't as if the dress were indecent by Southwood standards. Away from the cool ocean ar of
Landsend, one of the traditiond styles of dress was an embroidered bodice and skirt thet Ieft the midkiff
bare. It was the contrast of the modest style and color of the dress with the bare skin that made the dress
shocking.

When the mad was finished with her hair, Shamera gpplied her own cosmetics, shading her eydids
with grey powder and saining her lips red. Face powder was something thet she'd never been able to
abide for long periods of time, so she left it off. Finished with her toilet, Sham drifted gracefully to the
inner door, ignoring the one leading to the hal.

“My Lord?’ she said softly, cracking the door open so the Reeve would hear her address.

“Enter.”

She ducked dantily under the heavy materid and advanced into the room. Kerim was taking with
severd noblemen. As Shamera sauntered across the soft carpeting, conversation ground to a halt.

“Lady.”

Shamera looked behind her to see the maid ducking through the door. In her hands were a pair of
sdin dippers that matched the blue dress.

“How glly of me, to forget my dippers. Thank you.” She took the shoes and dipped them on.

“Good morning, Lady.” There was amusement in the Reeve's voice. “I will be only a few moments,
then we can break our fagt.”

“Thank you. Kerim ... My Lord.”

Shamera approached him and kissed him on the cheek before snking to the floor beside hm and
gazing up a his face. A dight flush rose on his cheekbone. She was't sure whether it was suppressed
amusement, embarrassment, or something ese. The Slence echoed in the room for an uncomfortably long



time before one of the men began speaking. When the others left the room at last, Shamera was thankful
that none of them looked back to see Kerim dissolve into laughter.

“Thet dress ...” he gasped when he could.

She widened her eyes a him in mock innocence. “Whatever do you mean? Is there something
wrong?’

He was dill laughing too hard to make speech easy. “Did you see Corad's face when you came into
the room? He's a Kerlaner. They keep their women confined to ther houses and veiled. | thought that his
eyes were going to join his feet on the floor.” He relaxed into his chair, his shoulders dill sheking and
pointed afinger a her. “And you were no help a dl, Mistress Adoration. Every time | looked awvay from
Corad' s swesting face, | had to look at you.”

“Sdf-control—" Shamera smirked, “—is good for you.”

Five

“It might be more circumspect to wait until the next evening sesson,” he explained as he led her
rapidly through the corridors, “but then there will be so many people that you can't hear yoursdf think.
Besdes | wouldn't want to waste the effect of that dress.”

Sham didn’t have to look a him to know that he was smiling. “I hope you'll remember how much
you like it when you get the dressmaker’ s hill.”

He laughed. “Usudly there' s some form of entertainment at the court—music for dancing, a mindrd,
or something.” He paused, and his chair dowed briefly as he cast her a wicked glance. “1 was told there
was amagic act this afternoon.”

“I'll look forward to it,” replied Sham dryly, and Kerim laughed again.

As they neared the public area, the hdls widened and became more expensvey furbished. Kerim
nodded at the footmen who opened a set of wide doors. When Sham and Kerim entered the room,
people began to converge on him. Keeping a steady forward progress, he acknowledged each person
who approached, introducing them to Sham. She nodded and amiled blindingly as her eye found the
place where she' d found her mother’s dead body.

Shamera placed her hand on the Reeve's strong shoulder and gripped it tightly againg the tide of
memories, hoping he would ascribe it to stage fright. After a moment, the immediacy of her memories
faded and the hal became merdly a highly polished room full of brightly clad people.

As the Reeve's midress, she represented an unknown force in politics of the court, one tha
threstened to upset the established influences She was careful to act stupid, and concentrate on
Kerim—which did much to add to the amusement thet lingered in his eyes.

“Kerim,” announced Lady Tirra, coming upon them from behind. “Y ou told me that you would see to
it that the Lady Sky’s lands and property would be released to her. She tdls me that her husband's
brother dill refuses her the right to the manor house at Fahill.”

Keim nodded. Much of the enjoyment Ieft his face as he turned to look at his mother, though his
expresson was carefully pleasant. “I have been negotiating with him. It would have helped matters greetly
if you hadn’t sent a message to Johar yoursdf. He is so irate now it may take a full-scae sege to get him
to rdinquish the estate. He's even trumped up a charge that Lady Sky murdered Fahill.”

“Ridiculous,” Lady Tirra responded immediady. “He is merdy being greedy, and you are too
worried about upsetting his cronies to curtall him properly.”

The Reeve leaned back againg his chair. “I agree that Lady Sky had nothing to do with Fahill’s
death, Mother—it’s an obvious attempt to hold the lands. We are not going to get her dl the land, but if
you quit ‘heping’ me | can come up with a reasonable compromise.”

“With her estates and yours joined, you would have the wedlth to make your position unassailable”
suggested Lady Tirra aggressively, leading Sham to the concluson tha this was something she'd
proposed before.

The Reeve bridled visbly. “The only one who can rdieve me of my duties is the Prophet of Altis
Mother. Heis not affected by the wedth and power of those who object to my rule. Moreover, | am not



marrying Lady Sky. She was the wife of my dearest friend—"

“Who has been dead these @ght months” she pointed out briskly. “It is time that | have
grandchildren. | would not mind accepting Lady Sky’s child as my firs.”

“Then marry her to my brother,” he snapped impaiently. “She and he have been lovers for some
time If he'd offered for her, she'd have maried him three months ago.” Taking a deep breath, he
dropped his voice so he wouldn't be overheard by anyone not concerned. “You know Ven and Johar
have aways gotten on well. Ven asked me to seek a settlement based on his marriage to Sky.”

Thelevd of noisein the room had dropped as the conversation progressed. Sham had the impresson
that everyone in the room was intent on overhearing the exchange between the Reeve and his
mother—an impresson that was confirmed as dlence aoruptly descended in the room when a young
womean entered through a nearby door. From the reactions of the courtiers, she could only be the Lady
SKky thet the Reeve had been discussng with his mother.

Like Sham, the woman had typicd Southwoodsman coloration, but where Shamera owed her
attractiveness to dress and cosmetics, this womean was beatiful. She was tiny, fragile, and very pregnant.

Ah, thought Sham, that explained the “firg grandchild” remark. Ven hadn’t struck her as the type of
mean who would find a pregnant woman éttractive; his involvement with her hinted at depths she had not
expected from her firg megting. Or, more probably, he was a fortune hunter after her estates.

Lady Sky kept a pleasant amile on her face as she made her way to where the Reeve sat. Ignoring
Sham, the Lady kissed the Reeve's cheek and said, in unaccented Cybdlian, “Good morning, Kerim. |
take it you and Tirra were discussing Fahill agan?

The Reeve smiled, but there was a subtle reserve in his expression. It was odd, consdering that Lady
Sky was the only one beside Lady Tirra who she'd heard address the Reeve by his fird name. She
wondered if there had been something between Kerim and his friend’s widow.

“We were discussng Fahill,” he replied, not untruthfully. “My mother has taken it upon hersdf to
berate your brother-by-marriage for his unnaturd hatred of womankind.”

Lady Tirra's lips tightened with anger. “I merdy implied that if he had any respect for the woman
who bore him, he would not turn an expectant mother out of her own house.”

Lady Sky laughed and shook her head, “Thank you for that, Lady, but my brother-in-law knows |
can dways depend upon your generodty for a place to stay. He is only daming property, not harming
me” She turned back to the Reeve and said in a gently chiding voice, “But we are being impolite. Would
you introduce me to your companion, Lord Kerim?’

Kerim had enjoyed shocking the court and his mother, but Sham could hear the reluctance in his
voice when he introduced her to Lady Sky. Sham nodded at the other woman and began toying with a
seam in the tunic that Kerim wore.

“l heard of Lord Ervan's degth, severd years ago,” said Lady Sky, obvioudy trying to make Sham
fed welcome. “I knew him only by name, but he was reputed to be a kind man. | had not heard that he
was married.”

Sham lowered her gaze modestly, but spoiled it by moving her hand off the materid of Kerim's velvet
tunic and onto the skin over his collarbone. She could dmog hear Kerim's mother, who had been
Seadfasily ignoring her, tremble in outrage. Kerim took her hand firmly in his, bringing it to his lips before
he set it safdly on the back of his chair.

“Indeed, we married shortly before his deeth,” dlowed Sham, absently. Then in a much more
animated voice she continued, “Kerim, this tunic doesn't hang right in the shoulders. Leave it with me
tonight and I'll fit it for you.”

He reached up and patted her hand, “As you wish, my dear.”

“You are looking tired, Kerim.” Lady Sky’s concern was obvious, and Sham fdt hersdf warming to
her. “If you would like, 1 can introduce Lady Shamera to the members of your court and you can rest.”

Kerim shook his head. “Actudly, | find that | fed better today than | have for some time. Otherwise,
| would have waited to bring Shamera into this viper pit—she doesn't have the experience to protect
hersdf. Ervan was a hermit, even he admitted it, and he kept her secluded with him.”

Kerim turned to Lady Tirra, and changed the subject to less persond matters. “Dickon informs me



you have quite a spectacle planned for today.”

“Would you stop repedting servant’s gossip? It is unfiting.” Lady Tirrds rebuke was absent;
obvioudy this was an old battle she had long since lost. “However, in this case it is correct. He comes
with the strongest recommendations from no less than three of my ladies”

“I look forward to it. You will have to excuse us, ladies, while Lady Shamera and | continue through
thismob.” Kerim sat his char in motion.

As they proceeded from one smdl group of people to another. Sham fdt the eyes follow her:
outraged femae and intrigued male glances took in her dress, her company, and her probable postion,
before turning to the Reeve.

She noticed that Kerim was not beloved by most of the Eastern members of the court. Their manners
hid their fedings, dmost as wel as Sham'’s bare-midriff dress hid her lack of beauty—but there wes little
warmth in the voices that spewed forth the flowery phrases of welcome. Kerim, she thought, was paying
for his attempts a uniting the country.

If the Easterners were unsupportive, the few Southwood nobles in the room made up for it. They
stood together in aloose-knit cluster on one end of the hdl. At Kerim's approach, they broke off talking,
and one noble stepped forward with alow bow.

There was a dight wariness in his manner that did not detract from the warmth of his greeting. “My
Lord, we were discussing the merits of burning the fiddsin the soring versus burning them in the autumn.
Asit has turned into mere speech-making without meritorious debate, we welcome the distraction.”

Kerim amiled, and Sham saw an answering affection in his face. “It sounds as if you were losng the
debate, Halvok.”

Severd of the Southwoodsmen had drifted away, but at Kerim's remark the others relaxed and
exchanged lazy inqults with the man Kerim had addressed as Halvok.

“Allow me to introduce my companion. Lady Shamera, widow of Lord Ervan,” said Kerim. “Lady
Shamera, these are the Lords Halvok, Levrin, Shanlmger, and Chanford.”

Sham amiled vagudy at them dl. All of the names sounded familiar, and Chanford she recognized,
though he was much older now. He had been with the defenders of the Cadtle in the find days of the
inveson—she doubted that he would remember the Captain of the Guard’'s sorcerous daughter, or
asociate Lady Shamera with her if he did.

Lord Halvok was the obvious leader, from his placement in Kerim's introduction as wel as the
deference the other lords gave him. He was younger than Chanford, but a good decade older than
Kerim. Being short for a Southwoodsman, he was about the same height as most of the Cybdlians. His
far hair was more slver than gold, and the clipped beard he wore was completely white. As he took her
hand and bowed over it, she caught a speculative look in his eye, as if he were assessing a new hunting
hound.

Kerim spoke with them on severd amdl concerns before moving on with Sham drifting beside him.
They hadn’t gone far when someone began ringing chimes, drawing the crowd’ s atention to a portion of
the hdl where a platform had been built. On top of the platform, where he was easly-viewed from the
floor, stood amen clad in a black robe and hood, his face veiled.

He raised both hands in a dramétic gesture, and from ether end of the stage, blue smoke began to
emerge from dlver urns on the floor. A second gesture, and flames shot forth accompanied by an
goproving murmur from the crowd. His bid for atention done, the magidan waited patiently for the
audience to assemble. Kerim found a place near the front, giving Sham a clear view of the proceedings.

“Ah, bold lords and gentle ladies, welcome.” The magician's voice was dark and myderious, Sham
saw severd ladies shudder eagerly. “I thank you for the opportunity to—

“Tabby? Tabby!” interrupted a woman’s dill voice from the nearest doorway .

Sham, like most of the audience looked over to see one of the serving women gtaring increduloudy at
the magician, who stared back with equa astonishment. The flaming urns began to sputter and die down.

“Tabby, whet are you doing? Does Master Royce know what you are up to?” The woman put her
hands on her hips and shook her head at him as he jumped off the stage and scurried toward her meking
frantic shushing gestures. As he ran, his hood fdl back to reved the round and freckled face of a young



mean.
“Hush. Bess” he said in a stlage whigper, darting a nervous glance at the crowd. “Master Royce is
.” He looked again at the rapt audience and leaned closer to the woman and whispered something.

“What did you say?’

The magidan cleared his throat and whispered again.

She laughed, and turned to the crowd.

“He says Magter Royce had a few too many last night. You'll have to make do with his apprentice.”

The audience roared with appreciation, as they redized this had been part of the act. The magidan
shuffled back to the stage, looking embarrassed, and frowned at the slver um. The one nearest m gave
an gpologetic burp of flame.

“I'm redly not as bad as dl that,” explaned the apprentice earnestly. “l even brought Master
Royce' s familiar dong to hdp meif | forget the spells” He motioned to a table set discreetly behind him,
covered by ablack cloth. One of the various bumps under the cloth seemed to move toward the front of
the table, rigng briefly to a greater height before settling down again.

The crowd laughed, which seemed to cheer the magician.

Sham watched in gpprecidtive Slence as the deight-of-hand master used a facade of incompetence to
digtract his audience.

He pulled asmdl rabbit from undernesth a nobleman’s tunic and examined it sorrowfully. “This was
supposed to be agold coin. Let metry one more time”

He put the rabbit back under the daothing of the discomfited noble, whose comrades were beginning
to tease him, but it wasn't a gold coin this time ether. The crowd roared, and the Cybdlian nobleman
flushed, though he was laughing too. The magicdan mutdy hed up a wispy bit of mudin, essly
recognizable as a lady’ s undergarment.

The nobleman snatched it back and bellowed in the tones of afidd commander, “Now how did that
get there?” He opened his legther purse, suffed the lacy thing in, and produced a coin saying, “Here's
your gold coin, lad.”

The magician took it and shook his head. “So that’s how Master Royce does it.”

While the audience cheered, the magidan stepped back to the stage and drew away the cloth that
covered the table. The audience grew quiet as he began to work wonders with the props he'd brought
with him. Without usng a spark of genuine magic, he had his jaded crowd gasping in awe and
wonder—most of them anyway.

Although he seemed to enjoy the spectacle with the rest, Lord Kerim kept up a steady stream of
enlightenment directed at Sham that usudly began “Dickon says.”

“Dickon says that there are two glasses, one within the other,” he explained oftly as the magidian
made water appear and disappear by moving a glass through a wide tube of legther.

“There are hooks in the tube to catch the inner glass filled with water, and the outer glass that he is
digolaying for us now is empty. Notice how careful heisto hold the tube upright.”

If Sham hadn’t been certain that it was a direct attack on her dams of magic, she would have been
interested in the methods the magician was using with a smooth competence that put the lie to his dams
of being merely an apprentice.

“Theré safdse base inthelid of the pot,” said Kerim, nodding at the empty pot the magician held up
for dl to view.

The entertainer took a amdl twig from the table behind him and st it on fire with a breath. He placed
the flaming bit of wood into the pot.

“He shows us the empty pot,” continued Kerim, “puts the lid on and the spring-loaded base is
pressed into the pot, snuffing the fire between the twin plates of metd. Dickon says that between the
second base and the top of the lid there is room for a smdl animd or two—maybe a couple of doves.
They take up less room than you' d think when you see them fluttering their wings”

Sham amiled, and, having had enough of Kerim’s lecture, began to work her magic. The performance
proceeded as Kerim predicted. When the pot was opened, the fire was gone—replaced by two
ring-necked doves ... and an osprey.



The predator mantled, diplaying its wingspan to good advantage as it surveyed the crowded hal
with hodtile eyes while the doves fled in terror.

The audience, oblivious to the look of dumbfounded amazement on the magician's face, began to
clap; the osprey screamed and took to the air. It circled the room twice before it flew at the central pand
of the stained-glass window that spanned hdf the distance from the arched callings to the polished floor.

A gasp arose from the crowd as the bird hit the glass, flying through it without damaging the vauable
window. As the applause rose, the “magican” recovered his golomb and bowed deeply.

Sham shook her head. “It was incredible the way that man fit the osprey into the lid of the pot. How
do you suppose he worked the trick with the window?’

She widened her eyes at Kerim who scowled at her, making her illuson wdl worth her effort.

The entertainer wisdy chose to end his performance, though there were severa props he hadn't yet
used. He threw up his hands and blue smoke filled the air; when it cleared he was gone. The fraudulent
saving woman collected coins from the assemblage while severa dark-clad men packed away the
magidian's belongings.

Asthey were moving away from the stage. Sham fdt Kerim's shoulder diffen dightly. She looked up
to see atdl, thin manin clerical robes of red and gold weave his way purpose fully through the tangle of
people that stood between him and Kerim. Like many of the Cybelians, this man had dark skin, though
his hair was a golden color rare for an Easterner. His hawk-like features and his coloring gave him an
areging qudity that was heightened by the peaceful assurance with which only zedots or madmen are
blessed.

Besde him and to the Ieft was a short, dender man clad in robes of white so brilliant Sham's hands
ached in sympathy for his laundrywoman. He kept his head down and had a determinedly peaceful
expression. His hands were folded camly over the green bdt that wrapped twice around hiswais.

Sham stopped behind Kerim's chair. She recognized the foremost man by his robes of office; he was
Lord Brath, High Priest of Altis She narrowed her eyes a him, before dropping them to the floor—this
men had been among those to condemn her Master. She hadn’t gotten around to him with her thieving;
perhaps she should resume her efforts.

“Lord Kerim,” he announced in a rich voice made for anging hymns of praise, “1 understand you
have declined my request for additional monies for the building of the new temple”

“Yes” sad Kerim badly in such regd tones that Sham looked a him with respect.

“That is unacceptable. The glass-artisans guild has presented a design for the entry hdl that is
perfect, but it will require the funding | requested to begin the work. The ruby glass is particularly dear,
and the supply of it is bardy adequate.”

“Then the work will not commence. There are other matters more urgent to the treasury than another
stained-glass window. If you have a grievance with my decision, you may take it up with the Prophet in
your next letter.” Kerim propelled his char forward.

Thehigh priest stepped into the chair’s path. “I dready have. HE' s sent aletter for your perusa.”

Behind his back, the smdler priest rolled his eyes and shrugged helpledy.

“Very wel,” said Kerim. “Come to my room after dinner has been served and removed.”

“Becartain that | shdl, Lord Kerim,” replied the high priest darkly.

* % %

“that one bears you no good will,” commented Sham when the churchmen were safdly Ieft behind.

“Him, | don't worry about.” Kerim's voice logt the haughty tones as eedly as it had gained them.
“Brath istoo occupied with windows and dtars to be a red threat. His assstant, Fykal—the little priest
in white and green, is another matter. | have found him invauable, but | suspect it is only because he
shares my understanding of the needs of Southwood, so we haven't had to bettle each other—yet. If we
do, I'm not certain who will come out on top.”

Sham nodded, and noticed a man standing by one of the doorways, looking like a hen who had
wandered into afox’s den. In contrast to the slks and satins of the nobles, he wore dark homespun and
the hoots of a horseman who was not above mucking sdls.



She nudged Kerim lightly with the hand she rested on his shoulder and the Reeve turned his head.
When he saw what she was looking at, he hed up a hand to Sgnd the other man to wait while he
worked hisway to the door.

Kerim didn't stop to converse, but Smply pushed himsdf through the arching entrance and out into
the hdl beyond. The other man followed Shamera, pulling the door closed behind him.

“Eldc, agan?’ asked the Reevein aresgned voice.

“Aye, my lord,” replied the stableman.

Elsc, thought Sham, the “source” of Tabot's theory about demons. She wondered how much he
knew about it.

* % %

The hdlway, in marked contrast to the other hdls in the castle, was sraight. There were no other
openings until they reached the end of the hdl where a rough-hewn door hung open, A massve bar
leaned againgt the wal where it could be used to hold the door shut in times of need. Stepping through
the doorway, Sham squinted againgt the bright sunlight.

Large sone-wdled runs hdd fat-belied mares and ther deek fods The narrow path running
between the pasture wal and the castle was newly paved with wooden dats. Since the area did not 1ook
wdl traveled, Shamera assumed that the boardwalk had been built to fadlitate the Reeve's wheded
chair.

The path followed the walls of the castle as they bent and turned with a pattern known only to a
collection of long-dead builders and ended, after an abrupt turn, in the stableyard.

Sham's atention was immediady drawn to a high-roofed structure filled with hegping mounds of hay
where a smdl, milling crowd gathered. There was a man on the roof, which puzzled her dightly as he
didn't seem to be doing anything useful.

“| fetched him, Stablemaster!” bellowed the man who had brought them from the public hdll.

A wiry old man broke away from the crowd of stablemen, most of whom had turned ther attention
to the gpproaching Reeve and away from the cause of the tumullt.

AsKerim led Sham nearer to the hay barn, she redlized the person on the roof was not amen at al,
but a young boy apparently ten or deven summers old. His skin and hair were o fair that they appeared
white. He sat, ssemingly oblivious to the noises from below. His feet dangled over the edge of the roof
and he held his chin on his hands—the epitome of dejection.

“Thank you for corning, Lord,” said the Stablemaster in Cybedlian. His voice was s0 thick with an
odd Eagtern accent, Sham had difficulty understanding him.

“What caused this?” asked Kerim with a frown.

The men frowned in return. “Me, gr. | caught the lad in with your gdlion again.”

“After | talked to him lagt time?” asked the Reeve.

The Stablemaster nodded. “The ddlion’'s been in a foul temper lady; he kicked his groom
yesterday. Scorch has never been an easy horse, and he haa't been getting as much work as he's used
to. None of uswould see the lad hurt, and | suppose | was harder on him than | should have been.”

Kerim nodded and began moving again. The stableyard wasn't smooth, and the tires of the chair
caught in the rough dirt. Sham moved behind it and added her weight to the struggle. Kerim waited until
he was directly below the boy before speaking.

“Unless you can grow wings, Elgc, your seat is abit too high for my comfort,” commented the Reeve
inacasud tone.

The boy dtarted, “Sir?’

“Come down, lad.” Kerim's voice was soft, but held enough sted that the boy reached down and
grabbed alarge beam under the roof and somersaulted off the edge.

Someone near Sham swore. She watched with a connoisseur’s gppreciation the lithe, comfortable
way the boy descended. She'd had enough experience at Smilar activities to know that he was meking it
look alot easier than it was. He swung eesily from one horizontal beam to another until he reached a
verticd support that he shinnied down.



As he dropped lightly to his feet, Sham noticed for the fird time that boy wasn't the dbino he firs
appeared—nhis eyes were s0 dark they appeared dmost black. She dso revised his age upward. Like
the street children that she was familiar with, he was merdly amdl for his years. His odd coloration caused
her to frown thoughtfully.

“Come here” said the Reeve.

Sham danted him a glance. The boy had come down reedily enough, he didn't need another
reminder. It wasn't until ElSc reached out to touch the Reeve' s chair before crouching down on his heds
thet Sham redlized that Kerim’'s words had been directions rather than commands. Like the Old Man, the
boy was blind.

“I hear that you have been getting into trouble again,” said Kerim in a reasonable tone.

Elsc’'sface looked even sadder then before. “He won't hurt me. He' s londly and he likes me.”

The Reeve sat quietly a moment, rubbing his jaw. Findly he said, “Under most circumstances | would
agree with you, but snce I've been stuck in this chair he's not been worked as he ought to be. The
Stablemaster does what he can, but Scorch isawar horse. He kicked his groom yesterday.”

Blsc frowned, hesitated, and then said, “His groom chews beggar’ s-blessing when the Stablemaster
ig7't looking. Horses don't like it when people act odd.”

“The groom is lucky Scorch didn't take off his head if he was on ’blessing,” agreed Kerim. “Did you
hear that, Stablemaster?”’

The old man grunted. “1 caught him &t it once. If he's ill doing it, he can do it a someone ese's
dables”

Tha coloring ... Sham reached out and touched the boy lightly on the shoulder. Her hands dmost
hurt with the force of his megic.

He straightened and cocked his head. “Who are you?’

Sham glanced around at the crowded stableyard. “I am a friend of the Reeve,” she answered findly,
and then in a soft tone that went no further than ElSc and the Reeve she said, “I an awizard.”

Elsc amiled gravely.

“My lord,” she said, “I think he's safe enough with your warhorse. | doubt thet it will hurt him.”

The Reeve looked a her carefully, frowning, and then turned his gaze to the boy. Sowly he nodded
his head. “Be careful, then, boy.”

Blsc grinned widdly. “Yes, lord.” He swalowed and then said in a soft voice, “Sometimes it's good
to be with something so arrogant and sure of himsdf. 1t makes me fed safe”

The Reeve sat forward, “Has anyone been bothering you?’

“No one, Lord,” sad Eldc quickly. “It'sjug ... there's something wrong here, something very old
and evil.” The boy’s face log dl expression as he spoke, and he turned to Sham and met her eyes with
uncanny accuracy.

Hisvoice quieted so that Sham was fairly certain that no one but she and the Reeve could hear him.
“It knows who you are, mage, and the threat that you represent to its intentions. It wants the Reeve more
then it has desired anything in a thousand years. Be very careful.”

“I will,” she agreed, as a chill crept up her spine. She wondered, having heard him speak, how the
Reeve could dismiss any warning ElSc chose to give him—but then Easterners were like that.

The boy nodded his head and turned away, disgppearing without another word into the enclosed
gables. The Reeve looked a Sham for a moment, then he turned his chair around, and she hurriedly
moved behind it to help push. Neither spoke until they were done on the narrow walk.

“l found him, alittle more than a year ago, washed up on the sands exposed by the Spirit Tide”
Kerim paused. “He was stting quietly, humming alittle, wearing nothing but a findy woven kilt.”

Hefdl dlent momentarily, stopping his chair and gazing & a mare and her spotted filly. “I suspect that
someone left him there to die because he is blind. The people here have an unnaturd fear of
blindness—they see it as a9gn of evil magic.” Kerim amiled without humor. “He didn't speak for along
time 1 don't think his netive language is Cybdlian or Southern, but he learned both very quickly. Elsc
tdlsme that he cannot remember anything before he woke up here.

“l kept im with mein the Castle at firgt, but | was distracted by the business of running Southwood.



| didn’t notice some of the nobles were tormenting the boy until Dickon pointed it out to me” Kerim
dghed, and shook his head. “Eldc has away with animds, and the Stablemaster is a kind man who holds
absolute control over his lads, so | gave ElSc into his keeping. | hope that he's become enough of a
fixture around the stables that when ...” The Reeve's hands tightened involuntarily on the arms of his
chair, but he continued camly enough, “—when I’'m no longer here, no one will hurt him for being the
way heis”

“I'll keep an eye on him,” promised Sham <oftly. “If there is a problem, there are places tha he can
be made safe. Wizards are used to strange creatures and would do him no harm.”

“How do you know hell be safe with Scorch?” Kerim asked.

Sham shrugged. “ Selkies have a way with animds”

He gave her a narrow glance.

Sham amiled and continued amigbly. “Selkies are one of the seafolk. They generdly appear in the
shape of white sedls with dark eyes—a better form for svimming than a man's body. | imagine No
seaman who wants to live long would dream of spearing awhite seal—ask Tabot. They are said to be a
race of warriors, as harsh to their own kind as they are to others. When one is too old or wounded, they
attack him, driving him away or killing him upon awhim. | would not think they would dlow a blind child
to live past hisfirg hours unless his mother was very clever.”

He seemed to be taking this cdmly enough, so she continued. “His people don’t use human magics.
They have access to knowledge | do not. | would take any warning he chooses to give you very
serioudy.”

Kerim'slips quirked into a smile and he shook his head, “I don’'t think that | should ask this question;
if Dickon were here, he'd disown me. What did ElSc mean when he said the demon wanted me?’

“Assuming magic isred?’ asked Sham with raised brows.

Kerim sghed theatrically, and nodded.

Sham shook her head. “I don’t know. Was anything specificaly happening to you when the killing
Sarted?’

“Hmm ... that would be about eight months ago. It was about thet time that | moved ElsSc to the
gtables. A good friend of mine died of the wasting Sickness.” He closed his eyes briefly and leaned back.
“My mother dismissed the cook. My favorite mare foaled. My back started hurting.”

“Thet was when your back trouble started?”

Kerim nodded. “1 wrenched it on the way back from Fahill’s funerd.”

“Lady Sky's husband?’

The Reeve nodded shortly, and then began to push himsdf forward again. “Come. If we hurry well
have time to eat before Brath and his entourage invade my chambers.”

* * %

indeed, dickon had just finished taking the dinner trays out when someone knocked on the Reeve's
door.

“I'll get it,” said Sham.

The high priest waited in the hail with the aesetic-looking Fykdl a step behind him. Brath nodded a
her as he entered. “You may leave us, Lady Shamera”

She glanced at Kerim who made a negative mation with his hand. Shutting the door ater Fykal was
indde, Sham-era said pleasantly, “I am sorry, Lord Brath, but my lord has a headache and | promised to
do something about it as soon as you're gone.” She brushed by both churchmen and sat down gracefully
inthe chair nearest Kerim, leaving the vigitors to occupy the chairs opposite him.

“You sad you have aletter for me?’ asked Kerim.

Lord Brath gestured to Fykal, who pulled a seeled courier’s envelope out of his purse and handed it
to Kerim. “Asyou see, | have not broken the sedls”

Kerim looked up and raised an eyebrow, “1 doubt that you could have done so, Lord Brath. The
Voice has methods to prevent his letters from straying.” With a finger, he touched the sed and it opened
reedily without use of a letter opener.



Sham leaned sideways, shamdesdy reading over the Reeve's shoulder. There were two sheets of
paper in the courier’s pouch. The firg was a plain sheet of paper with a quick scrawl that said merdy:

Sorry | inflicted him on you, but the old fool’s a favorite with Altis. | didn’'t know anyone else
who could deal with him better than you. Hope this helps.

Terran

The second paper was embossed and offidd. The scribe's art had been practiced so heavily that
Sham had to stand up and walk directly behind Kerim in order to read it. It was folded so she couldn’t
see the top third, but the mest of the letter was decipherable.

Beit known that the first desire of Altis is that all of his subjects live in peace. To those ends,
the Reeve of Southwood is to make such judgments as seem him mete. All who live in Southwood
shall abide by his decisions.

Sgned this day by

Terran, the Voice and the Eyes of Altis

As Sham was connecting Terran of the fird letter to the Voice of Altis, Kerim began to read the
officid letter out loud. When he was finished, he looked up &t the high priest.

His voice softened from the offidd tones in which he'd read the letter. “1 will, of course, keep the
origind. If you would have a copy, Fykdl iswecome to stay and render it for you.”

Thehigh priest stood diffly, looking much older than he had coming into the chambers. “Tha won't
be necessary. Lord Kerim. Come Fykall, there are things to be done at the temple.”

The little priest nodded, but before falowing his retreating superior he reached out and patted
Kerim's shoulder twice in gentle sympathy.

Sham waited until the door closed and said, “Trust a churchman to take dl the joy out of putting him
inhis place.”

Kerim eyed her unfavorably. “Don’'t make light of any man’s pain.”

She tossed her head. “That was not pain you saw, but thwarted ambition. | have no sympathy to
gpare for Lord Brath—he has no mercy for those in his power.”

Kerim watched her face; he'd known too many people consumed by hatred to watch while it
consumed another victim.

“Perhaps you are right; he doesn’'t deserve our sympathy. But, Shamera, if we do not fed it—how
are we better than heis?’

She snorted and strode to a smdl table that held a pitcher of water and severd cups.

As shefilled a cup with water she said, in an apparent change of subject, “You know, | have aways
wondered why there was never an officid injunction againgt magic snce Altis didikesit 0.”

“And you accuse me of gross ignorance,” he mused.

She turned toward him, cup in hand, and said, “Excuse me?’

“Even if magic were red, there would be no injunction againg it. As far as | know Altis has never
handed down a directive one way or the other.”

She frowned. “After the Castle fdl, Lord Brath declared magic an anathema to Altis and incited the
soldiers to kill anyone who might be a mage.”

“Fear makesidiots of usdl a sometime or the other. Brath was officdly reprimanded for his part in
the desths after Landsend was taken.”

She st the cup down without drinking from it and wandered amlesdy around the room. “I don't like
him.”

“Brath? Neither do I. He's an arrogant, self-righteous, self-interested worm,” he agreed lightly.

Shetilted her chin up. “If he were drowning | wouldn't throw him a rope.”

“The question is—" said Kerim dowly, “—would he throw you one?’

Six

Sham entered her room with a tired sigh. Without caling for the maid, as she knew was customary,
she rgpidly stripped off the blue dress and Ieft it where it dropped. Tonight she was too tired to play



Lady Shamerafor the maid's benefit. A nightdress had been left on the bed, and she dipped it on.

Something nagged for her atention and she frowned, gaing a the mante over the fireplace. She had
avery good eyefor detall and a memory that seldom faled her. The ornaments on the mantle had been
moved. Someone had been in her room while she was gone.

Alet now, she noticed that the keys were in the lock of the trunk, asif someone had tried to open it.
Sham dtretched and ddliberately relaxed her muscles. This was not Purgatory, she reminded hersdf—she
was the only thief here.

The servants had been in to dust the mantd and moved a few of the figurines and the ornamenta
dagger. Jenli had probably tried to open the trunk to put the rest of the clothes in the wardrobe—not that
she would have had any luck. Sham knew without looking that the fastening spdll had not been broken.

Sill, she opened the lid and dug through the remaning clothes to make sure nothing had been
disturbed. The flute lay awaiting her touch, its cal so strong she had to force hersdf to cover it again with
her tunic.

Her knife and dagger were there, dim-bladed and honed to deadly sharpness. Her thieving tools
were there too, neatly tucked indde a amdl kit. She fdl naked without them, but they were hardly
necessary in the rarefied atmosphere of court. Tomorrow she would begin searching the courtier's
houses, then she could wear them.

Sham closed the trunk and locked it again, first with the key and then with magic. She picked up a
long-handled brass snuffer that was leening againg the wadl, and started to put the candles out one by
one.

She could have used magic, of course, but she aways used it sparingly. A wizard who used her
meagic for little things was likdy to have nathing left in time of need. With a demon on the loose in the
Cadtle she was likdy to need it—and she was convinced it was in the Castle. One of the tdents said to
be strongest in the seal-people was sengtivity to danger. If Kerim's salkie said it was here, it was so.

As Sham stood on her toes to reach the amdl candelabra that hung from the center of the room, a
drange shiver ran down her spine. It was Smilar to the sensation the shifted ornaments on the mante had
given her, but this had no such mundane cause. Casudly she circled the fixture, scanning the shadows that
cloaked the corners of the room. She saw nothing, but she was certain something was here with her.

Sowly, Sham continued darkening the room. Moving to the fireplace, she extinguished the three large
candles placed on the far end of the mantd. As she moved, she forced hersdlf to keep her hands steady.

Warding spdls were effective againgt magicad beings like demons and dragons only if the warding
was around the spellcaster's home and cast by someone who understood the exact nature of the
creature. Even if she had been better-versed in demonology, she was caught farly on the demon’s
hunting grounds—and she was beginning to fed like dinner.

After she'd extinguished the last candle, Sham casudly set the snuffer againg the fireplace and stared
a the polished floor asif in degp thought—the sea could freeze before she'd crawl into that bed with its
hampering blankets while there was a plaguing demon in the room. It wasn't the best time to remember
thet the demon was overdue for akill.

Sham caught a bare glimpse of something as a light touch stroked her shoulder. She didn't redize it
hed been an attack until she fdt the warmth of her blood diding down her arm. Whatever it used to cut
her with was so sharp that she did not hurt initidly—an oversght soon corrected.

Deciding that saying in character might have its advantages, she screamed for hdp. She hoped the
wadls were thinner than they looked, so Kerim might hear her. The demon had been avoiding a public
disolay, for reasons of its own; Sham hoped that it would continue the pattern. She didn’'t have the
knowledge she needed to destroy the demon yet, though she had the Whisper looking for any wizard that
might. Without intervention, there was a better than even chance that she wouldn't survive the night.

Hand to her shoulder, she soun around, looking franticaly for her attacker while carefully maintaining
the mannerisms she' d adopted in her role as the Reeve' s mistress. The room was quiet and appeared as
empty asit had before the attack. All she could hear was the harshness of her own breathing.

Jug asin the Old Man's cottage, the intruder wasn't usng conventiond methods of invighility. No
meaiter how powerful a sght averson spdl was, a wizard who was aware of the spellcaster could



overcome it—as he could any other illuson. Sham couldn't see anything out of place. Warm fluid
dripped off her fingers, but she didn’t look down &t the growing stain on the floor.

* * %

it had fed its hunger only last night, so it had only come to watch the newcomer—although it
had placed the dagger on the mantel for possible use. Weapons were difficult to carry in its own
insubstantial form.

The Chen Laut breathed deeply. The scent of the woman's terror-inspired sweat was titillating
—much too arousing to resist. She was so vulnerable, pitiful really. A millennium of evading
human detection told it that it was taking unnecessary risks. Even a decade ago, it would have
resisted hurting the human for fear of betraying itself.

But the Castle was held by fools who didn’t believe in magic or demons. And this woman
played where she didn’t belong. It considered the crippled human that it could hear struggling to
the wheeled chair on the other side of the door, and dismissed him with the last of its caution.

Upon entering the room, the demon had changed into its secondary form, counting upon
magic to hide its body from the woman. As a noncorporeal entity, the demon needed a physical
form to affect things in this world. The Summoner had provided two. The first form must be
protected; without it the demon would be powerless, cut adrift here forever. But the second form,
though infinitely more useful, was not necessary to survival.

* * %

dowly sham backed againg the stonework and stretched a hand behind her, fumbling amid the
implements that hung on hooks near the hearth. Her magic was unlikdly to hurt it until she understood
better what she was fighting, so she decided to try something else. The most obvious tool for a frightened
woman to grasp was the poker. She had no intention of getting close enough to the demon to use such an
ineffective weapon. Deliberately Sham knocked the poker loudly to the ground and snatched the amdl
shovd ingtead, as if she had missed her target. She hed the iron handle with an awvkwardness that was
not completely feigned; her shoulder hurt.

There was a soft sound to her right as if something hard scraped across an expanse of floor that the
rugs didn't cover. She was certain that the demon was as capable of masking sounds as Sham hersdf
was. It was goading her.

The next sound was louder, and to her right again. She turned toward the fire and dipped the shove
inthe hot cods. Continuing her turn, she cast the fiery lumpsin the generd direction of the second sound.

When she faced it, Sham saw the vague form of her attacker. Though magic concedled its face, it
appeared to be a man. She must have hit it with some of the coas, because it shrieked in an inhumanly
high tone. As the sound died down, she could hear someone rattle the catch on the door to Kerim's
room.

As Sham turned to the door, the intruder grabbed her by the shoulders and threw her towards the far
wadl. She landed on the polished nightstand, an improvement to the wel-being of neither her nor the
amdl, formerly sturdy piece of furniture. Used to Street fighting, though no one had actudly thrown her
across aroom before, she managed to rall to her feet, shaking off bits and pieces of wood as she did so.

The demon had summoned the shadows around itsdf, usng the same spdl that Sham favored in the
dark dtreets of Purgatory. In the dark room, the unnatural shadows covered the whole area until the only
things Sham could see were the coats that had landed on the bedclothes and started to ignite the cloth.

As she peered into the darkness, the demon surprised a cry out of her when it cut her bared caf. She
looked down before it had completed its stroke, and she caught a glimpse of something metalic in the
darkness: the pox-eaten thing was uang a knife!

For some reason that turned her fear into fury. She was being attacked by a demon, a legendary
creature of song and story—and it was usng a knife like a common thief.

She crouched with a snarl, but the entire room was encased in the peculiar shroud of shadow and the
demon’s presence was too strong to pinpoint. Smoke from the amdl fires amid the bedding and the rugs



began to fill the room, meking her eyes water, and she acquired another wound, this one on her thigh.
Sham growled with frustrated anger.

A deafening crack echoed in the room, followed by an assortment of sounds, induding the opening
and dosing of the outer door as the intruder escaped into the anonymity of the hall.

* % %

the demon ran cautiously through the halls until it was far from possible pursuit. The Reeve
would be more interested in protecting his woman than finding her attacker. In the shadows of an
unused room, it examined the body it wore. The damage the coals had inflicted was minor, though
it would require a fair amount of power to return the golem to wholeness. The mild irritation it
felt toward the Reeve's mistress flamed to momentary rage. It calmed itself by deciding the
woman would be its next meal, seven days hence. Until then, she could do little harm.

* k% %

as the unnaturd shadows dissolved, shamera could see that the door by the fireplace had been split
down the center. The hdf with the latch lay on the floor, tangled in the tapestries that had covered the
doorway; the other hdf hung awkwardly from the lower hinge. The upper hinge dung tenacioudy to the
door, pae splinters of wood attesting to the force that had ripped it from the door frame.

She turned her gaze from the door to the Reeve, who was dressed in night robes with a
wicked-looking war axe in one hand; his chair was placed sdeways to the door frame to dlow him to
drike effectively. She gave him a grin of sheer rdidf.

“I'm glad you could make it,” she quipped, her voice not quite as steady as she wished.

“When you issue an invitation to your bedroom, it's common practice to make sure the door is
unlocked,” he returned without a pause. He looked beyond her and said, “1t's dso common to wait until
your partner’s here before you start getting the sheets hot.”

She turned and noticed that the smoldering blankets had begun to flame Fires were the second
meagic that an agpprentice learned, since fire is the easiest dement to cdl into being. The first magic was
how to extinguish them. She jerked the covers to the floor beside her. Given Kerim's disbelief in magic,
ghe assumed that he would think thet she smothered the fire with the weight of the blankets.

To her continued astonishment, Sham liked the Reeve, Cybdlian that he was—but she didn’t know if
she could trust him. Twelve years ago she' d learned that fear was a brutd enemy, and she decided not to
gvehim proof of magic's existence for alittle while longer.

“Sorry,” she quipped lightly. “I’'m not familiar with the etiquette required of a mistress. Next time I'll
make sure that you're in the bed before | throw hot coas at it.”

Kerim grunted in gpprova and sivung the axe in a short arc that connected with the remaining hinge.
The second hdf of the door dropped to the ground. By the smple expedient of grabbing both sdes of
the doorway and heaving, he pushed the awkward chair through the cleared opening and into her room.

“What happened?’ he asked.

“Y ou remember the demon that Talbot and | keep taking about?’

“The hypothetical one that’s the reason you're here?’ he said, ralling his chair dowly up to her.

She nodded. “That's the one. It decided to check me out. It didn’'t seem to care for more company,
and so it left as soon asit became obvious that you were coming in.”

When he was close enough to see the blood in the shadows of the room, he said, “How badly are
you hurt?’

“Not much, unless the cut on my shoulder is worse than it looks.”

He reached up and pulled her hair aside so that he could get a good ook at her shoulder. “I've seen
worse, but it's deep enough to warrant stitching. Dickon's pretty good at it.”

“Dickon?’

He laughed &t the disbdief in her tone.

“He was a soldier before he was a vaet, and he sews torn skin better than most of the hedlers” He
looked again at her shoulder and his brows lowered in thought. “It looks like a knife wound.”



Sham nodded her head. “A plaguing sharp knife at that.”

Kerim laughed. “From your disgruntlement | assume that you were hoping for claws and fangs?’

She amiled, dosing her eyes to relieve the dizziness brought on by loss of blood. “Guess | was a
thet.”

“Come with me and tdl me what happened.” He wheded back to the doorway and pulled his chair
back over the door gll.

“Have you talked to your stablemaster about modifying that thing yet?’ asked Shamera, following
hminto his room.

“He and one of the carpenters are working on a new char,” answered the Reeve, He gestured
toward a seat. “ St before you fdl down. I'll go get Dickon and you can tdl me what happened after he
hes taken care of you.”

She complied gratefully and lowered her head to her knees. Dickon mugt have been desping nearby,
because the Reeve returned with him shortly. She didn't know how Kerim had explained the wounds,
but Dickon was as contained as ever as he cleaned and mended the cut on her shoulder with smdl, even
ditches. Determining the dice on her thigh was superficid, the servant bent down to get a closer look a
the gash on her cdlf.

“My Lord says the magician lagt night was skilled in dchemy,” said Dickon as he pulled the skin of
her caf closed.

“Theré s awhite rock, mined north of the glass desert. If it is mixed with water, an open flame held
near it will ignite the surface of the water,” said Sham, trying to ignore the tug of the needle. “1 didn’'t get a
clear view of the urns, but it seemed to be the kind of fire the white rock produces. | don't know what
the purple smoke was.”

Dickon paused briefly in his sewing to look at her in surprise, then adight smile crossed hislips a her
peace offering. “I've heard of the pigeons in the pot, but I’ve never seen one large enough to house an
osprey.”

“There mugt have been some magic a work,” offered Sham, tonguein cheek.

Dickon snorted in disbdief, tying off the thread tidily. He produced bandages from the kit he'd
brought in and began wrapping her calf.

“I've yet to see any magic that cannot be duplicated with alittle work,” said the valet as he wiped his
hands fastidioudy clean.

Sham nodded congenidly. “I’m sure that’ s true.”

Dickon shot her a suspicious look, and she amiled.

“Will that be dl, my lord?’ he asked Kerim.

“Please see that the covering for Lady Shamera' s bed is discreetly replaced and the burned covering
destroyed.”

“Vey good, gr.”

“Dickon?’ sad Shamera. “Thank you.”

“Very good, my lady.” Dickon bowed himsdf out of the room and shut the door.

“How did you explain the fact that your mistress needed dtitches in the middle of the night? asked
Shamera, pushing her hair out of her eyes with a hand that shook dightly.

“l didn’'t. Are you steady enough to tdl me what happened?’

She shrugged and immediately regretted it as the ditches in her shoulder pulled. “It's more panful
then damaging, I'm fine. | was snuffing the candles when something attacked me from behind.”

“You're dill sure that it was a demon? One that used a knife?” He sounded as if he were willing her
to answer rationdly.

Shamera sghed with more exasperation than she redly fdt. It would have been unfar to expect him
to accept her view without dlowing him evidence that true magic existed.

“l told you,” she said, “I don’'t know enough. It looked like a man, but | didn't get a glimpse of his
face”

“Why are you discounting the possibility that the killer is human?’ He sounded honestly curious.

She fdt quilty for ddiberately mideading him with the truth, but she had never |et a little guilt alter her



course. “Because it picked me up and threw me across the room. I've been in a lot of fights some of
them with men bigger than you are. Thisthing was much stronger, and faster. | couldn’t see it.”

“It was dark,” he said patiently.

“Soitwas,” she agreed with equa patience.

“You sad that it looked like aman—" he paused dgnificantly, “—in the dark.”

“It did.”

“But it was a demon.”

“Yes” Sham closed her eyes and yawned.

She could hear the squeak of the chair's whedls as the Reeve moved around, but she was suddenly
too weary to see what he was doing. He had a substantid presence that relegated demons to the redm of
dtories, despite the throbbing in her shoulder. She amiled to hersdf and started to drift off to deep when a
flash of memory caused her to St up and open her eyes.

“The knife was in the room when | entered this evening.”

Kerim had been baancing the broken pieces of door againg the wall. At her speech, he paused and
looked up. “What knife?’

“The one the demon used. It was lying on the mantd next to the slver and porcdain dog. | noticed
the ornaments on the mantd were dtered from this morning, but | didn’t redize the dagger was new.”

Kerim pushed hisway back into her room. He came back shaking his head. “There s no knife there
now. What did it ook like?’

Shamera closed her eyes, trying to visudize it clearly. “It was ornate, like the swords on display in the
hall—not inconagstent with its use as an ornament. The hilt was wooden. There was a dark stone set in
one end. Ruby ... no, sapphire. A dark blue sgpphire as big around as my thumb.”

“With etching on the blade?’

“You know the knife?” she asked, startled. “Who doesiit beong to?’

“My haf-brother,” he answered with atired Sgh. “1 don't think that your attacker was a demon.”

Sham fdt her eyebrow rise a his acceptance of his brother’s guilt. “It wasn't Lord Ven,” she
snapped before she thought.

Kerim turned to her. “Oh?’

“Look—" she sad findly, rubbing her hands briskly on her cheeks in an effort to wake up,
“—whatever it was that came into my room did it without opening the door. The hinges on the door
creak and | would have heard it if someone opened them.”

“Thereisa‘secret’ passage into that room, Smilar to the passagein this one.”

Sham shook her head. “I was next to the fireplace when it came in. All of the doors were closed.”

“You think that something used magic to enter your room.”

She hadn't redized just how easy it was to make such a amdl word sound like something obscene.
“Yes, | do. Thereisno way that the thing that attacked me was your brother.”

The Reeve closed his eyes briefly. “It's too late a night for this”

Shamera yawned and started to dretch before she remembered the skimpy sk shift that she was
wearing and cursed her pae skin asit heated, though she hadn’'t seen any Sgn that Kerim had noticed her
date of undress. “I'm going to deep. Do you need any hep getting back to bed?’

“l can manage” he replied. “1 think that we ought to keep tonight’s attack quiet. | don't want to
spread panic any faster then it is dready propagating.”

Shamera nodded and started back to her room, giving the disabled door a wry glance as she passed
it. As much as she hated to admit it, she was glad to give up her privacy in return for the security of
Kerim's presence. Crippled or not, the man was awarior.

“Good night, Shamera,” said the Reeve behind her.

“What's left of it,” she replied, trudging on to her bed.

* % %

shamera woke the next morning to the sound of a gentle tapping on the door.
“A moment,” she cdled as she threw the covers back and sat up.



If she’d been in any doubt of the events of the night, the soreness of her various wounds would have
diminated it. A moment of thought had her doaking her wounds with illuson. Dickon's niece might very
wel be trustworthy, but if Kerim wanted to keep the attack quiet, the fewer people who knew about her
bruises the better. She glanced in the little mirror to make certain that she'd gotten dl of the blood
washed off lagt night. Only when she was satisfied thet she looked no worse than usud did she bid the
mad to enter.

When Jenli came in, she was not done. Three husky footmen carried a trunk and two baskets into
the room, keeping their eyes carefully averted as they set ther burdens near the door and Ieft. The lagt
one was blushing furioudy.

It wasn't her state of undress that had done that, for the boys had not so much as glanced at the bed.
Sham frowned thoughtfully and glanced at the fireplace implements scattered around the rugs that, like
the floor, were covered with bits of porcelain and splinters of wood. A tapestry had been rehung over the
opening to the Reeve's chambers. While it provided privacy, it didn’t hide the fact that there was no door
there anymore.

Thislittle investigation was redlly going to have an interesting effect on the Reeve's reputation, thought
Sham with amusement.

“Ddivery from your dressmaker, lady,” said Jenli, indicating the luggage. A amile fought to make itsdlf
seen, as the maid took in the damage done to the room with wide eyes.

“Good,” sad Sham assessing the new arrivas thoughtfully. “I told Kerim | didn’'t have a wardrobe
aitable for court and he generoudy provided the means to acquire one” She didn't want Jenli
questioning why her wardrobe consisted only of new items.

She chose a dark green velvet dress heavily encrusted with glass gems and pearls. It was an old
dress from severd decades past that she had glimpsed hanging in the dressmaker’s storage area waiting
to be stripped of the reusable finery.

The vevet had been worn threadbare where the deeves and sde of the dress had rubbed together;
she'd directed the fabric removed and the edges finished in gold braid. The dressIeft her Sdes bare from
underarm to hafway down her hip, rdying only on the weight of the fabric to keep from reveding more
than was acceptable. The skirt was artfully diced in asmilar manner.

She ducked cautioudy under the tapestry and into Kerim’'s chamber, more worried about how much
the dress reveded as she bent down than she was about who would be there. She made it through
without displaying anything untoward and smiled at Dickon, who waited aone in the room with a covered
waming plate containing her breskfast.

“Good morning, Lady Shamera,” said the servant, with no sgn that he had sewn her shoulder for her
the night before. “The Reeve ingructed me to tdl you he will be meding with various clamants on his
time today, and regrets he will be unable to entertain you. He thought you might be interested in vigting
with the courtiers, and hewill join you for your evening med.”

“Good morning, Dickon. Thank you.”

After Dickon left, Sham ate, then ventured into the wandering hdls aone. Her sense of direction
served her in good stead, and she had no difficulty finding the public room on her own. These Eastern
nobles were an ide lat if dl they did from dawn to dusk was practice a court intrigue. With a menta
shrug, Sham fixed a bright amile on her face and ventured into the room.

Lord Ven, Kerim's brother, was the firg to approach her, bowing low and kissng her fingers “Ah
Lady, you put the stars to shame.”

Shamera fixed a puzzled expression on her face and shook her head, “I didn't mean to. | like sars.”

He paused briefly before sraightening. “I meant only than your beauty is brighter then the stars.”

“Oh,” she said, then amiled in comprehension, “You likemy dress. ISt it beautiful? And it only cost
ten gold pieces. Kerim didn’'t mind. He likes my dresses.”

Lord Ven was looking dightly distressed. Sham supposed it was the public mention of the cost of her
dress.

“Did you eat something that disagrees with you?' asked Sham, thoroughly enjoying hersdf. “I find
that wintergreen oil makes mefed better if | est something that makes me sick.”



Lord Ven was saved from further babble by the advent of a young man whose blond coloring
proclamed him a Southwood native. He was, Sham estimated, a good decade younger than she.

“Ah, far lady, do me the honor of waking with me. My Lord Havok asked me to entertain you,
since he has been forced to rob you of the Reeve' s company this day.”

Sham treated him to a bright smile. “Of course. Did | meet you yesterday?’

The young man shook his head. “No. | am Sven, Lord Havok's fogerling, Lord Chanford's
youngest son.”

Sham et the boy led her away, noticing that Lord Ven left the room unobtrusvely behind her. She set
her arm through Siven's; chatting with him about inconsequentia things.

He Ieft her speaking with Lady Sky on the nature of fashion, but when the pregnant lady excused
hersdf to retire to her rooms, a second fosterling attached himsdf to Sham. Lord Havok and his cronies
hed apparently decided to keep her out of trouble when she wasn't under the eye of the Reeve. Only
good could come of having a Southwood lady as the Reeve' s mistress.

* % %

there was a note waiting for sham in her rooms when she returned to them before supper. It was
seded with wax to prevent any of the servants who happened to be able to read from peeking. She
amiled with satisfaction as she read the information the Whisper gave her on the nobles of the Court.
Tonight she would vigt three or four dwellings and see what she could discover.

Seven

Sham smothered a yawn, and glanced around at the group of men who surrounded her. Severd of
Lord Havok's fledglings mingled with the older crowd. Kerim was right—the evening gatherings were
more crowded than the dally press.

He had intended to come with her to her firg night event, but had fet too ill. Without his formideble
presence the men gathered around her like locusts on a whest fidd, which she found both annoying and
amudang. True to the character she portrayed, Sham flirted with them gently, but made it clear she was
fathful to the Reeve.

She was beginning to think that attending court was less than useless. The Whisper had more detailed
knowledge of the less public lives of the courtiers than the court gossip did. So far though, she had found
out nothing about the demon.

Thisnight the entertainment was a mingrd of indifferent skill—at music. From the heated glances he
exchanged with severa of the ladies of the court. Sham assumed that his kills in other areas were more
then adequate.

She yawned again and scratched her thigh discreetly. The wounds the demon had given her were at
that stage in heding where they itched like wet wool. She gave serious consderation to retiring to her
rooms ealy.

She opened her mouth to make her excuses to her current escort, when she saw Lady Sky Stting
aone, with a pair of Eastern women tittering nearby. One of the things that Sham had discovered during
her tours of court was that dthough the Southwood lords were tolerated by the Eastern lords, the
Eagtern women had no such tolerance for the Southwood ladies—who numbered two: Shamera and

Sky.

They stayed away from Shamera, who was protected by Kerim's presence or Havok's fledglings,
but Sky was far game aslong as Lady Tirrawasn't in the room. That the Eastern men didn't share their
ladies abhorrence for Lady Sky made things worse.

Sheking her head dlently at hersdf. Sham began meking her way through the throng to Lady Sky.
The Shark swore her weakness for defenseess waifs was going to be the death of her.

Sky looked up, artled, as Shamera sat next to her—or perhaps it was her purple and ydlow dress;
it was certainly startling enough. Halvok’s appointed guardian took one of Sky's hands and kissed it
lightly before moving smoothly into the background, ensuring thet the pair of Eastern ladies would have to



find other prey.

“So tdl me” Shamera said, sdtling her skirts around her, “how a Southwoods lady managed to
snare an Eagtern warrior.”

Sky looked at her cautioudy, but she must have taken heart from Sham'’s artless stare. “1 met him at
Fahill’s pilgrimage gate.”

Sham widened her eyes, “How romantic! Ervan bought me from my father. | assure you it wasn't
romantic at dl. | made him work hard to make it up to me—that’s how he died.” Ervan, an dderly, bitter
mean, had died in hisbed by dl reports. Kerim had assured her that he was the only one at court who'd
ever met him.

Sy couldn’t help a sputter of laughter. “I’'m not certain my Stuation was any more romantic.” She
rested her hands gently on her swollen belly. When she looked back a Sham her eyes were haunted.
“My father had held onto our manor by swearing fedty to an Easterner, but when the plague dlaimed him
our overlord dlamed the manor for his second son. My brother gathered us together and Ieft for the court
here at Landsend, where he' d heard the Reeve was recaiving homeless nobles. Bandits overtook us just
outsde of Fahill. | was washing in the stream when | heard them. | was not armed, so | had to wait urtil
they |eft before leaving my hiding place. The raiders killed everyone but me”

Shamera leaned forward and took Sky’s hand. “I am sorry.”

SKy shook her head, forcing the old pain away. “No. It was along time ago, and some good came of
it. | continued toward Landsend, for lack of any better choice, and came upon Fahill close to nightfal.
Fahill himsdf answered my knock.” She amiled then, logt in the moment. “Fahill was bigger then life. He
was as red-headed as any trader child and larger than Kerim. When | had him, it seemed that nothing
could go wrong.”

Sham remembered the security the Reeve had given her the night she'd been attacked by the demon
and nodded. “At least you have his child.”

Encouraged by Sham’'s sympethy, Sky continued. “1 logt our firg child two months before Fahill
died. This one is an unexpected miracle”

She looked up and quit talking as Lady Tirra came upon them.

“Lady Sky,” exclamed Tirra, ignoring Shamera. “I’ve been looking for you; stand up, child.”

Kerim's mother pulled Sky to her feet and into an open space on the floor. Clapping her hands
loudly she caught the attention of the mingrd who stopped playing. She raised a graceful hand and
gradudly the attention of everyone present was drawn to her amdl figure,

“Lords and Ladies, | beg your indulgence for a moment.” Her voice, low and rich as it was, carried
dearly to the farthest corners of the room. At her side, Sky looked like a rabbit caught in a hunter’'s
snare. “You have dl been aware of the problems we've had sdtling Fahill’s estate. The dilemma has
been a conflict between Southwood law and Cybelian custom. By Southwood law the lands should go
to Lady Sky; by custom they should go to Lord Johar of Fahill. Most of his objection was that the lands,
which were in Eastern hands, would be given to a Southwoods lady. We responded by proposing a
marriage between my son, Lord Ven, and Lady Sky. He has most gracioudy accepted.”

Sham wondered if Lady Tirra was ddiberately antagonizing the Southwood lords or if she was blind
to the damage she was doing to the Reeve' s attempits to bind Easterner and Southwoodsmen together.

“The egtates of Lord Fahill,” continued Lady Tirra triumphantly, “—long held in contention, have
been settled. The estates of Fahill, Oran, and Tiber will be given into the hands of the late Lord Fahill’s
brother and convey such title to him—from this day forth Lord Johar will be Lord Fahill. The estates of
Kerhill and Tourn, as well as the title of Lord Kerhill will be settled on my son, Lord Ven, upon his
marriage to Lady Sky. | ask you dl for your congratulations.”

Lady Sky was frozen where she stood; dl trace of color had Ieft her face. She obvioudy had been
told none of this. To have such an announcement made in front of the court—for the firg time Sham was
thenkful for her lifein Purgatory. At least there were some choices she could make for hersdif.

Lady Tirra continued as the room quieted. “I am sorry that Lord Ven was not here to hep receive
the well-wishes of the Court. He had urgent business and left early this moring: | shdl inform him of the
good news as soon as he returns.”



Sky stayed for afew minutes before leaving the room, leaning tiredly on Lady Tirra. As soon as the
par of them left, the court exploded into wild speculation and venomous whispers. Shamera drifted from
group to group with her escort traling politey behind.

“Lady Shamera, a word with you,” said Lord Ven's smooth tones from behind her.

Sham glanced around. The room was 4ill quite full, and she was able to catch the eyes of severd
men with whom she’d become, sociable. Only after they began to approach her did she turn to Lord
Ven. He'd tried to corner her saverd times, mostly, she thought, to see if he could find a way to spoail
Kerim's enjoyment of her. Poor Lady Sky. Sham wondered if he'd been told of his betrotha—surely
there was some fun to be had here.

She looked back at the handsome noble and frowned, tapping her chin in a puzzled fashion before
she excdlamed, “Kerim's brother!” She paused again, before saying, “Lord ... Van? | thought you were
gone.”

There were a few smothered laughs from the group forming around them. Kerim’s brother was not
wdl liked among any but the mog radical groups of the court. It was not lost on these men that the
pushier Lord Ven became, the less impresson he seemed to make on her.

His handsome face reddened dightly, but he said easily-enough, “Lord Ven, Kerim's legitimae
half-brother. | just returned.”

Shamera nodded wisdy: hisdy reminder of Kerim's bastard origins had removed her few remaining
scruples about humiliging the Reeve' s brother. “Now, | remember. What can | do for you? Does Kerim
want me? He said he was going to rest this evening and | should amuse mysdf, but if he wants me now
I'll be happy to leave.”

There was another round of smothered amusement.

“No, Lady,” answered Lord Ven, managing, with an effort, to keep his voice soft. “I haven't spoken
with Kerim since | |eft thismorning. | just wanted to spesk with you in private.”

“Oh,” Sham said, in obvious disgppointment. “1 suppose that as long as you are certain that Kerim
doesn't need me, | can tak to you. What did you want?’

Before he got a chance to speak again there was a tentative touch on her shoulder. Sham turned to
see Kerim's vaet slanding behind her.

“Dickon!” she exclaimed, then she said to the gathering in generd, “Dickon is Kerim's servant.”

Dickon cleared his throat, but otherwise maintained his usua equanimity as he nodded to the chearful
gredtings.

Sham regained his atention by tapping Dickon’'s arm. “Is Kerim awake yet?’

Dickon, looking uncomfortable with dl the attention, said, “Yes, Lady. Lady Tirra—"

“His mother,” interrupted Sham, as if she were announcing a new discovery to a group of the
uninitiated.

“Yes, Lady,” sad Dickon patiently. “His mother has discovered a new heder who has a reputation
of working miracles. He iswith him now.”

Sham considered that briefly. It was obvious that Dickon had come to her to save the Reeve from a
charlatan. Naturdly the servant thought she would care—she was, after dl, his migtress. Although she'd
dropped her fase mannerisms in front of Dickon since the night of the demon attack, he didn’t know
everything—or perhaps he did. The strength of the anger she fdt frightened her.

When Sham spoke, she carefully displayed nothing more than the possessiveness of a mistress whose
position was threatened. “His mother’ s heder? How long has this man been with Kerim?”

Dickon shuffled hisfeet and said, “ Since dinner.”

Sham amiled blindingly. “Gentlemen. | pray tha you will excuse me. Lord Van ... er, Ven, we sdl
have to have our talk a another time. Dickon—"

“—Lord Kerim's servant,” supplied Halvok’ s fogterling, Siven, with amusement.

Shamera nodded and continued with dramétic flair, “—"has come to get me. Lord Kerim has need
of me, and | must go.”

With a quick curtsey, she followed Dickon out the door. As soon as they were done in the maze of
hallways, she dropped her facade and broke into a less than decorous trot.



“How bad ishe?’ she asked grimly.

“Bad enough—I didn't know what was hgppening until 1 brought in some of his lordship’s dothing
from the mending rooms. It seems that one of her ladyship's cronies discovered this miracle worker
who has the reputation of meking the lame wak. Lady Tirra has found severd such; mogt of them are
harmless, but thisone ...”

“I'm a miracle worker t00,” sad Sham dirdy. “Waich me make the heder disappear. Is her
Ladyship there?’

“Kerim's mother?” asked Dickon in an innocent tone.

Sham snickered, despite the urgency that kept her pace only nomindly under an outright sprint.
“Liked that one did you? Y es, the Reeve's mother.”

He shook his head. “And be in the same room with a partidly clad man? Never.”

“How did someone like Lady Tirra conceive an illegitimate son?’ questioned Shamera with a touch
of wonder.

Dickon shook his head. “Things happen in life that are so strange not even the most daring bard
would relate them for fear of being ridiculed.”

Sham glanced at the servant’ s face.

“Dickon!” she exdlamed in surprise, “you can gmilel”

* % %

intrue lady shamera fashion, she threw kerim's door open so hard it dmog hit the wall. She rushed
to the wooden table where Kerim lay face down. He was oblivious to her entrance, as his face was
buried in his arms—but the dirty little man standing beside him certainly was not.

His mouth dropped open unattractively, reveding severd blackened teeth. He began a protest of her
entrance, but he widened it into a amile as he took in the sensud being that was the Reeve' s midtress,

“Kerim!” she exclamed, touching of the Reeve's bare shoulders gently. “Dickon said that you
couldn’'t be bothered, but | knew that you wouldn't mind if 1 told you that Lady Sky had the most
interesting litle hat ...” Kerim turned his face toward her and Sham was enraged at his stoic expression,
though she was careful not to show it.

She looked at the “hedler” and frowned. “You need to leave now. | have to tak to Kerim, and |
don't like strangers ligening to my private conversations.”

The man drew himsdlf up in outrage that outweighed hislugt. “Do you know who you are taking to?”

“No,” she replied, putting her hands on her hips. “I don't care, just as long as you leave now.”

“Her Ladyship ...” began the man.

“Dickon,” cdled Sham, knowing that he was waiting anxioudy in the halt to assess the damage done.

The door opened and the bland-faced servant entered, showing no 9gn of his recent dash through
the Cadtle.

“Take him away,” Sham ordered arily. “Y ou may come back and dispose of his bdongings later.”

“Yes, Lady,” agreed the servant with remarkable composure as he seized the protesting manin agrip
thet spoke of the soldier he had been. “1 shdll return directly.”

When he left, Sham hurried over to shut the door behind him.

“Dinty, filthy, little leper,” she muttered in an evil voice, though she was intimidated enough by her
surroundings not to use stronger language.

Turning back to the hard wooden table where the Reeve was il lying, she saw that he had turned
his face into his arms. Careful not to touch him, she ingpected his back carefully for damage. “Why did
you let him do this?’

Kerim started to dhrug then grunted. “It can’'t do any harm, and it makes Mother happy.”

Sham muittered something suitable about the stupidity of maes, Cybelian mdes in particular, under
her breath. Beneath the beautiful brown skin, his muscles, heavy from years of battle, were twitching and
knotted. Dark mottled bruises told her that Tirra s hesler had used the amall wooden clubs that were set
carefully on a nearby table, but there were no bligers from the iron rod that was being heated over a
large candle.



Taking one of the set of clubs in her hands, she traced the misfortune rune she'd used to avenge
Maur. She wished she were powerful enough to add an extra year to her curse, and had to argue with
hersdf before she added the mark that limited the amount of damage that the spdll could cause.

“What are you doing?’ asked the Reeve, his voice only dightly hoarser than normd.

Shamera looked up to see that he had turned his head to watch her. She dso noticed he was being
vey careful not to move anything else. She was tempted to dter the limits of the spdll again.

“It sjudt alittle spdl,” she said in her best migtress syle. “ About that hat—

He amiled, tiredly, but it was a smile “About that spell.”

“| thought that you had your doubts about magic.”

“l do, but I have madeit a policy never to dismiss any posshility completely—one of the reasons you
are here now. About that spell,” he repeated firmly, his smile becoming alittle less strained.

“Jugt something to occupy that little worm ...” Sham paused as an intriguing possibility occurred to
her. “I wonder if the Shark knows about him. I'll have to ask.”

Kerim started to laugh, and then stopped abruptly and gritted his teeth.

Dickon entered the room quietly. Judging by the air of satisfaction that he wore as wdl as a dight
redness on the knuckles of hisright hand, Shamera assumed that he' d gotten alittle of his own verson of
vengeance.

He cleared his throat quietly so that Kerim would know that he was there before he said, “The
heder has chosen to wait in the kitchens until we retrieve hisitems. If you wish to rest awhile on the table
before we try to move you, Lord, the man didn’t seem to bein a great hurry.”

“No,” Kerim said, levering himsdf up with his hands until he was stting.

Dickon brought alight robe. It wasn't warm enough to wear outside, but in a room with afire burning
merrily and tapestries to keep out the draft, it was more than adequate. The Reeve' s face appeared more
grey than brown againg the dark blue satin of his robe and the lines around his mouth were more
pronounced than usud.

Shamera worked hard at being solitary; she'd learned a an early age that people died, and if you let
yoursdlf care for them it only hurt worse. She'd become adept at hiding hersdlf behind the roles that she
played, whether she was midtress or stregtwise thief. There were only two people Sham considered
friends, and one of them had been killed by a demon. In less than a week, the Reeve of Southwood had
joined that select group, and Sham was very much afraid he had become something more.

“If everything's taken care of here, | think that I'll run around and do a little snooping while people
are dill gossping a court,” she said, suddenly anxious to leave the room.

The Reeve stled into his chair and nodded, as if conversation were beyond him. Sham worked the
lever that opened the “secret” pand and stepped through. She started to close the gperture behind her
when she noticed Dickon packing the heder’ s belongings.

“Dickon,” she said. “Be careful how long you hold those wooden clubs—and make doubly sure that
the heder gets them back.”

Dickon eyed the clubs, flexing hisright hand dightly, as if he were envisoning returning the clubsin a
less than gentle fashion. “'Y ou may be certain | will.”

* % %

though the passage was kept dimly lit by candles during the day, most of them had burned out. Sham
cdled a magdight to follow her as she was highly unlikdy to meet anyone here. The steady blue-white
light glistened cheerfully off the polished floor as she walked. There was a brief passage that ran back
dong the Reeve' s room and ended in a stone wall. She didn't bother to travel that way but took a step to
where the main passage branched to the right. Straight ahead was a narrow tunnd that ran the length of
her rooms, she decided to go there fird.

Since the only people living in this area were she, Dickon, and the Reeve, she'd only been this way
once, though she' d learned the passages dsawhere in the Castle thoroughly.

Next to the hinged pand that opened into her bedroom was a set of brackets that held a board
agang the wal. In dl the passages Sham had found such brackets marking spy holes into most of the



rooms of the Castle. The boards were origindly placed in front of the hole so light from the tunnd
wouldn't dert the person being spied upon. As the passageways were no longer secret, most of the peep
holesin persona rooms had been permanently sealed.

Experimentdly, Sham shifted the board, and it did eedly into her hand. Frowning, because she
should have thought of it before, she set the wood back into the brackets and used a fastening rune to
hold the board againg the hole. If she stayed longer than a few weeks she would have to remember to
renew the spdl. Satisfied, she returned to the wider passage and continued her explorations.

The spy hole opening into the room next to the Reeve's chambers reveded a medting room of some
sort when Sham sent her magdight through the opening to illuminate it. There were a number of
uncomfortable-looking chars surrounding a large, dark oak table. A space was left empty, the more
vigble for the uniformity of the spacing between the other chairs—a space just wide enough for the
wheded char that the Reeve used. Finding nothing of interest, Sham turned away and crossed the
passage to look into the room next to hers.

White sheets covered the furniture in the room, protecting the vauable embroidery on the chairs from
the dust that accumulated with disuse no matter how good the housekeeping was. She could tdl from the
shapes of the shrouds that the mudin-covered furniture was arranged in fashion amilar to the last room
she'd seen.

Her nose wrinkled as awhiff of air came through the little hole and she frowned at the stench.

“By the tides ...” she swore softly, forcing hersdlf to take a deep breath near the spy hole.

The Castle had been occupied for a long time, and dl the rooms had ther own smdl. The Reeve's
room had the mugty-sdt amdl of leather, horses, and metd; her room smdled fantly of roses and
smoke—this room smdled like a charnd house.

Increasing the power of the magdight, she sent it up near the chanddier so she could get a better
look. There was a large table surrounded by fifteen high-backed chairs, dl draped in white fabric. With
better lighting, Sham could tdl that the chair just opposite the oaken door had been putted out of place.
The dust covers made it difficult to tel, but it looked asif the chair faced the door rather then the table.

From the position of the oy hole, she couldn’t see anything else. She waked to the passage door.
The levers worked smoothly and the pand dipped back onto a track and did eedly out of the way, just
as the door to the Reeve' s room did. The full effect of the stench hit her when she opened the door, and
ghe had to swalow hard before she entered.

She increased the intengty of her light again, as much for reassurance as for the increased vishility.
The oddness in the placement of the chair seemed suggedtive, and she remembered that the demon’s
pattern should have led it to kill again severd days ago—though no body had been found.

She took, a step into the room and noticed for the firg time that the polished granite floor near the
oaken door was stained with dried blood. Breathing shdlowly. Sham rounded the chair until she stood in
front of it. From there she could see more blood gtains on the floor, washing up in splatters againg other
fumishings and disappearing under the chair's covering. Between the door and the chair was a larger
dan where there had been so much blood that it had formed a puddle. The rank smel of the rotting
blood made her cough.

Oddly enough, the sheet covering the chair was virgindly white, as if it had been kept clean
purposefully. A shroud, she thought, not to hide the body it cdlearly outlined, but to frighten the poor maid
who found it the next time the room was cleaned.

She forced hersdf to step forward onto the dark-stained floor near the chair. Not wanting to disturb
the body any more than she could help, she was careful as she tugged the sheet off and tossed it on top
of the table.

Sham had lived in Purgatory for a long time. The gght of a body, no matter how gruesome, did not
bother her ... much. It didn’t require an intimate examination of the dead man before she deduced that
whatever had killed her old master had aso killed this man. Thin cuts covered his skin, just as they had
Maur's.

His head had fdlen forward, obscuring his features. The chances were dim that she would know who
this man was; from the condition of the body, he had been killed near the time when she had moved into



the Castle, but she had to look. Rather than moving the body, Sham crouched low so that she could look
up into hisface.

When she saw the bruised and battered death-grayed features, she swalowed hard againg the terror
that chilled her blood. This man had been dead at least three days, perhaps longer. Dead, Lord Ven
wasn't nearly as handsome as he had been when she last spoke with him—Iess than an hour ago.

* % %

the reeve sat in his chair in front of the fire where she had left him; Dickon was nowhere to be seen.
At Sham's abrupt entrance he looked up. He appeared <o tired and worn that she wondered if she
shouldn’t find Tabot instead.

“What'swrong?’ he said, turning his chair dightly and pushing it closer to her.

She bit her lip. “I found a body in the room next to mine”

The tiredness disappeared from his face to be replaced with animation, and Sham redlized that it was
depression as much as fatigue and pain that was bothering him. She wasn't sure that the discovery of his
half-brother’ s body was going to help his mdancholy much. Without a word he passed her on the way to
the opening that led to the passageway.

“Kerim?’ Her voice cracked with drain.

He stopped and looked at her inquiringly, Shamera bowed her head a brief moment before mesting
hiseyes. “It'sLord Ven.”

She caught a flash of something in his eyes, before his expresson flattened unreadably into that of a
battle-hardened warrior. He nodded and continued through the passage door. Sham took a lighted
candle from a nearby table, ance she'd doused the magdight before entering Kerim's chambers, and
followed the Reeve.

She'd Ieft the door to the room gar and the stench had traveled into the passage. She brought the
scented candle closer to her nose it didn't help. Kerim's chair didn't fit essly through the narrow
doorway; the hubs left deep mars in the wood as he forced it through. He stopped just insde the
opening.

“Hold your candle higher,” he said, the tone of his voice making it a request rather than an order.

Sham raised her hand and let the flickering light illuminate the room. She noticed the eerie shadows
that jumped as the flame moved on the wick and was exceedingly grateful that she hadn’t found the body
by candldight. Kerim looked over the scene carefully before he moved forward, stopping again to look
a the places where Sham's feet had cracked the dried blood.

“Me” shereplied in answer to his unvoiced question. “There was no Sgn that anyone had been here
before | camein”

He nodded and circled the chair with its macabre occupant. She watched his face and knew that he
noticed the pattern of the blood on the floor—the pool had been evenly distributed. Lord Ven had been
killed standing and brought to the chair after he was dead, as evidenced by thetrall of blood his hedls had
made. It was the large pool of blood that the Reeve would find most troubling. There was no disturbed
area where akiller would have stood, absorbing blood that would otherwise have fdlen on the floor, no
bloody footprints where the killer had run away.

Sham pulled the white cloth off the table and held it so Kerim could see its pristine condition. “This
was covering hmwhen | camein.”

Keim frowned and touched the cloth without taking it, rubbing it lightly between his fingers. He
looked again at the stains on the floor and frowned.

“Someone went to a lot of work to make this murder look odd,” he commented; Shamera didn't
reply.

Findly he pushed himsdf over the stained floor and touched his half-brother's face, tipping it up.
Shamera' s candle reveded the high-carved cheekbones and the wide, sraight nose that both men shared
before he gently let the head fdl back down.

Slently, Kerim wiped his hands on his thighs, not to clean them but as an outlet for his excess energy.
Without looking a her, he spoke. “My brother has been dead for three or possbly four days. This room



iscool, soit is hard to be certain.”

“Yes” agreed Sham without inflection.

“| talked with him this morning.”

“He spoke to me an hour ago,” she replied evenly. “He said that he had something to tdl me in
private, but Dickon came to fetch me before | went with him.”

“The demon.” Kerim stared a the body without seeing it. There was bdief in histone.

“| think s0,” she agreed.

“| thought thet it could only take the form that was given to it by its summoner.” His voice was neutra
once more: she couldn’t tel what he was thinking.

Sham shrugged. “So | was told—apparently wrongly.”

“It could be anyone, then. Taking one person’s shape then another asit chooses.”

She shook her head helplesdy. “I don't know.”

“Come.” He spoke curtly as he wheded out of the room, ignoring the grating sound of metd on
wood as his chair caught the frame a second time. “ Shut the pand behind you.”

Back in his room, she waited for him to speak. She had the feding that he would be pacing if he
could. Instead, chained to the chair, he shifted restlesdy and stared into the fire.

Abruptly he wheded back and around, so that he faced her directly. “Magic ... Could you do this?
Take the form of someone ese?’

Sham swallowed, not finding the Reeve's impassve face reassuring. “No. Wizards, with very few
exceptions, are not capable of doing that. llluson, yes, but to maintain an illusion of a specific person wdl
enough to fool people who know him, no. My master was once the greatest wizard in Southwood, fourth
or fifth most powerful in the world; he could not have done this. Perhaps the Archmage could, but |
doubt that he could do it for so long.”

“You think the demon can dter its form?’

“There may be another possihility,” said Sham dowly.

“Tdl me” It was not a request, and she shot him a nasty |ook.

“Pease remember that, despite appearances to the contrary, | am not your mistress” she snapped.

There was a touch of a anile waming Kerim's eyes as he restated his order. “I beg you, Lady,
please touch these unworthy ears with the dternative explanation.”

Sham rubbed her chin and sghed, murmuring as if to hersdlf, “1 suppose that's good enough.” She
cleared her throat and then resumed spesking. “1 have never heard that the demons could change their
appearance a will. Granted that demonology hasn't a great part in a wizard's education, but | would
think that such an ability would have made it into the folktales.”

Keim broke in softly, “Whatever it is that has worn my brother’s appearance sounds like him,
moves like him, and uses the same idioms of speech. Thismorning | spoke to him concerning an incident
inour childhood, and he added details | had forgotten.”

“There is dways the posshility that the demon is capable of such athing,” she sad, “—but | hope
not. The second possihility is not much better. The killer, be he demon or human, might have access to a
rare golem—cdled a smulacrum.” Sham had been speaking Cybdlian, but used the Southern words for
golem and Smulacrum as there was no Cybdlian trandation.

“What isagolem?’ Kerim switched to Southern so smoothly, Sham wondered if he noticed.

“A golem is any nonliving thing animated by magic,” replied Sham in the same language. “ Puppets are
often used for such purposes as they are wel suited to it, but anything will do.”

She glanced around the room and pointed at a hauberk that was carefully lad out on a table. For
effect she said dramaticaly, “Ivek meharr votra, evahncey callenafiardren.”

The chainmall rustled, and the hauberk filled out as if there were a person ingde the mail. With a
discreet brush of Sham’s magic, it rose to stand on the end links. This hauberk wasn't the one Kerim had
worn the night of the Spirit Tide; its links were heavier, less likdly to part under the force of a blow. Over
the right shoulder the metd was a dightly different color where it had been repaired.

“Golems are largdy usdless for anything other than amusement now,” said Sham, making the mal
shirt bow once, before it resettled itsdf on the table with a sound that might have been a ggh of rdief. “It



istoo difficult to create one big or complex enough to do anything useful. For one thing, they don't have a
brain so the wizard has to direct every move”

Kerim was dill looking at the hauberk. “I'm not sure I'll ever be able to wear that again.”

She grinned. “That’s what it's made for. If you don’'t use it, you'll hurt its fedings”

He gave her a black look, spailing the effect with the twinkle of laughter in his eyes. “Back to the
golem.”
“l told you about the forbidden black arts that have to be used to summon a demon,” continued
Sham soberly. “Golems weren't dways so usdless. There are severd kinds that may be created, if the
wizard iswilling to resort to black magic.”

“Black magic requires the use of sacrifices,” sad Kerim.

“Or human body parts,” she agreed. “When creating golems though, human sacrifice is generdly
required—sometimes more than one, which is the case of the amulacrum. It can take on the aspect of
anyone it daysfor a certain period of time. It ismy undersanding that when not under the direct control
of its master the golem functions like the person it has dain would.”

She folded her ams and tapped her biceps with a finger, thinking for a moment. “I seem to
remember reading that some wizards created golems for their demons to use when they carried out their
mester’s pleasures. | believe the purpose was to save the host body—which was much more difficult to
create than the golem.”

“I would have sworn that the man | talked to this moring was my brother,” said Kerim softly, some
minutes after she finished speaking. “Is it possible thet it is the body we found that is not my brother’s,
but a careful copy?’

“To what purpose?’ responded Sham. “I can think of many reasons for a demon to assume your
brother’s shape; but none for anyone to kill someone and make it look like Lord Ven. If you would like,
though, | could examine the body more closdly.”

Kerim shook his head and turned back to the fire. The light playing across his face reveded the
sorrow thet lived there. Briefly he closed his eyes.

“You don't have any idea how to stop it?” He spoke in Cybdlian, as if it were easer to hide his
emotionsin his own tongue.

Sham shook her head. “I'm sorry. | have a word in with the Whisper, but that is the best | can do.
Evenif | could find a mage who knows anything about demonology, he won't be anxious to admit to
it—it is forbidden magic. Any mage caught using it would be put to death by the wizard's guild if a mob
didn't find him first. The Shark has a few wizards who work for him upon occason who might know
something, but no one keeps secrets better than a mage.”

“Can you kill the demon once you find it?’

“l don’t know,” she answered honestly.

“S0,” he sad heavily. “We have a creature that we can’'t detect, killing people for an unknown
reason, and, if by some chance we sumble onto this thing, we don’t know what to do with it.”

“There is this—" she offered hestantly, “—the demon doesn’'t know we are aware Lord Ven is
dead.”

“If we hide my brother’s body for a while longer, we might be able to trap it,” agreed the Reeve s0
reedily that Shamera knew he'd dready had the same thought. “But what good does that do us if we
have no way to kill the demon?’

“l don’t know,” replied Shamera. “I don't know.”

Eight

Sham sat up abruptly as alow sound echoed through her darkened room. The bed was too soft and
hampered her movements; she rolled off and crouched on the floor with her knifein hand. She didn't fed
the presence of the demon, but lit the candles with a breath of magic anyway. The light revealed nothing
out of place.

Once agan the moan traveled through the room. The soft illumination of the candles dispdled the



darkness and dlowed her to put aside her initid fears. The sound was coming from the Reeve's
chambers.

The frame had been badly damaged when the Reeve destroyed the door. His carpenters were having
adifficult time replacing it, so the tapestry was dill the only barrier to the Reeve' s rooms. If the door had
dill been there, she would never have heard anything.

She lay down on the floor by the tapestried opening and remembered to extinguish the candles in her
room before she rolled under the bottom of the heavy wool.

Hames crackled merily in the Reeve' s fireplace. It was Kerim's custom to keep the fire well fuded
throughout the night to keep the room warm; poor circulaion left him eesly chilled. The fire provided
enough light to dlow Sham to see indde the large chamber. When she discovered nothing out of place,
she came to her feet and saw what her lowly position near the floor had hidden from her.

Kerim lay diffly on his bed. As she watched, his back arched and he gasped soundlesdly; his face
grimaced in pain. Apparently the miracle-worker his mother had found had done more damage than they
hed redized.

She thought briefly of dlowing Kerim his privacy. When she was hurt, she dways sought some dark
corner to wait it out. She'd even taken a step or two back toward her room when another soft moan
came from the bed. Enough, she thought, was enough.

The surface of the Reeve's bed was wast high, and she couldn’t reach him from the floor. She put
her knife on the corner of the bed and levered hersdf up—gently so she wouldn't jostle him more than
she had to. Leaving the knife where it was, she crawled up on the bed until she sat near him.

Magic was incgpable of doing much more than concentrating the effects of herbal medication,
speeding heding and setting bones—and even in that, Sham had little experience. Armed with nothing
more than a rune that promoted hedth, a vague recollection of rubbing down her father’s warhorse, and
abottle left on the dresser that smelled suspicioudy like horse liniment, Sham set to work.

Kerim helped as Sham rolled him over urtil he lay face down on the bed. With three quick dices of
her knife she rid him of the soft robe he wore. She was tossng the scraps to one side when another
gpasm twisted the dill-impressve muscles of his lower back. The flesh strained and knotted beneath his
skin, forcing his spine to twist unnaturdly to the side.

She put afew drops of the liquid in the bottle on her hands and rubbed it into her skin. When she fdt
the familiar warmth begin to seep into her hand, indicating that it was indeed a liniment of some sort, she
gplattered it liberdly on Kerim's back and set to work.

“Remind me to recommend you to the Stablemaster,” said Kerim, his voice tight with pain. “You
need to find more honest work than thievery.”

“Honest?’ questioned Sham, pressing deeply into his back with her thumbs. “I’'m the most honest
thief in Purgatory, just ask the Shark. | pay him a copper a week to say s0.”

Kerim's laughter was broken by a gasp as another musde spasmed. Sham moved up where it
seemed the worst and poured more liniment onto her hands.

She' d heard somewhere that it Sometimes helped to distract a person in pain. “I've answered some
of your questions, would you mind if | ask you a question or two?’

Taking his grunt as consent. Sham set the liniment aside for fear of burning his skin with it and rubbed
the back of his neck. “Do you redly bdieve Altis has awvakened? Thet this rdigion of yours wasn't just
created by men to fulfill their own purposes?’

Kerim drew a deep breath and shifted his head. “Once,” he said, asif he were a sorytdler, “there
was ayoung boy, the bastard son of a great lady. He was born a year after the Lady’s husband Ieft on
his never-ending pursuit of the perfect battle—nine months after a warrior, traveding to another land,
sayed hriefly a the manor where she lived. Bastard son of the Lady, but no kin to the Lord, the boy
learned early to keep himsdf out of everyone' s way. He was no one and less than nothing.”

“One day a young man came to the village near the estate where the boy lived. He spoke of a
wondrous vison he had been given by an ancient god; a vison that foretold how the smdl war-torn
country that was the boy’s homdand would be powerful, as it had been in the digant past. At last the
boy’ s life took on a purpose. He would become a great warlord, and his family would honor him for his



ills

“That night he dreamed he was vigted by Altis, who told the boy he would indeed grow to become a
warrior of legends, that he would lead an invasonary force such as had not been seen on the face of the
earth for many generations. Altis bestowed on the boy the gifts of agility and strength, but told him that he
mugt win kill on his own. A man would come, capable of leaching the art of war.” Kerim's voice gave
out briefly as Sham put pressure on a particularly tight area.

“Two days later a man came looking for work. He was a soldier, he said, but willing to work in the
dablesif that were dl an old man was good for. Asit happened the stable had need of workers, and the
men was given the job. He waan't big, this man sent by Altis, but perhaps because of that he had spent
much time studying fighting skills. He taught the boy—me—how to bettle and, more importantly, when.
When the Prophet of Altis called upon the people of Cybelle, | went to him and followed where he led. |
fought for Altis with the zed only a boy is capable of; for him | became the Leopard. As you believe that
megicisred, s0 | believe that Altisisred.”

“You don't have any of the trappings that most of the followers of Altis have” she commented.
“There are no dtarsin thiswing. | have seen how you revere the High Priest Brath.”

Kerim snorted with what might have been a laugh. “Altis is redl, but he is not my god anymore. A
men learns things with age, if heislucky. | woke up one morning and saw a fidd laden with bodies, and
ligened to His prophet dedicate that bloody fidd to Altis. | asked mysdf what Altis had done to deserve
the lives of so many and whether he had done me a favor by creating the Leopard who had wrought such
carnage. But | finished what | had started, fought to the last battle.

“After it was over—as over as war ever is—the prophet caled me to him and told me to ask for a
reward. It is not wise to refuse such an offer. Refusng a reward makes the ruler wonder if you are not
looking for greater things—like his postion.”

Her massage seemed to be having some effect; he was't tenang againg the pain and his voice had
recovered its normd tone. “I told him to send me somewhere a warrior would be of use. Hurt thet |
didn't ask for a pogtion a his Sde, he sent me here, among the barbarians, if you will forgive the
desgnation, while he rules the glorious Empire from Cybele” Kerim turned his head and granted
Shameraawry amile “Why are you interested in Altis?’

“It occurred to me to wonder if Altis would permit a demon to worship in his temple” sad Sham
dowly—though she hadn’t thought of that until he’ d been dmost finished.

The Reeve considered her words briefly before shaking his head. “I don’t know. | can tdl you that
there are any number of people who do not worship Altis the Southwood nobles, like Halvok,
Chanford, or even Lady Sky. For that matter most of the servants are Southwoodsmen and there are
even afew Eagterners, like Dickon, who decided that worshiping gods is a thankless task even before |

Kerim broke off spesking as a wracking spasm took his breath. Horrified, Sham saw the muscles
tighten and cramp, worse than it had been before. His back bowed impossbly; she expected to hear the
crack of bone.

Discarding mundane methods, Sham traced the lines of the rune of hedth on his back where the
turmoil seemed to be focused. She closed her eyes, seeking to visudize each muscle relaxing, forcing
hersdf to draw the rune dowly so she would make no mistakes. Finished, she straightened, looking with
magic-heightened senses at the rune she’' d completed.

The symbal glittered in orange and then began to fade, just as it ought. Kerim sghed and relaxed
gradudly. When only afant visble trace of the rune left, it flared brightly, fading to asullen red glow.

“By the winds of the seven sea gods ...” muttered Sham with true perplexity. The rune should have
faded completely ... unless the cause was unnaturd.

It wants the Reeve more than it has wanted anything in a thousand years. The words of the
blind stableboy echoed in her thoughts. The Reeve had begun logng his hedth near the time that the first
daying started.

Sham watched, thinking furioudy, as the symbal darkened to black and Kerim's back began to
§pasm once more.



Urgency lending cleverness to her fingers and power to her work, she traced another rune a warding
agang magic. As she toiled, she could fed the rune touch a spdl of binding that was beyond her aallity to
sense otherwise. Startled, she worked another spell.

Sowly, asif it were rdluctant to show itsdf, thin ydlow lines appeared. A rune drawn on living flesh
hed more power than was usud for such things, and this one was drawn by a demon. As the curls and
line of the rune became clearer, she was able discern a rune of binding—source of the spdl she'd
detected—though much of it she didn’t recognize.

A harsh sound was driven out of Kerim as the musdlesin his back tightened further. She set her hand
tentatively on the demon’s rune and began unweaving it. After severd atempts, she redized it wasn't
going to work. But there was another way, if she was fast enough and if the demon was dow enough.

Quickly, she began retracing the demon’s rune, displacing the demon’s power with her own and
binding the rune to her. She had completed hdf the pattern, not nearly as much as she needed, when the
demon began to sted back its work. It surprised her at firgt; she hadn’t known that anything could work
runes without being present. After only an ingant’s hestation she started adding touches to the pattern,
gmdl things, nonsense things, parts of the rune that were whally hers. Things the demon couldn’t see.

Sweat beaded on her forehead as Sham sruggled to break the demon’s hold. For only an ingant the
demon became caught up in one of Sham’s usdess twids, but it gave her time to finish the rough outline
of the main rune. The magter pattern hers, she was able to dissolve the complications that blurred the
amplicty of the rune, smal additions belonging to her weaving and the demon’s, destroying the demon’s
hold on the binding rune completely.

The moment the demon’s hold broke, Kerim relaxed limply on the sheets. The hand Sham used to
push her hair out of her face shook with fatigue. Taking a deep breath, she unworked the last of the rune,
leaving Kerim free of any binding. That done, she stared at the room assessingly.

She had expected the demon to come to the chamber, but it had not needed to do so. Magic didn't
work that way. Magic—al magic—was subject to afew laws, one of which was that a mage could only
work magic where he was phydcaly present—unless ... the demon had a focus rune in the room.

“Shamera?’ questioned Kerim softly, without moving from his prone position.

“Sssh.” She hushed him, staring out at the room.

The rune mark would be somewhere hidden from view, she thought, somewhere a mage wouldn’'t he
likdy to glance at casudly. Her gaze fdl on Kerim's whedled chair. She rolled off the bed and tipped the
char over.

Kerim turned his head at the clatter of the chair hitting the floor. “ Shamera? What are you doing?’

“I'll tell youinaminute,” she muttered Saring at the undersde of the chair’s sest.

The focus was easy to find. It was not drawn with chak or cut into the bottom of the seat as she
would have done it, but scribed deeply with magic, invisble to anyone not mageborn.

With a foul comment, Sham pulled aside the fire screen and rolled the chair into the huge fireplace.
Theflames drew back, asif the very nature of the mark repelled them.

Sheraised her ams over her head, chanting a lyricd incantation to ad the fire with the force of her
magic. The flames grew suddenly brighter, licking with fierce hunger at the chair. Neither the thestricd
gesture nor the chant had been necessary, but it suited her mood.

How stupid of her not to condder such an explanation of Kerin's “iliness’, especidly after the
sekie, Eldc, had practicdly told her that Kerim was the focus of the demon’s attack. Human magic was
not suited for such use, but she had known that she was deding with a demon. She knew there were
creatures that fed upon pain and despair; certainly the demon had not consumed its other vicims in a
physcd sense.

As she watched the orange tongues flick a the chair, she thought again of the sdkie's waning: ...
more than it has wanted anything in a thousand years.

She spoke a spdl that would expose any more runes such as she had found on Kerim, but there
were no more in the room. A focus rune, though, was much less powerful than an active rune unless it
was being used and would not reved itsdf eadly to her pdling, nor would any other smple rune.

There was no redl reason to suspect a second focus rune. They were uncommonly used, for the same



reason familiars were avoided—if destroyed they could serioudy hurt the mage whose creatures they
were. All the same, if the Reeve' s selkie was right, Kerim was important to the demon. She turned on her
hed and strode back to the bed.

“Shamera, why did you throw my char into the fireplace?” Kerim's voice was dnormdly
reasonable.

Ignoring him. Sham yanked on the heavy downHfilled tick that had settled at the foot of the bed. She
searched it thoroughly before throwing it onto the floor. Muttering nadtily, she started to tear away the
sheets, and her hand touched a section of the robe Kerim had been wearing. With her heightened senses
she could dmost see the magic imbued in the fabric.

The rune on the robe was a lesser one, not a focus rune but another binding rune—far smpler than
the one Kerim had worn. It was the sort of thing one would put on an anima so that it would not wander
away. Far eader, she thought, to turn such a smple rune into a stronger, more powerful Sgn than to try it
from scratch. The great mages, she knew, used to transfer a rune from one surface to another. The
means had been log to time, but perhaps the demon ill knew the method. Kerim could have been
ensorcdled again by morning.

As she stepped through the assorted bedding on the way to the fireplace with the remnants of
Kerim's robe, Sham'’s foot knocked her knife from the folds of the tick and sent it clattering across the
floor. She scooped it up and continued on her way.

The flames were 4ill spitting high with the magic she'd fed them earlier. With the addition of the
bedrobe, they turned purple and shot up through the chimney with such force that it didodged months of
old ashes. As the soot fdl into the fireplace, it was consumed in the superheated flames, cregting a
shower of bright sparkles like a thousand faling stars.

Sham darted back toward the bed when she heard the dight scuff of the “secret” pand diding open
behind her. She jumped sdeways with reflexive speed, holding her knife in a fighter's grip as she turned
to face the ggping opening in the wall.

For a moment nathing happened, and she took a cautious step toward the dark passage doorway.
Thedim glint of light on meta was her only warning as a sword swept through the air.

Franticdly, she threw hersdf to one sde, ralling over the top of a waist-high table to put it between
her and the sword widlder. As her attacker stepped toward her, the firdight threw his face into high relief.

“Ven?' sad Kerim, increduloudly.

Even knowing that this could not possibly be the Reeve's brother, Sham couldn’t detect anything
about the man that appeared unnatura, not even the aura of magic that she’'d fdt when the demon had
attacked her before.

“Wha do you want?’ she asked, snatching a heavy, leather-covered shidd from the wal and heaving
it at the golem as she tried to get some distance between hersdf and the creature. The knife she hedd was
balanced for throwing, but she didn’'t want to use it and lose her only weapon.

“Mine. Heismine,” hissed the thing that wore Lord Ven's body, knocking the shidd aside eeslly as
he did over the table that blocked his path.

“No,” answered Sham as the creature started toward her in atrained warrior’s rush.

She took three steps back and rumpled the rug under his feet with a touch of magic. He sumbled
heavily, but recovered fagter than she’'d hoped: many automatons were dumsy things Twiding and
scrambling, she evaded him, managing to nick hisarm with her knife as she dipped past him. She saw the
blood on hisarm, but knew it had been chance more than sill on her part.

He hdd the advantage of reach and strength. Sham's lowborn knifefighting skills meant nothing
unless she risked bregking through his guard and dosng in with him. She was deterred by the recollection
that one of the attributes the golem enjoyed was disproportionate strength. As if to confirm her thoughts,
a blow of his sword reduced a sturdy oaken chair to a broken shadow of itsdf and she decided to try
meagic instead.

She began to weave a spdl to cause the cloth on his body to diffen and imprison him in its hold, but
shewas just an indant too dow. Lord Ven closed in and swung his sword at her throat. She managed to
deflect his blow with her knife, but the force of his strike wrenched her wrist painfully. Sham logt control



of the magic she'd gathered and the embroidered chair that sat by the fireplace burst into sudden flame.
She took a quick step back and hit her dbow panfully agang the wal—there was no more room to
retregt.

Breathing hard, Sham ducked under Lord Ven's second drike. As she ran under the blade he
reversed his stroke, catching her brutdly on the back of her wounded thigh with the pomme. The blow
drove her to the ground where she hit her chin on the floor with gunning force.

Face down, she missed exactly what happened next, but there was a shill cry and the sound of sharp
meta imbedding itsdf in flesh. Frantically, Sham scrabbled forward and then twisted to her feet.

Lord Ven stood facing her with an oddly blank look and something dark pushed out of his chest;
Keim swayed ungeadily behind him—though he stood without aid. Sham jumped to her feet as the
Reeve collapsed to his knees, sweet beading his forehead as a tribute to the effort it had cost him to stay
on hisfeet so long.

The demon'’s creature fdl limply forward, and the great blue sword dipped out of its back and sang
out asit hit the floor. Sham stared at the moationless body, gasping halowly for bresth.

“You're not hurt?’ rasped Kerim.

She shook her head. “No, and | have you to thank for it. | wouldn't have lasted much longer against
it.” She chose the neuter pronoun ddiberately in order to remind Kerim, if he needed reminding, that the
thing he'd just killed had not been his brother.

Nodding, the Reeve collapsed backward until he was seated on the ground with his back supported
by a heavy chest. Hetilled his head back and closed his eyes.

“Shamera, would you get Dickon? His rooms are down the hdl. | think we could use his hdlp to take
care of the body.”

“Rignt,” she replied, frowning with worry as she looked a Kerim's pae face.

She didn't redize until she was hdfway to the door that she dill held her knife in her right hand.
Shaking her head at hersdf, she started to set it on atable. It wouldn't do for the Reeve's midiress to run
about the Castle at night with a knife.

“Shamera”

The urgency in the Reeve s tone caused her to spin around.

Kerim's blue sword in one hand, Lord Ven's amulacrum advanced with a Sedthy gat that changed
to an awkward run as she finished her turn. Almost without thought she ducked under his swing and
imbedded her knife deeply into the creature's eye.

“Plague s spawn!” spat out Sham in revulson as she was carried to the floor in the thing's embrace.
She scrambled franticaly until she was free of its convulsive movements, jerking her knife out of the body
s0 she'd dill have a weapon if it came a her again. “Tide take it! Why can't thisthing just stay dead?’

As she spoke the body, Hill writhing, vanished with a loud cracking sound, leaving the blue sword
behind. She lunged to her feet and spat afilthy word, wiping her forehead with the back of the hand that
held her knife.

“Isit coming back?’ inquired Kerim in a suspicioudy mild tone.

Sham shook her head, but there wasn't alot of assurance in her voice as she sad, “I don't think so.
I'll go get Dickon.”

“No, wait,” said Kerim. “I think ... |1 need an explanaion of this night’s events before you go. | fed
like | have been thrown blindfolded into a pack of wolves. You might start with what it was you did to
methat alowed me use of my legs”

Sham sank wexrily to the floor opposite Kerim's pogtion. “1 think | need to ask you a few questions
before | understand enough of it to tel you what’s happened.”

He indined his head, managing to look regd in spite of being clothed only in sweat and the light
cotton knee-length trousers that served as Cybdlian undergarments. He wouldn't have been wearing that
much if the trousers had been rune-marked like his robe.

“Something amuses you?’ asked Kerim.

Hadily Sham rearranged her face and cleared her throat. “When exactly did your back begin
bothering you?’



His eyebrows rose briefly at her question, but he answered her without hestation. “I was traveing
and my horse dipped off a bank while we were crossng a river. | wrenched my back. Perhaps eight or
nine months ago.”

“Tdbot told methat it has gotten worse in fits and starts, not a steedy progression.”

Kerim nodded. “I have a bad spdl, like tonight's, and when it's over I'm worse than before. The
musdesin my back ache congantly with occasiona shooting pangs. My legs are ...” he paused and for
an indant there was a wild hope in his face tha he quickly repressed. “My legs were numb from
mid-thigh on down. It fdt like they were encased in ice. | was cold dl the time” He looked a Sham
intensdy. “1 didn’t redize how cold until now.”

“Now that it's gone,” commented Sham with the dawn of an impish grin.

“Now that it sgone,” he agreed hoarsdy. He closed his eyes and swalowed, denching his hands.

She took pity on him and, looking away, she began to piece together the story out loud. “Somehow,
you must have attracted the demon’s atention. | don’t know why it chose to attack you differently then
the other victims, or what it was gaining from you, but | can tdl you tha the demon caused your
disability.”

“How can you be certain?’

Shamera glanced a the Reeve and saw that he was ill fighting not to hope too much.

She sghed loudly. “1 suppose, snce you are a Cybellian—" she let her tongue linger over the term
asif it were an inault of the highest order, much the same way Kerim habitudly sad “megic’ “—I shdl
have to begin with a basic lesson on magic. | generdly use rune magic rather than cagting by voice,
gesture, and component. The runes are more subtle and they last longer.”

There was a bare hint of amusement in Kerim's voice when he interrupted her, “What is a rune?’

Sham sighed a second time and began to speak very dowly, as one might to someone who was very
young and uninformed. “Runes are ...” She stopped and swore. “I'm going to have to go smpler then
that. | dways knew that there was a reason that wizards don't talk about meagic to nonwizards ... hmmm.
Magic is a force in the world—like the sun or the wind. There are two ways a mage can harness the
megic. spellcadting or runes. Spdllcagting uses hand gestures, voice commands, and materia components
to shape the magic. As a mage gets better he can reduce what he uses”

“And aruneis?’

“Runes are patterns that do the same thing. They take <Kill, precison, and time, but last longer than
goells. Unless alimit is placed upon them, runes will absorb magic from other sources so that the ending
spd| is more powerful then it started out to be unless the rune is triggered. When you were hurting, |
drew the rune of hedth on your back. It showed me that there was another rune dready there. The
demon managed somehow to bind you to it. | broke that rune, but there was another on your robe and a
focus rune on your chair.”

Kerim rubbed histemples. “What is a focus rune?’

“Wizards cannot cast magic over long distances without aid. Some mages use an animd tha is
connected to them—a familiar. But the more common meansis the use of a focus rune, a wizard's mark.
It dlows the wizard to work magic someplace without being there. Both the rune and the familiar are
dangerous to use, because ther destruction hurts the spellcaster.”

“So you hurt the demon, and it sent my brother.”

Tiredly she shifted her weight off of one bruise and onto another one. “The demon probably sent the
golem when it sensed that | was meddling with the rune on your back. Asit happens, my tdentslay in the
meking and unmeaking of runes, so | was gble to destroy the rune before the golem came.”

Kerim swallowed, but he didn’'t ask the question that was on hisface; indead he said, “Isit dead?’

“The golem? It was never dive, remember? | suspect it's dill functioning—otherwise the demon
would never have risked trangporting it out of this room.”

Kerim's eyes closed again; his mouth was set in grim lines and his hands lay forcibly lax on the
ground as he said quietly, “1 can fed my feet for the fird time in months, and the coldness is gone. Bt |
dill don’t have much control over my legs, and | ill ache. Am | going to get worse agan?

Sham rubbed weary hands over her eyes like a tired child, then managed to find the magic to cast a



quick spdl that would dlow her to see any magicd ties that dill bound Kerim to the demon.

“It has no hold on you now,” she sad findly. “Tomorrow I'll clear your rooms of its meddling. Until
then you should find someplace else to deep. As for the rest ...” she shrugged, “I am no heder, but I'd
be surprised if you were able to get up and walk right now. | am absolutely amazed that you were able to
attack the golem. Y ou should know aswel as | that lying around waiting for a wound to hed is dmogt as
incapacitating as the wound itsdlf.”

Kerim nodded once, abruptly. “Lady, would you get Dickon and send him for Tabot? Thereis much
to be done tonight—and | think the four of us need to develop a plan of action.”

Sham nodded and struggled to her feet. She started for the door, but belatedly remembered she was
dill in her nightgown. Snhagging the tick off the floor where she'd |eft it, she wrapped it around her like a
robe before leaving the room.

As she trotted through the hall it occurred to her that Dickon could be the demon. He was very much
a homein the Castle. Hadn't he been one of the ones that Kerim had said did not worship Altis? She
stopped in front of his door, and hesitated before knocking.

The hdl floor fdl cold on the soles of bare feet, and Sham shivered. Deciding that she would drive
hersdf insane trying to discover who the demon was if she resorted to random guessing, she forced
hersdf to knock on the door. Wearing a dressing robe. Dickon opened his door soon &fter the firg
knock.

“Lady? he asked politey, giving no outward sgn thet it was unusud to be awoke at that hour by a
womean splattered liberdly with blood and wearing a rather large bed-tick.

Sham drew the thick covering tighter, as if that would warm her feet or ward away demons. “Lord
Kerim wants you to collect Tabot from his lodgings and come with him to the Reeve's private
chambers.”

“Is something wrong?’ asked Dickon, loang some of his professona demeanor.

She shook her head, “Not at the moment. But ... you might bring a bedrobe for Kerim.”

Dickon looked at her face dosdy a moment, before nodding and closing the door, presumably to
dress.

* * %

when sham entered the reeve’s chambers again, Kerim had managed to pull himsdf into a chair.
Baancing his chin on hisfigs, he looked up when she camein.

“Go get dressed,” he said waving a hand toward the covered doorway to her room. “I expect this is
going to be along night and you might as well be warm.”

Sham ducked under the tapestry again and opened her trunk. She saw no need to wear a dress, 0
she pulled out her second-best working clothes and put them on. She pulled a brush through her hair and
washed her hands.

Jugt before she splashed water on her face, she got a glimpse of hersdf in the mirror and laughed.
She mugt have run her hand across her cheek after stabbing the golem—a swipe of blood as wide as her
pelm covered her from ear to chin. She was impressed anew by the mildness of Dickon's reaction when
she had knocked & his door.

Clean and dressed, Sham reentered Kerim's room carrying histick, to find Kerim adeep. She st the
bedding on the floor and quietly found another chair near the wardrobes. She did her rump to the edge of
the seat, propped her feet on a convenient bit of furniture, and settled into a comfortable doze.

A soft knock on the door aroused her, but before she could get up, Kerim cdled out, “Enter!”

Dickon came in, followed by an anxious-looking Talbot. They stopped just indde the door and took
in the chaos tha neither Kerim nor Sham had taken the time to clean up. Chairs, tables, and broken glass
lay scattered across the floor. Tabot kndt by a dark stain and ran afinger through it.

“Blood,” he commented thoughtfully, rubbing his fingers on his pant leg.

“Pul up some chairs, both of you,” ordered Kerim shortly. “Dickon, | would look upon it as a favor
if you would clean my sword and set it back in its sheath. I'd clean it mysdf, but | doubt that I'd do a
good job at this point.”



“Of course, Lord,” replied Dickon.

He handed Kerim a nestly folded bedrobe before picking up the sword and wiping it down with a
square of clath he removed from a drawer. Tabot pulled a par of chairs near Kerim's and sat in one,
while Kerim sruggled into Dickon’s robe.

“I hate to admit it, Tabot,” began Kerim heavily, once everyone was seated, “but you were right; we
needed a mege.”

Dickon stopped palishing the sword and gave the Reeve an gppalled look before turning his accusing
gaze to Sham. She grinned a him and motioned to hersdlf to indicate that she was the mage in question.

Kerim turned to his vaet. “ Dickon, have you noticed any change in my brother’s behavior in the last
few days?’

“No, gr,” came the immediae reply.

Kerim nodded, and rubbed wearily at his temples. “I thought not, but couldn't be sure. | haven't
been as atentive snce | found mysdf confined to thet chair.”

Tdbot and Dickon followed Kerim's gaze to the fireplace where the metd remains of his wheded
char sat forlomly in the middle of the flames.

Kerim cleared histhroat, “Yes, wdl, that doesn’t seem to be a problem at the moment, does it? Let
me start from the beginning so that Dickon knows as much as everyone ese. You dl know that I've been
concerned with the random murders that have taken place over the past months. Once the killer began to
concentrate on the courtiers, it became obvious that he was comfortable in the court—otherwise
someone would have noticed him wandering through the halls”

“l thought your selkie stable lad had more to do with that determination than the killer’'s habits,”
commented Sham.

Kerim amiled tiredly. “Yes, | suppose it was good we ligened to him, don’t you? Tabot suggested it
might be beneficd if we could search the nobles houses as wdl as the apartments in the Castle itsdlf.
Although | could have done so in an officd manner, it would have caused needless panic and resentment.
Tdbot suggested that we bring in a thief. | agreed, and he went to the Whisper of the Street to find a
illful thief who could be trusted to do no more than look.”

Sham stood and bowed solemnly.

The Reeve amiled tiredly and continued. “According to the Whisper, Shamera had a persona grudge
agang the killer. One of the vicims was a close friend and she was looking for him on her own. We
decided to give her the role of my migtress to dlow her easy access to me as wdl as the court. Both
Shamera and Tabot were of the opinion the killer was a demon. Not the things we fought in the Swamp,
Dickon—but a magica creature.”

Dickon snorted and shook his head sadly.

Kerim gmiled, “That was my thought as wdl. The second night we were here she was attacked by
the killer, but she didn’t get a good look a him.”

“The cuts | sewed up were caused by a knife or a sword; there was nothing magicd about them,”
commented Dickon briefly.

Sham lowered her voice dramaticaly. “Demons are whally evil, highly intdligent, and better magic
users than most wizards. They do not age. They hunt humans for sustenance and pleasure, though they
have been known to kill other animds as well. They come from another world, akin to the one the gods
inhabit, and can come here only if summoned by a mage—and the pox-eaten thing attacked me with a
knife”

“Thank you,” said Kerim with a touch of sarcasm. “I’'m sure you're trying to be helpful, but Dickon
might find this more palatable if you keep the dramatics to a minimum.”

Sham tried to look repentant.

“At the time of the firg attack,” continued the Reeve. “I dso thought it was a humen that attacked
Shamera. | saw only knife wounds and surmised that the killer had chosen his vicim—it fit the pattern of
onekilling every eight or nine days.”

“Tonight, however, Shamera found proof that convinced me that she and Tabot were right.” Kerim
paused, but other than that, there was no emation in his voice as he continued. “She found the body of



my brother, Lord Ven. | examined hm mysdf, and he has clearly been dead for severd days.”

“But that’ s impossible” Dickon broke in. “1 saw him this evening when | retrieved Lady Shamera”

“Nonetheless” replied Kerim, “his body is in the medting room next to Shamera's room. Dickon,
you and Tabot have both seen enough battle to know how long a body has been dead; after we are
through here you are welcome to examineit yoursaves.”

He drew in a breath. “After | saw Ven, | thought that Sham and Tabot might be closer to the truth
then | thought. When the man who wore my brother’s face attacked later this evening, | was convinced.
Sham thinks the thing that attacked us is a Smulacrum—a creature animated by the demon that can
assume the identity of its victims. Between us, Sham and | managed to driveit off.

“Regardless of the nature of the killer, we are Ieft with severa problems. The fird of these is my
brother’s body. We are not the only ones who have recently spoken to Lord Ven. If we turn his body
over to the priests as he is, they will certainly discover the discrepancy between the time of his death and
his last appearance. Last year’s riots in Purgatory will be a fant echo of the witch-daying that will take
placeif word gets out thet there is akiller loose who can look like anyone.”

“Can the priests be reasoned with or bribed to keep the secret?’ asked Sham.

Kerim shook his head, but it was Tabot that explained. “Our little priest, Brother Fykall, could keep
it a secret if it were anyone but the Reeve's brother who dipped his rope ... er, died. As it is the High
Priest himsdf will want to prepare the body, and he has hilge to bal with Lord Kerim. 1t would please
hmimmensdy to get the Prophet to remove Lord Kerim from office and replace him with someone more
devoted to Altis A large riot might just put wind in his salls”

Kerim leaned forward in his chair. “We need some way to concedl how long Ven has been dead.”

“We could stage afire” offered Dickon.

Kerim shook his head. “Where? My brother ssdom went into the city and | doubt that there is a
place indde the castle that can burn hot enough to destroy his body without hurting someone dse”

“We could leave him for afew days,” offered Tabot.

“No,” sad Shamera. “In this dimate, the body will start to rot soon. It will dill be too obvious how
long Lord Ven has been dead.”

“But it might work, if no one remembers exactly when the lagt time they saw Lord Ven was” sad
Kerim with obvious reluctance at the thought of leaving his brother’ s body untended for so long.

“No,” sad Dickon, but he was ungble to come up with more of an objection. Sham knew that he
was more concerned with Kerim than with the state of Lord Ven's body.

“l won't be able to deep in aroom next to a dead man's rotting body,” lied Sham firmly.

Dickon nodded approvingly at such ladylike sentiments.

Kerim, for his part, shot her an impatient look. “You were willing enough to leave Ven there when
we thought that we could use the knowledge of his deeth to trap the demon.”

Sham dismissed that with an ary gesture. “That was different,” she said.

“Wha about magic?’ sad Tabot. “Is there some way that you can make Lord Ven's body diffen
with rigor mortis again?’

Sham tilted her head in consideration. “Yes, and mask the samdl of the blood as wdl. I'll need an
hour of rest first.”

Dickon looked &t her.

“Do you redly have some way of changing the appearance of the body?’

Sham grinned cheerfully at him and responded as she usudly did to someone who so obvioudy didn't
bdieve in magic. “1 have a few tricks up my deeve that | wouldn't expect a Cybdlian barbarian to
understand.””

“Parlor tricks,” commented Dickon in thoughtful tones.

Sometime during the past hour, Dickon had lost mogt of the manneriams of a servant. Sham looked
a him narrowly. Maybe she wasn't the only one here who was good &t playing roles.

After amoment, Dickon shrugged.

“If it works, then it doesn’t matter if it's chicanery or not. But—" he added with honest offense, “—if
you ever cdl me a Cybdlian again, girl, I'll wash your mouth out with soap. | am Jarnese—" He named



another Eastern country. “Cybdlians are uncultured, bark-eating barbarians.”

Sham lowered her head in submission, saying in a sweet voice, “If you cdl me ‘girl’ again, I'll turn
you into a minnow.”

“Children!” said Kerim sharply, as Sham and Dickon exchanged mutudly satisfied looks. The hint of
amusement in his tone faded as he continued to speak. “Back to the issue a hand. Shamera, go rest.
WE Il wake you in an hour to see about my brother’s body. I'll fill in the details of what we know, for
Dickon and Taboat.”

Sham nodded and came to her feet. As she started to duck under the tapestry. Kerim's voice
followed her, “I thought that it bothered you to deep in aroom next to my brother’s body.”

She gave him ady look and continued into her room.

Nine

Alonein the putrid-smelling room, Sham surveyed Lord Ven's body. Fithy work this and nothing she
relished, but it had to be done. She'd told Kerim she worked best aone, but the truth was she feared his
orief would digtract her. He tried to hide it, but in the short time that she'd known him, she had learned
how to read deeper then his public presentation. She rubbed her eyes and put such thoughts aside.

The blood first, she decided after surveying the task before her.

She could clean up the old stuff, but couldn’t create new blood to replace it without exhauding her
megic well before she'd finished. Creating matter was extremdy ingfficient, and true dchemy, changing
one kind of materid into another, was dmog as faiguing. Sham had briefly considered vidting the
kitchens and bringing in the blood of a daughtered pig or some such, but the risk of someone naticing her
was too gredt.

She kndlt at the edge of the dark stain, ignoring the faint queasiness reaulting from the rancid smell.
She pulled her dagger from her arm sheath, which she had donned with the rest of her thieving garb, and
opened a shdlow cut on her thumb. Three drops of fresh blood joined the old.

Sympathetic magic was one of the easiest kinds of spdls to work: like cdled to like. Usng blood,
though, was very close to black magic. There were many mages who would cdl it that even if the blood
she used was her own. Even Sham fdt vagudy undean doing it, but didn't dlow that to hinder her.

Bending near the floor, she blew gently on the fresh blood, then murmured a spell. Lord Ven's blood
began to change, dowly, to the pattern lent by hers. Sweat gathered irritatingly on Sham'’s forehead as
she fought to work the magic and watch the results a the same time. It was important that the blood not
appear too fresh.

She stopped her spdl while the edges of the largest pool were dill dry. She cooled the blood to
meatch the temperature of the room and surveyed the results. The amdl of new blood added to the
unplessant mix of aromas dready in the room. Risng somewhat unsteadily, Sham walked around the
nenly wet pool until she could view Lord Ven's body.

She did not risk stepping in the mess;, what she had done to the blood destroyed the traces where
she, Kerim, and later Tabot and Dickon, had disturbed it. It would be disturbed again, but the mistiress
of the Reeve would have no business in the room with a corpse, and she wanted no questions about a
woman's footprint.

What she needed to do to Lord Ven's body could be done from a distance, and she had no red
desire to touch the corpse anyway. It was eeder than the blood, snce she only had to emulae the
diffness of joints rather than duplicate it.

When she was finished with her spdll, she stepped away from the scene. Wiping her hands on her
clean shirt asif they were stained—though she’d touched nothing with them—she turned and picked her
way across the floor to the pand that opened into the passages and left the room.

* % %

the theee men looked up when she entered the Reeve' s chambers.
“Itisdone,” she said, her voice sounding as raw to her ears as she fdt, “but if hislaying out takes too



long, someone could discover that I’ ve been meddliing: Lord Ven's rigor will not loosen for a week or
more.”

Kerim nodded. “I'll take care of it

Tdbot cdled in severa men to trave to the Temple of Altis for priests to attend to Lord Ven. Until
they arrived, Tdbot guarded the hdll door of Ven's find resting place while Dickon stood wetch a the
pand.

Sham retreated to her room to change, carefully locking the trunk after she put her thieving clothes
away. After an extensve search of the closet she found a dress she could don without help.

In her guise of the Reeve’ s midtress, she rgjoined Kerim in his room where they waited for the priests
without speaking. Sham didn’t know what caused Kerim’'s muteness, but she kept quiet because she was
too tired to do otherwise. It would be along day before the fatigue of her magic use would leave her.

Dickon entered the room and nodded at Kerim.

“Tdl the priests to step in here a moment before carrying out ther duties” Kerim's normd baritone
hed deepened to a bass rasp, ether from exhaugtion or from sorrow.

Dickon nodded, returning with five men in the brown robes of the lesser minions of Altis. Four of the
robes were belted with blue ties and the fifth wore ye low.

Kerim addressed the man in yellow. “Blessngs upon you, brothers.”

“Upon you dso, Lord Kerim,” responded the yellow-belted one.

“The dead man ismy brother.”

“So we were informed by Master Tabot.”

Kerim nodded impatiently. “My brother’s affianced wife is heavy with child, and dready bears the
degth of her firg husband this past year. | would spare her further grief, and Ven's body is not fit for
viewing in any case. It ismy commeand that his body be shrouded immediatdly and a funerd pyre laid and
reedy for burning in the Castle courtyard at sunset.”

“It shdl be done, Lord Kerim,” agreed the solemn-faced priest.

Kerim watched as they left the room. Sham turned her eyes away from the expresson on his face.
When she looked back he was sending Dickon to find some of the court pages to deliver messages.

He busied himsdf writing short notes at his desk. When Dickon returned with a smdl herd of young
boys who looked as if they had been roused out of ther deep without a chance to do more than
scramble into their clothes, the Reeve sent them to Lord Ven's closest friends, to Lady Sky, and to his
mother.

When the last messenger left, Dickon frowned at Kerim, “Shouldn’t you break the news to Lady
Tirrayoursdf?’

Kerim shrugged. “Lord Ven is my brother, but he is dso the latest in a number of bodies who are
appearing among the courtiers. Sham may have been able to disguise the time of his desth, but the mere
fact of it will increase the city’s unrest. | need to meet with the Advisory Council immediatdy to forestal
asmany of the adverse effects as possible”

Sham, watching forgotten from a seat in the far corner of the room, thought the Reeve was usng the
mesting as an excuse to avoid taking the news of his brother’s deeth to Lady Tirra. Not that she blamed
him; she wouldn’t want to be the one to tdll the Lady that her favorite son was dead either.

“Dickon, | need you to send messengers with the news that the Council has been cdled in the
Medting Room to the counselors who live outsde the Castle wdls. When you are finished, go to the
rooms of those who live here and tdl them the same.”

“Yes, gr.” Dickon dipped back out.

“Do you want me to go?’ asked Sham.

Kerim shrugged tiredly, “It doesn't matter. If you stay, you'll reinforce your status. Be warned, it
might make you a target for bribery or threats if the court beieves you are close enough to me to
influence my decisons.”

Sham gmiled. “If you think that 1 haven't been recaving bribes, you are sadly mistaken. Lord
Havok's fledglings are skilled at interfering with the courtier’s attempts to corner me, but your nobles
have become quite devious. Gifts and notes appear in my laundry, under my pillow, and on the food



trays. I’ ve gotten severa very fine pieces of jewdry that way; they usudly come with very subtle notes.
My favorite was one implying that certain grateful parties would gift me generoudy if | would just dip an
innocent-looking powder in your drink.”

“Poison?’ questioned Kerim, though he didn’t seem darmed.

Sham grinned. “No. Someone has access to ared wizard; it was alove-philter.”

“A what?'

Sham laughed at his outrage—outrage that had been absent when he thought it was poison. “Don't
worry. Love-philters are very temporary and are Smple to ress—not that the person who sent it would
necessarily know that. To be safe, if you find yourself suddenly luding after someone, just wait a few
days to approach the lady. If it persgts, itisn't magic.”

Kerim raised his eyebrows. “What did you do with the powder?’

Sham looked at him innocently and smiled.

“Shamera”

“Cdm yoursdf,” she advised. “| threw it in the fire, though | was tempted to find the biggest, nastiest
menin your personal guards and giveit to him. | thought finding out who you were supposed to fdl in lugt
with could be ussful, but Tabot wasn't certain you would approve.”

Kerim brought one hand up to his face, and bowed his head, his shoulders shaking with weary
laughter. “Y ou would have, wouldn't you. | can just see it. Karson, dl fifteen stone of him, chasing after
some nobl€e' s daughter.”

“Is Karson the one missng his front teeth?’

“That'she”

“Nah,” Sham said, “I wouldn't have picked him: he's married. | talked to Tabot about the first few
treasures that | found in my water glass” She displayed the diamond solitaires in her ears. “He sad to
keep them, and eventudly they’d give up. He sad that's what Dickon did, and Dickon's long since
ceased to recaive gifts from anonymous sources.”

Kerim raised an eyebrow and asked again, “Have you had any threats?’

She shook her head. “Not yet. | suspect it will come in due time” When he looked worried, she
laughed. “My lord Reeve, | have lived hdf my life in Purgatory. | assure you it is much more dangerous
than court.” After amoment’s thought she added, “ Even with a demon hunting here.”

* * %

when dickon returned, he began sorting through Kerim's wardrobe for dothing. When he brought
them to the Reeve, Sham stopped him and examined each garment closdly. When she was finished, she
tossed the tunic into the fire,

“My lord,” protested Dickon. Kerim shook his head. “Find another tunic.” Dickon frowned, but he
found a second tunic and presented it to Shamera with a bow. When she handed it back to him, he
mutdy pointed to the covered doorway. With a faint amile, Sham left while Dickon saw to the Reeve's
dressing.

* % %

because the wheded chair was in the fireplace, Tabot and Dickon carried Kerim to the mesting
room next to his chambers. It was undignified, but only Sham was there to see. By the time the coundl
members began to filter in, Kerim was settled in a high-back chair facing the door with Sham standing
behind him.

Except for Havok, the lone South woodsman counsdlor, the Advisory Council ignored Sham's
presence. It might have been because the rather plain cotton gown she wore was remarkable only for
being ordinary. More probably the deesth of the Reeve's brother was of more moment then his
unorthodox migtress. Lord Halvok smiled when he saw her.

Kerim waited until dl the counselors were seated before speaking. Tired and grieving, he was very
much the Leopard.

“Gentlemen,” he began, “we have a problem. As you have aready been informed, my brother’'s



body was discovered this evening. He was killed in much the same manner as Lord Abet and the other
nobles these past months. As his body isin no fit sate for viewing, | have ordered him shrouded, and set
the pyre for sunset. | need your suggestions, my lords, as how to best sem the fear yet another such
death will cause. To make sure you are dl thoroughly aware of the entirety of the matter, Master Tabot
will tdl you what we know.”

Sham approved the smooth ddivery that directed the inquiry away from the unseemly need for haste.

The Reeve nodded at Tabot who stood up and gave a brief summary of who had been killed by
amilar means and a partidly fictitious account of what was being done to catch the murderer. By the time
that a carefully worded eulogy and public announcement were drafted, to be delivered by the High Priest
to the court at large, the skylights overhead were beginning to lighten.

After the others had |eft. Tabot and Dickon carried the Reeve to Dickon’s room for a few hours of
deep. Sham wouldn't let him occupy his avn room until she had a chance to search it more carefully.

She retreated to her bed and dreamed fitfully of dead bodies and blood before she lapsed into a
deeper dumber that lasted until just before dinner. Her degping schedule had never been particularly
regular, and she woke up refreshed when Jenli knocked at the door. She hadtily covered up the new
bruises and old wounds with an illuson before she caled out an invitation.

“l am sorry to disturb you, Lady,” said the maid, “but the Reeve sent me to make sure that you are
ready for the state dinner that precedes Lord Ven's pyre.”

Sham gave the woman a sharp glance. Exposure to Jenli’s uncle had given her a hedlthy respect for
the intdligence that could be hidden under a bland facade. Jenli’s large, brown, cow-like eyes blinked
back at her and Sham turned back to her wardrobe, shaking her head.

She rummaged, ignoring Jenli’s moans as she shoved dresses Ieft and right, and pulled out another
black gown. She hadn’t chosen it for mourning, but it would work wel for that as well.

As Jnli began working on the myriad tiny buttons thet closed the narrow deeve, her brows twisted
inpuzzlement. “Lady,” she said hesitantly.

“Yes? Sham preened before the mirror.

“Thisis a dress that my grandmother would find overly modest, Lady.”

Sham gmiled dyly and said, “I think it will contrast nicdy with the more daring gowns that have
become the gtyle recently, don't you?’

* * %

sham might have gotten a decent amount of deep, but it required only a glance at the Reeve's face
when he welcomed her to the state dining area to tdl her that he’'d managed far less.

He brought her hand to his mouth and greeted her with the solemnness required on such an occasion.
Someone had finished the new wheded chair, though they hadn’t had enough time to Sain it or cover the
whed s with legther to provide traction—instead the metal had been cruddy scored.

“Your timing is impeccable,” Kerim commented as she sat in the cushioned chair next to him. “You
missed the vultures gathering for the bones.”

Sham nodded gracefully. 1 have found timing to be an extremdy useful kill in my work.”

His mouth quirked upward in something not quite a smile, “I expect you have.”

Thetime for persona conversation ended as Lady Tirra took up her post on Kerim's other sde. Her
skin was too dark to be truly pale, and her features were composed, but she looked ten years older.
Sham sat quietly in her seat, feding no desire to antagonize the matriarch in her grief.

Around the room the buzz of gossp was loud enough to be desfening, but a the high table slence
reigned.

At lat, the High Priest stood before Kerim's table, facing the rest of the room. When the roar died
to a sullen murmur, he began to speak.

“High Ones, we come here to mourn the passing of a bright star. He leaves us one less light to steer
by, and we are bereaved by his faling. Tonight we will witness the lagt, fant reflection of his light as his
morta formis reduced to ashes. Let us remember the illumination he brought to our dark world. Let us
remember the untimdy method by which he was stolen.”



Beside her, Kerim diffened and muttered something nasty. Sham touched her rouged lips lightly in
thought—this was not the speech he and his counsdors had prepared.

“Thisisadark and troubled time” continued the High Priest, playing the crowd. “Lord Ven's life is
not the firgt of our brethren to be so ruddly extinguished, yet they go unavenged and the killer gill stalks
among us”

In tones that carried no further than Shamera's ear, Kerim muttered, “If he keeps this up, well have
ariot, and my brother’ swill not be the only body on the pyre.”

It was his grim tone that made Sham glance around the room and see the emations that were rapidly
increasing: flames of terror and outrage, fanned by the High Priest’ s speech.

Sham did the firg thing that came to mind. Though never formdly taught, there were a few cantrips
that every apprentice learned from an older one smple tricks like making milk go sour, they didn’t
require much magic, which was good as she was dill tired from her earlier battles.

“... someone or something killing—" the High Priest’s eyes began to water and the beautifully trained
voice faltered as Sham's cantrip took effect.

He cleared histhroat and began again, “Killing ...”

She added more power to the spell.

The High Priest began to cough. A brown-robed man ran up to him with a goblet of water. It seemed
to help until the High Priest attempted to speak again.

Kerim frowned and glanced at Sham. Whatever he saw in her face made him relax dightly; he folded
his hands loosdly and rested them on the table.

When it was apparent the High Priest would not be able to complete his speech, the High Priest’s
dender assgtant, Fykall, took his place, head bowed asif with heavy mourning.

“High ones,” he began, “—we share our sorrow, and yet we mugt glory for im who has gone before
us as SO many others have done. It isthe best part of being mortd that we may throw off the robes of this
life for the next.” He too, diverted from the approved text, but even Sham, inexperienced as she was with
demagoguery, saw it was necessary to control the people fird.

Thelittle priest raised his head and surveyed the crowd. Shamera could amost hear the High Priest
grit his teeth as the Fykal continued. “This night we must put our fears aside; only by doing so can we
properly mourn and celebrate the passng of Lord Ven. We are aded by the trus we hold for the
wisdom of a man who has served Altis so wel in the past. As the Prophet has spoken: What need we
fear when the Leopard is on the field? Altis calls, and Lord Kerim answers with a roar to match
victory out of the gaping maw of defeat. Let the murdering jackals howl as they will, when the
battle is over, the Leopard of Altiswill stand alone on the field of his enemies.”

Right now the Leopard of Altis was muttering under his breath about firepits and cooking pots, noted
Sham with well-hidden amusement. He straightened, though, when the priest’s words were met with a
roar of approva. As the people quieted the priest took a step back and to the side, dearly leaving the
floor to Kerim.

The Reeve rdlled his chair back dightly and used the table to lever himsdf to his feet; at this there
was a second cheer.

“My brother has been taken from me” he said, when the noise had quieted in a voice as carrying as
the priests had been. He spoke dowly, so he could be heard by every person in the room, “I will find
the one who has done this and force them to suffer judtice if | mugt take him to the very throne of Altis
mysHf to see it done.” He could not have said another word if he had wanted to, such was the response
he won.

The priest’ s blessng on the food was decidedly anticlimactic.

sham waited until most of the room had turned their attention from the Reeve to their plates before
sying Softly, “Fykdl did agood job of cdming the waves.”

Kerim growled, but when he spoke it was equaly soft. “I have worked to pull away from AltiS's
priests snce | became Reeve;, some of the people have embraced Him, but none of the Southwood
nobles. If they think I've become a puppet of the priests, they’ll run back to their estates and dtay there



until they rot. In one speech, Fykdl ruined a decade's work. I'll be lucky if a third of the Southwood
nobles I ve managed to coax into Court are here tomorrow.”

“I wouldn't be too sure of that,” replied Sham, remembering Lord Halvok’s pleasure at discovering
that the Reeve' s midress was a Southwood native. “I suspect the need to bdieve you can hdp them will
outweigh their distrust. Y ou bring them hope: it will take more than a sngle speech to destroy it

He didn't look reassured.

“Inany case—" she said, teking a hite of fish, “—that boat has left the docks, and the tides will see
itsjourney’s end.”

* % %

a dusk, lord ven's body was lifted to the pyre and his soul given to Altisin an elaborate ceremony
presided over by the High Priest. Kerim touched a torch to the base of the pyre, stepping back as the
oil-soaked wood began eagerly to burn.

Long before the flames died down, mogt of the court retired, to leave only Lord Ven's family to
mourn him. Lady Sky would have been there, but she had taken the news of her betrothed’ s death badly.
The castle heder had confined her to bed for fear that she would lose her child. Sham waited until
everyone ese was gone before leaving the Reeve and his mother saring Slently at the orange flames

* % %

early the next morning, sham opened her trunk and took out her dagger. It was a moment’s work to
pull the itching stitches out of her wounds and toss the pieces of thread into the fire,

She put her second-best working clothes on again. The baggy breeches and the black cotton shirt,
patched roughly on the left deeve where she had once caught her am on a wooden casement, would
serve her better than any of her dresses and she wouldn't have to keep the illuson over the cut on her
am.

She caught up a candle and lit it with a bresth of magic before pulling the tapestry asde and peering
into Kerim’'s room. With no reason to maintain the fire or to light candles and the sun on the wrong side
of the sky to light Kerim’'s windows, the room was hidden in shadows. Sham'’s indincts told her there
was no onein the room.

With a gesture, Sham lit every candle in the chamber as wel as the wood lad in the fireplace. Setting
her candlestick on a convenient table, she contemplated the wardrobe. It seemed a fit place to Sart
looking for more of the demon’s runes.

* % %

when dickon and the reeve entered the room some time later, the fire was roaring merily as it
consumed the mgority of the Reeve's dothing, and Sham was tugging one of the large woven rugs
across the floor with the obvious intention of sending it to join the dothing.

Dickon cleared his throat and spoke quickly, “Sir, thet is a three-hundred-year-old rug, a bridd gift
from the King of Reth to his Sster on her wedding to the King of Southwood.”

Sham, sraightened and gave both men an annoyed look as she wiped the swest off the back of her
neck. “It aso contains one of the demon’s runes. | don't have the srength to remove them 4dl. If the
Reeve would like to tay in that chair for the rest of his shortened lifespan, I'll be glad to leave it here.”

“Sr,” Dickon's voice was dmog a moan. “... demon runes ... that rug is irreplacesble. There are
ways of making one man look like another. To destroy such arug on mere superdtition ...”

“We could put the rug in a store room somewhere, if you like” offered Sham. “If we get rid of the
demon there’s no need to destroy it, and until then it will do no harmin Storage.”

“But that hasto go inthe fire” She nodded a alarge, ornate bench stting againg one wadl. “There's
more than one rune on it, and two of them | haven't seen before.” They looked to her like the strange bits
and pieces that had been on the binding rune she' d taken off Kerim. “—I’m not certain how to ded with
it—it won't fit in the hearth. You mugt be very important to this demon, Kerim. It has expended a
tremendous amount of energy to ensure that you were vulnerable to it. I’ ve found its runes on your shoes,



your clothes, your armor—"

“What!” exdamed Kerim, noticing the heavy war hauberk crumpled into a pile on the floor for the
fird time. It had taken a master armorer nearly a year to complete the shirt and ten years of battle to
meake it fit like a second skin.

Sham shook her head, “The metd isfine, it was on the lesther padding. For some reason, none of the
marks are on meta—maybe the nature of the demon’s magic.”

Dickon shook his head and muttered softly.

“Over a lifeime of deding with difficult women, | have learned it is often better to give into ther
demands immediatdy,” said Kerim, gpproaching the bench Sham had condemned. “ See if you can find
my axe somewhere in this mess, Dickon, and I'll follow my orders and reduce this defenseless work of
at to kindling. Then track down a couple of strong men to cart the more vauable pieces to the nearest
soreroom.”

Once Sham knew what she was looking for, she couldn’t believe that she hadn’'t seen the magic that
touched amog everything in the chamber. The fire roared higher and higher and the room began to look
asif amischievous giant had decided to toss furniture around.

At some point intime, Talbot entered the room to join the effort, and his hep was invauable as they
moved severd especidly heavy items. Shamera suspected that the wardrobe in particular hadn’t been
moved in severd hundred years: judging by the effort required to shift the thing it wouldn't be moved
agan for another hundred.

Once he'd resgned himsdf to the destruction, Kerim seemed surprisingly lighthearted. It struck
Shamerahe'd logt the air of quiet acceptance that had formerly characterized him. Not even the death of
his half-brother tempered the energy with which he attacked the room.

He chopped not only the bench, but a room divider of Sx pands into pieces amdl enough to fit in the
fire, asthe divider bore one of the srange runes as well. He indsted on hdping when Shamera directed
the complete disassembly of the large State bed, the last place left untouched in the room. It was there
ghe found the second of the demon’s focus runes.

The hdll door opened quidly.

Sham, whose black trousers and shirt were the same grey as the dust that had been gtirred up by the
tumult, crouched where the center of the bed had been, muttering hoarsely in a long-dead language.
Kerim watched her intently, immobilized because the various pieces of the bed were scattered
helter-skelter around his chair. Tabot leaned with haf-assumed weariness againg one of the imposing
bedposts that leaned inits turn againg the wall. Dickon had Ieft to see what could be done to replace the
fumishings and rugs Sham relegated to storage. It wasn't until the intruder spoke that anyone looked
toward the door.

“It seems meet that, after ruining your brother’s funerd with political thestrics, you would spend the
next day rearranging your room,” Lady Tirrd s tones could have frozen molten rock.

Although Sham registered the sound of Lady Tirra's voice, she didn't pause in her chanting. The
mark she' d found on the floor under Kerim's bed was older than the rest, and the demon had spent time
since reinforcing the spell. As the option of burning the stone floor seemed as doubtful as removing it to
storage. Sham had to unwork the spell. This was the third time she'd tried and it findly looked as if she
might succeed—if she could concentrate on her work.

Tracing the rune backwards (or so she hoped, since like severd others the demon used, this rune
was somewhat different from the one she knew) and cdling upon parts of severd pells, Sham fdt the
rune fade, but not completely. As long as a portion remained, it could be reinvoked. She tried again,
varying the pattern of the spells and feding them begin to unravel the rune & last.

When she findly looked up from her task, the firg thing she noticed was Tabot attempting to be
invisble For aman without the gility to cdl upon magic, he was doing afar job a it.

“... could expect little more than that from you.”

“Mother, | am sorry that Lady Sky lost her child, but | don’t know how my actions could have
dtered tha one way or the other.” Kerim faced his mother across the pile of boards and legther straps
thet had been his bed, his voice dangeroudy soft.



Lady Tirraignored the warning tone and continued to attack him. “You could have broken the news
more gently to her—a note delivered in the middle of the night is hardly considerate. If you had even
arranged a proper laying out ... insead you had him burned with less dignity accorded the son of a
guitter-thug.”

“l did as | thought best at the time. Since | am not respongible for Ven's murder—whatever you may
fed to the contrary—I was unable to choose a more convenient moment to announce his death. As for
laying him out for public mouming: his body was not fit for viewing, certainly not by a lady in the
advanced stages of pregnancy. | suppose | might have alowed my brother’s body to rot for a month or
S0 to give Lady Sky time to have her child safdy.” Kerim said the lagt sentence with bitter sarcasm
reflecting, thought Sham, afair portion of the hurt he was feding.

“You have dways resented him, haven't you?’ said Lady Tirrain the tone of soft discovery. “Why
would you give him honor in death when you granted him none in life? We came here five years ago in
the hope that you would find Ven an estate worthy of the Reeve's brother, but insgtead you kept him here
a your beck and cdl. You wouldn't even make him her to your office. Then, just when he might have
come into wedlth by marriage to Lady Sky, heiskilled. | find it interesting that the other nobles killed by
this ... unknown killer opposed your policies”

Kerim had regained control of his temper, and there was only sadness in his voice when he replied.
“Lady, dmog all the Eastern noblemen oppose most of my palicies regarding the Southwood Lords. It
would be difficult to find one who didn’t.”

“With the wedth of Lady Sky’s dowry, Ven would have been a problem for you,” commented Lady
Tirraidly.

Sham looked at the bitter woman and saw, unexpectedly, the same drength in Lady Tirra that
characterized her son. It might have been the resemblance that made Sham stop her; it might have been
the white-knuckled grip Kerim's hands had on the ams of his chair.

“Lady Tirra” Sham watched as the other woman hesitated, as if she wanted to ignore her son's
misiress.

Siffly, Tirra turned to her. “1 see you have continued in your atempt to win attention by the
strangeness of your dtire.”

Sham looked at the black shirt and pants, grey with dust and smiled, but when she spoke, it was not
areply to the lady’s chdlenge. “Kerim has reasons for his actions, Lady Tirra. He has chosen to keep
them from the rest of the Court, but | think you have the right to know the whole” or, Sham thought, as
much of the whole as | choose to reveal.

Without giving Kerim the opportunity to stop her, she continued. “As you said, there have been a
number of murders of which your son was but the most recent victim. My lord has been utilizing some of
my—" she cleared her throat gently, “—unusud tdents, to trap the killer. In the last severd days, we
have become convinced that the killer was not whet he appeared. The discovery of Lord Ven's body last
night merdly confirmed those suspicions”

Sham carefully met Lady Tirrd's eyes. For some inexplicable reason, people dways thought that
meant you were being honest with them. “Lady, Lord Ven was not killed last night; he has been dead for
severd days”

The Lady diffened and her eyes flashed and when she spoke her voice shook with a repressed
emotion Shamera couldn’'t put a name to. “You are mistaken. | talked to my son yesterday.”

“As did we dl, Lady,” agreed Shamera, not ungently. “But dl of us in this room saw Lord Ven's
body when it was found last night. He had been dead for severa days.”

The Lady’ s hands clenched, but her face remained cold. “Master Tabot, saw you this as wdl?’

Tabot bowed. “Yes, Lady. It isas Lady Shamera has spoken. | am passably familiar with death.”

“How do you purport to explain this?” Lady Tirra asked, findly addressng her son. The flare of
anger had dissolved, leaving only a very tired woman who was no longer young.

He rubbed his hands on the smooth-sanded armrests of his chair and said bluntly, “Demons.”

His mother stared glently at him.

“Lady Tirra” sad Sham, “I assure you that there are such; ask any Southwoodsman of your



acquai ntance—perhaps the magician who keeps shop on the Street of Bakers and supplies your mad
with the cream she rubs into your hair. Demons live among people and prey upon them. We have reason
to believe that this one is living among the courtiers, looking as human as you or 1. It has killed more
people than just your son, but we are hopeful that Lord Ven's death may leed usto it.”

Lady Tirra whitened a touch further. “Just what are your specid tdents that Lord Kerim would cdll
upon you for ad?’

“Magic,” sad Sham softly, and, with a gesture, snuffed dl the candles and the fire in the fireplace,
bringing shadows to the room, now lit only by skylights.

She waited a long breath then raised her hand and pulled a bal of magdight out of the shadows.
Smdl a firg, she manipulated the bal of light until pae illuminaion seeped from an ovd source as tdl as
she was and twice as wide,

From the items Sham had found littering Kerim’'s mother’ s private rooms when she'd searched them
severd days previoudy, Lady Tirrawas fascinated by the posshilities of magic. If Sham was convindng
enough, Lady Tirrawould leave here with the belief that Ven had been killed by a demon and Kerim was
doing his best to find it. For Kerim's sake it was important that Lady Tirra didn’t think he had killed his
brother.

“l have heard that there is no magicin the East,” she said softly, “but here there is magic aplenty, and
other things beyond the common ken. Selkies dance in waves of the sea, howlaas wall in the northern
winds, Uriah skulk in the Great Swamp and here, in this Castle a demon walks the night.” As she spoke,
she caused the surface of her magdight to flatten and shimmer with illusons to illugtrate her words.

Sham had never actudly seen any of the creatures that she spoke of, except possbly the selkie, but
she' d heard gtories Snce she was a child. From these childish images she drew lifdike pictures that filled
the illusonetic mirror. The demon was paticularly impressve. Sham let its image hang in the arr for a
moment, dlowing the full impact of slver-edged claws and Sx eerie ydlow eyes before cdling the illuson
back into the smple magdight as big around as a man'sfig.

She waved, and the candles rdit themsdves. The fireplace was harder, as some of the fodder 4ill
contained remnants of magic and didn't want to burn, but it caught findly and sputtered to life Sham
dismissed the magdight.

Kerim's mother swayed and would have fdlen, but for Tabot's quick support. Kerim tried to push
hischar over the mound of disassembled bed that trapped him, but one whed caught in a hole and the
char tipped precarioudy.

“Tdbot's got her, plague it. If you don’'t stop it, you and the chair are going to be on top of me”
grunted Sham as she grabbed at the corner of his char and braced hersdf againg it until it Stabilized.

“She'sfing Lord,” sad Tdbot promptly, as he earned his burden to the couch and arranged her
comfortably. “She's a delicate Lady, unlike some here. The sght of that demon was enough to cause a
grown man to faint, much less a gentlewoman.”

Reassured, Kerim helped Sham back his charr into the cleared space.

“I'm sorry,” gpologized Sham. “1 guess | got carried away with the demon.”

“You were able to remove the rune beneath the bed?’ asked Kerim, bending to heave one of the
dark boards aside to clear a path through to the couch where his mother rested, deliberately refraning
from commenting on her decison to tdl Lady Tirra about the demon.

Sham nodded and took one end of a heavy bedpost and rolled it asde. “That should be the last of
them. I'm &fraid thet it has left you rather short of dothing ...”

The Reeve grunted as he managed to collgpse the rest of the boards into a reaively flat pile that he
muscled the char over. Sham winced at the scratches the sharp edges of the narrow metd wheds Ieft in
the findy polished wood.

Tdbot stepped away from the couch as Kerim coifed near his mother and hovered over her, holding
her hand. In avoice designed to carry no further than Sham's ears, Tabot commented, “ Consdering the
poison she's dways spewing a him, he's very concerned with her well-being.”

Sham glanced at the Kerim near the prone figure of Lady Tirra “ She'sdl the family he has” she sad
findly and turned to begin the task of rebuilding the bed.



Without a word Talbot helped her to lift the heavy baseboard and shift it into position. The bed was
an old one, dotted and carved so it was held together like one of the intricatdly carved puzzles that were
sold in the fairs. Sweating and graining, the sallor and Sham managed to dide the firg of the four heavy
bedposts into position. Long before they were hadf-finished rebuilding the bed, Lady Tirra opened her
eyes and sruggled to gt up, pushing Kerim's restraining hands away impatiently.

“You believe that demons killed my son?’ Lady Tirrd s gaze was focused on the ground so that she
might have been addressing anyone.

It was Kerim who chose to answer. “Yes, Mother. Furthermore, | believe that it is dill here, waiting
to kill someone ese. | don’t know what it looks like, or how to destroy it—but it must be done before it
killsagan.”

Lady Tirra raised her dry eyes to meet Sham's. “Why did you tdl me this? | assume Kerim would
have kept it to himsdf.”

Sham shrugged, faling back into her thief persona. “It was becoming clear that you hed Lord Kerim
responsble for Lord Ven's death. | thought that was unnecessarily harsh for the both of you.”

Lady Tirra nodded and started to speak, but her voice was overridden by the sound of someone
pounding franticaly on the door. Talbot, who was the closest, opened it. Sham recognized the stableman
who'd come to get Kerim before, but this time he had obvioudy been running.

“My Lord, there' s aman murdered in the stables. There' s ariot brewing with ElSc in the middle. The
Stablemaster sent me to fetch you *fore things get out of hand.”

Kerim nodded and started for the door, pausing briefly to snatch the war horn that hung on the wall.
“Tdbot, say with Mother. When she feds wdl enough, escort her to her rooms and then join usin the
gables. Shamera, come with me”

She started after him then redlized she dill had her thieving garb on. Stepping to a mirror on the wall
near the door, she set a brief gdl, not redly an illuson, sSnce her taents didn’'t run that way, but
something &kin to an invighility spell—amost as good as Dickon's don't-look-at-me-1” m-only-a-servant
demeanor.

She caught up with Kerim hdfway down the corridor.

Ten

Blsc tucked his head againg the slky-soft shoulder of the Reeve's warhorse. He held the brush in
one hand as he absorbed the warm scent of horse and fresh straw.

The gdlion had a long name in the Eastern tongue, but Kerim called the horse Scorch because he
was blackened on dl ends like a scorched bit of wood. Elsc liked to curl his tongue around the odd
name when he talked to the gtalion.

Since Kerim had granted him leave to work with the horse, ElSc had been given the task of grooming
him and keeping his gdl clean. Rdying on touch rather than sght, it took him longer than the other
grooms, but the Stablemaster said he did as good a job as Jab, who had groomed the Reeve' s ddlion
previoudy. The praise hadn’'t made Elsc any more popular with Jab or any of his cronies, especidly after
Jab was dismissed for usng beggar’ s-blessing. He redly didn’'t mind the other stablemen’s antagonism.
Hedidn't like to talk much anyway, except to Scorch and occasondly with the Stablemaster or Kerim.

BElsc spent mogt of histime in the quarantine barn where Kerim's ddlion had been banished after
bresking out of his gdl and savaging one of the other ddlions. There were four gdls in the barn,
sout-walled with barred windows, but Scorch was the only occupant.

When the gdlion shifted restlesdy, ElSc returned to grooming the lagt bit of swest that remained from
the long-line exercise the Stablemaster gave Scorch twice daly to keep him fit. Usudly the big animd
relished the attention and stood moationless as long as Elsc kept the brush moving, but today Scorch took
a half-step away from the brush and began making huff-huff noises as he expelled ar forcefully through
his nodtrils.

Elsc put a hand out and touched the horse's shoulder. The velvet texture was damp with nervous
swest, and the muscles underneath were taut with battle-readiness. The boy tried to smdl what disturbed



the anima—he d long ago found that his nose was dmog as keen as the horse's. As he drew in a deep
breath, he heard something brush againg wood as it entered the barn. Ingtinctively, Elsc stood as il as
he could trying not to draw attention to himsdf.

Like Elsc, the warhorse was quiet, issuing no chdlenges to the invader of histerritory. Elsc wrapped
ahand in the horse' s mane for reassurance as he heard rustles and bumpsin the 9dl across the aide.

It was gone as suddenly as it had come. He didn’t hear it leave, but it was gone dl the same. Scorch
whidtled piercingly, hdf-rearing until ElSic’s feet were lifted off the floor. The boy smdled it too—blood.

Reductantly, he loosened his grip and stepped out of the gdl, shutting the door but not laiching it
behind him. He thought about seeking out the Stablemaster, but a strange sense of dread drew him
across the aide to the next g4l ingtead.

The door was laiched; it look him a moment of fumbling to open it. When his left boot touched
something, he kndlt and stretched out a rdluctant hand, though he knew the man was dead.

* % %

as they neared the stables, sham could hear angry muttering and the shill scream of an enraged
ddlion. There was asmdl barn to the Sde of the main buildings where most of the disturbance seemed to
be concentrated. She fdt a bit of amug stisfaction when the Reeve's new chair traveled easly over the
ruts and rocks of the stable-yard.

A group of angrily muttering stablemen were gathered a the east end of the barn, near the entrance.
The Stablemaster stood in front of them, along, wicked whip held reedily in one hand as he struggled to
be heard over the growl of the crowd.

Sham had seen enough mobs to know when one was brewing; a thread of uneasiness had her
palming her dagger.

When the Stablemaster noticed them gpproaching, he quit trying to address the crowd and contented
himsdf with keeping them back. His eyes passed over Sham without pause, dismissng her as he would a
servant. Digtracted by her spell’s success, it wasn't until they were quite close that Sham redized it was
more than just the stablemaster’ s whip that kept the mob from entering the building.

Shorting and tossing its head, a large dark-bay sdlion paced restlesdy back and forth, occasiondly
griking at the ar with a quick fordeg. White foam lathered his wide chest and flanks. His ears were
flattened, giving im a wicked look not lessened by his ralling eyes. He looked like the horse Kerim had
been riding the night she’d met him, but Sham wasn't certain.

When they were within severd paces of the crowd, Keim stopped and blew the war horn he'd
brought from his room. The mournful wall cut eesly through the lower rumbling of the crowd. When the
last echoes of it died down the stableyard was quiet; even the salion had illed.

Sidfied that he had their attention, Kerim continued forward. A path opened in the crowd and
Sham, anonymoudy androgynous in her dudy clothes, followed him untl he stood next to the
Stablemagter.

Kerim turned to the crowd and addressed them in Southern firgt, repesting himsdf in Cybdlian. “I
believe you dl have duties esawhere.”

At his coal ook, mogt of the smdl crowd dissolved until only a handful of stubborn men remained.

Kerim's eyebrows raised in mock surprise. “Am | to understand that none of you work in my
dables?’

The men shifted uneadly, but one stepped forward. Doffing his cap, he looked a the ground.
“Begging your pardon, Sre, but the man what died is my brother, Jab. He asked me to mest him in the
barn when | finished with my horses, said he had somewhat to show me. When | comes in, | sees tha
werdie ...” He cleared histhroat, perhaps remembering that the Reeve was known to take an interest in
Elsc. " Cuse me, Sre. | sees ElSc kneding down next to the body of my brother. There weren't no head
on the body, sire. | only know’ d it was Jab ’cus of his boots.”

Kerim eyed the sharp-bladed scythe the stableman was carrying and said blandly. “So you decided
to carry out alittle justice of your own, did you?’

The ruddy stableman blanched, and his friends began quietly to drift away.



“It were for my own protection, sre. That demon horse opened its gdl and drove me out of the barn
"fore | could catch Elsc and hold him for the guards.”

Kerim shook his head in disgust. “Enough. Take the scythe back to where it belongs. You have the
res of the day off. Your brother will be seen to by the priests of the Temple. If you desire other
arangements for him, talk to one of them.” He waved his hand in dismisd.

When the lagt of them were gone, Kerim turned his atention to the barn. The big gdlion snorted and
rased both front legsin a dow, controlled rear that he hdd for a long moment before dropping to dl
fours.

“Y€ d better see to the horse fird,” suggested Tabot, who'd arrived just as the mob dispersed.

Kerim nodded and propelled himsdf forward. As he passed the entrance, the ddlion snorted at him
but never took its attention off of Sham, the Stablemaster, and Tabot. When Kerim gave a sharp, short
whigle from the shadows of the barn, Scorch rductantly followed him.

“Come” sad Kerim after a moment.

Ingde the barn it was dim and cool. By the time Sham'’s eyes had adjusted from the brightness of the
late afternoon sun, Kerim was backing his chair out of a gdl opposite the one he'd put his horse into.
Mutdly he gestured Tabot into it. The shadows hid whatever reaction Tabot had, and after a moment he
came out and shut the gdl behind him.

“Did you notice anything strange?’ asked Kerim.

The former seaman nodded grimly. “Not enough blood. 'Tis gory enough, | grant ye, but if he were
kilt here there’ d be quite a bit more. Someone brought the body here after he was dead.”

“Eldc,” Kerim called softly.

Theddlion's sdl opened and closed behind the thin, pale boy. There were smears of blood on his
hands and on his clothes where he' d wiped them off.

“Stablemaster,” said Kerim softly, his eyes dill on Elsc. “Send a rider to the Temple and inform the
priest there is another body to retrieve. | dso need someone to find Lirm—the Captain of the
Guards—and let him know | need a pair of guardsmen here to keep people out until the priests come.”

“Yes, dr,” the man left, patting ElSc’s shoulder as he passed.

Kerim waited until he was sure the Stablemaster was gone before approaching ElSc.

“It was Jab, wasn't it?’ El9c asked quietly.

“Yes” replied Kerim. “Do you know who brought him here?”

BElsc shook his head, leaning againg the gdl door as if it was the only thing holding him up. The
ddlion put its head over the door and began to lip ElSc' s hair.

“It camein very quidtly,” said Elsic, rubbing the animd’s prominent cheekbone with one hand.

“It?" asked Tabot intently.

“It scared Scorch too,” added ElSc.

Kerim nodded, understanding what Elsc meant by the remark. “ Scorch wouldn't have been afrad if
it hed been human.”

“It needed another shape,” commented Sham.

“What?" asked Tdbot, looking at her in surprise as if hed just noticed her presence. She amiled
grimly, removing the concealment spell. “The golem needed another shape. It couldn’'t use Lord Ven's
agan, o it found someone dse”

Kerim shook his head. “That doesn’'t make any sense. It must suspect we know it has a golem. Why
digolay the stableman’s body so prominently? In less than an hour everyone in the castle will know Jab is
dead. He's been here longer than | have, everyone knows him.”

“He s anonymous enough for dl of that,” commented Tabot. “He looks not a whit different from any
number of lads running about Landsend. If the demon didn’'t want to stay in the Castle, Jab would give
him anonymity.”

Sham had continued to puzzleit out. “I bet it's killed someone ese by now—then it made certain Jab
would be found. Found moreover, somewhere that would cast suspicion on an obvious suspect for the
mysterious deaths. Tabot, look at Elsc and tdl the Reeve what any Southwoodsman sees.”

Tabot nodded his understanding, and to Sham’s surprise began, softly, to Sng.



“... Frail she stood, and fair of face,

Her eyes as black as the fathomless sea,

And long pale hair as all her race,

She sang her song to me, to me ...”

Tdbot hestated, looking embarrassed dthough his tenor was in key and rich in tone. “It's an old
chantey. | thought of it thefirg time | saw him. I’ ve never seen a selkie before, not even a white sed like
they're said to turn into, but Elsc looks too much like the stories for any sea-bred Southwoodsman to
think he was anything else. | imagine that’ s why ye ve had such a hard time settling himin here.”

“Sdkies” explaned Shamera, to Kerim, “have a reputation of being ruthless and bloodthirsty.” She
noticed that Elsc was looking even more distressed so she added, “Bear in mind that their reputation
comes from people who fish and hunt the mammals of the sea for a living—people unlikdy to be popular
with a race that changes into sedls. I'm surprised you haven't been asked to try him for the killings just
because heisa sdkie”

“Sdkie?’ Elsc mouthed the word softly. “I dream of the sea, sometimes” Although his face did not
change, there was a mdancholy note in his voice that touched even Sham’s Purgatory-hardened heart.

“I tdl ye what, lad,” said Tabot dowly. “Not even the Leopard of Altisis going to make the stable a
friendly place until we catch the demon. My wife and | have eght girls and she dways wanted a
boy—the reason we have eight rather than sx. She would enjoy yer company for a few days if ye would
be pleased to stay with us urttil this blows over.”

Kerim gave Tabot alook of thanks. “I think it would be best, ElSc.”

The boy nodded, and gave the horse afind pat before dlowing Tdbot to lead him away.

“Now that's just what the boy needed,” rumbled a deep voice from behind Sham in Southern. “A
house full of women adways makes me happier.”

Sham turned to see aman gtting casudly on a barrel againg the back wal of the barn. He was well
above average height, with a build that would credit any lady’s plaything. The velvet and slk he wore
suggested he was moderately wedthy. His waving blond hair made him Southwoodsman and his large,
heavy-lidded, vacant eyes hinted a a correspondingly vacant mind—an image dreaedy fostered by his
sze The only thing that was redly out of place was the well-worn hilt of the heavy cutlass he wore at his
hip.

Kerim was probably wondering how he sneaked past them in the little barn without anyone noticing
him. Sham didn’t wonder, she' d taught him that little trick and severd others as wdll.

“My Lord Reeve,” she said in overly formd tones, “if you have not met him aready, | pray you dlow
meto present the Shark.”

The Shark drew himsdf to his extraordinary height and made a courtier’s bow. Sham noticed that he
was looking even more stupid than usud, and she wondered what he was up to. “We've dedt only
through others’til now. Greetings, my lord.”

Kerim nodded, giving the Lord of the Whisper an assessing look. “Wdl met, Sr. You will forgive me
if | ask you why you are here” Kerim indicated the stable with a broad sweep of his hand.

The Shark raised his wegponless hands to ggnify his harmlessness. “I1? | am smply honoring an
agreement that Sham and | had concerning a tidbit of information. That | found her in your august
company issmply a matter of happy chance.”

Though the words and phrases the Shark used were High Court, his accent was steeped in the
vowes of Purgatory, in marked contrast to the rich dothing he wore. As Sham knew he could spesk
with any accent he chose, switching from one to another as eesly as fox could change directions, his
show of coarseness could only be for the Reeve s benefit.

“Y ou found something on the Chen Laut?” Sham asked abruptly, irritated with his attitude.

The Shark bowed to her, without taking his gaze from the Reeve. “I found someone who saysthat he
knows something about it, but he won't talk unless the Reeveisthere”

“Why would he think that the Reeve is interested in the matter?” Sham kept her eyes on the Shark’s
face until hefindly met her gaze.

“l have no idea. The associate who found him swears the wizard introduced the condition without



prompting.”

She couldn’t see any Sgn that the Shark was lying, but she knew he could cover a lot with the stupid
expresson he cultivated. She frowned at him, until he shrugged and lifted his hands to protest his
innocence.

“Onmy mother’s grave, Sham. | don’t know why he decided that the Reeve had to accompany you.
Theword of your current whereabouts is not on the street, and none of my people has been asked about
you. The wizard approached one of my associates yesterday. The Whisper occasondly uses the mage;
we questioned him severd times about the Chen Laut, but he claimed ignorance. Now, he wants to meet
you this afternoon in his workshop in Purgatory ... with the Reeve.”

Sham shook her head. “How did he expect us to get the Reeve into Purgatory in that chair without
atracting every would-be thief and ransom taker for a hundred leagues? Does he want an audience of
severd hundred thieves? Even if we make it in and out without getting killed in the process, every manin
the aty will wonder what the Reeve was doing traveling to Purgatory.”

The Shark’s lips quirked at her attack. “I haven't talked to the man to ask him what he was thinking.
| suppose that part of it will be up to you. | can only guarantee that the Whisper will not pass it in the
winds”

“l can ride,” Kerim pointed out mildy. Sham had dmost forgotten himin the heated exchange. “Since
the feding is back in my legs and the muscle cramps have abated | should be able to stay in the saddle.
Once we're there, Dickon can assst meinto the wizard's dwelling.”

Sham aimed an assessing glance a him. “The risk is too great. You might as wdl have a target
painted on your back as ride through Purgatory on a Castle-bred horse.”

“This demon of yours killed my brother,” Kerim reminded her. “If my presence will help to catch it or
figure out whet to do with it when we have it, by dl means et us travel on to Purgatory. There are cart
horses here, as wdl as the highbred animds. | am sure that we can find mounts to suit.”

Sham turned to the Shark. “What time this afternoon?”

“Now.”

“I'll get Dickon.”

The two men waited until she was hidden by the Castle wals before speaking.

“So—" commented the Shark, rocking back on his hedls, “—she found another one.”

Kerim waited politdy, wel used to the fighting of many kinds of battles.

“Ancther puppy to mother,” darified the Shark with a casualness that roused Kerim's mistrugt. “I
wondered how long it would be after the sorcerer died before she found someone dse to coddle.”

“l don't see any milk teeth, here” replied Kerim, baring his own in a white flash. “As for whom is
taking care of whom, | think that the honors are about even so far.”

The Shark turned away, watching the shadows gether in the corner of the barn. “Be careful what you
do, Cat-lover. Those of uswho livein Purgatory are good haters and we eat our foes, Sham no less than
1.

“Whom does she hate?” Kerim said softly.

“Ah, my Sham hates many people, but she channds and controls it. She follows rules, picking and
choogng her victims Those rules keep her sane, while the rest of us rot in our own wel of haired and
despair.” When the Shark turned back to Kerim, old anger robbed his eyes of the blandness that created
the illuson of supidity. “But | owe her my protection—and there are no rules to my hatred. If you hurt
her, | will find you.” Kerim noticed that the thick accent had disappeared as wdl and the Shark’s
Cybdlian speech was as refined as any at court.

Kerim nodded his head wisdy. “Your protection incudes suggesting her to us, knowing—I
assume—that thisinvedtigation would lead her to confront a demon?’

The Shark shrugged, resuming his don’ t-ask-me-I’ m-an-idiot expression. “ She asked me to hep her
find the demon. Since it appeared the creature was tied to the Court in some way—it seemed the best
way to fulfill both of your requests.”



the wizard kept his workroom in a remote part of Purgatory where only the most miserably poor
people lived. The land was littered with the cardhouse remnants of warehouses that a generation of the
st sea ar had rotted virtudly to the ground. Here and there, a few boards had been scavenged and
erected into crude shelters.

A heavy sea mig hung in the ar, dinging to the low places and robbing any hint of color from the
area. It was amig thick with despair and untold tragedy; Sham had never seen this place withoutt it.

She shivered and wrapped the ragged cloak she'd borrowed from the stables more tightly around
her. This area was controlled by one of the most ruthless ganglords of Purgatory and she knew that in a
few days his gang would sweep through here and knock the shelters down, taking the few possessions
the occupants dill had. On the ground, a human femur lay forsaken, a mute warning for those who cared
to heed it.

It was odd, she thought, with a touch of bitterness, that people could create horrors greater than any
presented by demons or ghouls. The Old Man had sad that the same amosphere prevaled in old
battlegrounds even after centuries had passed. Places that absorbed too much violence had a propensity
for collecting ghosts. When she et hersdf listen, she could hear the dead moaning in the winds. The horse
ghe was riding tucked its head and scooted closer to the other animds from the Reeve's stable, asif it,
too, could hear the echo of misary inthis place.

They were a strange-looking band, but they blended nicdy with the few ragged souls who scurried in
the shadows. The Shark’s brilliantly colored velvets were as much awarning as clothes. Only a fool or a
very dangerous man wore dothing like that here, and a fool would never have made it this far. Sham
spared a thought to wonder where he'd learned to ride; as far as she knew he lacked the benefit being
the offgpring of the Captain of the Guard.

Kerim rode eadily, looking every inch a warrior. The comfortable way his hand rested on the hilt of
his sheaethed sword would not escape someone looking for an easy mark. Most surprisng to Sham was
the ease with which Dickon had shed his dvilized manneriams with his avilized dothing; he looked as
dangerous as dther of the others. With a fant breath of amusement, she redized that she was the least
impasing member of the party.

As they rode on, the buildings began to rise again, built of reclamed lumber and brick and stuck
together with dabs of mud, bits of rope, and a few rusty nals A whore gazed a them with dull eyes,
knowing that such a well-dressed party would wait until nightfal before indulging in the product she sold.

The Shark stopped the horse he rode in front of a hedtily cobbled building with blankets draping the
windows and a few of the larger holes. Sham fdt a momentary twinge of surprise that no one had stolen
the blankets before she noticed the magicd warding that surrounded the building.

Asthe Shark swung out of the saddle, aamdl group of urchins broke from the safety of the shadows
to hold the horses. They weren't as skinny as the rest of the children in this area, so Shamera fdt it safe
to assume the Shark had imported them. If he had thought that far ahead, he probably had other, more
lethd minionsin hidden nearby. Feding more optimistic of their chances to make it back to the Castle
without incident, Shamera dismounted.

Getting the Reeve off the horse was easier than getting him on had been. Watching his face, Sham
thought that he would pay for the unaccustomed riding. With Dickon on one sde and the Shark on the
other, the Reeve managed the trip from the horse to the building supporting much of his own weight.

Once ingde they found themsdvesin an earth-floored room, empty except for two chars and a clear
crysd globe that hovered waist-high in the center of the room without visble support. Shamera frowned
momentarily a the chairs, she had expected nothing more than a bench—chairs were for nobles who
could afford the woodcrafter’ s high prices and lived where such things wouldn't be stolen.

The Reeve settled comfortably in one of the chairs, and Dickon and the Shark stood next to him. The
other chair faced the Reeve' s and was obvioudy meant for the wizard. Shamera took a step back to lean
agang the wdl, but before she got to it, the back of her head hit something with an audible crack.

Rubbing the sore area, she turned and examined the gpparently empty space behind her suspicioudy.
As she frowned at the wall, she noticed a subtle blurring around the edges of the room—she whispered a
few arcane words.



The illuson of emptiness did to the floor like so much water, leaving behind severd bookcases
packed with afew books and obscure pargpherndia, a bench set againg one wal, and a wizard wearing
a hooded robe watching them from the far corner of the room. She bowed to him and took up a sest on
the bench. The hooded figure cackled merrily and shuffled out of the corner. Sham fdt a brief tingle of his
power as the hovering globe rose to the caling and began to emit light.

She snorted. “We are not dl barbarian Easterners to be impressed by a magdight trick thet 1 could
do before | could talk.”

“Oh,” croaked the mage hoarsaly, leaning heavily on his black g&ff as he shambled further into the
light. “A sorceress. I’d heard that one was looking for the demon.”

“l told you so, wizard. | don't lie” answered the Shark ina cold voice.

“Aieh.” The old man’s shoulders shook with mirth and he turned to Kerim. ““You see, you see how
easy it isto annoy a prideful man. Beware pride, boy, it will bring you down.”

“Foretdling or conversing, ancient?’ questioned Sham.

Thewizard moved to her; the amdl of the rich-but-filthy fur robe he wore was enough to make her
eyes water. “Conversation, child. | get paid for foretdling. Is that why you came here? | thought you
were looking for a demon.”

“Foretdling is a double-edged sword—" replied Sham, “—whiletrying to avoid a bad fate, it's easy
to create a worse one. We have come to you for your knowledge, not your magic. | need to know what
you can tdl me about the Chen Laut.”

“And you—" the hunched figure turned to Dickon, “—what do you come here for?’

Sham thought that she caught a glimpse of confusion on Dickon’s usudly impassive visage, but it was
gone too swiftly to be sure.

“l am the Reeve' s man.”

“l see,” The old one rocked back on his hedls. Sham took a step forward fearing that he was going
to overbaance himsdf and fdl over backwards, but he recovered.

Thewizard limped dowly to the unoccupied chair and fdl back into it. He shook his head. “Demons
are not pleasant company, my dear.”

Sham assumed that he was pesking to her, though his gaze was focused on the wadl dightly to her
left. “It chose us, we didn't choose it—it has been usng Landsend as a hunting ground. It killed the
Reeve s brother as wdl as my master, the former king's wizard, Maur.”

“The old king's wizard?’" The time-ravaged mage drew himsdf up and whispered as if to himsdf,
“And you were his apprentice? | thought he had died long ago—I haven't fet the touch of his megic since
the Castle was taken.”

“Heis gone now,” said Sham, though her tone waan't as sharp as she'd intended. “The last words
from his lips were awarning againg a demon caled Chen Laut. | need to find the demon and destroy it.”

The wizard nodded, rocking a little in his seat. “The Chen Laut is the demon of the Castle. Long
before the present castle stood on its hill, the demon came from time to time—feeding itsdf before
wandering away for decades or centuries. The story of its origin is shrouded in the vel of time, and |
know for certain only bits and pieces.”

“We are ligening,” sad the Shark.

“Aieh, s0 you are,” agreed the wizard. “Wdl then, long and long ago, well before the wizard wars,
there was a wizard, Harrod the Grey—strong in magic and weak in wisdom—for only a foolish men
would bind a demon to him as his servant, no matter what his strength. The spells are difficult and too
eedly logt in moments of passion or pain.”

“The demon he bound was patient, with the patience of dl immortd things. It served its master well,
until the man thought of it as a friend as wdl as a dave. When it had its chance, it killed him—trgpping
itdf here, away from its own kind forever. The wizard cdled it ‘Chen Laut'—which means ‘gifted
servant’ in the old tongue.”

“Do you know how to find it?" asked Sham

“Aieh.” The old man stared vagudly at the carved handle of his g&ff for a moment. “| think perhaps it
may find you asit did Maur.”



“Are there any other dories?” asked Kerim. “Every Southwoods man I've ever met has stories
about some sort of magica creature or the other.”

The wizard snorted with surprised laughter. “Have you heard of the demon of the Castle? No? It is
an obscure tae in truth; more because of the efforts of the rulers of Land-send than any lack of evidence
or interest, hmm. He' d have nobles leaving in droves—unless they were Easterners, too sophisticated to
bdieve in such errant nonsense,” He chortled to himsaf for awhile

“Would there be records?’ asked Sham. “If this is something that has happened before, maybe
someone has come closer than we have to solving it.”

Kerim shook his head. “I don’'t know. When | got here, alot of things had been destroyed. | sent
what was |€ft to the temple for safekeeping—Tabot can have some of his people go through them and

“If we find the demon,” said Sham dowly, “what can be done with it?’

“Those wizards who know of demons and such are hunted down by their own kind. | have told you
what | can about the demon.” With awave of his s&ff, the room filled with greasy, odoriferous smoke.

Coughing, Sham ran for the door and tugged it open, dlowing the smdly fog to escape the
maformed little cottage. When it had cleared, the mage was gone and illuson once more cloaked the
interior of his workshop.

* % %

“wdl,” said shamera, as dickon and the shark helped Kerim onto his horse, “the good news is that
we know something of the Chen Laut. Unfortunatdly, if the mage was correct, it has survived a least a
thousand years during times when mages of my srength were as common as church mice in Landsend.
We dill don't know how to find the thing—or kill it when we do.”

“Do you think he told us dl he knew?’ asked Kerim.

It was the Shark that answered with awry grin. “Haven't been around Sham long, have you? Getting
adraght answer out of awizard islike waiting for a fish to blink—it won't happen. He probably knows
quite a bit more that he’ s not tdling you—but you' d need arack to get it out of him.”

Dickon had been riding quiglly behind the Reeve, saring at the ground. He cleared his throat and
sad, “1sn’'t anyone ese surprised to find that Lord Havok fancies himsdf a wizard?’

“What? asked Kerim sharply.

“l said—" repeated Dickon dowly, asif to someone who was extremdy dow of thought, “—don’t
you think it's odd that Halvok thinks he's a wizard?’

“You bdieve the old wizard was Halvok?’ asked Sham-era.

The servant frowned a her. “I admit that his impersonation of an old man was good, but under the
hood of his cloak he was dearly Lord Havok.”

Kerim looked a Sham. “I didn’'t see Lord Halvok.”

The Shark had begun to amile, looking at Dickon. “An Easterner? How strange, | thought that the
megic had been bred out of you dl.”

Sham, ignoring the Shark, muttered a few words and held out her hand.,.

“What am | holding, Dickon?’

The servant frowned at her, but he answered. “A stone.”

She looked at the frog resting on her hand, it blinked lazly twice and then disappeared, leaving a
grmdl rounded stoneinits wake.

“What does that mean?’ asked Kerim thoughtfully.

Sham shrugged, putting the stone back in her pocket and urging her horse back toward the Castle. “I
suppose that it means that Lord Havok is a wizard—a clever one”

“And?" asked Kerim, while Dickon looked unessy.

The Shark chortled. When Sham cast a stern look at him, he straightened his face, but his shoulders
dill shook with mirth.

“Who would have thought it,” he said. “An Eastern-born wizard.”

“Maur,” said Sham softly, “—aways mantaned that Easterners or Southwoodsmen, dl are the same



beneath the skin, It seems he was right. Dickon is mageborn, my lord, and it seems he has a tdent for
illusons”

Eleven

Sham opened the door to her room cautioudy, but it was empty. Bregsthing a Sgh of rdief she
stepped in and shut the door behind her: she had not been looking forward to explaining her dusty tunic
and trousers to Jenli.

She stripped regpidly out of the filthy garments, Suffing them in the trunk. The ever-present ewer of
water near the bedside took care of the grime on her hands and face, then she searched unsuccessfully
for another dress she could don without help. After the second time through the wardrobe, she pulled
one out randomly and tugged it over her head.

Struggling and contorting she managed to button dl but the top few buttons. Sham surveyed the result
in the polished bronze mirror dubioudy. Made of pae ydlow slk, the gown resembled a shift rather than
adress. Fine lace, made for a child's gown, edged the neckline and shoulder straps. It wasn't the gown
that bothered her, but the body it covered.

She st an illuson to cover the heding wound on her shoulder and severd bruises she didn't
remember receiving. After twiding around for aminute or so, she decided she' d covered the worst of the
contusions, and any left were bound to be attributed to rough play rather than disassembling furniture and
chasing wizards through Purgatory. Dickon had promised to bring dinner to the Reeve's room, and since
she had missed breskfast and lunch, she wasn't about to miss dinner.

As she was running a brush through her hair, her gaze fdl on the trunk lid, and she redized she'd
forgotten to lock it. Frowning, because securing her possessions was second nature, Sham quickly took
care of it before entering Kerim's room. Still puzzing over her unusud oversight, she forgot to make
certain Kerim was aone.

The Reeve had dso taken the time to change his garments, and he bore little resemblance to the
rough warrior who dared cross the heart of Purgatory. He sat regdly imprisoned in his chair, daring
coldly & the Eastern nobleman who confronted him. Neither of them seemed to notice Sham's presence.

“Do you aways ligen to gossping stableboys, my lord?” Kerim sounded irate.

“Of course nat,” replied the noble in fussy tones, “but my man reports that there was indeed a body
discovered in the stables with that weird, blind boy of yours.”

“The stableman’s body was in severa pieces—not something a boy of Elsic’s age would be capable
of doing,” Kerim's voice lowered to awarning purr that caused the nobleman to take a step backwards.
“l suggest you be careful what you repest in public, lest you find yoursdf looking a fool—or worse. It
might, for ingance, become known that your coffers aren't as golden as they appear. Odd how
tradesmen attend to such rumors so closdly.”

Without looking away from the other man, Kerim held out his hand toward Sham. “Come here, my
dear, Lord Arnson was just teking hisleave.”

She hadn’'t been aware he'd noticed her, but she recovered quickly, stepping forward with a bright
amile “Kerim, would you finish buttoning this for me? Jenli wasn't there, and you ripped the shoulder of
the dress | was wearing—it's pogtively indecent.” She shrugged dightly so the unbuttoned gown hung
even lower, giving the flustered nobleman a wide, empty amile.

She didn’'t bother looking a Kerim for his reaction to her lie. After the servants had discovered the
mess the demon had made of her room inits firg attack, Kerim had begun to enjoy his newly enhanced
reputation; she had no doubt that he'd follow her lead.

“Of course,” answered Kerim in a voice that made Shamera shiver involuntarily, and not from fear.
That man wielded hisvoice as wel as he did his sword. “Come here and I’ll take care of that. You were
leaving, my lord?’

The nobleman started, and took his eyes off the neckline of Shamera's dress that was sagging even
further as she kndt before the Reeve. “Yes, of course.”

Kerim finished the buttons and waited until the door shut behind the nobleman before dropping his



loverlike manner.

“l cannot abide fools” Kerim growled. “I can’t fathom how an idiot like that managed to win as
many battles as he did.”

“Being ruthlesdy brutal can sometimes be as effective as inteligence” commented Sham, idly saring
a the closed door. She hadn't recognized his face, but Lord Arnson was wdl known in Southwood for
ordering the daughter of children in severd northern villages. Perhaps she could arrange to meet imin a
dark corner somewhere. One more victim of the demon ...

Kerim eyed her speculaively. “1 think Lord Arnson will be called back to his estates. He has a large
holding in Cybelle and the return might be beneficid to his hedth.”

Sham wasn't used to being so easlly read and found it disconcerting. She batted her eyes a him, and
with atificgdly thick accents said, “ Does the poor man find our dimate unhedthy?

Before Kerim could reply, Dickon opened the door for a par of servants bearing a large and
aomdtic tray, covered to keep the food hot, as wel as an assortment of dining-ware. Dickon looked
around and found a table that had survived Sham’'s deansing of the room. He pulled it forward, and
directed the servants to set it for dining.

Sham rose to her feet and gathered a pair of chairs while Dickon ushered the kitchen helpers out the
door. She et the tray cover on the floor and snatched a thick, crusty dice of bread. She buttered it and
took a large, stidfying bite, ignoring Kerim’'s amused glance with the same insouciance she accorded
Dickon's disgpproval.

Kerim pushed his char forward to one of the place settings and cut a dice of the roast off with his
edting knife and placed it on his plate opposite Sham's.

“Lady,” said Dickon hestantly, taking a seat after he made certain dl the plates were set properly.

Sham amiled at him and continued chewing as she diced some mest.

“What did you mean when you said | was mageborn?’ He spoke in Southern, and mispronounced
the last word—as if that would make it mean something other than what he thought it meant.

“Wdl—" ghe said, when she was sure she wouldn't laugh, “—only a mageborn person could have
broken through an illuson as strong as the old wizard had. Nine-tenths of the magic most wizards work
are illusonary—like thisfrog.” She held out the little frog again.

“What frog?" asked Dickon.

Kerim frowned warningly. “Don’t play games with him.”

Sham shook her head. “I'm not. Look &t it closdy, Dickon.” She muttered a few words, increesing
the power of her pdl. “Tdl me when you see afrog instead of a rock.”

She was perspiring with the effort of her spell weaving before Dickon sat forward and drew in a swift
breath. “| seeit”

Sham closed her empty hand. “Illuson—" she managed findly, with only a hint of amusement, “takes
on the appearance of something that it is not. There are three ways to penetrate the spell. One is by
magic. The second is by touch; there are very few mages who can create illusons that are redl to more
then one sense at atime The third method is Smple disbdief. Anyone can break anilluson that way, you
don’'t have to be awizard to do it. But most illusons set by a wizard of any power are miserably hard to
digod by disbdief—unless you are a wizard yoursdf.” She glanced at Dickon's discomfited expresson,
feding a surprising amount of sympathy for him; it wasn’t easy to find your long-hdd bdiefs crumpling at
your feet. “Your disbdief in magic is so drong that when you walked into the magician’s cottage you
didn't even see the illusons. | have never heard of such a case before; the only possble explanation is
that you are mageborn.”

Dickon muttered afoul word that indicated his disbdief in graphic terms.

Sham'’s eyebrows dimbed at the vocabulary the fadtidious servant had used, and she commented
with interest, “1've never heard of it done that way before. | wouldn't think it possible.”

Dickon looked a her with the expression of a cornered boar.

Deciding he was 4ill too shaken for teasing, she sobered and touched his deeve lightly. “There is
deight-of-hand, Dickon, but magicisred, too. lllusonisonly part of it. Here—I'll demonstrate.”

There was afingerbowl full of water near her plate. She pushed the plate aside and pulled the bowl in



front of her.

“Water is a common means of scrying, because it's easy to use. The important thing to remember is
that water isaliar, eadly influenced by thought. If | expected the demon to look like a giant butterfly and
| asked the water to show me the demon, | might see a giant butterfly, possbly | would see something
redly related to the demon, or | might see a kitchen maid deaning vegetables. It ig7't illuson though, so
you should be able to see something.”

Sham looked into the bowl and muttered a soft spdll, waving her hand three times over the water.

When she was done, she s&t the fingerbowl before Kerim and said, “Weé Il let Kerim try it fird. |
have cdled the water to show the person you hold most dear—jprobably, it will only show you the face
of the person you think you care about most. Don't take it too serioudy.”

Kerim leaned forward until he looked directly into the bowl; he nodded thoughtfully and shifted it
across the table to Dickon. With a doubtful look a Sham, Dickon leaned forward in his turn. He looked
inthe bowl, then tensed. A white line rose on his cheeks as he clenched his teeth, staring into the pool of
water.

“Remember,” she cautioned him, because he seemed so distressed, “what you see is wha you
expect to see”

Dickon shook his head and said softly, “It’'s not that. My wife was killed in a bandit rad shortly after
we were married. | haven't seen her face for ten years, I'd forgotten how beautiful she was” Dickon
drew in a swift breath through his nose and looked away from the water asif with great effort.

“Thisismagic?’ he questioned warily.

“Yes” Sham pulled the table back to its origind pogition and dipped her fingersin the water, deaning
them and digpdling the magic.

Dickon eyed her cautioudy, but he seemed to be considering the matter, which was the best that she
could hope for under the circumstances.

“With that done,” said Kerim, cutting the meet on his plate with his eating knife. “1 need your thoughts
on the wizard we met this afternoon, Shamera.”

He had plainly decided that Dickon needed some time to think about magic alone. Well, enough, she
didn’t mind changing topics.

She frowned thoughtfully. “Yes, Lord Halvok. That was ... interegting.”

“Why would he work so hard to keep hisidentity a secret?” asked Kerim.

She raised her eyebrows. “How would the Eastern lords react if they knew they were negotiaing
with a wizard? It would destroy his credibility with those who do not believe in magic. Those who do
beieve in magic would distrust him even more, fearing his power.”

“Havok’'s persond amhitions asde,” she continued, “—I imagineit would be difficult to find another
noble who was not consumed with bitterness toward you Easterners and gill commanded the respect of
the other Southwood nobles. It isonly his sngle-handed defense of the northern reaches at the end of the
war that dlows him to negotiate a dl without being named a traitor and losng the support of the
Southwood factions”

“So you think Halvok was trying to hdp?’ Kerim sounded as if that were the answer he was hoping
for.

Sham shrugged. “1 don’'t know. | don't know him very wel—I only know what | have seen and
heard. Although he apparently likes you, his fird loydties seemed to be given to Southwood. | don't
think he would jeopardize his postion to help you, but as long as you are no threat to his gods he
shouldn’'t go out of hisway to harm you either.”

“So he was judt trying to give us informaion? Couldn’t he have sent word through the Whisper?’
asked Dickon.

Sham sighed and brushed her hair back from her face. “1 don’t know.”

“Whet else would he be doing?’ asked Kerim.

“l can think of one other reason Halvok could have caled usthere,” she said rductantly. “The qudity
of Lord Havok's illusons make hm a master sorcerer—perhaps better than | am. Black magic is
proscribed and punishable by the most dire consequences if the Wizard's Council finds out. In the last



two decades I’ ve heard of only three wizards discovered usng it anyway.”

“Meaning?’ asked Kerim when she hedtated.

“Meaning there are dmogt certainly more black mages” Sham answered. “If Lord Halvok is such a
one and summoned the demon himsdf he might have told us the story to concentrate our efforts on the
demon, rather than looking for a human summoner. Lady Tirra said the men who died dl opposed your
protection of the native Southwood lords—certainly Lord Havok would have seen them as a threat.”

Kerim sat for a moment, before shaking his head. “The wrong men died, Shamera. The men who
died were petty lords for the mogt part; none of them, my brother included, had much power.”

“Maybe Halvok’s purpose was just what it appears.” said Shamera, “I'll vigt his house tonight and
seewhat | can find”

Kerim nodded, saying, “I'm not dl that anxious to find out that one of the few Southwood lords
willing to consider the good of the whole country rather than trying to recapture the past is involved with
ademon—but I'd rather know as soon as possible ether way.”

“Wouldn't it be better to wait until tomorrow, when you know he'll be at court?” asked Dickon.

Sham shook her head. “Thisis the night he spends with Lady Fullbright, to get information about her
husband's business. The servants have the night off.” She grinned at them. “I see that hasn't made it to
the rumor mill yet—it’s nice to know the Shark haan't logt his touch.”

* % %

the night was dark, the moon hidden by drizzling clouds. Sham hoped the rain would take care of the
dust that Purgatory and Kerim’s room had left on her working clothes.

Lord Halvok’s manson wasin a quiet area of town some distance from the Castle. The shortest way
there brought her past the Temple of Altis. Although it was Hill under construction—and would be for
severa more decades—it was dready an impressve edifice.

Dickon was not the only one finding his bliefs altered aoruptly. Since she had taken up her role as
the Reeve' s migtress, Sham had found hersdf in danger of forgetting her hatred of Easterners. It fdt odd
not to be angry dl the time—she fdt naked and defensdess. That vulnerability made her resent Altis dl
the more. Things were changing, and very few changesin Shamera s life had been for the better.

“You do not belong here,” she said to the god.

Great windows on either Sde of the massve entrance glisened darkly againg the light-colored stone
like two large eyes. As she resumed walking, she could amogt fed someone waiching her until she was
wdl away from the temple.

Lord Halvok’s residence was a modest manor to be the home of an influential noble, but Sham was
suitably impressed by the amount of gold he must have spent to buy two hundred rods of land in the
middle of the city. She had plenty of time to view the lawn as she walked completely around the building
to make certain there was no light that would suggest a servant was up and abouit.

As she stepped onto the grass, the har on the back of her neck stood on end: if she'd had any
doubts that Halvok was a wizard they were dearly resolved. She hadn't tripped any obvious warding,
but the tingling sensation strongly suggested there was one nearby.

She inched forward until she found it. It was a ample spell, designed to warn Lord Halvok if a thief
was about, but not to keep out wizards—such a spdl would be too taxing to sustain, even with runes.
Caefully, gently, Sham stepped across, leaving the spell undisturbed.

The lower floor windows were shuttered, but those on the second floor were open. Scrambling up
the native rock face and through a parlor window gave her little trouble. She stood in the darkness in the
gmdl room and pulled a diver from her thumb with her teeth.

Places where magic was worked frequently began to collect a certain aura about them. Even people
who couldn’'t normdly sense magic would begin to fed uneasy, as if they were being watched or
followed. Such places tended to get the reputation of being haunted. Chances were good that Halvok's
workroom was in an isolated area of the house to avoid driving off the servants.

Sham closed her eyes and whispered a scrying spell to find where the workroom was. The return
information was immediate and strong. Hadtily she pulled the shutters on the window and lit a dim



megdight to look around.

“Plague take him,” she muttered irritably.

The darkness had hidden the exact nature of the room she was in. The dark forms she'd assumed
were bookcases were filled with a wide variety of antiques, each neatly labeled by a piece of parchment
tied by wire to the artifacts. At another time, she would have been fascinated and covetous—particularly
of the fine dagger display.

Unfortunately, there were severd items radiaing magic, afew as srongly as her flute. She was going
to have to snesk through the dark house hoping no one heard her until she could get far enough away to
find any other magic.

Sham cdled her magdight, restored the shutters to their former position, and opened the only door in
the room. Rather than a hdll, she found hersdf in alarge bedroom. The bed was nestly turned back and a
bed warmer was set near the banked coals of the fireplace.

She waked through the room and opened a door into a dmly lit hal, deserted except for a
ydlow-eyed tomcat. The cat stared a her indifferently from its perch on an open window sll before
returning its gaze to the night.

A dark stairway broke off from the hall, too narrow to be anything but the servant’s staircase. Sham
crouched low and listened for any sound that might indicate thet it wasin use.

She counted dowly to twenty before cregping quietly down the wooden dairs, waking as close to
the edge as she could so the stair wouldn't flex and squesk. Pausng briefly on the firs floor, Sham
decided to continue to the basement before trying to scry magic again. The further she was from the little
collection room the better her chances of making the el work would be,

She traveled down severd steps when something both soft and sharp touched her gently on the back
of the neck.

Sifling a scream, Sham jumped down two more stairs and turned, knife in hand to confront her
attacker. She stared into the darkness, but saw nothing. Holding absolutdly ill, she listened for the sound
of breathing.

The cat, Stting on a narrow shelf in the wall of the sairwell, purred smugly. She could hear it lick its
foot in the darkness. Sham had passed by the animd without seeing it, and it had batted her gently with
its paw.

Biting back her rdieved laughter, she continued into the cdlar. The temperature dropped noticegbly
as the lagt fant light faded behind her. She stopped and scried for the fragmented magic of the workroom
agan, though she didn't close her eyes this time—it would have been pointless in the utter blackness of
the cellar. She could 4ill sense the spdlls tangled in the collection of antiques, but this time the stronger
pul by far lay ahead of her, dightly to the I€ft.

She decided the risk of someone seeing her light was less than the risk of someone hearing her as she
tripped over the cat in the darkness, so she cadled her magdight once more. She kept it dim, so it
wouldn’'t spoil her night vison. The cat, with typical contrariness, was nowhere to be seen.

The fird door that she came to opened into a storage area filled with foodstuffs. The second room
was obvioudy a workshop—the wrong kind. Bits and pieces of broken or unfinished furniture were set in
an organized fashion around the room. There was no third door, though she could fed the pulse of magic
quite strongly when she tried.

Frowning, she tapped one foot with Slent impatience and stared into the workroom. She inhded and
detected, underneeth the amdl of the lemon ail and varnish, the tang of herbs and the acrid scent of
burned hair. Mentaly she compared the sze of the food storage room and the wood-shop. The storage
room had been sgnificantly narrower.

Back in the storage room, behind a shef of dried pardey and fresh vegetables, she found a plan
door that opened into Lord Havok’s workshop—this one scented with magic rather than vanish.
Stepping into the room gave her an odd feding of going back in time. This was what the old man's
workshop in the Castle had looked like.

There was no trace of black magic here, as there had been none in the hut in Purgatory; but she
hadn't expected to find any. A magican who practiced the forbidden arts would hardly have done so in



hisown house. She began to search his books.

All magic had a certain dgnature that identified itsdf to a wizard. Because of that sgnature it was
possible to tdl what a spdl would do, evenif it were unfamiliar to the megician looking at it. Rather than
wadte time looking through each book, Sham touched the books in turn using her magic to search out the
tomes that might contain black megic.

After twenty minutes of work, she laid three books on the smooth surface of a marble table. The firg
was an old copy of an even older text. It had severd spdls that cdled for the use of various body parts
... “the forefinger of a man hanged on the vernd equinox,” “the eye of a man who died in his deep.”
Enough for the spells to be black magic, but a farseeing spdl was not what Sham was looking for. She
Set it aside.

The second book, bound in butter-soft leather, was embossed with the enlightening title, Majik
Boke. Unlike the firg one, it was spdlled shut so no unsuspecting person could casudly open it. It took
Sham some time to dismantle the protection spdlls, as they were old and powerful—aso vagudy familiar.
As soon as the spells logt their hold, the book fluttered open and the Sgnature of evil increased tenfold.

“l found that in the ashes of the bonfire where they burnt the library of the King's Sorcerer,” Lord
Halvok spoke quietly from behind her.

Sham turned to him and nodded, with a casuaness she didn't fed. Never show fear or let them know
they’ve surprised you. “I thought that | recognized the Old Man's work in the warding. You haven't
opened this?’

Lord Havok’s blunt fingers stroked behind the ears of the yellow-eyed cat that was draped limply
over his shoulders. The cat purred. “No, | have one jugt like it—though | believe Maur's copy is
somewhat older than mine”

He strode caaudly to the table where the books rested and picked up the one she hadn’t had time to
examine. He unworked the spdlls that kept it closed and opened it to display essentidly the same text as
the page her book was opened to—athough written in a different hand. “This is my copy. As Maur's
apprentice, | suspect the one you opened should be yours. | advise you to keep it somewhere no one will
find it. Texts that ded with black magic are forbidden, Lady Shamera”

He snapped the book shut and met her gaze. “Tdl me, how did you know that | was the wizard this
afternoon? The illuson of the old wizard has fooled many mages who, forgive me, were more powerful
then you are.”

She shrugged. “How long have you known | was a sorcerer searching for a demon rather than just
the Reeve's midress?”’

“After dl these years Lord Kerim chooses a mistress—not just any mistress, but a native.” He closed
his eyes briefly. “We have been without hope for so long. Holding on to our lands by the thread of Lord
Kerim's honor.” He opened his Southwood blue eyes and met hers. “When | redized something was
gaoing on, it was easy to connect it with you. Why would he choose an unknown Southwood lady of,
you'll forgive me, more dyle than beauty, when he could have his pick of court ladies—incduding
Southwood women like Lady Sky if his tastes were so indined?’

“My saintillating intellect, of course,” she offered in Lady Shamera s vacuous style.

He laughed involuntarily. “Right. | had aready begun to rethink your intdligence, based on the
reports of my fogerlings. Siven said he thought you used your stupidity with great <kill and shrewdness.”
Havok shook his head. “All that asde, you had to be a wizard hdping the Reeve track down the
demon—he would never have risked taking up with a Southwood lady in this politicd cdimate for
anything less. Now, you answer my question, how did you recognize me?’

“Maur dways sad tha illusons are an unrdiable spell—they are one of the few spdls that can lose
effect without the spellcaster being aware of it.”

“You aren’'t going to tdl me”

“No. It's not my secret to tdl.”

He stared at her for a moment, then nodded his head. “Fair enough.”

Sham pursed her lips and tapped her fingers lightly on the table. “You sound as if you vaue Lord
Kerim.”



He frowned sharply. “Of course | do. Why do you ask?’

She looked up from the table and narrowed her eyes a him. “Because some idiot summoned the
Reeve through the worst corner of Purgatory just to recite an old story that could have been told to the
Whisper.”

Havok's eyebrows flew up at the tone of her voice “It was an opportunity | could not ress.
Purgatory is a black hole where our people disappear. The Easterners like to forget that it existis—or
they pretend that it is nothing more than a dum like mogt cities of any Sze have. You were safe with the
Shark beside you, no one would risk hiswrath—"

“—To kill the Cybdlian Lord who is given primary credit for putting down any hope that Southwood
had of shaking off Altis yoke? You are the one who needs to vist Purgatory, if that’s what you think,”
snarled Sham. “The Shark, despite his own belief, is neither omnipotent nor omniscient and there are any
number of people in Purgatory who would be happy to give their miserable livesto proveit.”

“Are you—" said Halvok softly, obvioudy keeping a firm hold on his temper, “—spegking as a
concerned ditizen or as the Reeve's midress?’

“Does it matter?’ she returned roundly. “What you did was stupid and unnecessary. The Reeve
knows dl he needs to about Purgatory; where do you think he found me?’

Havok dilled. “You were in Purgatory?’

Sham nodded. “The Reeve saved ny life Why do you think | am working for him, an
Altisworshipping Cybdlian?’ Twigting the truth was one of her many talents.

“Lord Ervan was hardly so poor that his widow—" he hesitated, then said in the manner of one
daing an obvious fact he had overlooked, “Y ou're not his widow.”

“l,” said Shamera, loang enough of her annoyance to grin a him. “—am a thief, and have lived in
Purgatory since the Castle fdl. Look, | need to know everything you can tdl me about demons.”

Suddenly he grinned as well. “Now that I'm feding guilty enough to risk talking about them? All right,
| admit, it was a stupid impulse to inggt that the Reeve come to my workshop—especidly as weak as he
is. Although he' s been getting better ever since Ven died, haan't he?”’

“Actudly,” she said, “not quite. HE's been getting better snce we discovered Ven's body, though
one had little to do with the other. That night | found a number of runes on and about the Reeve's person
that tied him to the demon. Apparently the demon was responsible for Lord Kerim's illness—I'm not
sure why, or even exactly what it was doing. The runes it was usng are odd forms of the master
patterns.”

Lord Havok looked around until he found a pair of stools. He gave one to Sham and sat upon the
other. “Why don’t you tdl me what you know about this demon, and I'll tdl you anything | can.”

“Very wdl.” She perched on the proffered seat. “The demon is killing people every seven to eght
days and has been for the past ... oh three quarters of ayear or so. It didn't start concentrating its kills a
the Cagtle until severa months ago. As| told you, it killed Maur—which is how | firg got involved.”

“So the killings started about the same time as the Reeve' s illness?” said Halvok.

“Ves”

Lord Havok frowned. “From what | know of demons, it is killing far more frequently then it needs
to. Demons need to feed on death—but supposedly only once every severa months”

“Rignt,” agreed Sham, “but in order to keep its smulacrum working, | believe it needs to kill much
more often.”

“A smulacrum?’ Halvok sounded intrigued.

“Lord Ven had been dead severd days before we discovered his body. | ... freshened it to avoid
frightening everyone who had seen him in court while his body was rotting in a little-used room in the
Cadtle. The last form it had to wear that | know of belonged to a dead stableman.”

“The stableman who was found dead in the company of the Reeve's pet sdkie?’

She nodded. “It killed him to get rid of Ven's form and used Elsc—the salkie—to throw as much
sand over itstral asit could.”

Havok shook his head. “By thetides,” he swore, “no wonder it has been so hard to catch.”

“Can you tdl me how to find the demon?’



“No.”

“All right, then. Do you know how to kill it?’

Havok shrugged. “Find out who it is and kill the body that houses it—after you destroy the
smulacrum. It should take the demon a decade or so to find a person whose body it can sted. They are
capable of that, you know, if they are not dready tied to a host. The demon itsdf cannot be killed ...
unless—." He diffened as if a new thought had occurred to him, “—if you can find the demon, and
endave it the way the old magicians used to, it will die when you do.”

Sham thought about that and shook her head. “It’s free now because it killed the mage who cdled it,
and he knew far more about demons than | do. Isthere away | can send it back where it came from?’

Lord Halvok nodded and elaborated. “You'll need to find a virgin, cut out his tongue, put out his
eyes, chant afew lines, cut out his heart and feed it to the demon &fter taking a bite yoursdlf. Desth is
capable of generating great power if you useit right. | have a young cousn who might work, though I’'m
not certain about hisvirginity, you understand.”

Sham snorted—*| think I'll pass—if nothing ese works I'll settle on killing its host. What about the
Archmage who destroyed Tybokk? How did he do it?’

“He managed to bind it to the dead body it had occupied so it was unable to seek another host. He
used a pdl that has been lost with most other demon lore—it's not in Maur’s book. Perhaps there is
something in the ag Magi’s library. 1 won't stop you if you want to ask the ag Magi if he has a book of
demonology in his possesson—although such an admisson would require him to present himsdf to the
coundl for execution. Maybe it would hep if you told him that you had a book on demon lore, but
needed a goecific reference.”

Sham laughed despite hersdf and held up a hand in surrender. “Would it be acceptable if | talk with
you again dfter | have had a chance to read this?” She tapped the book he'd given her.

The nobleman bowed his assent. “Lady, you have whatever ad | can offer. | will contact my old
mester and see if he has any suggestions.”

“I would appreciate that.” Sham rose from the stool and walked to the door. Before she opened it,
however, she turned back to him, “Lord Halvok, would you happen to have any books on runes?
Something that might have the forms that the demon isusng?’

“Old runes?’ He thought a moment. “1 might have one that would help.”

Kneding, he drew a thin volume from the bottom shdf and brought it to her. “This is something |
picked up in the market a number of years ago. It's quite a bit older than it looks, and it has runesin it |
hed never seen before”

“Thanks,” she said taking it.

“You may leave by the front door if you wish.”

Sheturned to bat her eydashes a him. “And have the Reeve's mistress be seen leaving your manor
a night? | can find my own way out, sr.”

* % %

“So havok ign't cdling demons?’ asked kerim, pulling another pillow behind his back to prop
himsdf up higher.

Sham, so tired that her very bones ached, struggled to think dlearly. She had come directly here after
leaving Lord Havok's chambers, without stopping to find a safe place for her newly acquired
books—not that there ever was aredly safe place for aBlack grimoire,

“l don't think s0,” she answered findly. “If he is summoning demons, he is a better actor than | think
heis, and he's not doing it from his home.”

Kerim nodded. “Good enough for me. Why don't you go to deep and well see what the morming
brings”

Sham gave him a mock sdute and exited under the tapestry.

* % %

donein her room, sham stood for a moment in the darkness. The rune book was no trouble, but she



wasn't sure what to do with the other one. Even though she had replaced the spell-warding on the book,
the sgnature of black magic leaked fromiit.

Sghing, she et the book on the nearest flat surface she came to and set the second, more innocuous
one on top of it. She could dedl with it in the morning. She stripped out of her filthy clothing—the rain had
turned the thick layer of dust to mud—and tossed her dothesin the trunk. As she shut the lid, the thought
of the mildew the damp dothing invited crossed her mind, but she was too tired to ded with it.

Twelve

The thunderous pounding on Kerim’'s door was loud enough to force Sham to St up in her bed and
curse under her breath. From the weaght of her eydids, she estimated she'd been adeep less than an
hour.

She thought serioudy about ignoring the noise and going back to deep, but anything worth waking up
the Reeve at such an obscene hour of the night was worth investigating.

Knowing her intruson might not be welcomed, she stretched out on the floor and raised the bottom
of the tapestry until she could see into Kerim's room.

Kerim had adready thrown on his bedrobe and was usng his quarterstaff for balance as he hobbled
panfully across the room.

“Yes?' hecdled out, before he opened the door.

“My Lord, Lady Tirrasent meto tdl you that Lady Sky isin danger.”

Sham heard Kerim throwing the bolt on his door and the hinges squeaked once. A chest obscured
her view, so she had to rdy on her ears.

“l don’'t know the exact circumstances, but Lady Tirra seems to fed it may be due to the Lady’s
recent miscarriage.” From his voice the messenger was painfully young.

Kerim reappeared in Sham's Sght. He grunted as he settled himsdf in his whedled chair and tossed
the quartergtaff on his bed. Wasting no time he left the room.

As soon as the door shut behind him, Sham legpt to her feet and opened her trunk, shuffling through
the assorted mess until her hand closed on damp cloth. She preferred her wel thieving clothes to court
dress. As she wrestled with recdcitrant fabric, she redized she hadn't had to unlock her trunk. Once
decently clothed, she dammed a hand on the lesther and wood top and spdled it closed without
bothering with the latch.

Quickly she opened the pand into the passages and dipped through. By this time, she knew the
passages of the Castle better than she knew the halls where more conventional people traveled from
place to place in the Castle. There were only three short sections of man thoroughfare she had to cross.
Either luck or the lateness of the hour blessed her with empty hdls, and there was no one to see when
she cautioudy scurried from one passage to the next on her way to Lady Sky’s quarters.

Like mogt of the occupied rooms, the spyhole to Lady Sky’s bedchamber had been sealed. It took
Sham less than a wigp of magic to pull the board off the wall. Before she pulled the board completdly
away, Sham doused the mage-light. Luckily, Lady Sky lived on the third floor where dl the unmarried
ladies of the court stayed, so there were severa windows to let moonlight into the room.

Lady Sky might dmost have been posed for an artist. The dlvery light of the moon played upon her
far hair and caressed her graceful figure, which was as dender as if her pregnancy had never been. The
white mudin gown that she wore made her appear younger than she was. She sat cross-legged on her
bed, garing down at a dagger she hdd in both hands.

Sham couldn’t see her face except for the corner of her jaw, but she had a clear view of Lady Sky’s
fine-boned hands turning the dagger over and over, as if she were examining the knife at a marketplace,
looking for flaws.

Sham began searching for a hidden door that would let her enter the room. Purgatory had diminated
any sympathy she might have had for people who took the easy way out, but the lady had the excuse of
her recent miscarriage: 1t was common knowledge that such women were overly emotiond. Sky hed
become as close to a friend as she had among the women a court, and Sham didn’t want anything to



happen to her. She was exploring a likey looking area when she heard Kerim's voice. Quickly she
darted back to her spyhole and set her eye agang it.

“Give me the dagger, Sky.”

The bolt mugt not have been thrown on the door, for Kerim's chair had stopped just insde the
threshold. Lady Sky held the dagger up until the moonlight danced on the blade.

“Thiswas my husband’'s,” she said in conversationa tones. “He was very careful that dl his weapons
were kept sharp.”

“Sky, do you know how hard it is to kill yoursdf with a dagger? Unless you know what you're
doing, it can take days to die of such a wound. Despite Fahill’s axioms, dagger wounds are very panful
... and messy.” Kerim matched her conversationd tones exactly, as, with an easy push, he sent his chair
raling toward her bed.

A fresh breeze blew in from the window, causing the modest white mudin of Lady Sky’s nightgown
to flutter oftly againgt her skin. Whedls touching the edge of her bed, Kerim waited patiently for her
reply.

“They dl die” Lady Sky sad findly, in a child's soft bewildered voice. “My babies, my parents, my
husband. Ven—everyone. | think perhaps I'm cursed. There are so many people dying here—if | am
dead too, maybe it will stop.”

“SKky, dying never stops.” Kerim's voice was gentle but implacable. “The only certainty life contains
is death. Would your parents, Fahill, or Ven want you to die for no reason’? Should there be one less
person mourning their deaths and one more person to mourn? Fahill loved you. | fought Sde by side with
the man, and he was a withdrawn, embittered warrior until you came to him. During the few months he
hed you, he was happier than he had ever been. He would not likeit if you used his death as a reason to
destroy something he loved 0.”

In the passage, Sham backed away from the spyhole There was no threat to Kerim here, and
somewhere dong the line she' d developed fath in the Leopard’ s abilities—he would talk Sky out of her
foolishness without her help.

Shamera needed to get away from Sky's voice. It wasn't degth that was hard, or the dying, though
the tides knew it could be bad enough: it was finding a reason to keep on living. She wished Sky luck.

From the lady’ s room, Sham heard the sound of a dagger flung to the floor, followed by sobs muffled
agang aman's shoulder. Sham stopped, and turned back to the spyhole.

Kerim hed Sky inhislap, petting her hair gently as her shoulders trembled with grief. Sham bit her tip
and turned away. There, in the dark passage ligening to the sounds of another woman's sorrow, she
admitted what she would not admit in the light of day: Sham the Thief loved the Reeve of Southwood.

Tiredly, she waked back to her room. She threw her clothes back in the trunk, and found her
nightgown. Then she dimbed into her bed, pulled the covers over her head, and waited for deep to
come.

* % %

the door to sham’'s room hit the wall with a loud bang. She awoke &gbruptly to find hersdf in an
unladylike crouch on the edge of her bed, her dagger clutched in one hand. Frowning blearily, she peered
a theintruders.

Tdbot's raised eyebrows caused her to remember jus wha the Reeve's midress wore for
nightgowns, and she dove back under the covers. Eldc, of course, was immune to the Sght.

“Sorry to trouble ye, Lady,” said Talbot, smothering a laugh, “but the Reeve isin a meeting, and |
have work to do sorting through records that the temple sent down. | waited aslong as | could, as Kerim
sad ye were out until the wee hours. 1t's now past luncheon and someone needs to see the lad here—"
Tabot clapped the boy’ s shoulder with a heavy hand, “—doesn’t get himsdf mob-eaten.”

Sham scowled at Tabot. “It is customary to knock, before throwing open a door.”

He grinned at her. “Worry about knocking do ye, thief? First | ever heard of it.”

Laughing, Shamera raised her handsin defeat. “Welcome, ElSc. Shove off, Tabot. Well keep each
other out of trouble. I'll fight off mobs and Elsc can handle the nobles.”



Elsc grinned. “ For you, Lady, anything.”

Sham shook her head a Tdbot. “From stableboy to courtier in one night. Shame on you for
corrupting youth.”

“Me?’ answered Tabot indignantly, “*It was the womenfolk. Cursed | am with a pack of daughters
who look upon any unrelated mae as fair game, especidly alad as far and myserious as this one.”

“Ah,” said Sham knowingly, “—the redl reason to move ElSc into the Castle for the day.”

Tdbot grinned a her and |eft. Sham started to get out of bed, then hesitated, glancing a ElSic.

“l redly can't see you,” he assured her with a wicked smile Obvioudy an evening spent with
Tdbot's family had been good for him—he looked a good ded less lost than he had in the stables
yesterday.

“l think you can wait in Kerim's room until I'm dressed, my lad. If you wak graight about four
paces—" she waited as he complied, “—Ieft a step, then Sx paces to the wal. Turn right and wak until
you find the tapestry. Under the tapestry is a doorway to Kerim's bedroom.”

When he was safdly out of her room, she threw back the covers and pulled out a dress at random. It
was a flowered slk in flaning orange golds and deep indigo, with dits on ether sde of the skirt to the top
of her hips. She had to rummeage further to find the dip—little more than colored slk strips hung on a
gring. It was based on some of the dresses the Trading Clan women wore, but far more provocative—it
dso had rdativdy few buttons, and the ones Sham couldn’t work didn't make the dress any more
reveding than it already was.

As she gtarted toward Kerim's room, her gaze fdl on the pair of books that waited petiently on the
nightstand that had mysterioudy appeared to replace the one she'd destroyed. She was going to have to
find some way to occupy Elsc while she worked through the black grimoire, as wel as a better place to
keep it when she wasn't in the room. Her trunk would work to keep the book out of innocent hands, but
thet wouldn't disguise what it held from any magic user.

Sham heard the soft sounds of someone tuning a harp. She ducked under the tapestry to find that
Elsc had located a amd| bard’'s harp amidst the weaponry that littered the room and was gtting a the
foot of the Reeve's bed tuning it. There was a smudge on the bedclothes that looked suspicioudy as if
he'd used it to dugt off the harp.

Elsc looked up when she came into the room and left off touching the drings. “Kerim lets me play
thiswhen | am here. It's afine ingrument.”

Sham looked at the harp doubtfully. It wouldn't bring more than three coppers at the market, and
that only if someone cleaned and polished it; the wood was old, and the finish marred as if it had indeed
been carried by a bard through severd lifetimes of wandering.

“Did he teach you to play?’ she asked, unwilling to comment on the harp’s qudlity.

BElsc shook his head and began running his hands over the drings again. “No. | dready knew how to
play, though | didn’'t remember it until | held the harp. Lord Kerim says his fingers are too cumbersome
for the dtrings, but hell Sng with me sometimes.”

The tune that he played was unfamiliar, but its haunting tone caused a shiver to run up her
unsentimentd spine. She had dways accounted the Old Man a magter of music, but he'd never
approached the kill that Elsc displayed as he cdled the music from the old, worn harp. The strings wept
with the sorrow of his song.

Unable to find any words that didn’t sound trite, Sham found a seat and closed her eyes, letting the
musc wash over her. After few refrains, ElSc traded the meancholy ar for the more familiar melody of a
feast-day song. He played the lilting verse through once before adding his voice to the harp’s.

Sham smiled in contentment, pulling her bare feet to the velvet seet of her chair. The skirt she was
wearing made the position less than modest, but Elsc and she were the only ones in the room. At the end
of the lagt chorus, he set the harp aside, flexing his fingers and laughing sdf-conscioudy when Sham
applauded him.

“It' sthe harp—" he explained, “—anyone could make such an ingrument sound good.”

“Not I,” replied Sham, “nor my master who was a tdented muddan by dl accounts. | have some
reading to do. If you would like to continue playing, I'll bring my book in here where the chairs are more



comfortable”

Rather than answering her with words, Eldc took up the harp again. Sham ducked back into her
room, and got the book Lord Halvok had given her. Returning to Kerimy's room, she settled comfortably
inachar and started to un-work the binding spells on the book.

Elsc stopped playing and cocked his head to one sde. “What are you doing?’

She released thefirg of the spells and stopped to answer him. “Magic.”

He frowned. “It feds ... odd somehow ... not like the magic | know.”

Sham thought about that for a moment, trying to decide just how the magic the Spirit Tide generated
was different from the magic she used.

“It is different than what you do,” she said findly, “I don’'t understand your kind of magic very wel; |
don’'t know if any human does. | can sense it sometimes if it's strong enough, the way you can sense
what | do. The magic that you use is dready shaped by the forces of nature—like the ocean tides. The
megic | useis unformed. | imposeit on the book, or whatever | want to affect.”

“There' s something dse,” said ElSc after a pause, his voice tentative, “ Something | don't like”

“Ah, that,” she said. “The book I’'m reading has a rather large section of demonology. There is magic
thet feeds—"

“—upon degth,” he interrupted, having come to dert like a fine hunting hound.

“Even s0. I'm not working the spdlls, but even writing about such things taints the pages.”

“Ah” said Eldc in afine imitaion of her tones earlier. He nodded once, and resumed playing. He
didn't appear unhappy, just thoughtful, so she left him to his music.

* % %

it was interesting to read the detailed explanation of the proper ceremony for summoning the dead
accompanied by “How the Cow Ate the Roof” and “The Maiden's Caress.” There were worse choices,
she supposed, but somehow the smple country songs made the sacrifice of three piglets in a particularly
crud manner even more disressng in comparison. It was a rdief when someone knocked on her door,
and gave her an excuse to quit reading.

She ducked under the tapestry, tossng the book in the trunk, which was unaccountably unlocked
agan, as she passed it to reach her door. She looked at the trunk and frowned, but the knocking
resumed.

“Coming,” she cdled, opening the door.

Tdbot ran his eye over her outlandish costume and shook his head. “And here, I've heard yeve
become an old maid in your choice of dothing. Firg time I’ ve seen an old maid wearing orange.”

Sham batted her eyelashes a him and cooed, “Oh, but sr, awoman never likes to be predictable.”

Tdbot laughed, stepping in the room at her motion of invitation. “And where have ye stowed the lad,
eh? Under the bed?’

“Actudly we were taking advantage of the more comfortable furnishingsin Kerim'’'s rooms.”

Tdbot's eyebrows cimbed. “If aman weren't to know better, I'd say ye were degping with him the
way you make o free of hisrooms.”

Sham flashed the Reeve' s Mistress's mogt enigmiatic amile at him without answering the red question
inhis eyes. Elsc ducked under the tapestry and negotiated the room asif he'd been in it a hundred times
rather than one.

“Through with business, Master Tabot?' he asked.

“For the nonce, lad.” Tabot turned back to Shamera. “There s enough evidence of the story the old
mege told ye to warrant a closer look, though | haven't found anything interesting yet. | have a few
meetings tomorrow as well, | don’t dare leave ElSc to my lasses—they’ll eat im dive”

“By dl means bring im here. All I'm doing now is reading. Given my materid, it's good to have
another person here so | don't scare mysdf slly,” she invited truthfully.

Tdbot laughed. “Right, Now if | don't get us home soon, the missus will have thrown the last of
supper to the neighbor’s dog. Come aong, Elsc.”

Tdbot tucked ElSc's hand in the crook of hisarm and took his leave. Before she shut the door Sham



heard Tabot say in afatherly voice, “Now the missus said she had a nice fat duck to roast. Y€l want to
avoid the gravy if ye can, but yell not find better suffingindl of ...”

* * %

the outside ar was crigp and fresh, so sham pulled her hood lower over her face. The stablemen had
seen her in both her guises so she hoped the hooded cloak, aided by the darkness of late evening, would
dlow her to look like alady mesting her lover in secret. She'd received the Whisperer's message on her
dinner tray, but because it had taken her time to get out of the house unseen she wasn't certain the
messenger would Hill be waiting.

“Ah, such far countenance should never be hidden away like logt treasure” The Shark’s voice
rumbled out of the darkness of the hay barn.

Sham dodged into the shadows where the Shark waited and watched the stableyard warily until she
was sure no one was taking undue notice of her actions before snapping impatiently, “Leave off with the
manure; the stable has more than enough asit is. Why didn’t you just send another letter?’

He sank into a stack of hay and pulled a strand loose to chew on. “1 thought 1'd better check on you
and see that you don’t grow too attached to your feathers—" he nodded a her clothes, “—and forget
you are not a peacock, but afox.”

Sham folded her arms and frowned at him. “What do you have for me, Sr Fox?’

“Halvok studied magic under Cauldehd of Reth for twelve years. | don’'t know why that little fact
escaped dl the other times I’ ve asked for information on him, but | got this one from Havok’s haf-aster
mysdf.”

Sham raised her brows. *Y ou’ ve been masguerading as nobility again? That's a hanging offense.”

The Shark gave her one of his dangerous smiles. “Ah, but | have some influence with the Reeve. |
happen to be very close friends with his mistress.”

“And who was cautioning me a moment ago to remember that the Reeve redly doesn't have a
mistress?’ asked Sham with agrin.

“Guilty,” he replied with a flourishing bow. “I dso asked around about the story of the Castle's
demon. It seemsthat there is indeed such a tae, though nothing | heard connects it with the name Chen
Laut. I've gotten two or three versons of the story, but mogt of the particulars fit with the wizard's
account.”

Sham nodded. “Good. Tabot's been looking through the old records. It looks like there's enough
information to confirm the story Halvok told us”

The Shark spat the hay strand on the ground. “The third bit of interest that | picked up might be the
reason the demon attacked the Old Man. It seems Maur had a run-in with a demon before he became
the King's Sorcerer. He'd been cdled to hdp a village, where a series of odd murders took place. He
discovered a demon, hiding among a group of players who had stopped to winter a the village. He was
able to drive it away, but couldn’t destroy it.”

“The Chen Laut?’ she asked.

“My source didn’'t know. If it was, Maur might have been able to identify it.”

“The old man was blind,” Sham reminded him.

“If he knew what the demon’ s human form looked like, he could have described him well enough to
identify who it is. 1t would explain why the demon attacked him.”

“l can fed this pattern coming together,” she said ruefully, “but | fed asif | am looking a the whole
picture from the wrong sde.”

“l hope you find that demon before it can kill again. | have a feding that you're not high on its lig of
favorite people.”

Sham laughed, “I’ve had that thought severd times latdly. I'll be careful.”

The Shark snorted, “And I'll be afisherman. Jugt be smarter thanitis”

* % %

with esc’'smuscin her ears, sham read the spell to return the demon to its origins for the fifth time.



Somewhere beneath the neetly laid out recipe was a philosophy that dictated it. There seemed to be
some specid sgnificance to the death of the sacrifice beyond the power of death magic.

As she read the spdl again, goosebumps crawled up her ams. She ignored it a firs, as a naturd
reaction to the nature of the spell she was exploring. Only gradudly did she redlize that her nerves were
tingling from very red presence of magic. She looked up from her book and noticed Elsc wasn't in the
room with her. His music was coming from her room—and it wasn't a harp he was playing.

A dhill crept up her pine as she heard the clear tones of Maur's flute. She mugt have left the trunk
unlocked again ... it wasn't like her to forget to lock her trunk. Yet at least on two occasions and now
goparently athird, she'd done just that. Plaguing flute ...

She tucked her book under her am and ducked under the tapestry. In her room the magic was so
thick, she fdt she might choke on it. She'd known the flute had a nasty habit of cdling to someone who
could use it. With hismagic and muscd ahility, Elsc would have been especidly sengtive to its call.

He played the flute softly, perched on the edge of her bed with a dreamy expression on his face, so
absorbed by the music, that Sham thought he probably had no idea of the mounting sorm of magic. On
the principle that it was dangerous to interrupt someone working magic, Sham sat on the bed next to
Elsc, with the intention of bresking his focus on the music dowly.

Unfortunately, he stopped playing immediately.

“I'msorry ...” Hedidn't get the chance to finish before the gathering magic broke free of the fetters
of the flute¢'s music and began to shape itsdf to fire—as dl wild magic did. Smoke curled up from the
bottom of the tapestry and little flames flickered here and there on the carpets, the upholgtery, and
anything dse margindly flammable.

Indginctively Sham reached for control before her reason told her there was no chance she could
work green magic. She started to pull back and look for another way to undo the damage the magic was
causng before the smoke in the room became dangerous when two things occurred to her.

The fird was that it was only human magic that tended to turn to fire when loosed unshaped; by its
vay nature, green magic was dready shaped before it was cdled. The second was that when she'd
reached for control of the magic, it had responded to her. She didn't waste time wondering why Elsc
hed caled human magic with the flute. The smoke burning acridly in her lungs was reminder enough of the
lack of time,

She sought control again. It was difficult to contain magic she hadn’'t summoned—Elsic was not her
bound apprentice—and this was more power than she'd ever used at one time. As she wrestled with it,
she was peripherdly aware that flames legpt from the bedclothes sparked by the magic escaping her
hold.

It struck her that it might be easier to channd the magic into a pdl, rather than try to contain it.
Deciding afirein the fireplace was as likey a candidate for disperang it as any, she fed the magic into the
logs that were prepared for lighting.

Thistime her effort was much more successful. The wood burgt into flame and erupted into glorious
fury, burning to ash in an indant. She used the last touch of megic to digpd the random fires and the
smoke. In amoment it was quiet in the room—though a good ded warmer than it had been.

“What happened?’ asked ElSc in a subdued voice.

Sham laughed a bit shakily. “That is a very good question. The flute is a device designed to dlow a
magidan to gather magic easer and faster than he normdly could. Apparently it works for green magic as
wdl as human—but the magic it gathers is ill the raw suff human mages like me use. Human magic
disperses itdf in flameif the person who draws it can't control it.”

“l suppose that means | shouldn't play it.” The regret in his voice was reflected in his face,

“l suppose nat,” she agreed firmly, tucking the flute back ingde the trunk and keying the lock-spell
into place. The next Spirit Tide she was going to put the stupid flute in the caves where it wouldn't be a
problem—she hoped.

* % %

rubbing her eyes tiredly, sham spdlled the book closed. Tabot had collected Elsc and left severd



hours ago. Sometime after that Dickon had brought her dinner with a message from the Reeve. Kerim
would stop by after he was through with his meetings, but it would be very late.

Sham was contemplating trying for some degp when someone knocked gently on her door. It was
the outer door so it probably wasn't Kerim, and the knock was too soft for Dickon.

“Who isit?" she called, in the heavily accented Cybdlian the Reeve s midress affected.

“A message for you, Lady,” replied an unfamiliar male voice.

She hesitated, then opened her trunk and set the book insde. With the trunk carefully relocked, she
fluttered. “A moment ...”

Briefly, she checked her appearance in the mirror. Satisfied that she looked as she should. Sham
opened the door.

The man who stood outside the door wore the colors of a Castle servant. In his gloved hands he held
a andl wooden box that he extended to her. A gift then, she thought, like the others Ieft for her in
attempts to curry favor.

She took the box and examined it, as any greedy woman would. The dark wood was covered with a
multitude of carved birds, no two dike. She wondered briefly if this was the gift, but as she turned it
something rattled in the box.

“You may go now,” she commanded haughtily, deciding she didn’t need an audience.

“l am sorry, Lady, but | was told to wait until you had opened the box.”

Shrugging, Sham worked the smdll catch. Nestled in black cdoth was a polished star-ruby st in a
gold ring. Her experienced eye caculated how much such aring was worth: more than the smdl treasure
of gold coinsin her sea cave. The man who sent was ether a fool or he had a specific favor in mind.
There was no note in the box.

“Who sent this?” she asked.

“It was sent in confidence, Lady. | am to see that the gift fits before returning.”

Sham frowned a him, but it was one of Kerim’'s migtress's frowns: lightweight and frivolous. She
didn’'t redly expect that it would affect a servant used to deding with Lady Tirra Deciding it was the
easest way to get rid of the man, she dipped the ring in place.

The deep-gpell took effect so fast she didn't have time to berate hersdf for supidity. Her frantic
attempt to counter the spell ended illborn.

* * %

impassvely the servant caught the woman before she fdl and threw her over his shoulder. He
stepped indde her room and shut the door, throwing the bolt. He set the Reeve's midiress temporarily on
her bed while he pulled off the servant’ s tunic and trousers. Under these he wore a plain brown shirt and
loose, dark pants.

Hefting the woman over his shoulder again, he worked the panel opening near the fireplace and
stepped into the passage.

Thirteen

Fykdl sighed with more weariness than the end of the day required. He was finding himsdf more and
more discontent in his pogtion as the High Priest’s assstant. Even the euphoria of outmaneuvering the
Reeve a Lord Ven'sfunerd had not lasted long.

As a boy he had heard the cdl of Altis serving Him fathfully with dl the strength in his wiry little
peasant’ s body. Through the years his devotion had paid off, and the little priest had risen quickly through
the ranks of Altis's servants. Once, and he remembered the occasion as the mogt ingpiring of his life, he
hed been alowed to kiss the Voice of Altiss hand. The prophet had smiled at him, spoke briefly of
Fykadl's service, and sent him to Landsend.

Thelittle man sighed again, Moving the temple cat that had made his rooms its persond domain from
the prayer stool, Fykdl kndt and bowed his head.

He had come to Landsend with such high hopes—not just because the Voice had sent hm here



persondly. Back in Cybelle, the priests used to tdl stories about the Leopard and the miracles he
performed in the name of Altis He'd been prepared to be awed by a legend and had met, instead, a
man—one who displayed very little liking for the temple priests. Although, thought Fykal, deding with
Brath for a decade might give anyone a distaste for the priesthood. Even so, sometimes the little priest
wondered if Kerim worshiped Altis at dl.

If the Leopard was a disgppointment, the High Priest was atribulation of a different magnitude. How
could aman of his pogtion in the church lose the light of Altis's guidance? The High Priest was greedy for
wedth and glory—less concerned about the spirit of the temple than he was the gold in the door of his
office.

Fykdl closed his eyes, uttering a prayer that was so familiar to his tongue that he didn’t have to think
about it. “Blessed One, grant me the underganding of thy wisdom and the patience to wait for the
outcome of thy desire. | thank thee for thy understanding of my imperfections. Amen.”

A warm tingle swept through him, and he knew théat if he opened his eyes he would see the glow of
Altis marks upon his hands. But he waited, ligening as he' d been taught. Only when the tingle of power
hed |eft completely did he open his eyes.

He rose to hisfeet with aSgh and straightened his white robes fussly until they hung in perfect folds
to the midpoint of his caf. Tightening his green belt, he stepped away from the smdl dtar, reaching for
the glass of orange juice he habitudly drank before degping.

Fykall, clean my house.

Shaken, the little priest fdl to his knees, not noticing the pain of fdling to the hard floor. He hadn’t
heard Altis voice snce his converson as a boy, but the degp rumble was just as he remembered. It took
amoment for the awe he fdt to dlow him the meaning of the words.

Clean house? How could this be? Certainly his current assgnment seemed to point to Fykdl’s loss of
favor in the eyes of his god, but never would he have thought he would face such a rebuke. The temple
servants did the deaning, leaving the priests to more important labor.

Fykall, clean my house.

Fykdl left his room. If he dept fird, he was afraid his determination would fal in the night. Perhaps
Altis had found the kernd of pride in his heart that had grown as his duties had risen from the mundane. If
Altis would have him sweep floors, he would find a broom and begin.

After a moment’s thought, he decided the most likdy place to find such an indrument was near the
kitchens, currently located on the other side of the temple. With his head meekly bowed to the will of his
god, the priest took a torch off the wal and began traversing the long, dark corridors.

He took a shortcut through the sanctuary, where workmen had Ieft off for the day. The marble tiles
st in nedt piles, and Fykadl, momentarily distracted from his misson, noticed with some satisfaction that
work was progressing rapidly here.

Theflickering torchlight caught a rough broom leaning againgt the far wal of the sanctuary near one of
the doors. Fykdl crossed the dark room and picked up the disreputable object doubtfully. The straw end
was white and clogged with an accumulation of grout from the tile, and he best it againg the wall in an
attempt to didodge the powdery substance. Looking a the resultant mess in dismay, Fykdl became
aware of an unusud amount of noise in the hdl bordering the sanctuary. Moved to secrecy by some
primd inginct, he snuffed the torch on the floor where the tile was not yet laid. Broom in hand, he walked
quidly to the doorway and looked down the long hdl that was dimly lit by severd torches in wadl
SCONCes.

From his postion Fykdl could see the entrance to the eding chamber where two men stood:
members of the High Priest’s persond guards in their blue-belted grey robes. The guardsmen were
well-trained mercenaries, paid from the High Priest’s own pocket because they were an affectation of the
Priest rather than a necessity of his office.

Fykdl frowned at ther presence. He had heard of no officd meeting that would require them here a
this late hour.

Someone in the eding chamber grunted, then swore, and the little priest’s carefully plucked
eyebrows lowered even further, partidly with distaste and partialy with puzzlement. The grunt sounded



involuntary, asif someone had been hit in the ssomach.

Clean my house.

Fykadl waited for the guards to look up at the sound of the voice that rang through him. If they turned
inhis direction, they would see him, but they stared straight ahead. He took afirmer grip on his broom.

The sound of unhurried footsteps came from the far end of the hdl, the same way Fykal would have
come had he not impulsvey taken a shorter way through the congruction area. Somehow he was not
aurprised that the footsteps belonged to the High Priest. The older man's hawklike visage was composed
in peaceful pleasantness, one of the expressions he habitudly used to impress the masses with his wisdom
and faithfulness

As Fykdl watched the High Priest, something changed. For a moment he fdt dizzy, and another
picture superimposed itsdf over the High Priest’s features when he stopped to speak with the guard.
Fykdl blinked, and the vison gradudly faded, but he retained the feding of wrongness, of evil that
shadowed the representative of Altisin Southwood.

Fykall, clean my house.

Though the voice had not logt its power, it had logt some of its urgency, and Fykdl knew wha his
task was.

“Did you get her?” asked the High Priest.

One of the guards nodded. “ She was done as you sad she would be, lord. She awaits you as you'd
ordered.”

“Excdlently well done. You may go, and take your men with you.” As he spoke, the High Priest
walked past the guard and entered the eating chamber.

“Yes, lord,” the guard bowed briefly and summoned his men with a short whistle.

Fykdl could have tripped the nearest man as they waked down the hdl to the unfinished public
access, but none of them noticed him in the sanctuary doorway. Altis, it seemed, had other battles for him
to fight this night.

As soon as the guards turned the fird corner, Fykal waked boldly into the hall.

* * %

sham twisted and thrust, managing to land her bound feet into one man's somach with satisfying
force before the men were able to attach her to the sturdy chair with ther ropes. She wasn't sure where
she was, having awakened from the deep spdl dung over a hard shoulder and in the middle of an
unfamiliar hal.

The bonds that she wore were made of something that swalowed magic. Struggle as she might, she
could find no way of working around them. She took in a deep breath, her body shaking with the force
of her fury. A sharp whidle from the hdlway drew the guards away as the High Priest entered.

Lord Brath surveyed her with satisfaction. “Ah, an unbdliever, practitioner of evil.”

Sham glared a him, unable to make the reply she wished because of the gag she wore. The best she
could manage was a muffled growl.

The High Priest walked back and forth rubbing his hands together lightly. “1 had thought to do that, to
have you burned as a dangerous heretic who has bewitched our Reeve, but | have decided not to make a
martyr of you.”

He turned and faced her. Her eyes widened in horror & what he adlowed her to see in his face. She
had no doubt that the demon reveded its golem to her deliberately because as soon as it was certan
she'd recognized its nature, it became merdy the High Priest. She had been wrong, she thought, when
she had decided the demon would not dare enter Altis's temple. A creature who would kill Lord Brath
was not afraid of Altis—somehow that wasn't reassuring.

“Ingead,” he sad softly, “1 have chosen a different fate for you. As the Reeve's midiress, it will be
much easier to accomplish my gods.”

“You will do nathing in the House of Altis, foul thing,” announced a voice from the doorway with a
touch of melodrama—not that Sham wasin the mood to be critical.

She craned her neck and saw Fykal. He wore his short hair negtly combed and the folds of his linen



robes were set with uncommon precision. He carried a rather dusty and battered broom in one hand.
The little priest looked camly at his superior as if he waked in on bound women every other day,
something that did not enhance her opinion of Lord Brath.

The golem that wore Brath's semblance turned without haste, and frowned. “Fykdl, you have
overstepped yoursdf.”

There was nothing in his voice or face to indicate that Fykal had intruded on something secret.

“How 0?7’ inquired Fykal mildly, sweeping the broom back and forth gently on the floor.

Sham noticed that chaky pieces of mortar were bresking off the straw broom and littering the
ground.

“I will speak with you later,” said the High Priet, in obvious dismissal. “Now, | have business to
conduct.”

The broom illed.

“Kidngpping?’ queried the little man softly, sounding amost dangerous.

Sham shook her head franticdly, but Fykal was looking at the being he must assume was Lord
Brath. She wished she could warn Fykdl what it was that he faced. She had no wish to see her little
broom-widlding defender die.

“She's a heretic, Fykal,” explained the High Priest reasonably. “She has been working evil in the
Cadlle. | have reason to suspect she has had arole in the recent killings”

“Ah, but that is for a formd court to decide” As he spoke, the smdler man walked farther into the
room, pogtioning himsdf between Sham and the High Priest.

Somehow she falled to fed any sofer.

“l am afraid she's influenced everyone near the Reeve,” expounded the High Priest. “If she hadn't
tried her magics on me, | might never have noticed what she was doing. Can you imagine anyone tdling
the Leopard that his migtress is an evil sorceress? Or anyone going agang the Reeve if he refuses to
believe? Then she would be free to do her worst unhindered. It is necessary to be rid of her before she
can do any more harm.”

It sounded convincing, even to Sham. She hoped that the priest listened and left the room.

“Who are you?' question Fykdl softly.

Sham diffened in her chair.

The High Priest raised his eyebrows arrogantly. “I am the High Priest of Southwood, litle man.
Appointed so by His Grace, The Voice of Altis”

Fykdl shook his head before the other finished speaking. “No. You are not Brath.”

The High Priest’s face went blank, asiif dl the persondity the golem had stolen from the man was
gone. Sham wondered if it was some choice on the part of the demon or if there was something that the
priest had done.

“Yon have alittle power, priest—I wouldn't let it fool you.” Like its face, the golem’s voice had logt
the intonation that made it that of the High Priest.

The priest shook his head and Sham heard a thread of joy in his voice as he sad, “It is not my
power.”

She speculated that he had been indulging in one of the narcotics that were traded in Purgatory like
gold: taverweed maybe, Snce beggar’ sblessng didn't generdly cause delusions of invulneraility.

“You do not have enough knowledge,” commented the golem, in much the same voice it might have
used to speak about the weather. Sham noticed that it was sarting to look less human and more like
whet it was.

“It is not knowledge,” sad the little man peacefully, “it is faith, and that | have in abundance.” He
graightened and held out his hand, pam forward. Speaking in a commanding voice that echoed in the
dining hal, he said, “Y ou will give up the essence that you have unrightfully stolen.”

The golem jerked. Its skin blackened and cracked. Its features logt their dadticity and shape, fading
into the crude facamiles that had been formed of day when it was made. It shrank dightly in Size, looking
odd in the robes of the High Priest—though certainly no less menacing for dl of that.

“Know this” said the priest, without taking down his hand. “You have soiled this temple with your



presence and killed Our High Priest. The High Priest had forsaken his cdling long ago and so had no
right to cdl upon the power of Altis Your desecration of this temple, however, will not be so
overlooked.”

“l am not unarmed, priest,” hissed the creature, crouching low and throwing its hand out in a Spinning
moation.

It was a gpell Sham had not seen before and it hit Fykal and forced him to step back. From behind
she couldn’t see the effect of the spdll, but the little priest swayed like a spider in the wind.

The power of the bindings lessened jugt a bit, but it was a 9gn that the demon was turning its
atention to other things. She tried another pdll, a smple fire spell, to burn the bindings and dlow her to
help. She knew, even as she cadt, that there was not enough power to destroy the bonds ... then
something touched her spdl and magnified it. The bindings dropped from her hands and feet in ashes.

As she rose the golem began a second spell, one she'd seen before and, dmost without thought, she
moved to counter it. Tides, she thought, the demon was powerful. It was dl she could do to keep the
gl from touching Fykadl or her.

The priest spoke, hisvoice hoarse, but steady. “We take from you the power given by the deeth of
Our High Priest.”

The golem cried out and the hardened day that formed the bulk of its body began to break and
cumble Whole sections fdl off the wooden skeleton. As the chunks hit the stone floor they crumbled
into yellow dust, reveding the golem’s internd framework. Crudely shaped sticks were bound together
by athin, tarnished slver wireinto a mockery of a human skeleton. Its head was a block of wood with a
ardl ydlow stone set where a person’ s left eye would have been.

Sham watched warily for some new spdll, but there was none. The wood began to age, turning first
grey, then white. As the fragile substance dried to splinters, the High Priest’s garments floated down to
the ground. The ydlow gem broke free of the wooden sdling and rolled across the smooth floor until it
rested severd paces away from the pile of cloth.

The priest rested his broom on the floor and looked at the amdlish mound that had been the High
Priest. Sham worked to untie the knot holding the gag in her mouth. She must have made some noise
because Fykal turned to her and, seeing her trouble, proffered her an eating knife from his belt.

As she cautioudy dipped the dull blade between the doth and her cheek, the sound of a group of
men moving briskly through the hdlls penetrated the room. Fykal moved between Sham and the door,
ganding with his bedraggled broom as if it were a weapon. Ancther time, Sham was certain she'd have
found something funny in that, but after what she’ d seen the priest do to the demon’s golem, she wouldn't
have been surprised to see Fykdl diminate an army with nothing but that broom.

Even s0. Sham wasn't unhappy when Tabot burst into the room followed by the Captain of the
Guard, a host of Castle guardsmen, and a rather grim-faced Dickon.

When Tdbot raised a hand the Captain barked an order and the guardsmen stopped near the
entrance, Talbot peered at the two of them warily. It occurred to her that Tabot had no way of knowing
if the demon had killed her and replaced her with the golem or not. Since he couldn’t know who the
demon looked like now. Tabot must be wondering just who it was he was facing.

Fykdl look a step forward, but Sham, waiching Tabot's hand lighten on his sword, gripped the
priest’s shoulder. “Gently, Lord Fykal. These men know something of what we faced here—and have
no way of knowing that we are who we appear to be.”

Tdbot gave her anod of approval that in no way lessened his dertness and bowed his head quickly
toward the priedt.

“Why don't ye tdl us how ye came to the Temple, Lady Shamera,” directed Tabot findly, for he
was a Southwoodsman, and Sham knew the Sght of Altis power was dmost as doubtful to him as magic
hed been for Dickon. “—and get rid of that knife while ye talk, would ye?’

Sham grinned and threw the knife so it landed point down on one of the dining tables severd yards
away, remembering too late that that was a kill the Reeve' s Mistress would not possess. Ah well, she
thought, maybe no one would remark upon it in the midst of such doings. Mot of the guardsmen,
Easterners to a man, were saring uncomfortably at the High Priest’s dlothing on the floor.



“It was sheer supidity.” Sham admitted, shamefaced. “I’ve gotten used to being showered with gifts
from people who want influence with the Reeve. A messenger brought aring in a box and indsted | try it
on before he left. Someone, probably the demon, spelled the ring so that anyone wearing it would fdl
adeep. When | awoke, | was here.”

She stood and walked to the robes of the High Priest, searching until she found the star-ruby ring,
displaying it brifly and tossng it to Tabot. “1 wouldn't try it on. It's never smart to fool with magic
you're not familiar with.”

While Talbot looked a the innocent-seeming ring. Sham glanced a the ydlow topaz shed dso
picked up.

It was the Sze of a cherry pit, amdlish for a topaz. The gyle of the stone€'s cut was andent: it was
carved rather than faceted. The eaborate cuts made the stone seem dull and lifdess, a pretty bauble, but
worth less than an uncut stone of equa Sze would be to a gem deder now. When the light fdl properly
on the stone, Sham could see that the carving itsdf was the rune that had animated the golem.

Sham tossed the topaz in the air and whispered a spdll of destruction upon it. When it hit the floor it
shattered into powder; that stone would never animate another golem. She looked up to see Fykadl's
olemn regard.

Sham turned to Tabot. “Fykal destroyed the creature that had taken over Brath, then you came in
before we had a chance to catch our breath.” She returned her atention to the priest. “Which reminds
methat | haven't thanked you yet for your timdy intervention.”

The amdl man shook his head, “As Altis s servant, | could do no less”

She hedtated vighly, for the words stuck in her throat—but she remembered the feding of the
grength that had boosted her spdll to destroy the demon’s bonds. “My thanks, then, to Altis”

Fykdl smiled gently. “Praised be His name.”

“Would you be interested in dedling with the demon who controlled the golem’s actions?’ asked
Sham. She'd recently discovered how useful Altis could be, aslittle as she liked Him.

The priest swayed dightly, as if he were ligening to someone no one dse heard. He smiled and
shook his head. “‘1 wish that | could, but there are other forces in this world besides Altis and they dl
obey certain rules. When the demon attempted to use Altis stemple for its misdeeds, it dlowed Altis the
freedom to destroy its servant. If Altis were to move againg it esewhere, the path would be open for an
egudly strong move by aforce for evil. | only wish | could be of more service” then he amiled with red
humor, “if only to have the Reeve further in my debt.”

Sham grinned back, turning to Tabot. “Well, Tabot, | suppose you have a choice. Either one of usis
the demon and the other the golem. Or it'sjust the priest and |.”

The Captain reached under histunic and pulled a chain over his head. At the end of the chain dangled
the slver form of Altis cat, green eyes and dl.

“I'm not certain I've followed what's going on,” the Captain said, “but if we need to be certain
Brother Fykdl is who he appears to be, this should work.” He handed it to Fykal, saying, “Blessed be
the name of Altis”

“Bless those who carry the symbol of His service,” returned the priest.

As he spoke the cat’'s emerdd eyes began to glow until they lit the room with a pae green light.
When Fykdl returned the necklace to Lirn, the glow disspated.

“Sr,” sad Lirn to Tabot, “thisis proof enough for me.”

Tabot nodded his head, though he didn’t ook entirely happy.

“And for me” agreed Dickon, but he sounded dmogt as wary as Sham fdt a proof of AltiSs
presence in the room. “We should get back to the Castle. My Lord was tearing the building apart looking
for you in case the Captain was mistaken.”

“Migaken?’ questioned Sham, looking at Lirn.

He shrugged. “1 noticed one of the templemen leaving with one body more then they should have
taken. | brought it to the Reeve's attention when we discovered that you were missng, Lady. Lord
Kerim thought it would be most expedient to send us here while he organized a discreet search of the
Cadle”



“You'd best go then, before he works himsdf into afrenzy,” said Fykall.

Sham started through the door after the men, but the priest touched her shoulder to hold her back.

“Lady Shamera. Altis asks that you be very careful not to use his dtars for your vengeance. He will
not be as lenient in the future as he has been in the past.”

Sham nodded her head dowly. “Altis's priest, Brath, caused a friend of mine to be crippled. |
exacted payment from those who helped the High Priest do that.” She paused, choosng her words so
they would sound suitably formd. “By your actions this day, | live. The debt is cancdled and | will not
deface hisdtars again.”

Dickon came back through the door. “Are you coming, Lady Shamera?’

She turned impulsvey and kissed the priest’s cheek before gathering her skirts and pacing
decoroudy forward to take Dickon's arm.

* k% %

“30 the demon has logt its golem?” asked kerim.

Upon ther ariva a the Castle, Kerim had summoned Sham, Dickon, and Tabot to the medting
room that adjoined his bedchamber for a “discusson.” Sham told him what she remembered about the
kidnapping. Unlike Talbot, who gill gazed waily at her, Kerim had accepted the Captain’s proof without
question.

Sham ran her hands through her hair in frugtration. “Aslong as that was the only golem it had, yes”

“What are the chances there are more of them?’ asked Talbot.

“That golem was old; it was probably made when the demon was summoned.” She shrugged, “The
only topaz I’ ve seen carved like that was in a necklace reputed to be over eght hundred years old. The
demon could animate the golem, and work magic through it without risking the loss of its own body.
Finding a proper host for the demon is a great deal more difficult than building golems, for the host mugt
be mage-born. A golem such as the one the priest destroyed—" tides take her if she'd give dl the credit
to Aids, “—requires both power and time to create.”

“So we need to find the demon quickly, before it builds another one,” concluded Kerim. “The time
has come for speculation. Do you have any guesses who the demon is?’

Sham rubbed her eyes tiredly. “ Someone with an odd background—no acquaintances left from his
childhood.”

“That would be helpful, except there was a war here. There are a far number of people whose
familieswere killed,” commented Tabot. “1, for one. My parents died in the first month of fighting and my
three ssters disappeared into the streets. My brother was logt a sea when | wasfive or Sx. | can't name
asngle soul who knew me before | was a man.”

“Shamera, can the demon change its appearance?’ asked Tabot.

“l don't think so. Maur's book says the demon's host won't age after the demon has taken
possession of it. If it could dter the appearance of its hogt, | think the book would have mentioned that
too.”

“Can you think of anything else that would hep usfind it?’ questioned Kerim.

She darted to shake her head when something occurred to her. “It could be a servant. No one
would think to question the background of a servant. Such a person would have the run of the Castle and
would not appear out of place somewhere like Purgatory or in one of the nobl€ s resdencesin the city.”

“What about Lord Havok?' Dickon asked.

Sham shook her head. “If the demon is under the control of awizard then heis a posshility, but he is
not the demon himsdf. I've just heard from the Whisper that Halvok studied for over a decade with the
wizard Cauldehel of Reth. Cauldehd turned down the podtion of Archmage when the last &g Magi
disappeared. He's saverd hundred years old and very powerful. | can't imagine a demon being able to
fool him for such along time”

“I'll begin with the servants then—after | finish going through the court records,” said Tabot with a
sgh. She didn’'t envy him his task. In the Castle the servants probably numbered severad hundred if not a
thousand.



“I'll go hidein my room and try to get some deep,” she said wearily.

Fourteen

As areault of the golem'’s attack, two guardsmen were stationed outside Sham’s door and two more
inthe passage.

“It' sdifficult to hunt the demon when I’'m confined to my room,” complained Sham, Stting on a chair
inthe Reeve's room. “It's not like they’ll be hdpful againg the demon anyway.”

Kerim stopped his dow progress around his room, holding on to a chair for balance, but forcing his
legs to bear hisweight. “ Everyone in the Cagtle knows that you were abducted, even if they don’'t know
who took you. If | don't take some steps to ensure your safety, it will cause tak. Confine your
invedtigations to the court for awhile after aweek or so I'll find a reason to reassign the guards.”

Sham folded her arms and tapped her foot with disapprovd. “1 haven't learned anything interesting
from the court yet; | can't imagine that will change any time soon.”

Kerim gave her a wise look. “I’'ll come down with you tonight. It will give you a chance to practice
daing at me with possessive awe.”

She laughed, letting her anger go. “Like that, do you?’

“What do you think?’

She looked for the humor in his face, but Kerim had resumed waking; the pain and concentration
necessary to make hislegs work again forced everything else out of his expresson.

* k% %

the dress sham wore was dark wine slk with slver and gold embroidery—the Reeve's own colors.
Though otherwise modest, it dung with unfashionable tenacity to her well-muscled form.

When she entered the Reeve' s chambers, Kerim frowned at the dress in a puzzled fashion. Dickon,
who was behind her, laughed—it sounded rusty, but it was a laugh. Sham smiled and turned her back to
the Reeve. With her hair up, the ddicately embroidered leopard that covered the back of the dress was
dearly vighle It was a dress that might have been suitable for a wife, but worn by a midress it was a
blatant flaunting of her power—as long as Kerim would stop chortling before they entered the court.

“Severd of my counsdors have been suggesting | have let you gain too much influence over my
judgments. | can’'t wait to see thair faces when they see your dress.”

Sham let her eyes go vacant and amiled, letting her Southwood accent grow thick. “You like this
dress? | like big cats, they're so fierce and splendid, don’t you agree?’

“I would never think to argue with you, my dear,” snickered the Reeve, pushing his chair through the
door Dickon opened.

* % %

the dress drew gratifying frowns of disgpprova from the more conservative Eastern Lords, thoughtful
looks from severa women, and speculaive smiles from the Southwood delegation—incdluding Halvok.
Sham spent her evening straightening imaginary wrinkles from Kerim’s tunic and stroking various parts of
his anatomy, much to Kerim's amusement.

Late in the evening Lady Tirra approached with Sky in tow. Kerim’s mother greeted Sham without
her usud venom. To Sham'’s ddlight, that caused more of a gir anong the gossips than the dress had;
even Sky looked somewhat puzzled.

After gregting his mother, Kerim turned to Sky. “You are looking beautiful today.”

She amiled gracioudy, and stepped nearer to the Reeve, dropping to her knees before him. It was an
archaic gesture that had been used by Southwood nobles petitioning the king—Lady Sky imbued it with
dady grace. The court grew quieter as the nearest people saw her position.

Sham saw a flush rise to Kerim's dready dark skin as he said, “Do get up, Lady Sky. There is no
need for that.”

Obediently, she rose to her feet and looked into the Reeve's face with serious intent. When she
spoke, the room was so quiet her words were dearly audible to most of the draining ears. “I wish to



thank you, Lord Kerim, for the help you gave me two nights past. | owe you more than | can say.”

Keim shifted uncomfortably. “You made Fahill very happy in his last days, Lady Sky—and my
brother as well. Y ou owe me nothing.”

Sky smiled and shook her head, her body fairly vibrating with the strength of her intengty. “I owe you
everything.”

Sham hoped the surge of jedlousy that tightened her fingers on the back of the Reeve's chair didn't
show. Not because such a response was not appropriate for the Reeve's midress, but because it was
omething she preferred to keep private. She knew, looking & Sky, that the Southwood lady loved
Kerim. She dso knew that Sky was a much fitter mate for the Reeve than a thief from Purgatory could
ever be.

* * %

for the next severd days, sham excused hersdf from court, tdling Kerim that she was trying to
discover how to destroy the demon. She even managed to avoid the High Priest’s funerd.

No longer plagued by ill hedlth, though he dill used his chair in public, Kerim haunted the court,
hoping to drum up support among the Eastern nobles for a series of proposed laws. He told her it was
doomed for falure but it might scare the Easterners into softening their podtions on severd other
hard-fought politica battles.

Lady Sky had been glued to hisside, a the funerd and a court—both the Whisper and Halvok had
seen to it that Sham was aware of it. Halvok had taken it upon himsdf to scold her for her lack of effort.

She'd continued the pretense of being Kerim's midress in front of Havok, for that was the man
reason he'd decided to hdp them. He liked Kerim. At the same time, he hated the Easterners with a
fervor that the Shark would be hard-pressed to equd, for dl tha the wizard hid the hatred very well.
Sham'’ s position gave him away of recondiling both fedings

“Why do you disapprove?’ Sham had asked. “She's just wha you need—and she's qudified to be
hiswife. I'm jugt athief who can work alittle magic—and if that were wel known he'd catch fish bait for
putting me in the position of mistress.”

Halvok had shaken his head and said. “Lady Sky isagracious and beautiful lady—which is precisdy
the problem. She would no more dirty her hands with palitics than any other Southwood lady | know.
Y ou, on the other hand, would go toe to toe with Altisif you wanted something—and you know whéat life
in Southwood is like for her naives. Kerim cares this much—" he snapped his fingers, “—for what the
court says about his private life, and I’ ve seen how he looks at you.”

Sham had laughed at him—but her humor left a sour tingein her mouth. “He's become a good actor.
Kerim knows what | am better than you do—I am athief, Lord Halvok, and have been for hdf my life |
have very little in common with the daughter of the Captain of the Guards | was before the invason, and
even she would never have aspired as high as the ruler of Southwood. | think you might have
underestimated Lady Sky—and you could make her life a court much more bearable than it is”

All he had done was raise his eyebrows and say, “ Daughter of the Captain of the Guards—I thought
he was noble born,” in such a speculdive fashion that she shooed him out of her room in exasperation.

* % %

sham pored over maur's book, trying to find any-thing of use againg the demon. Lord Havok had
been correct, the only spdl it contained for permanently getting rid of a demon required a human
sacrifice. Without that, she couldn’t conceive of away to produce the power necessary for such a odl.

Tdboat, true to his word, was interrogating al the servants in the Castle, ostensibly to find a necklace
conveniently missng from Lady Tirra's jewe box. He left ElISc with Sham most of the time.

Whenever Dickon had a spare moment from the Reeve's service he would join them, and Sham
began teaching him the basics of magic. She'd spent the better part of the morning trying to show Dickon
how to form a magdight. It was a ample spdl; Sham could fed the power sSmmering beneath the man's
frowning face, but he couldn’t use it.

“You think about it too much,” said Sham, exasperated.



“Sorry,” he muttered, wiping his forehead.

“Lady Shamera,” sad ElSc, feathering severd cords lightly on the strings of the old harp.

“Hmm?’

“Why were demons taken from where they belonged? What was their purpose?’

She sat back in her chair. “It was an attempt to gan more power, | think. There are stories of
demons tdling their wizard masters the secrets of various spells and runes—though a man who would
take the word of a dave on how to modify a spell deserves the deeth that he doubtless received. More
importantly, the demon could act as areservoir of power—like the flute you found in the trunk, but safer
for the mage. The wizard would send it out to kill and...” she hesitated, because he looked so young and
innocent, gtting on the end of her bed with the harp nestled in his lap, “... do other things that would
generate power for the mage to use”

“What other ways?’ asked Dickon.

“Sex,” answered the young innocent on the bed with a smirk.

“I'm going back to work,” Sham muttered, snatching the book from the seat beside her and opening
it with a snap that didn’t do the ancient binding any good. ElSc launched, pointedly, Sham thought, into a
child' s ditty, while Dickon began to try again to form light from magic.

It wasn't opened to the section on demonology, but she began reading anyway. The author was
expounding on the difference between mde and femde wizards. Sham tended to think it was nonsense—
she'd never noticed her powers changing with moon and tide, but she had noticed that most such
treati ses were written by men.

.. Awoman’s power is bound to her body more strongly than a man’s. Use of strong magics
may affect her adversely, o it is better that a woman attend to womanly magics and leave the
great spells for her male counterparts ... There are times when a woman's magic is very strong.
When she is breeding her power grows with the child she carries—and childbirth, like death,
allows her to perform magics that are far above her normal capabilities.

Sham fdt her lip lift in a sneer. “Leave the great spdls for her made counterparts’ indeed. By the cute
little fishesin the tide pools, she'd never heard such nonsense. She threw down the book in disgust and
picked up the other one Havok had given her. She hadn't opened it yet, having concentrated on
demonology, so she began with the first page.

Runes fascinated her, being beautiful and functiond at the same time. The wizard who had drawn the
pattern book had a fine hand, making it easy to picture the runes as they would look put together. Runes
drawn for pattern books were divided in bits and pieces, ddiberately kept powerless—otherwise such a
book would not be possble. Sham took her time, admiring the precison of each line with the
gopreciaion of having tried to use patterns set less carefully.

Her somach rumbled, warning of passing time, but she turned one more page—and there it was. The
rune that had been marked on Kerim's back. She scanned the page behind it. Bonding magic, yes, she'd
known that. Set to draw from the one so bound and give srength to the rune maker. Right, she knew that
too—or had a good idea that was its purpose. Then she stopped, with her finger marking the page.

... can only be set by invitation of the one bound—although that consent need not be explicit
and may take the form of strong friendship, physical intimacy, or emotional indebtedness. Thus
the maker can brand his loved ones, servants, or bedpartners with this rune without their
knowledge.

Sham rubbed her nose and stopped reading. The demon was someone Kerim was close to, or
someone who, a the time the rune was s&t, had the appearance of such a person. Certainly, from what
she'd read, the demon could have used its golem body to place the runes.

Fahill, she remembered, was a close friend. He had died about the time Kerim had fdlen ill. Could
Fahill have died earlier and the golem have taken his place? Or was it someone else?

What she needed to do before anything else was to question Kerim about what had happened a
Fahill keep. It wasn't a task she relished, but it might narrow down the suspects, bringing her closer to
the time when she could |leave the Castle. Leave him.

It would be best for her if they found the demon soon, then she could go back to Purgatory—or



maybe travel a bit.

She stared at the book for severd more minutes, before getting restlesdy to her feet. ElSc looked up
from coaxing harmonic chords from the drings of the harp, but turned his attention back to his musc
when she didn’t say anything. Dickon was concentrating so hard on the amdl flicker of light he held in his
hand that it would have taken much more than the sound of her movement to distract him.

“I'mgoing to seeif | can coax something from the kitchens. Stay here with Dickon and I'll be right
back,” said Sham. She wanted to talk with Kerim before she discussed her discovery with anyone ese.

BElsc smiled and continued playing; Dickon nodded, staring at the lambent spark of magic he held.

Sham went to the door that had replaced the tapestry only the day before. She didn’'t expect him to
be there—these days he was out more than in—but she didn't want to wander the hdls with the two
guards who were on duty at her hal door.

The newly hung door opened without a sound and Sham shut it behind her. She took a step toward
the outer door when the creak of leather drew her atention to the bed.

The firg thing she noticed was Kerim's empty chair. She fdt an ingant of puzzlement before she
redized that Kerim wasin the bed ... and he was not done. If she were not mistaken, the dim, silk-clad
back risng out of the bedclothes over Kerim belonged to Lady Sky.

It hurt more than she had thought it would. Sham drew in a deep soundless bresth. Grace, she
cautioned hersdlf as her mother had taught. When life doesn’t meet your expectations, it was important to
take it with grace. Her father had said the same, but in a different way: lick your wounds in private so
your enemies don’'t see where you are vulnerable.

If only, she thought, stepping Slently back to her door, If only Sky weren’t so beautiful, weren't
her friend. It made it harder because Sham understood what Kerim saw in Sky.

She turned to leave them aone, when a short phrase made her catch her breath. “Physicd intimacy,”
the book had read. She hesitated, wondering if her jedousy had affected her thoughts. Lady Sky the
demon?

Quickly she found objections to her speculation. Demon hosts were bound with a degth rune that
could not be removed—killing any offspring of the host body before they develop, and Sky had been
pregnant twice in the past two years.

How would a demon counteract a degth rune?

—by shidding the child with lifemagic. It would require a tremendous amount of power, though the
spd| itsdf was not complex. Sky had miscarried after Sham freed Kerim from the demon’s rune, a rune
that had drawn life from Kerim.

The ease with which she found the answer shocked Sham into looking for reasons why Sky could be
the demon rather than why she couldn’t.

Sky had been near Kerim when Fahill died. From the expressons she'd caught on Kerim's face,
Sham thought that it was possible that there had been some sort of intimecy between them. She was
evarything a mae wizard would want in a demon host, who would be used as a sex partner to rase
meagic; beautiful, likable and ... in Kerim's bed. Sham could work out the details later.

She turned to the connecting door, opened it soundlesdy, and then dammed it so hard the shiny new
hinges protested—the gods knew what Elsc and Dickon would think of that—as if she were entering the
room for the fird time.

Sham drew in aloud bregath, asif in outrage, then shrieked wildly as she ran toward the bed. She was
wryly amused that she didn’'t have to fagn her fury. As the noise echoed through the stone walls of the
room with dmost musica effect, Sky jerked around, reveding the loosened ties of her bodice.

From Lady Sky’s rdaively decent state, Sham hoped that they had not had time to complete thar
union. She thanked the powers that they hadn’'t been done long, dthough the dazed look in Kerim's eyes
filled her with foreboding. He hadn’t even looked away from Sky. All her doubts vanished—he was not
alover, sartled by an unwanted interruption, but a man held in thrdl by enchantment.

“Sut!” Sham screamed, full into her Lady Shamerarole.

She grabbed the ewer of fresh, cold water from where it sat in lone splendor on a smdl table
conveniently near the Reeve's bed. Gripping the top with one hand and the bottom by the other, she



upended the ewer over the bed, mosly on Kerim's face, before launching hersdf to the wast-high
surface.

She balanced on the edge of the bed with the empty porcelain vessd in her hand. To her rdief Kerim
sat up dowly and shook the water from his hair, the dullness of ensorcelment fading from his eyes. Lady
Sky’'s lips twisted with rage.

Sham knew she looked like a madwoman, but that was the effect she wanted. She needed to act like
ascorned woman who had found another in her man's bed—not like a terrified wizard who had found a
demon there instead. Since she was both, she set terror aside with the hope that the demon wouldn’t
want to expose itsdf.

She hadn’'t had time for ared plan, but the ewer made a convenient weapon and she smashed it into
one of the upright posts of the bed. The broken porcelain wasn't sharp enough to be very effective, but
the jagged edge would certainly tear into soft white skin and leave scars. To a demon who depended on
her beautty to attract her victims, that might be as effective as a dagger.

Sham launched hersdf at Lady Sky, who avoided her by ralling off the bed with a speed thet the thief
envied. Sham gathered her fed underneath her and jumped for Sky again, only to be brought up short by
afirm grip on her free arm.

“Shamera...” Kerim's voice was dightly durred, and he sounded puzzled.

“Whorel” shrieked Sham, tugging againgt Kerim’s grip and waving the broken ewer wildy in the air.
Lady Sky took a step back. Sham fdt the first touch of rdief when the intent expression on Lady Sky's
face was replaced with alook of fear that Sham was certain the demon did not fed. What demon would
fear alunatic waving bits of pottery?

“Witch,” accused Lady Sky, looking appedingly a Kerim. “She's cast a spdl over you Kerim,
everyone knowsiit. They’re saying that she's controlling you, and you can’t seeit.”

“Shameless hitch,” replied Sham venomoudy. “I'll see your bones if | catch you in his bed again!
Can't you find your own man?’ In contrast to the other woman's ladylike tones, Shamera could have
won a dilling contest with the Purgatory flesh-mongers.

“Go, Sky,” sad Kerim unexpectedly. “I'll dedl with this, but you had better leave for now.”

Lady Sky raised her chin, turned on her hed, and left, shutting the door behind her. Quietly. Sham
hed her pose for an indant more, before dropping the remains of the ewer to the floor and running a
sheking hand over her face.

“You can let go now,” she informed Kerim.

He hesitated, but when she didn't make any sudden moves when he loosened his grip, he released
her completely.

“Wha was that dl about?’ he asked, hisvoice ill groggy.

Sham spoke without looking at him, “1 think I've found the demon.” She hadn’t planned to tdl him
until she had more facts behind her—or at least had her reasoning straightened well enough that someone
ese could fallow it.

He didn't react at dl for a moment, just gathered the bedclothes and used them to wipe the water
from his face.

“| fed asif | was a the long end of anight of drinking mysdf under the table. Wait a moment and let
me collect my thoughts.”

After abit, he looked up a Sham, who was dill ganding on the corner of the bed. “Urgent news or
nat, | have to thank you for sopping me from doing a very stupid thing. Sky isn't over Fahill's death
yet—let done Ven's. What she doesn't need is to get involved with someone dse”

He shook his head dazedly. “Blessed if | know how | ended up here—last thing | remember dearly
isedting in Mother’s rooms with her and Lady Sky. Must have had too much to drink, though | haven't
done anything like that in years.”

Sham pursed her lips, “It wasn't acohol, Kerim, it was magic.”

He frowned &t her.

“Like that philter you threatened to feed to my guard?’

“Maybe. Kerim, | don’t remember if you ever told me—how did Lady Sky’s husband die?’



“The wading sickness.”

Sham held on to one of the tal bedposts as Kerim's dhifting weight made the mattress sway beneath
her. Her thoughts raced ahead, putting the pieces together. “Tdl me, Kerim, could the child that she just
miscarried have been yours?’

His face froze, but, after a moment, he nodded, “The night Fahill died, hislady and | sat up far into
the night drinking and taking. She was additiondly distraught as she'd miscarried only two months
ealier. When | awoke, | was in her bed. | don’t remember much about that night—but when she came
here pregnant, | wondered.”

“It was on the way back from Fahill’s funerd that your horse sumbled, wrenching your back?’

“Yes” answered Kerim.

“Lady Sky miscarried shortly after | broke the demon’s hold on you,” said Sham.

“Wait,” he said holding up a hand. “Y ou're tdling me that Lady Sky isthe demon.”

She nodded.

He closed his eyes and considered the matter, which was a better reaction that she had thought she'd
receive. When he findly opened them, he looked at her perched warily on the corner of his bed and
waved impatiently.

“St down, you're making me dizzy.”

Sham complied, Stting cross-legged, leaving alittle distance between the two of them. After she was
seated, Kerim said, “I hate to admit it, but she's as likdy a candidate as any. Part of me wants to daim
that awoman is not capable of such things, but | fought againgt women in the mercenary troops at Sanim
aswdl as the women warriors a Jetaine—we never managed more than a stand-off with either one.”

Sham grinned briefly.

“I mugt admit, if Sky had been aman, | would have looked at her alot more closdy.”

“What makes you so certain now?’ he asked.

Sham finger-combed her hair. “It wasn't until 1 waked in on you that | even consdered the
posshility. | had come in to tak to you about something I'd just been reading ina...” She logt track of
what she was saying as afew more pieces fdl into place, dlowing her to recognize just what the demon
was trying to accomplish.

“Book?" suggested Kerim after a moment.

“Books, actudly. I've been reading the two that Lord Havok gave me. | came in here looking for
you because | discovered something that indicated that the demon was someone you trusted,” she said.
“When | saw Sky here, dl the piecesfit.”

She rubbed her hand across a damp spot on the bedding. “You know that demons are summoned
here from someplace ese—cdled by a mage and forced into bondage. They are made daves to thar
master’s whims. If the master dies, so too does the demon—unless it manages to kill the wizard itsdf,
which iswhat our demon managed to do. If you were the demon, what would you want?’

“Vengeance?’

Sham shook her head and looked at the bedding. She was tired: too many emotions, too much
thinking. “I was once torn from my home, thrown into a strange and dangerous place. | know how she
feds | wanted vengeance, yes, but what | desired more than anything was to go home.”

He covered her hand with his

She looked a him then, and gave im a amdl amile “I could be wrong, but ligen and decide for
yoursdlf. | thought at first thet the only way for the demon to return to its own world would be to find a
black mage who could send it back, but the demon would have to make itsdf vulnerable to the wizard. It
would be easer for the wizard to endave the demon than send it back. Black wizards, by ther very
nature, are not honorable; if | were the demon | would be hesitant to trust one with my freedom.”

“Wait,” Kerim broke in. “This demon is working magic. Is there a reason that it can't send itsdf
back?’

Sham nodded. “Black magic is hot as easy to control as norma magic because it is Solen by the
mage who is uang it. To get home, the demon has to open the gate to its world and enter through it. It
cannot hold the gate while ingde, not with black magic.”



“But you think it has found a way?’

“Yes” shesad.

“But it can’t use black magic to do it.”

“Not black magic done” agreed Sham. “But there is another magic the demon could use. There is
megic involved in death and life”

“This has something to do with Sky’s pregnancies?’ asked Kerim, following what she said far more
dosdy than she'd expected.

“The magic released at a birthing is close to death magic in power, but it is bound to the woman
gving birth—a Stuaion encountered by mageborn women only a certain number of times. So it is not
redly consdered a counter to death magic, which is much easier to effect.” She had known about that
megic before, but the old text from Maur's book had reminded her of it. Not pregnancy but birth
generated power.

“If the demon uses childbirth to return home, what would happen to the child?’

Sham met his eyes squarely. “Not being the demon, | don't know. But if shekills it and the man who
fathered it, she would have much more power than by killing people who are not tied to her.”

Kerim took a deep breath. “I seem to remember you saying that demons could not become
pregnant.”

She nodded. “A particularly nasty warding spell was used to prevent the host body from conceiving.
Like mogt warding spdlls, it conserved energy by remaining passive until its activation conditions are
met—in this case the onset of pregnancy. When triggered, the spdl begins to extinguish the life-force of
the unborn child: death magic.”

“But didn't you say that most pells can only be active for a few weeks without power? Has the
power of this spell faded over the hundreds of years the demon has lived?’

“No, that's why this so nadly. It's usudly reinforced and maintained by life-energies of the demon.
However, to avoid draining the host body, when triggered the spdl drains life energy from the unborn
child”

“So Sky can't be the demon?’ He raised his eyebrows.

“Not s0,” Sham replied. “The demon could form a barrier between the child and the rune to protect
it from harm.”

“Then why bind the demon at al?”

“Because the barrier requires enough strength that it would kill the demon’s host body before the
child could be born. | think that our demon discovered another way to power the spdl. The rune it used
was one that dlowed it to drain your strength—killing you dowly asiit dlowed your child to live”

“Kerim,” she said, leaning toward him. “The rune had to have been set by someone who was close
to you, intimate with you. It was set near the time of Fahill’s death. | believe thet it was set by Lady Sky,
to protect her baby. When | broke the binding, it killed the child.”

Keim swdlowed and she could tdl by his face that he believed her. He clenched his hands in the
bedclothes. “ Poor little walif.”

“The child was doomed anyway,” sad Sham softly. “If I'm right then it was intended to be the
sacrifice she used to get home.”

She let him absorb it for a while before she continued. “That would explain why she frequents the
Cadtle. Here she has the most choice among men who are well-nourished and hedlthy. But she can't stay
herelong or she risks detection. My master, Maur, ran into a demon hunting in a village once. The Shark
beievesit might have been Chen Laut, that it ... she killed Maur because he knew what she looked like”

Kerim didn’t, say anything, so Sham continued spesking. “El9c said that she was closer to her god
then she had ever been. Southwood has aways been a refuge for wizards and sorcerers, and the Castle
has usudly had the King's Wizard. Nine months is a long time to hide from a powerful mage. She mugt
have been excited when chance filled the Castle with Easterners who didn’t believe in magic.”

“You seem to think she was trying to bind me again tonight. Since I’'m dready weakened, what good
would that do her?’ asked Kerim.

“Revenge,” sad Sham oftly.



He watched her narrowly for aminute, then said, “What if it isn't Lady Sky? Thisisdl speculation.”

“l don’t think I’'m wrong,” replied Sham. “But, wéell have to plan for that contingency as well.”

“So what do we do with her? asked Kerim.

Sham gave a frugtrated shrug. “Damned if | know.”

A s0oft cresking noise from the connecting door drew Sham's attention and ElSc stepped tentaively
through the resulting opening. “ Shamera? |s something wrong?”

Shamerafdt her jaw drop as an incredible idea came to her.

While she sat dupefied, Kerim answered for her. “She's fine” He paused, looking at her
thunderstruck expression. “—I think.”

“Sympathetic magic,” muttered Sham, garing pointedly at Elsc. “They use the death of the sacrifice
as a source of power—and sympathetic patterning. The sacrifice’'s soul returns to its origin like the
demon they are sending home.”

“Shamera?’ asked Kerim.

She shook her head, dill muttering to hersdf. “It can’'t work, it's too absurd. The demon will never
cooperate, it has no reason to bdieve we d try it.”

“Shamera?’ asked ElSc.

“Kerim? Do you think you could extend my credit at the dressmaker’s?’ she asked.

“What?’

“I think | have aplan. | need to find Halvok.” Muttering to hersdlf, she stalked to the door.

Fifteen

When she came back from speaking with Halvok, Kerim had gathered Elsic, Dickon, and Tabot in
his room.

“Lord Havok doesn't think it will work,” she reported blithey, “but he can’t come up with anything
better, so he said helll help. Tdbot, I'll need you to accompany me to my dressmaker’s tomorrow
morning, if you would.”

“Of course, lasse”

“Elgc, I'll need your hep as well.”

“Whatever | can do,” he offered, though he was obvioudy surprised to be of use.

“We haven't diminated entirdly the possibility that Sky is't the demon,” said Kerim dowly. “If she
isn't, will she be hurt by what you' re planning?’

“Not physcdly,” she said, after a moment of thought. “If she is human the mogt it will do is scare
her.”

He consdered that. “1 suppose we redly have no choice”

* * %

“why use me as an escort?’ asked talbot as they rode through the morning traffic.

“I need you when we go into Purgatory,” Sham replied, deftly avoiding a collison with an overloaded
wagon.

“Purgatory?’

She grinned. “I need the Shark too.”

She shifted her weight and the little mare stopped in front of the dressmaker’s. Tabot followed suiit,
heping her off the awkward sidesaddle. Sipping a coin out of his purse, he handed the copper and the
reins of both horses to one of the young boys who haunted the streets looking for odd jobs.

Sham tucked her hand under hisarm and adlowed him to lead her into the dressmaker’ s shop.

Buying the thread took her some time. The dressmaker took some convinang before she agreed to
&l Sham dl her gold thread. It took time to order more from the goldsmith and there were dresses on
order. Only Kerim's letter that authorized his mistress's unlimited spending persuaded the dressmaker to
relent.



they attracted a lot of attention as they ventured into Purgatory. Sham had considered hiding their
presence, but decided it was unlikdy that Lady Sky bothered hiring spies, and the furor was likdy to
attract the Shark’ s attention. She could have returned to the Castle and changed hersdf back into Sham
the Thief—but the mottled-slver slk dress (that matched the horse with expendve perfection) might
comein ussful.

She knew the Shark’ s haunts and hoped to find him before someone braved Tabot’s wrath in hopes
of aful purse. Sure enough, as they turned a corner the Shark was waiting in the shadow of a battered
avning.

He looked pointedly at afilthy figure that had been fallowing Shamera and Tabot for severd minutes
Noticing the attention, the skulker abruptly turned on his hed and waked in the opposite direction.

“Bugness dow, Sham?’

She shook her head. “Actudly, | think I’ ve become successful.”

The Shark raised his brows. “Oh?’

“They’re paying me not to sted. | think it was you who told me that you can tdl when you have
become a success in your chosen fidd because then people pay you not to do it.”

“Wecome to success,” said the Shark, meking a gesture that encompassed dl of Purgatory.

“l need to talk to Tdlow.”

The Shark shook his head. “Not unless you want to tak to a corpse. He got his throat dit five,
maybe Sx days ago.”

“Then who controls the territory by the diffs, where the old bdll tower used to stand?’ she asked.

He scratched his ear and pursed hislipsin obvious perplexity. Sham gave an exasperated sSgh.

Tabot grinned. “He looks stupider than a codfish out of water. Think a bit of gold would hep that
mouthbreathing?’

“Nothing,” said Sham, “would help that. But it might make him talk.”

The Shark bared his white teeth. “Now, Sham, you know you love me—and businessis business”

“Likel lovethe plague,” she muttered.

The Shark laughed, effortlesdy caiching the gold Tabot tossed to him. He dropped the Purgatory
didect, exchanging it for that of a courtier. “A charming runt who calls himsdf ‘ Toadstool’ has taken over
that half of Talow’'sterritory. You need something from him?’

“l need to tak with him mysdf.”

The Shark shook his head. “He eats little girls like you for breakfast.”

“I grind up toadstools for my lunch,” she replied. “For dinner | eat shark-steaks.”

The Shark sghed, appeding to Tabot for sympathy as he drifted into a rougher diaect. “Always she
doesthisto me. Isn't any way I’'m goin’ to let her go to Toadstool and talk without me, an’ she knows it.
Gives aman no room to bargain. Sheisn't goin' to pay for service I'll give her anyhow.”

Tdbot grinned. “If that’ s the firg time a woman's gotten ye by the short ...” he glanced at Shamera,
“er ... toes, ye can count yoursdf lucky.”

The Shark gestured to Tabot and fdl into the thick accents of a dockworker, “You see, girl? You're
gan' to ruin my reputation. Soon no one will take the Shark serioudy. Pretty girl says wak this way, |
sy how far. Word gain’ to get around. Ain't no Shark, but a little Tadpole running the Whisper.”

Sham bent down on the horse until her face was leve with his, meatching his accent. “They're gan’ to
say dead Shark, if you don’'t start moving. We're dl gan’ to die of old age right here in this spot wi’ the
wind & ratlin’ our jaws.”

He laughed and started down the street, Ietting them follow as they could through the debris that
littered the battered cobblestones. Sham drew in a deep breath and coughed. Funny how quickly she'd
gotten used to the fresh st air of the Castle.

The Shark led them to a rough brick and stone building near the old docks, shaking his head when
Tabot started to dismount.

“They know we're here. Let them come to us”

“They'll condider it an insult,” commented Talbot, familiar with the games of the streets.

The Shark shook his head. “Tdl them you wanted to keep your horses. He won't take it amiss”



“l hope not,” said Sham. “I need his cooperation.”

The Shark amiled sweetly. “You'll get it

She turned to Tabot. “You know he's not as nice as he'd like to pretend, don't you?’

“Nether am 1,” replied Tabot smugly.

She snorted just as a natily dressed young man opened the door of the building.

“l beg your pardon,” he said, in a pure Cybdlian Kerim would have been pleased to dam. “But
Toadstool sent me out to inquire as to the nature of your vist.”

The Shark nodded gravely.

“These are friends of mine. The pretty litle mare here—" he rubbed Sham’s horse underneeth its
cheekstrap and it closed its eyesin ecstasy, “—sahe's a hit skittish, so we don’'t want to leave her done.
Could you persuade Toadstool to come out and talk with us a moment?’

“Regarding?

“I would like to rent some property from him for tonight,” answered Shamera

“I will so inform him.” Toadstool’ s man went back into the house.

They waited. Shamerd's “skittish” mare dropped into a three-legged doze, idly switching her tal a
theflies

At last a middle-aged man with a dight potbelly and a round, good-natured face approached them
from an dley severd buildings away from the one where Toadstool made his office,

“I"d wager he' s not as nice as he acts ether,” commented Tabot softly.

Sham grunted her agreement.

“My friend tdls me that you are interested in the rentd of a property,” sad the chubby man
congenidly.

She nodded. “1 need to rent the space near the diffs, where the old bell used to hang, from now until
dawn.”

Toadstool pursed his lips. “I know the spot. Tonight's the Spirit Tide, eh? Nice litle place for a
lover'strys.”

Sham gave im ady amile “That'sthe idea.”

He cast an assessing eye on her clothes, just as she had expected he would. It would have been safer
to wear her tunic and trousers, but then he might not have dedt with her at dl. Purgatory’ s territorid lords
were aficklelot.

“Ten gold.”

“For that price, | want you to make sure that we are not disturbed,” said Shamera.

“Eleven gold and I'll supply guards.”

“Ten gold,” she countered amoothly. “I have my own people. | just need you to put the word out to
your folk to say off the diffstonight. For their own safety, you understand. | have a few enemies, and it
would be a great tragedy if one of my men killed one of yours by mistake.”

“Ah, quite” he agreed cordidly. “Ten gold then.” Sham nodded a Tabot, who opened Kerim's
purse and produced ten gold coins.

* % %

sham waited until they had ridden out of Sght be-fore she reached over and snagged the purse.
Stopping her horse near the Shark she tossed him the heavy leather bag.

“Shark, there' s another ten pieces of gold here. | know that you usudly don’t offer protection, but |
need people | can trust to keep thet area clear.”

“Does this have something to do with the demon that killed Maur?’

Sham nodded. “It's not revenee. But it' sthe best | can do.”

“Very wel.” He put two fingers to hislips and whistled sharply.

A thin man trotted up from somewhere, nodding a grave gregting to Tabot, whom he obvioudy
knew.

“Vawny will escort you to the rental property while | gather afew favors,” said the Shark. “1 assume
that you meen to take up residence immediately?’



“Immediately,” she answered.

* % %

vawny and talbot stayed with the horses while she paced out a design in the sandy soil at the top of
the diffs The ocean was dready lower than usud; even the spray from the breakers didn’t come near the
top. She'd picked her place carefully. The sandy area was surrounded by large rocks, some as tdl as a
two-story building, that looked like jagged shark-teeth. Strewn amiddt the rocks were smdl wooden huts
cobbled together for shelter. They were currently empty, since the Toadstool had scattered their most
recent inhabitants for the night. They would serve as hiding places from the demon until the trap was
sprung.

When she had walked the rune through once, she dimbed to the top of a convenient rock to inspect
her work.

Sithering down to the sand, she made severd corrections and checked it once more.

Satidied, she took a gtick and began again, pushing one end deeply into the ground to retrace her
footprints. When the pattern was finished, Sham rifled through Tabot's saddiebags until she found the
spool of gold thread.

She glanced surreptitioudy a Vawny and decided not to push his integrity further than she had to.
Before she pulled the thread out of the saddiebag, she turned it black with a softly spoken spell.

She dtretched once and started to lay the metd thread in the patterned soil. It took along time. Her
back grew diff, and the sky began to darken toward evening wel before she was through.

“Can | hdp?" asked Tabot softly, bringing her aflask front his saddle.

Sham accepted the drink gratefully, shrugging her shoulders to loosen her tight muscles. The sea was
pulling away from the diffs now, leaving awidening strip of sand behind. In the distance she could see the
top of the sea wdll, a dark, ragged, brooding presence on the horizon, The waveless sea between the
wall and the beach was smooth as black glass.

Returning the flask, she nodded her head. “Yes, | need you to fetch ElSc and Lord Havok. They
should be waiting for you a your home by now. I'll be through with this before you' re back.”

* * %

a long lagt it was finished. sham closed her eyes and ran a soft pulse of magic through the end of
thread she hdd in her left hand. A brief moment later her right hand tingled fantly where it touched the
other end of the thread. The flavor of the magic told her the pattern was correct. Carefully she lad ather
end in the dirt, making certain that the two did not touch.

With awave of her hands the sand shifted, burying the rune and the marks her knees had Ieft behind.
Standing up, Shamera surveyed the remains of her gown wryly. If this night's work didn’'t pan out, she
was likdy to end her life buried in the ragged, dirty slk gown.

She removed theilluson she'd put on the wire. Now that it was covered with sand she didn’'t need it,
and she didn’t want any hint of magic to warn the demon. As she set a broken cobblestone in the center
o the rune, she heard riders agpproaching. It was too dark to see them, but it could only be Tabot,
Havok, and Elgc. The Shark would have let no other riders through.

Sham closed her eyes and worked a touch of magic.

* % %

inthe castle kerim watched the smdl rune sham had traced on his chair am flare briefly. It was time
then.

Despite his formidable sef-control and his doubts, a touch of battle fever caused a surge of dation.
He wiggled his toes ingde his boot, just to prove he could, then he grinned at Dickon.

“Get the horses ready,” he sad. “It'stime”

* % %

the riders dismounted and handed their horses' reins to the man who had replaced Vawny an hour or



50 before. As Shark’s man led the horses away, they approached Sham.

Elsc cradled Maur’s flute in one hand and held fagt to Tabot’s arm with the other, a reckless grin
plastered on hisface. “Y ou redly think thiswill work?’

“No,” sad Sham repressively.

If anything, EISC's expresson brightened. She understood him—it was a good thing to be needed. If
the boy were alittle older, he wouldn't have hdf his confidence in the wild scheme she' d come up with.

“Neither do |,” added Lord Halvok. “If you want to activate your rune, | can work the spells to force
the demon to submit to me, for my lifelime anyway.”

“For your short lifetimeit would be, if the demon had anything to say about it,” replied Sham without
heat—they’ d dready had this argument when she' d fird approached him for help.

“If Shamera' s plan fails, could you try to control it then?’ asked Tabot.

Sham shook her head, answering before Halvok could. “No. | have to release the rune that holds the
demon in place while | work the spdl to send it home. If | fall, it's not going to be contained—nor is it
gaing to be happy with us. Don't worry, though, if my spel doesn’t work, the backlash of wild magic will
kill us and burn Purgatory to the ground before the demon can do anything to you.”

“Thanks” sad Tdbot, with a wry grin, “that’s good to know. | wouldn't want to be killed by a

Sham |eft Tabot taking with Lord Halvok and waked to the edge of the diffs Below her was inky
blackness. Though there was no moon to see by, she could tel by the slence that the tide was out. The
unnaturd quiet seemed expectant.

Elsc seded himsdf on the ground next to her. His Sghtless eyes closed, he breathed in the sdt ar.

* % %

kerim knocked softly at the door, ready to play his part. Although he was honest by nature, acting
was the meet of any politician, and he had no fears about his ability. He worried about hurting Sky,
though, and she' d been hurt enough.

“Whoisit?” Sky’s voice sounded husky with deep.

“Kerim.” There was a pause, and Kerim could dmost hear her thinking.

“My Lord?’ The door opened partidly, and she peered through. Her desping gown was sheer and
inviting.

Kerim gave her his best boyish grin. “Do you know whét day it is?”

“No, My Lord,” she amiled with ahint of shyness.

Looking at her, he found it even harder to believe that Sham was right. He had a feding that he was
going to be apologizing to Sky before the night was over.

“It' sthe day the Spirit Tide breaks. Have you ever seen it a night?’

“No, My Lord.”

“Well, get dressed then. You have to see this. | know you're not up to a strenuous ride yet, but well
take a gentle horse for you—I have one with paces as smooth as cream ... and | believe | owe you an
gpology for last night.”

She drew hersdf up. “What about Lady Shamera?’

Kerim dlowed a sad gmile to cross his face. “Ah—Lady Shamera ... Perhaps you could put on a
dressing robe and I'll comein and tdl you about her. The hall is not the place for it—I promise I'll keep
my hands to mysdf.”

The door shut momentarily; when Sky opened it again, she was decently covered in an ivory slk
bedrobe.

“Comein, my lord.”

He dipped by her, adifficult thing to do gracefully with his crutches but much easier than the wheded
chair, and took up residence on a uncomfortable wooden stool. She looked from him to the only other
Seet in the room, a padded loveseat, and amiled before she st init.

“You were going to tel me about Lady Shamera?’

“Yes” hedghed and looked at his feet before turning his gaze to hers. “I am not her fird protector,



you know. She enjoys men. | met her soon after you came here, and | think that it was knowing that |
hed to leave you done that drew meto her.”

“But | was crippled and it was getting worse.” He swalowed heavily and continued in dmogt a
whisper. “I knew that Ven loved you, and would make an admirable husband and father. The child ... the
child was ming, waan't it?” He didn’t have to feign the sadness in his voice the poor babe, doomed by
demons and wizards long dead or by mischance, he supposed it didn’t maiter which.

“| thought | was dying. | could see no good in making you awidow a second time, so | went looking
for something to put between us—and | found Shamera” He played with the top of his left crutch. “Then
| began to recover.”

“I noticed that you have been getting better, my lord. Can you tdl me why?’

He hesitated and managed to look frustrated and dightly guilty. “That’s the truly odd part, and I'm
not certain it ismy secret to tel.”

“My lord,” she said meeting his eyes squarely. “Anything you say will stay with me.”

He gave her ameasuring glance, then nodded as if in sudden decision. “Late one night, when one of
the cramping pells began, Shamera came in and ... worked magic.” He let some of the wonder he had
fdt creep into his voice. “I would not have beieved it if | hadn't seen it mysdlf. Shamera has told me that
the wizards are largdly fled from here, though there are afew, like her, who hide what they are.”

“Did she find out who did that to you?’

Kerim nodded his head, even while the meaning of the mistake she'd just made washed over him.
He' d never told Sky that Sham had been undoing a spdl laid upon him—just that she'd worked magic.
“She seems to think s0,” he said smoothly. “After the High Priest died—and thisis the strangest part. I'm
not sure I'd believe it if Shamera hadn’t had Brother Fykadl to back her up—something took over his
body, or wore his shape. Shamera says that it was a demon. It made the mistake of going to the Temple
of Altis and brother Fykal destroyed it

Sky’s mouth tightened with anger momentarily. If he hadn’t been watching her closdy, he would have
missed it. The guilt that he' d been feding for mideading Sky dl but melted away.

“l owe Shamera a great del—my hedth, and even my life But—" he looked down, as if caught by
shyness. “—I don't love her. Last night made me redlize that | had to tak to her, and tdl her how | felt.
I’d dready I€ft it too long; | was afrad | would hurt her.”

He grinned suddenly. “1 dmost wish you' d have been there. | was expecting to face down the virago
who legpt on my bed with a broken pitcher and faced a merchant instead. She let me say what | had to
say, then amiled and laid down terms she thought were fair for services rendered.”

Kerim amiled coaxingly. “Come with me tonight, Sky. | haven't been to the sea for along time. The
Soirit Tide is something you will remember for the rest of your life”

“] ...” she gave him alook filled with desire and fear. “I don't know if | should ...”

“Come with me” he lowered his voice into a purr. Practicing with Shamera had improved his
seduction technique.

She drew in a breath, and recklesdy said, “Yes, | would like that. If you'll wait a moment in the hall,
I'll put on riding clothes.”

“For you, I'll wait,” replied Kerim softly, rigng to his feet and crossing the distance to the hal as
lightly as someone on crutches could be expected to.

Lady Sky gave him a quick, bright smile before she shut the door.

* * %

lantern in hand, dickon waited outside the walls of the Castle with three horses: A sweet-faced bay
mare, hisown sturdy gelding, and Kerim's war gdlion, Scorch.

The gdlion looked rather odd with the crutches attached to the shoulder of ether side of the saddle,
but he was used to carrying stranger things than crutches. Kerim rubbed the black muzze affectionately.

Cautioudy, with Dickon holding the opposite stirrup so the saddle wouldn't dip, Kerim gripped the
saddle at pommd and cantle and powered the rest of his body up and into position. Not graceful, but it
was effective. Dickon handed Kerim the lantern, and helped Lady Sky on her mare before mounting



himsdlf.

“We are not to go done, my Lord?’ questioned Lady Sky softly, with a pointed ook at Dickon.

Kerim shifted his weight until the sdlion sidestepped next to Lady Sky's mount. Reaching over he
took one gloved hand into his free hand and brought it to hislips. “Alas, no, Lady. The best place to view
the Spirit Tideis on the other Sde of a bad section of town. Despite the fact that I’ ve paid off the proper
people to ensure a quiet ride, it would be sheerest fdly to go into such a place with only a crippled
warrior such as mysdf to guard you. Dickon is quite a hand with that sword he carries.”

Lady Sky smiled. “So this is not such an impulsve trip after dl—you could have given me more
notice.”

Behind her, Kerim noticed that Dickon was frowning his disapprova. He'd cautioned Kerim about
fliing too hard and hurting Sky.

“Ah, me” Kerim grinned. “I have betrayed mysdf. No, Lady, I’ ve been planning this for mogt of the
day.” He gave her a convinang leer. “But if | had given you notice, you'd not have met me in your
desping gown.”

Lady Sky laughed and followed him as he nudged his mount into a swinging walk.

* % %

in spite of his spoken pessmism, kerim'’s ride through Purgatory was without incident. He could fed
the eyes pearing a them from the inky blackness, but they stayed there. Apparently Shamera had
greased the right fists with his gold. He took his time, flirting and delaying. By the time they reached the
broken timbers of the old bdl tower, he cdculated that they only had a short time before the tide
returned.

Kerim stopped the gdlion near a dump of scrub a far distance from the diffs. Returning the lantern
to Dickon’s care, he dismounted with more expediency than sill, but ended up on his feet, which was
something of a salve to his pride.

While Dickon saw to Lady Sky’s dismounting, Kerim untied the legther strings that kept the crutches
in place. He was ill unsteady on his feet, but with the crutches he had a far bit of maohility on the rough
ground.

“Come” he sad, leading Lady Sky away from the horses and Dickon, “You'll have to take the
lantern.”

The nearby buildings were nearly rotted through from the salt-sea air. Kerim ignored them as he
made hisway to aamdl area of sandy dirt near the diffs He stopped with the base of one crutch resting
near a Olitary piece of broken cobblestone. Sometime during the ride the stars had come into their full
glory. Even without the moon'’s light, it was possible to see the beach far below.

Ky drew in her breath as she gazed beyond the diff. “How fascinating.”

“Beautiful,” he agreed, “an unexpected act of nature—like you.” He reached into his belt pouch and
looked for something that wasn't there.

“Plagueit,” he said, with boyish embarrassment, “I brought you something, but | forgot to get it from
Dickon. Wait here, | won't be but a moment.”

She gave him the lantern. Holding it awkwardly, he turned and rapidly made his way back to the
horses while Lady Sky waited, her beautiful profile turned to the sea and afant smile on her face.

* % %

as soon as kerim was far enough away, lord havok sneaked soundlessly around the remains of the
building he had been hiding behind, giving Sham ahint a the reason his guerrilla campaign had been able
to hold out againg the Easterners. He stopped at the place she had hidden the break in the wire.

Quickly he brought the ends together, fusang them with a touch of magic that caught Lady Sky's
attention. Hidden in the shadows of another building, Sham bit her lip. Halvok’s fate rested on her rune
ills and she' d never had to make arune of this Sze before.

As the magic built, the golden thread began to glow, burning brightly benesath the covering sand.
Under other circumstances the rune would have been enough to hold its prisoner indefinitdy; a demon



was as capable of unmaking a rune as Sham or Havok was, so Havok kndt where he was and
continued to imbue the rune with magic.

“What are you doing?’ asked Lady Sky, daring a Lord Havok in surprise and taking a step back.
“Kerim?’ her voice rosein fright, “whet is he doing to me?’

Coining out of her hiding place. Sham flinched at the fear in Sky’s voice. Looking a her standing
done on the diff edge it was difficult to remember the reasoning Sham had used to convict her.
Indinctively Sham glanced at Kerim, knowing that he'd had his doubts as wdl. Kerim was frowning as
he gripped Dickon's arm. He gestured as he talked—though Sham couldn’t hear whet he said.

BElsc stepped out around a rock, the flute in one hand and his other resting lightly on Tabot's
shoulder. “I know you, demon,” he said, his face turned to Lady Sky. “I’ve fdt you in my dreams.”

“What are you taking about? Kerim said the priest killed the demon,” said Lady Sky, looking more
frightened than ever, “Kerim?’

“Shel s going to send you back,” said Kerim gently, as he approached with Dickon. “lsn't that where
you' ve been trying to go al thistime? It' s time for you to go home.”

“No ...” Lady Sky’'s voice log its cultured softness as she walled despairingly. “You don’'t know
what she' strying to do!”

“Nor does she” said the Shark from just behind Sham, causing her to jump. “But that never stopped
her before.”

“What are you doing here?’ asked Sham in a voice designed to carry only to the Shark’s ears.

He grinned. “You think I'd miss the most exditing bit of news to hgppen around here since the
Eagtern Invason?’

“Stay back with Kerim,” she warned him. “This could get nasty.”

“Shamera?’ asked Lady Sky. “Why are you doing this? | thought you were my friend.”

Sham waked forward until she stood just outside the barrier Havok held. “Chen Laut,” she said,
and gestured.

It was unnecessary to cdl the demon’s true form in order to send it back to its world, but Sham
needed the reassurance of knowing she was right. So she cdl the demon by a name it had hed for
centuries. It was not its true name, but it had power dl the same.

Thesand a Sky’s feet shifted, asif at a strong wind. Sky hersdf jerked like a marionette in the hands
of atoddler, shifting. The body fdl limply to the ground, and over it stood the demon.

Larger than a horse it was, a creature of flanes the color of magic. Eight fragile limbs hdd its
apparent hulk off the wet sand, but there was nothing arachnoid about the rest of the demon. A tal of
gold and red ever-changing flames hit the edge of the rune with a crack, driving Lord Havok to the
ground at the unexpected pain.

But there was no question who was hurt worse. The demon screamed, an unearthly trill that covered
the spectrum of sound, as a blue-green light flashed from the rune to its tail. When it was through, the
demon crouched in the center of the rune, swaying back and forth.

“Havok?’ caled Sham.

“Fne” he said, though he sounded hoarse. “The runewill hold her.”

“Three times bound was |,” said the creature usng Lady Sky’s voice. “Three dead wizards litter the
cold earth. Your binding too. | shal come through in better condition than you, wizard. Get what power
you can while you may, you will be dead soon enough.”

“I will die,” Sham agreed readily, “as dl mortd things do. But before then | will see you home again.
Tdbot, what' s the tide like?”

“If you destroy me,” continued the demon, “I will haunt you and your children until there is one born |
might use, witch. | will take that one's body and hunt until your descendants walk not upon this earth.”

“Not yet,” answered Eldc, ligening to the sea as he fingered the flute, “but soon.”

Tdbot gave the blind boy a sharp-eyed look. “It's il out.”

“Jetsam,” purred the demon, shifting its graceful neck so it was peering a ElSc, “—cast-off sdkie
garbage. If you ad in my binding, | will seek you out when | am free, and throw you back to the sea
where your own people will rend you and feed you to the fish as tribute.”



BElsc amiled swesetly. “1 ad in no binding.”

The demon paced snuoudy within the outer bonds of the hold-rune. It was careful not to touch the
edges.

“Now,” sad ElSc.

Dimly Sham heard the muted roar of the returning waves begin. Elsc put the flute to his lips and blew
asngle pure note that pierced the night as deanly as afair-gpent arrow. After a few experimenta scales,
he dipped into an unfamiliar song in aminor key.

Sham fdt the magic begin to gather. She took a deep breath, and slently reminded hersdf that most
of the magic she would work were spdlls she dready knew. She'd spent hdf the night memarizing the
only one that was new until she could recite the steps backwards in her deep. If her concentration or
confidence faltered, it would release dl the power of the Spirit Tide into flames that would swalow them
and Purgatory as wel—inspiration for the poorest of students, and she had never been that.

In the origind verson the death of the sacrifice gave power to the spdl. The sympathetic magic of
degth sent the demon to where it belonged as the soul of the sacrifice traveled home. She intended to
replace both functions with the Spirit Tide as it came home to the diffs

The magic that the tide generated was formed by the sea, and humans worked only with unformed
meagic. Like limestone and marble, the two kinds of magic were formed by the same maerids with
tremendoudy different results.

ElSc gathered the green magic of the sea, and the flute transformed it into its raw form. Sham had to
hold the gathering forces until the last moment before she worked the find spell. There would be no
second chances.

Swest ran off her forehead and she swayed with the effort as the magic grew exponentidly with the
progress of the monumenta wave of water that had begun to swalow the sand. Someone gripped her
shoulders briefly and steadied her.

Sill the magic grew. The fird two spdls were easy, nothing that she hadn’'t cast a hundred times
before. She began to draw on the magic.

Fird to set the subject.

The demon screamed as she worked the spdll, weaving it around the creature.

Second to nameits true name.

Demon, Chen Laut, bringer of degth, stedthy breaker of bonding spdls lad upon it by greedy men.
Avenger, killer, londy exile. Sham understood the demon, and wove her knowledge into the spdll. It was
enough—she knew it. She could fed the demon trying to break the naming, but it was futile.

“Southwood lord,” cdled the demon, “Bind me to you and | will hep you drive the Easterners from
Purgatory. If you dlow her to destroy me, they will never go.”

Havok siffened, like a hound scenting fox.

“If she chooses to bind rather than destroy, Shamerawill not drive them away,” continued the demon
persuasively. Sky’s voice rang clear through the growing roar of sea and wind. “She's in love with the
Reeve. She's too young to redly remember how it was, what it fdt like to hold your loved ones as they
die. But you do, don’t you? You remember your wife. She waan't beautiful, was she? Not until she
gmiled. She was wonderfully kind. Do you remember how much she loved your children? Then the
Eagterners came, while you were fighting el sewhere. Y ou returned home and found only whet the soldiers
had left. She fought to protect the children, your wife, even after what they had done to her.”

“Havok,” said Sham, her voice trembling with the effort of speaking while she tried to hold both the
meagic and the demon. If Halvok dropped the tune at the wrong time, it could pdl disaster. “Halvok, that
world is gone. Driving the Easterners out of Southwood will not set time back. It won't restore your wife,
nor even the person you were before they came.”

She had told Kerim that what the demon wanted most was to go home—she knew how the creature
fdt. As she exacted vengeance from those men who had crippled Maur, she had known thet it was only
asubdtitute for what she redly wanted: to return to what once was, to go home. “Only death will come
from seeking it, Halvok. Not just nameess Easterners will die—but your friends and colleagues. People
you've come to know and care for. And once the killing starts, it won't be Eastern blood aone that feeds



the soil. Hasn't there been enough death?’

“Yes” sad Havok. “I am sck of—"

The demon struck the rune,

Halvok fdl limply to the sand and the steady glow the rune had been emitting flickered wildly.

No time to question. Running to the place where Halvok lay, Sham drew her knife, nicked her pams,
and placed both hands on the gold thread. Power surged through her from that contact and she cried out.
The magic from the waves buckled and the skin of her hands turned red and blistered from the wild
meagic that seeped out of her control, but the blood made the difference as she had known it would. It
mede the rune hers again, no matter how the magic surged and fought it.

She couldn't let the rune fal until just before the wave hit the diff, or she wouldn’t be able to open
the gateway to the demon’s reddm no matter how much power she had. She would have to bresk it,
symbalizing the breakage of the bonds that held the demon to this world. It shouldn’t have been difficult.
Havok could have done it by dropping the two ends of the wire separately, but Sham was tied to the
rune by blood.

She needed Halvok, but he lay slently on the ground, Tabot kneding at his side. She hoped he was
dive

Sill the magic grew. She couldn’t see the Spirit Tide, but the sound of the water rushing over the
sand had become deafening. Ignoring the smdl of singed flesh she continued to gather the magic.

“Now,” shouted Kerim and Talbot together.

She broke the rune. Bound to her by blood, the rune's death hurt her, making her hands cramp until
she had to force hersdf to her feet so tha the tendon of the wire would pull it from her grasp. Pan
waan't the red problem, or rather not the whole of the problem. It was what the pain did to her
concentration that mattered.

It took along moment for her to regain control of the forces she held.

Jugt as she began the find spdll, before the demon redlized that it was no longer held by the rune, the
great wave struck and the diffs shook. Water coated everything, spraying in greet heavy sheets. ElSc
feltered and the megic flared wildly urtil she couldn’t tel hers from the meagic that sang in the waves.
Sham knew Elsic had resumed playing only from the fed of the magic flowing into her; she couldn’t hear
the music over the pounding water.

Crying out in a voice that was nothing againg the roar that shook Purgatory, she continued working
the last pell.

Thefirg of her gpdlls gave her an awareness of the demon, so she knew when it sprang. She spoke
fadter, finishing as the demon’s hot, sharp tall raked her sde.

Something rippled in the night and the demon illed as the rift grew. In that bare ingdant Sham
redized the place she was sending the demon didn’'t exist, not as she understood the term. For a brief
moment that might have been an eternity, she stood a the gate and understood things about magic she'd
never redized before, smdl things ...

A second wave hit. Smdler than the firdt, bringing with it more water, more noise, and more
flute-born magic.

Buffeted by pain, awe, and a new surge of magic, Sham logt control, consumed by the torment of the
demon’ s touch and the fire of wild magic. The gate flickered, then steadied, held by someone ese.

Give me the power, witch, sad Sky’s voice, dipping beneaeth and between the waves of pan as
Sham regained a tenuous hold on the magic. You have my name, give me the power. If you do nat, it
will kill you and all those here this night.

Sham gruggled to think. With the power she hdd, the demon could destroy Landsend. She didn’t
think even the a€ Magi would be able to stop it. Now that Sham had shown it how, it could go home any
time it wanted to. Demons were creatures of magic; they were not bound to use unformed magic as she
was.

Blsc played, and the magic continued to grow as a third wave hit. Sham couldn’t even divert enough
atention from her tasks to tdl him to stop.

Slly witch, hatred of your kind does not mean so much to me that | would stay here another



moment. Give me the magic and let me go home.

“Takeit,” said Shamera, knowing that she could not hold it for much longer.

Power flowed out of her faster than it had come, and the demon accepted it with a capacity that
seemed limitless. When it held dl she could give, Sham collgpsed on the sandy diff top, curling around
the painin her sde. She watched the demon asit steadied the gate to its home.

The demon turned toward the rift Sham had opened, then hesitated. Sham had a moment to wonder
what she was going to do if the pox-ridden thing decided it didn’t want to go back when, feather-light, its
tall brushed her Sde again. The pain that had resided there was replaced by cool numbness.

Sorry, sad the demon in a voice as soft as the wind.

Then it was gone.

The gate hung open above the broken bits of golden thread. Sham druggled to her knees. She had
given dl her magic to the demon; there was nothing Ieft. If it didn’t close ...

It snapped shut with a cracking sound that rose above the thunder of yet another wave of water. For
amoment the night was dill—then the fires began.

They lit up the night like a thousand candles, burning the saltgrass where the gate had been firg, then
oreading faster than even a naturd wildfire through the damp foliage. When the next wave hit the diff
and sent fine spray high into the air, flame touched the agee that lived in the water, making the droplets of
soray spark gold and orange in the night.

“Back,” yelled Shamera, sumbling to her feet as best she could. “Damn it, get back.”

The magic that she'd given the demon was from this world. What the demon hadn't used had
returned when the gate closed. A dump of driftwood burst into ashes as the magic passed near.

“Shamera, get away from there” She thought it was Kerim who cdled, but she was too busy
drawing upon what little magic she had left to be certain.

Cold hands closed on her shoulders. “What can | do?” asked Dickon.

“Support me,” she said, her voice thin even to her ears. “Reease your magic to me”

Like his megdight, the power he fed to her flickered randomly, but it helped. The old bdl tower went
up in a blaze of glory, but Sham managed to keep the wild magic from raging where it would. Like a
sheepdog, the threads of her mastery nipped here and there, cornering the worst of it againg the diff
where the water would control the damage.

Kerim stood back with the rest, wishing futildy for the means to help. The Shark stood on his right,
looking much like Kerim fet. Talbot kndt on the ground with the unconscious Halvok’s head resting on
his knee. The sailor's eyes were focused on Shamera and Dickon. ElSc sat beside them, his lips tight
with anxiety. Kerim thought perhaps that Elsc. blind as he was, had a better idea of the sruggle than any
of the rest of the audience.

Shamerawas it by an eerie brilliance like the phosphorescent plankton that floated on the sea, only
many times brighter. Foxfire flitted here and there in Dickon’s har and on his back, dripping from his
fingers to the ground where it shimmered at his feet. The ar carried a scorched scent and a feding of
energy likeit had just before lightning struck.

Another wave hit the diff, but this one was only dimly lit by the odd little flickers that had covered the
ones before. When the water ran back to the seait left only darkness behind it. Dickon swayed where he
stood, asif it took dl of his strength to remain on his feet. Sham fdl into an untidy hegp on the ground.

The Shark beat Kerim there only because his crutches hindered his movement. Kerim hesitated by
Dickon's sde, touching him lightly on the shoulder.

“I'madl right, dr,” said Dickon, “judt tired.”

Kerim nodded, dropping his crutches. Hefdl to his knees next to Sham where she lay face down in
the wet sand. The Shark, kneding on the far sde, held his hand againgt her neck.

“She'sdive” he said.

Remembering the fires that had flickered over her, Kerim reached out carefully, and with the Shark’s
hdp, turned her face out of the sand. ElSc and Tabot joined the quiet gethering with Halvok braced
between them.

Halvok made a gesture and adim circle of light appeared in his hand. The Southwood noble looked



tired, and he moved with the painful downess of an old, old man.

By hislight it was possible to see that Sham was breathing in the soft panting rhythm of a tired child,
and some of the tightness in Kerim's chest dackened. He began to examine her with battle-learned
thoroughness for wounds, but found only blisters. They clustered tightly on her hands, then scattered here
and there. Her sde was covered with blood, but dl that Kerim could find was a growing bruise.

He had expected much worse.

Caefully, he gathered her into his lap and wrapped her with his cloak to keep her from getting
chilled. As he worked, he thought it didn't seem possible that this bedraggled and dirty thief was the
wizard whaose blazing figure had recently lit the night. The Shark watched him coally.

“It's gone” said Havok, bresking the slence. He shook his head in private amusement. “Not too
bedly done, for an apprentice. I'll speak to the wizard's coundl and see if we can get her raised to
master. Sending a demon to hel should count as a masterwork.”

“Not hdll,” corrected ElSc with a dream-touched smile. “It was beautiful—didn't you see it?’

Finis

When Sham woke, she was in her room at the Castle. With her eyes closed she could hear Jenli
arguing with someone. A door closed and the sound was muffled. Sham began to drift off again.

“Shamera,” hissed Kerim softly, and her bed dipped under hisweght.

With an effort she forced her eyes open.

“l had Dickon distract your maid so | could come in here and talk to you. She's been as bad as a cat
with one kitten since we brought you back, athough,” he added with a twinkle, “I think she was more
upset about your dress.”

Sham darted to grin in response, but stopped when she fdt her lips began to crack.

“| fed—" she said carefully, so she didn’'t cause more damage, “—asif | need an gpple.”

He looked blank. “An apple?’

“Mmm,” she nodded. “Don’'t you Easterners roast your pigs with applesin their months?’

Kerim surveyed her and laughed. * Except for your hands it’s little more than a sunburn, and Dickon
say's even your hands won't scar.”

The outer door opened a crack, then snapped shut again.

“l needed to ask you something before Halvok talks to you. | don't want you to agree to his
proposa before you ligen to ming” said Kerim hurriedly. “There€' s not much time. I’'m not sure how long
Dickon can keep Jenli occupied. | would like you to consder taking Maur's post. | ..." he said softly,
then hesitated and adopted a more busnesdike tone. “We need you—just today |I’ve gotten word that
there's something odd at the hot springs just outside of Landsend. There's no king, of course, so we'd
have to change the title”

Sham carefully kept dl expression out of her face, mogly because moving her face hurt. “You want
meto be your wizard?’

He nodded. “I’ ve talked to Fykdl and he's agreed to give you Altis's blessing, so you'll have that as
wdl as the state’ s endorsement.”

“A powerful position,” said Sham dowly, uncertain how she fet about having Altis s blessing.

Kerim leaned back againgt the headboard of her bed. When he spoke his voice could have mdted
ice “| trust you.”

To give hersdf time to think about what that tone meant she asked, “What's Havok’s offer?’

“The Wizard's Council has agreed to raise your status to master.”

Sham shrugged. “It's aformdity.”

He nodded. “That's what he said. Additiondly, he was able to arrange a postion for you with the
&€ Magi.” Histongue sumbled over the unfamiliar term.

Impressed, she said, “That's quite an honor.”

“It would dlow you to work with other mages. Y ou would have access to the Archmage's libraries”
He softened his voice and leaned nearer. “Y ou would be safe there: no mobs, no demons.”



He knew her too well. Sham cocked her head a him, then leaned forward and touched his lips with
hers. Conddering the blistered state of her mouth, it was quite a respectable kiss—for which she gave
Kerim full credit.

She pulled away, the corner of her mouth tilted up, and she answered in the thick accents of his
migtress. “No mobs? No demons? How utterly boring.”
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