
Astel and Alanna

1) Dalyn singing “Arrogien is Iron, Montissen is Brass; Laurissen is silver, and Marasien is gold” when he tells Astel about Alanna

2) Asleep in Casryck’s, Astel dreams of (his fiancée)

Between the fall of the Second Empire and  the rise of the Marshals, Daun-Ilar was a lawless place.  The limitless wealth of the Emperors was secreted within the walls of the strongholds of the great organizations whose shelter provided safety for the vast, milling throngs who dwelt within the tumbled walls, and was dissipated by those throngs in quarrel and scheme.  The only law was that of the sword, but soldiers and thieves and servants and whores need food to eat, clothes to wear, and places to lay themselves down to sleep, and so means of providing such were found, and enterprising souls made, and lost, great fortunes tending to the more mundane needs of their fellows.  In this way, the City kept itself alive, drawing in the discontented and ambitious like moths to a flame.


Kitack was listing the glorious qualities of the waitress he had met at the Guttersnipe’s Glass when the Night Demon entered the Death of the Quarreller.  As if hit by some sort of aura of fear, the burly, blond mercenary fell silent halfway between the wench’s lips and her breasts, trailing off into a hazy whisper and turning around to look at the new arrival.  Astel looked up from the drink he was gazing into to tune out his friend, to see what had distracted him.


The Demon stood slightly over five feet, short for a warrior, but wore the trademark black Ironweave jerkin, with the Demons’ symbol emblazoned on the front: a fanged and horned red snake wound about and looming over a green apple.  A cloak, rippling in the stiff winter sea breeze, covered the Demon’s hips, but Astel was sure that a short sword lurked at both.  The Demon’s boots were polished to a shine, despite the muddy streets, and his black trousers, silk for silent movement, also reflected the dull glare of the tavern’s torchlight.  His face, a mask of silent cruelty, completed the image.  Emotionless, it seemed carved out of granite, or shaped from the river mud and baked until swords would shatter against it, like the walls of the Night Demons’ fortress at the center of Daun-Ilar.  The eyes, pools of black, seemed to swallow what light there was; the tight-rimmed mouth seemed to exude silence.  The Demon’s bearing was as arrogant as could be expected, as if he not only knew that he could bring down every man in the bar but planned to do so before taking another breath.


Without a word, the Demon walked toward Astel and Kitack’s table, drawing the eyes of every taverngoer present as he went.  Not once did he present his back to anyone, nor did his hands linger far from his sides—instead, he preserved the image of perfect deadliness by not making a sound as he crossed the creaky floorboards.  It was as if a ghost were sliding across the floor to the pair’s table.  He reached them and paused, gazing long and hard into Astel’s face.  The latter returned the look as long as he could, but the Demon’s silent strength was overpowering, and Astel soon had to look away.  The Demon turned his gaze upon Kitack, who slightly shifted his chair in an attempt to look away.


The screech of the chair on the floor in the silent room seemed loud as if the Gate of Harposyn had fallen, though it would have passed unnoticed amid the normal din. Astel flinched.  Kitack looked like he wanted to shrink to insect size, like some of the Eastern wizards, and vanish.  The Demon did not move.  Instead, he turned on his heel, walked behind Astel’s chair, and without warning drew a blade and decapitated the man beside him.


The head rolled straight back, slamming into Astel’s chair on its way to the floor.  Blood gouted up from the severed neck, staining the Demon, Astel, and the others at the now-dead man’s table.  Without another movement, the Demon cleaned the sword on the sleeve of the dead man, sheathed it, and stepped back against a pillar.  For a moment nobody moved, all eyes on the results of the swift carnage.


Then, as if on a signal, chaos broke loose.  Within seconds every man in the tavern had risen and rushed for the door, window, or any other exit they could find.  Men collided in the press, drawing weapons to force their way through.  Soon swords were drawn and slashing at limbs all across the tavern.  The dead man’s companions struggled to drag him aside and preserve him from those who would strip his body of valuables, or perhaps merely to secure them for themselves.  Those they backed into pitched forward, precipitating encounters with still other men.  Others took the emerging chaos as the sign to restart their own quarrels, friendly or no, and began flinging the Quarreller’s beleaguered cutlery at one another.  


Astel rose and drew his blade for safety, knowing that many, including himself, hunted through these brawls, catching men unawares from behind and slaying them.  Indeed, as he rose he felt a hand claw for his neck.  Kicking backwards, he spun about and stabbed down, nearly severing the hand of a would-be assassin.  Wrenching a bracelet from the unfortunate’s wrist, Astel leapt over his chair to put some clear space behind him and looked for Kitack.  The mercenary’s sword was drawn as well, and beer dripped from his chin.  Astel watched as he picked out the arm of a likely origin for the liquid and moved to part it from its rightful owner.  His blade was met with the steel of a tankard, and more of the vile liquid stained the combatants.


Astel let it go.  Kitack could take care of himself.  For now, there were purses of live and dead men to scavenge, and fights with bruisers to avoid.  Astel did not have the muscle to tangle with bruisers, but he did have the grace to slip underneath their guard.  Holding his short sword at the ready and fingering his thief’s hook, he edged his way through the melee.  A burly, dark-skinned man vaulted over him at his third step, turning arse over tankard.  As his feet cleared Astel’s head, the latter reached out with his hook, severing the fighter’s drawstring and spilling a few coins.  Raising his blade and twisting to put his back to the table, Astel groped about for the fallen lucre.  Six coins he had seen drop, and six he grasped, tipping them into his sleeve before standing to look for any other likely marks.


A fat man wielding a table leg stepped over the rest of the table and lurched at him.  Astel ducked under the swing of the likely hurler of his previous mark and thrust forward with his short sword.  The table-leg whistled through the air, disturbing the black-haired thief’s part, but Astel’s blade struck true, severing some of the man’s fat and staining his tunic.  The target roared, raising his improvised club for a second strike, but Astel leapt up, shoulder to the man’s jaw, and dropped him.  Glancing about for any present danger, he relieved the man of his weapon and set about combing his pockets.  


A dagger on a string whistling over his shoulder and embedding itself in that of his unfortunate mark broke his concentration.  Quickly he reached out and grabbed the dagger, pulling it hard and sending its owner shoulder-first into where his back had just been.  The downed fat man groaned at the impact, and the butt of Astel’s sword send his new assailant into the land of sleep just long enough for him to pocket the string-dagger, a fake gem, and a few coins before moving on.


As he rose, Astel noticed the Demon still standing where he had moved after beheading the man, watching the others tear the tavern apart.  He did not move save to dive out of the way of a flying platter, or to spill the guts of any who approached too closely.  Indeed, he barely turned his eyes from the opposite wall while doing so, and never allowed the gore to spill on himself.  For a brief moment, the Dragon’s eyes met Astel’s, before turning to observe somewhere else.  


A hand fell on Astel’s shoulder.  He turned to thrust his hook into the face of the assailant, but it was Kitack, grinning like a madman and holding a purse.  Tossing it into Astel’s lap, he leapt over a chair and slashed into a knot of combatants fighting behind the Night Demon’s pillar.  Astel followed cautiously, covering his friend’s back.  Kitack waded right into the melee, shoving two combatants over to make room as he engaged a third.  His targets both fell into other fighters, spilling the latter onto the ground as they tumbled and clearing a new space for the fight to open into.  Another dark man was the first to leap in, balancing on one downed man’s hand and another’s hip as he crossed swords with his rival, who stuck to solid ground.  From the ground swords thrust at the man, but he blocked them with his legs and slashed at the enemy.  Eventually, however, he placed a foot wrong and his opponent caught him with a full-arm shove, sending him sprawling onto Kitack, who was just pulling back from an attack on his man.  Kitack flew backwards, landing with a solid jolt against the pillar, and was soon followed by both the dark man and his enemy, hurled in quick succession by the fighters getting up.  


The pressure of Kitack’s impact weakened the pillar, and the two others’ arrival snapped it, sending plaster raining from the ceiling and the three flying backwards amid shards of wood, and violently dislodging the Night Demon, who for the first time in the night lost his composure as he hurtled face-first onto a table followed by the lower portion of the pillar, Kitack and the others ending in a heap at his feet.   


Aste leapt clear of the falling men, catching a dagger intended for Kitack’s back with his foot and driving it into the shoulder of its wielder.  As he spun about to avoid falling, he saw the Night Demon rise, swords drawn.  The expressionless face was now marred with blood, as a splinter had scored his face as he fell, and the mouth was twisted into an angry sneer.  One step took the Demon to the mass of writhing men who had fallen.  With one motion of each arm, he severed the necks of the dark man and his enemy, sending the heads lolling back and blood spurting in twin gouts.  


Astel froze.  He’d had nothing to do with the injury done to the Demon, but Kitack was under the dead bodies, and the Demon obviously wasn’t done killing.  Sure enough, the two short swords were working, tonglike, to pull the dead men aside from Kitack’s prone form.  Perhaps the mercenary had been knocked out, thought Astel, and would thus survive the next few minutes.  But as he watched, Kitack reached an arm up for the nearest shard of chair and began to haul himself up to his feet.  The Demon turned steadily and pulled back his right arm, sending a shower of blood from his blade.


Without thinking, Astel leapt forward, slipping on a fallen man’s arm as he thrust his blade before him.  The Demon seemed to sense his approach and wheeled around, striking down at Astel instead of the helpless Kitack.  Astel raised his blade to parry the deadly blow, and his shoulder caught the Demon’s ironweave tunic, knocking the wind out of both of them and spilling them to the floor.  “Run!” he called to Kitack, then tried to extricate himself from atop the Demon, before the latter could bring a blade to bear.  The Demon was not particularly strong, for all his skill, and Astel managed to roll off of him as a dark blade shot forward where his ribcage had been.  Quickly he regained his feet and backed off, holding his sword before him pointed at the Demon’s neck.  The Demon rose, recovering his twin swords, and stepped carefully toward Astel, who backed up along the bar to cover one side of his back.  The Demon continued his advance, working to the outside to pin Astel against the bar.  Finally, the outside wall came up to catch Astel’s back.  He was trapped in a corner.  He could see the fighting continuing behind the Demon, as the downtrodden men of the streets took their anger out on one another, and then the Demon was before him, looking up at him.  In the excitement and danger, he had forgotten that he towered over the Demon by almost ten inches.


Without saying a word, the Demon pulled his right arm back into a defensive posture and extended the other before him, sword facing up at Astel’s face.  There he paused, waiting for Astel to attempt to get away.  Astel did not move, for there was nowhere to go.  Instead, he began to lower his sword, dropping his wrist to point the blade at the ground.


The Demon’s eyes followed the blade, and he lowered his defensive arm to cover against an attack from down low.  Instead, Astel flicked his blade into forward position and lunched, smashing the point of his sword into the Ironweave of the Demon’s tunic.  The force of the blow spilled the Demon back, and Astel hurdled him, kicking one blade away into the crowd.  He ran several paces more, before taking a table-leg to the gut and collapsing.  


He regained consciousness several seconds later, as his assailant sprawled across his body, throat neatly severed.  The weight suddenly lifted as the Demon kicked the corpse off him, as if to claim him for his own kill.  A black hand extended, beckoning for Astel to take it and rise.  Astel reached out to take it, holding his own short sword carefully.  No attack came until he was on his feet again.  Then, swift as lightning, the black blades emerged and thrust at him.  Parrying one and ducking to his right under the other, Astel avoided the attacks and regained position, in time to see Kitack barrel into the Demon, taking his legs out from under him and spilling them both to the floor.  As if attached by invisible strings, the Demon’s blades did not stray more than six inches from his hands, while Kitack’s weapon flew several feet.  


Kitack rose first, having landed on top, and Astel tossed him his own sword.  Thus armed, the blond mercenary laid into the Demon, pushing him back for several seconds with furious assaults.  Then the skilful work began.  A thrust up, a thrust down, and Kitack sported a new cut on his leg.  Two cuts, one to each side simultaneously, and then a thrust to the center, and the mercenary’s lungs were several inches from parting company from his body.  The Demon withdrew, however, toying with him.  Astel circled, aiming to pick up Kitack’s blade and aid his friend, but the Demon got there first and kicked the weapon past him into another snarling melee.


As the Demon’s attention was diverted for the moment, Kitack lashed out in a long sideways slash, tearing a corner off the Demon’s cloak and dampening the cloth with blood.  As his sword flew back on the backswing, the Demon ducked back a step and raised both blades before him.  Quicker than the eye could follow, he was upon Kitack, blades slashing and thrusting like bolts of metal lightning.  Kitack was forced back step after step, circling clumsily around the front part of the tavern, and taking wounds with every step.  As the fight completed a circuit, the Demon lashed out with a foot, spilling Kitack to the floor in a heap.  He stood over him, rotating his swords in his wrists and looking down at the fallen man.


Astel looked about for a weapon-any weapon more substantial than his thief’s hook-with which to defend his friend, but found none.  He lowered his head and charged the Demon, covering the distance between them in the space of a second.  As he closed, he caught a glimpse of a dark blade whirling toward his head, and of another, larger one, raised high above, and then his head and shoulders met Ironweave and all blacked out.


Once again he awoke after several seconds, though this time it felt like minutes.  Cold air blowing on his face told him he was no longer in the Death of the Quarreller.  Where was he?  And where was Kitack?  Were they being robbed?  The streets were dangerous enough—few robbers plied their trades in the open, for the momentary lapse of attention required to stow a bag of coin was enough to receive a blade in the guts and lose one’s hard-earned gains and life.  Astel rose to an elbow and looked about.  Kitack was beside him, wounds covered with bandages cut out of his tunic.  They were in an alley of some sort, and appeared to be alone.


A hand, coming from behind him, gently but forcefully pushed him to the ground.  “You’ll just give yourself a headache,” it said in a gruff female voice.  “Lie back.”  He did and resisted no more.  Whoever this was, she had Astel and Kitack at her mercy.  By the fact that they were still alive, she’d either saved them herself—not likely, a woman against a Demon—or was with someone who’d driven off the people who’d dragged them out here.  In any event, he couldn’t very well resist.  Her arm pushing him down felt like iron, and his head was spinning.


Kitack groaned, and Astel painfully turned his head to look.  A pair of legs was kneeling beside his friend, ministering to one of his wounds.  After what seemed like an eternity, the legs pivoted about to bring the head that commanded them toward Astel.  “He’s badly hurt,” the voice said.  “Does he have a place to go?”  


Astel began to reply, but stopped himself.  Who was this person?  There was no point in giving her even one hideout Astel and Kitack used.  He slowly began to shake his head.


An arm drew a dagger from a hip.  “It’d be a mercy, then,” the voice said.  “He’ll only get wrecked worse otherwise.”


“No!” Astel called out, muffling himself midcry.


“We can’t leave him here,” said the voice.  “Are you sure he doesn’t have anywhere to go?”  


Astel remained silent, thinking.  He couldn’t let Kitack die, yet the alternative seemed to lead to the same result, only with more of their meager possessions robbed.  Besides, he only knew of one real hideout, and what was there was definitely not getting revealed.  The owner of the voice seemed unsatisfied.  “Very well,” she said.  “I’ll bring him to mine.  But you’ll have to get up and carry him.  I won’t make it six more feet carrying you two.”


Astel groaned, rolled over, and pushed himself to his knees, checking for his sword and thief’s hook.  Hands held them out to him, gripping the blades in heavy leather gloves.  He looked up at his captor/benefactor, nodded his head in thanks, and rose further, sheathing both weapons.


She was tall, taller than him, and surprisingly young-looking for a woman of the streets.  Scars lined her face and what he could see of her body, covered as it was in a close-fitting grey tunic.  Her hair, which looked to be mousy brown at best, was tied back in a braid that was clearly the alternative to washing it.  At her side was sheathed the dagger, in a belt holding up a well-kept pair of trousers, which tucked into black Night Demon boots.  He gave a start at that, but reassured himself, for behind her feet was the half-moon blade he’d seen dispatch the Demon in the Quarreler.  “Who…who are you?” he asked.


She shook her head.  “Come on and grab your friend’s feet and follow me, before we get jumped.”  With that, she picked Kitack up by the shoulders and began to stride off.  Astel leapt to catch his friend’s feet and followed.


Dalyn the Knife was a merchant, mercenary, information-peddler, and artist who lived on Avanon street in a little, run-down shack cleverly disguised to look like a blank wall.  Astel knew where the door was, however, and, glancing about to see that no prying eyes were watching, leaned against it.  Prying eyes always watched, and if Dalyn was home the pressure of a 5’11” frame against his house would alert him, and there were other ways into the shack that was more than it seemed.  Astel hoped he was home—there was much he needed to ask, and Dalyn was the only person he even vaguely trusted who might know.  Kitack was safe on Astel’s bed above the Grove of Cherries inn, the door bolted and a heavy chest pulled across it.  The latter defense had required him to make a daring exit out of his 2nd-floor window, clearing the rotted wall and gutter, which would come apart in the grip of a grappling hook and wouldn’t support the weight of a man on a ladder.  Such were the defenses of his home.


“Who is it?” a high, sharp voice whispered near Astel’s ear.


“Astel,” he replied in another whisper.


“Come on in.  I think the door in the back is safest,” the voice said.


“I’ll be there,” said Astel, and moved back into the road.  The wood wall creaked but held.  Carefully watching for the occasional horseman, Astel made his way around the corner onto the main street that was Avanon.  In the distance he could see the stone bridges, relics from better days, that connected his native Ilar with the larger Daun, home to the headquarters of the Night Demons, and to the former headquarters of the defeated Cowlmen and Watch gangs.  It had been only a few years since the Watch had fallen, their stone fortress somehow infiltrated by hundreds of Night Demons in the space of minutes, while the doors remained locked and the sentries on guard.  More than a thousand men had been slaughtered that night, Astel’s sixth in the city and the night he’d met Kitack.  The burly blond mercenary had been in the crowd watching the fortress burn, and had been standing next to Astel when the great doors had opened, and the Night Demons had sallied forth at the head of their leader, Merstrav Spavin.  Spavin, a short, dark man with a short beard and a piercing eye, had fearlessly led a hundred of his men through the assembled crowd, passing within six feet of Kitack and Astel.  


The other buildings on the block were no more impressive.  One- or two- story buildings made of shoddy wood, they were typical of Ilar construction.  All the stone that remained from whatever had ruled the city in the distant past had been scavenged to build gang headquarters in Daun, leaving the rest of the city to build of wood brought somehow from the forests of Ralige.  The areas damaged in the great fire three years before still were not rebuilt, and where ramshackle houses had stood there now were black banewarrens and crude graves.  A light mist filled the morning streets, giving the whole place an air of damp.  He rounded the corner to the other side of the block and froze.


Three Night Demons were standing by his side of the road, two with double short swords sheathed and the third with a bowhook.  The one with the polearm was gesturing with his free hand and furiously whispering, while the two others listened and watched the street.  Astel crept into the shadows cast by the building and snuck closer.


“Barbarians, yes,” the polearm-man was saying.  “Saw ‘em with my own eyes.  Seven feet tall and all muscle.  Holding swords that make my bowhook look  like a toothpick.”


“How many?” asked one of the swordsmen.


“Ten.  At least in that band.  They had someone with them, in a hood, like the cowlmen used to wear before we smoked them out.”


“Think it was a mage?” asked the second swordsman.  


“There ain’t been no mages in the city for years,” said the polearm-man.  “Spavin doesn’t like them, so the story goes.  I could believe it too.  I could almost believe he’d be able to keep them out.”


“Where are there mages, anyhow?” asked the first swordsman. 


“Some in the villages of Heisse,” the polearm-man said.  “The kingdoms of the north have them, Arrogien, Montissen, Laurissen, and Marasien.  In the south, too, at Daleris.”


Astel had crept close enough to see that the second swordsman as a grizzled veteran, with scars and teeth missing and a shaved head.  “There haven’t been mages,” he said, “besides the Cowlmen.  Not for as long as I’ve been around.  Not here.”


“They say magic doesn’t work here,” the polearm-man said.  “Something about residual radiation or something.  I don’t understand it myself.”


Astel was now close enough that he could almost reach out and touch the shoulder of the older swordsman.  None of the three appeared to notice him, but he knew that he’d receive two blades in the guts if he made a move.  He brushed his hand over his sword-hilt, but kept it free as he ducked around the corner and into the small courtyard that held the real entrance to Dalyn’s home.  The mist swallowed him up, concealing the three Demons from him as he softly opened the latch and stepped inside Dalyn’s antechamber.


“A ‘leasant surprise to see you, my noble friend,” said a small voice swallowing its stops in an eastern Leadrani accent.  Astel turned to see Dalyn step out from behind a wall.  Standing scarcely four feet tall, Dalyn looked almost comical, but Astel knew that a sword in the man’s hands was deadlier than in most others’, and he knew more than half the city outside the Night Demons’ fortress.


“It’s well to see you too,” he said.  “Have you been getting enough to eat?”


Dalyn nodded.  “I got the ‘ackage you sent me.  Where did you manage to find Leadrani bread this time of year?”


“I have my ways.  And it was worth it, too.”


“Don’t tell me you stole from the ‘Emons’ bakers,” Dalyn said.  “Even for you, that’s a big risk.  Well, thanks for the little taste of home, anyhow.  Come in and make yourself ‘omfortable.  Well, as much as you can in here.”  He turned and led Astel through a low door into an even lower room, lined with books and paintings.  “What do you think of what the Night ‘Emons are doing now?” he asked.


Astel crouched in a corner, making sure not to disturb the books.  “I hadn’t noticed anything different.  I’ve been busy.”


“They beat up a crowd who’d overturned a bread cart by the waterfront, then they handed out the bread for money.  My noble friend, it looks like Merstrav Spavin’s decided to make himself ‘ing of the city.”


“King of the city?  Where do you get that?” Astel asked.


“All the gangs that came before the Night Demons were only concerned with their own fortune.  They’d steal, kill, and destroy anything, usually each other, to ‘rotect their wealth.  Spavin’s after something else.  Since he knocked off the Watch,” Dalyn coughed on the unfamiliar consonants, “He’s the only one left.  It looks like he means to start running the city, instead of just feeding off it.  If you ask me, it’s about time.  This city has been going to the ten hells.”  Dalyn gestured at his small room.


“Well,” Astel said after a pause, “A lot of people will be loving a regular supply of food, if that’s what the Demons are aiming at.”


“And there’s no one else to stand in their way,” Dalyn replied.  


“Actually, that’s what I came to talk to you about,” Astel said.  “Last night, Kitack and I were at the Death of the Quarreler, when a Night Demon came in…”  He quickly related the tale of the brawl, his and Kitack’s fight against the Night Demon, and their rescue by the mysterious woman.  As he finished, Dalyn clasped his hands together.


“I think I can, in fact, help you, my noble friend,” he said.  “A tall woman, you say.  ‘Raided hair, mousy-brown, unwashed.  Night ‘Emon boots, but clearly not a ‘Emon herself.”


“Right.  She killed—“


“I know.  I think I know who she is.  There was a ‘Emon murdered in this part of town a few years back.  Odd thing was, nothing was stolen but the boots, not even the Ironweave shirt.  They never figured out who it was.  They searched the whole section, too.  Forty ‘Emons.  I have a few contacts, as you know, and I figured out where the killer’d gone.  All I had to do is look for someone with a better weapon than a ‘Emon’s short sword, or who hated them enough, and was good enough, to hunt one for sport.”  He began to root around at the bottom shelf of a bookcase, talking all the time.  “I thought it might be a remnant of the Watch, or even the Cowlmen, but as it turned out…mph, it’s stuck in here, can you give me a hand?”  Astel obligingly reached out to pull on the book Dalyn indicated.  It came free with a sharp tug.  Astel handed it to Dalyn.  “Yes, there it is.  My journal from that investigation.  Odd, it was.  A woman did it, name of Alanna.  Nobody knew anything about her, she didn’t live in this quarter, only thing I could get was that she wielded a two-handed axe, and that on the city streets.”  He shook his head.  “And somehow stayed alive.  Well, I knew she must be good.  Anyhow, I did a little more digging.  She claims to have come down from beyond the Dhurre.”


“Beyond the Dhurre!” Astel exclaimed in surprise.


“Not clear whether she came down through Arrogien and Ralige, through my homeland and across the continent, or flew over the mountains and jumped down the cliffs of Laurissen,” Dalyn said.  “From what they said of her when I asked, I’d not be surprised if it was the latter.”


“The cliffs?  But they’re five thousand feet high!” Astel said.  “And two more thousand of mountains on the other side.”


“She’s a legend in interesting places,” Dalyn said.  “A few old Cowl- or Watch- men are with her, but for the most part she strikes on her own.  Makes it a point to kill ‘Emons.  Works mostly in Daun, where there are more ‘Emons, but sometimes comes here.  As far as I can tell, the ‘Emons know of her but haven’t bothered to respond.”


“Guess she wouldn’t be happy knowing that,” Astel said with a laugh.  “But to be honest, you don’t see that many women good enough to kill Demons for a living.”


“Or many women on the streets.  With weapons, anyhow,” replied Dalyn.


“Or that many men who can take on Demons, for that matter,” Astel added.  “I wonder who she is.”


“Do you want to stay the night?” Dayln asked.  “I’ve seen some ‘Emons about earlier today.”


Astel shook his head.  “I ran into them earlier.  Thanks, though.  I’ve got to meet Kitack.  He’s got something lined up for us tonight.”


“Bersk Palendi,” Kitack said as he and Astel crossed the night-market ground.  “One of those brokers for who knows who.  He’s bringing a bit of protection too.  Eleven regular fighters, in case anyone takes exception.  And gives us a fine cut for it.  Fifty quid, or ten percent of our take, whichever is higher.  Higher, Astel.  We can sit on our arses whenever the fighters ain’t looking, and there we are.  I bet he won’t bat an eye, so long as we get over a hundred in value.  Hah!”


“I wonder,” Astel said, “How much our hundred-value of swag brings to whoever’s at the top.  Palendi will take his cut, as will his boss and the boss above that, until it reaches…whoever.  Maybe even Spavin.  Certainly it’ll be a lot more than 50 quid or ten percent.”


“Aye, but would you like to sell it?” Kitack rejoined.  “It’s a different sort of work.  Works the brains as much as the wrists.”


Astel nodded, turning to look for anyone watching their passage.  The markets were not yet crowded, but the stands of fenced goods were already set up, and behind each table stood a hulking, glowering merchant or a shifty-eyed thief, ready to protect his wares against people like Astel and Kitack.  They would be no match.


He picked out a mark, a short, rotund man with a crowd gathered around his shop.  Some of those would be guardians, but Astel trusted himself to move faster than they and Kitack to protect him until then.  Tugging on his friend’s arm, he moved over to the booth.  


The shopkeeper, a wineseller by the looks of his wares, saw the pair approach and crossed his arms.  “I doubt you’ll be able to afford what I sell here,” he said hostilely as the customers parted before Astel and Kitack.  Astel saw several hands on sword hilts in that bunch—the place was well-defended.  Not well enough.  Astel reached into his tunic and emerged with a small bag, which he slowly unlaced.  From it he drew one gold durin, then another, and finally a third, and placed them on the table.


“Are you satisfied?”


The merchant’s demeanor had changed instantly, and he was eyeing the coins greedily.  Astel put his hand over them but did not remove them.  “You cannot tell from appearances,” he said simply.  “Show me your finest.”  


The merchant nodded wordlessly and drew two bottles from the racks behind him, one opened, the other sealed with blue wax.  “One tenth of a durin for a taste,” he said.  “If you like, the other nine tenths and another durin for the closed bottle.”


Astel brushed one of his coins over to the merchant.  “Make change,” he said.  The merchant reached into his own tunic and fumbled about, drawing forth nine silver tenth-durin coins and sliding them across to Astel, pocketing the gold durin as he did.  As the man poured, Astel glanced about.  The other perspective customers, eight of them now, were watching the interaction, as were two of the three guardians, the third of which was jawing with Kitack a few steps away.  Perfect.


He turned back to find a glass of dark liquid before him and the merchant with an obsequious gaze on his face.  Raising the glass, he took a sip.  It was fantastic wine, probably of a Southlander vintage, and certainly worth the two durins it was going for.  He drained the glass and put it down, smiling.  “I’ll take it.”


The merchant grinned and set the full bottle down, extending his hand for the other coins.  Astel was quicker.  With his left hand he grabbed the bottle, and his right practisedly shoveled the nine tenth-durin coins plus the remaining durin into his tunic-pouch.  Turning to run, he saw Kitack elbow the guardian he’d been jawing with neatly in the stomach, draw a truncheon, and send the man unconscious.  Drawing his own rapier with his free hand, Astel dashed through the astonished crowd and into the street, where he carefully secreted the wine-bottle on his person and disappeared into the crowd.


Kitack found him several minutes later, mildly bruised but cheerful.  “Got clean away,” the large man crowed.  “They never had a chance.  I even picked up a half-durin off someone I overran in the chaos.”


Astel grinned.  “Not even ten minutes into it, and we’re up two and a half quid.  Well, thirty-nine more like that, and we can call it quits.”


An hour and a half later, it had dwindled to twenty-five more, and the crowds were thicker than ever.  The night markets, dangerous as they are, were the site of the lightest of the city’s black-market merchants, and even boasted some merchants who would be considered legitimate elsewhere.  Astel frequently came to the markets even while not on duty, stealing food, clothing, or whatever else he could from the sellers’ booths.  It was a good living for an Ilar thief, especially a guildless one, and Astel knew he was lucky to have it.  


Kitack pointed across the road, at the glint of metal in moonlight.  “A good blade can go for ten quid, or more if the right man wants it,” he said.


“Too dangerous,” replied Astel.  “Like brewing vinegar with that wine-merchant’s wares before his own eyes.”


“You owe me some wine, Astel,” the larger man said.  “You always get to sample.”


Astel shrugged.  “I’ll steal you some later,” he said to his friend.  Kitack was right.  He’d had bits of cheese, wine, meat, while Kitack merely held the swag and knocked pursuers down.  He did owe him, and would repay it.


“I think we can take that blade-merchant,” Kitack said.  “Nobody’s actually visiting him, and he’s one man with forty hilts showing.”


“Well, if you want to try it, let’s go.  I’ll do the talking, you grab and threaten, I’ll grab and run, you follow.”  Standard procedure for stealing items dangerous in their own right.  Kitack with a broadsword would scare anyone, even the broadsword’s rightful owner.  The larger man began to walk cautiously over to the sword merchant.


Astel saw it first, the hand dipping into Kitack’s swag.  He drew and swung, his short sword sending the arm flying.  Never rob from behind!  First rule of the business.  It was an obvious target and thus always well-defended.  Kitack drew and swung, cutting off the would-be pickpocket’s scream in mid-shrill and sending blood spattering into the crowd, which parted for the space of six feet, giving the short fight some breathing room.  


The pickpocket was a young man, olive-skinned like most of the inhabitants of Daun-Ilar, not more than 14 years old.  Certainly a novice, probably working alone.  Astel looked down, then bent to rifle the boy’s pockets, ignoring the hole in his neck where Kitack’s blade had spitted him.  “Sorry,” he said, meaning it.  It was a tough world, but that didn’t have to make anyone happy.  The boy’s death had been inevitable, if not at Kitack’s hands than at another’s.  So it was with any who failed to internalize the first rules of successful thieving: Stay inconspicuous…a dull thud announced the arrival of a black boot six inches from Astel’s bracing hand.


Astel looked up into the nostrils of a stocky Night Demon, then slightly lower at the black hand on the sword hilt.  To his left, two other Demons faced Kitack with drawn swords, one holding his twin blades like a fence to block the larger man’s blade.  Behind them stood another man, not a Demon…the wine merchant!  He must have alerted the Demons!  But what were the Demons doing at the night-markets?


“Unlicensed thieving…without the knowledge of…new rule….penalty,” one of the other Demons was saying to Kitack.  Of course!  The Demons were finally asserting their exclusive right to steal.  Spavin was taking over the city!  Soon they’d all be paying taxes…He caught Kitack’s eye and shook his head.  They’d have to return the wine.  There was nothing they could do.


Kitack did it anyway.  With a roar, he swung his sword horizontally at eye level, brushing back the two defending short swords and sending the Demon spilling to the ground.  Unwounded, but shaken.  The large blond man shortened his backswing to end with his blade facing the two of the other Demon.


Astel acted instantly, flicking his still-wet blade forward at the hand of the Demon before him.  Steel slid along flesh, and the Demon dropped his now-useless right hand.  But he had another one, and as fast as Astel could rise he found himself faced with a black blade in his rival’s left.  The Demon instantly attacked, driving in a slashing stroke at Astel’s side.  Astel put his sword out to parry but was brushed back—the man was too strong!  Going to one knee, he attempted to use his dexterity to advantage, sliding hafway between the Demon’s legs and thrusting upward.  Ironweave jerkins were belted, not fastened below.  


Too late the black blade descended, missing Astel’s shoulder by a hairbreadth as the thief assured history that this Demon, at least, would end his career as a father here.  With a cry of agony, the Demon dropped his blade and toppled to one side.  Astel quickly moved to step back, and did so half an inch ahead of the gloved Demon hand grabbing at his foot.  Retrieving the Demon-steel black short sword, Astel backed up, circling to avoid hitting the crowd.  That would be the end of him, he knew.  The black blade was oddly-weighted and he was not ambidexterous, so he hurled it at his new opponent and leapt to the attack.  


The Demon easily swatted the thrown blade away, and parried Astel’s thrust.  This would be a more even fight, Astel saw.  This one used his speed and quickness rather than strength.  He also had Ironweave leggings, at least as far as the tops of his knees.  Ironweave was unbreakable to a slash, and its gaps were too thin to admit a point much thicker than a rapier’s, if at all.  Astel continued to retreat, slower now, forcing the Demon to press him back and work for every foot.  It takes three times as much energy to defend as to attack, and Astel was already tired, but he halted the Demon’s progress and even forced him back a foot.  Two blades required twice the concentration for the wielder, but when wielded well they required four times that for the defender.  Several times a black blade almost pierced Astel’s unarmored torso.  Each time, however, he bent back or to the side, forcing the Demon to adjust or face a counterstrike where the second blade would be useless.  At last the Demon seemed to give up the offensive, taking a step back.  


Astel caught the glint of steel off the reflection in a black blade, and whirled about just in time to block the thrust of another Demon, suddenly appearing at his back.  Where had he come from?  Was he…Astel saw a thick body on the ground, and a broadsword lost from an outstretched hand, and knew what had happened.  With a cry, he rushed upon Kitack’s killer, using his sword as a mace to batter the Demon back.  This one had a slight moustache, upon which sweat now beaded as its owner held back Astel’s furious assault.


It had to end somewhere, though—the other Demon approached behind, forcing Astel to retreat.  One blade against four, yet he managed to get clear, backing across the circle, over the fallen Kitack, and still further, keeping the two Demons at bay.  Surprisingly, the crowd parted to let him pass, though not quickly enough to let him run, even if he would have left Kitack in such straits.  The Demons followed, black blades like a fence, steadily driving him back.  Astel tried a few passes and discovered that, as he had expected, what one blade could do against two was entirely useless against four.  He shrugged.  He was already dead, even if he escaped.  He’d killed a Demon, or at least horribly mutilated one, fought two more, and was the companion of one who had drawn on a third.  The Demons would have him rent from limb to limb, even without their new policing policies.  Better to die now, following Kitack, then to fall under torture in a few weeks.  He stepped forward to attack.


And saw his point slide down the arm of a headless Demon, lodging in the man’s bone as the body fell on him.  He stepped back in time to see half another head fly past, and the other body fall beside its comrade’s.  Daring to look up, Astel saw a familiar face—Alanna, this time spattered with blood and brains, and grinning like a madwoman.


“Let’s get out of here,” she said, stepping back into the circle.


“Grab Kitack,” Astel replied.  He’d not leave his friend’s body to be pillaged.


“No time,” said Alanna.  “More Demons coming.  I only got those two by catching them by surpise.”  But she bent to take Kitack in a fireman’s carry, bearing the weight—as much as she weighed, and probably more, Astel thought—without a murmur.  Astel grabbed Kitack’s sword and swag and followed Alanna at a run through the stunned crowd.  He was shocked to find himself twenty feet behind and fading fast as they left the night markets and turned down an alley.  


The next twenty minutes were a blur to Astel.  Down into sewers, up ladders, across rooftops…when Alanna led Kitack’s body fall on the second story of a building of charred brick, they could have been anywhere in the city, for all Astel knew.  Dully, he followed the woman through the door she had opened, into a small, simply-furnished room much like his own.  She slammed the door and sat down in the one chair, gesturing for Astel to take the bed.  Gratefully, he sank onto the cloth-covered straw and leaned back on the wall.  “Thank you,” he said after a pause.  Alanna simply nodded.  “There was no reason for you to have helped us,” he continued, “Alanna…is it?”


“How do you know my name?”  she demanded. 


Inwardly, Astel slapped himself.  Dalyn was a fabulous source of information, and he shouldn’t have compromised it.  “You have some degree of fame,” he replied.  “I was so sure it was you that I forgot that I didn’t know it for sure.”


Alanna nodded.  “That is my name.  Why were the Demons after you this night?”  She leaned forward, legs bowed and feet together, gazing at him.  He gazed back.  Her hair, mousy-brown in the Quarreler’s Death two days previous, now shone black in the moonlight, which also served to dim her scars.  Her belted grey workman’s tunic, halting over her shoulders and leaving muscular arms bare, bent below her belt to make a platform tautened by the pressure of her fingers, idly pushing on it from her hands’ position on her thighs.  Below that she wore fighters’ leathers, scooped up and fastened to fall over her Night Demon boots.  The effect was odd, a clashing between severity and toughness on the one hand, and poverty and practicality on the other.  He wondered how many years she had been at it, and how she’d gotten so skilled, and where beyond the Dhurre she had come from.  


“I’m…not sure,” he lied, shifting his weight off the wall.


The axewoman’s gaze rippled through him, almost causing him to shiver before he schooled his muscles to quiescence.  “Demons don’t come after common thieves for no reason,” she said at last, “And nobody’s fool enough to attack them.  And they have good scouts.”  She rose and went to the door, almost turning her back on Astel.  “So why,” she added softly, “Will a squadron of Night Demons burst into this room later tonight, seeking you?”


Why indeed?  The demons had been summoned by the shopkeeper, but he’d bet his last copper that word of the previous night’s events had reached most of the Demons.  This night’s victims could easily have recognized the pair that had killed a Demon.  For that matter, Alanna had won the day then as well.  She’d have reason to avoid the company of anyone less capable than she.  He’d have to impress her.  Taking a deep breath, Astel gracefully leapt to his feat, drawing his sword and pointing it at the ground, ready to leap up at an unwary attacker’s flank and underarm.  “If you must know,” he said, “We had helped kill one earlier.”  He sheathed his blade in one fluid motion and leaned his shoulder on the doorframe.  A touch of flattery.  “As I recall, you struck the killing blow there as well.”


This silenced the tall warrior for a moment.  Crossing her arms, she replied steadily, “You don’t impress me,” and fell silent again.


Astel shrugged.  “They’ll be hunting you as well,” he said.  “If they recognize me, no way in the ten Hells they forget you.”


“I know that,” said Alanna.  “They won’t be hunting me, that I can assure you.  But they will come here if they know I’m elsewhere.”


“I was hoping to do something…nicer…with Kitack’s body,” Astel said, “than dump it in the streets somewhere.  He was a good friend.”  


Alanna shot Astel a cockeyed glance, then turned to look at the fallen thief.  “We all wind up in a gutter one day.  There’s no shame in that.  Still, you’re right.  We’d best dump him in the river and leave this place.  I have some business to conduct that you might be able to provide some assistance with.”  


Her tone left no doubt that Astel’s help would be the price, or part of the price, for her assistance that night.  “I thought I didn’t impress you,” he said, needlingly.

She ignored his commend and replied, “Take what you want off his body and let’s go.  If we leave quick enough, we might get to come back here.”  She began rummaging around in the bedstraw as Astel rose and made his way to Kitack’s side.  In death, the large man’s face was scarcely peaceful.  His mouth was drawn back in the snarl that had faced the Demons, and the blood seeping from his nose and mouth did not add to his charms.  Astel retrieved a few coins and a dagger, stuffing them into the swag.  He debated whether to take the clothing, but decided that they were too ruined to make the trip to the rag merchants worth it.  Let the beggar children eat off of the proceeds.  He rose to find Alanna emerging through the door, axe in one hand and a small bag in the other.  “Let’s go,” she said, reaching to take Kitack’s legs over a shoulder.  Astel paused for a moment, then realized that Alanna was waiting for him to grab the arms.  With shifting and grunting, the pair bore the fallen warrior down the shabby stairs and into the street, still teeming with people in the small hours of the morning.   


Alanna led them through a few alleys, while Astel concentrated on committing the area’s layout to memory.  A few people looked up to watch, but nobody paid much mind, except for a brazen footpad who made a dive for Astel’s belt pouch and was rewarded with a few loose teeth.  After that, nobody bothered them, until a great stink announced their arrival at the river.


The great river that ran through Daun-Ilar had known many names, but in the time of the Night Demons was known far and wide as the Stink.  The River Stink rose in the fair mountains of Leadrane, wending its way across the fair fields of Raligia and the southern Argoyne, watered the villages of Heisse which fed the city, and arrived in Daun-Ilar already a silted, muddy mass.  Within the city, mud was added to it with far different origin, effluvia from the countless denizens of the city, bodies of the dead, long-corroded metal, outflows from tanneries, used-up slag, ash, paint, and other materials, turning the river into an oily sludge that sometimes dammed itself up in the shallows, flooding the river districts with foul liquid.  Nevertheless (and for that reason), the boulevards by the river were wide and open, and as full of people as anywhere else, people building, destroying, hawking, buying, laughing, crying, begging, and living in the city as best they could.  Astel and Alanna ignored them all, carrying Kitack to the edge of the water, then removing his shirt and trousers to toss in a midden-heap for scavengers.  Alanna bowed her head, while Astel said a prayer, then they pushed Kitack into the water.


He floated, carried by the gentle current down toward the sea, supported on a platform of some hideous material.  A boat, paddled by a long-haired, dirty man, came over to take a look, but departed swiftly as the body fetched up on a sandbar.  After a few minutes, it worked its way loose and continued downstream.  Alanna put her hand on Astel’s shoulder.  “Let’s go,” she said softly, “We have work to do.”


“Work” turned out to consist of mainly walking in the shadows between many buildings while looking for light in certain windows.  This took almost three hours, and brought Astel to many parts of the city he had not been, before Alanna pointed at one second-floor window and whispered, “We’re here.”  That window looked almost exactly like all the others on the street—indeed, all the others they’d seen, but for the candle in the windowsill.  


“What is it?”  Astel asked in the same hushed tone.


“Someone I have to meet,” Alanna said.  “Be careful, he has a crossbow.  We’ll go up the other side.”  From her bag she produced a length of rope.  “There will be a pole to toss this over.  I’ll hold it while you climb up, then go up myself.  When you get in, make no noise and turn to your left.  Once you pass through the doorway you’ll find, make all the noise you like.  I’ll be there shortly.”


Without another word, she crossed the street.  Astel followed her, turning over her plan in his mind.  Clearly, he was the diversion for an assault she was making.  Normally, Astel made sure that job, and others as dangerous, fell to others, but Alanna had saved his life twice and would likely kill him if he refused.  He shrugged.  He was already marked by the Demons, how much worse could he make it?  

As Alanna had said, on the other side of the building was a metal pole protruding from the wall, with a tattered cloth hanging from it.  She tossed the rope over the pole effortlessly, then grabbed both ends.  “Up you go,” she said.  Astel took the rope in one hand and, bracing himself against the side of the building, made his way up to the second floor.  


He found himself in a narrow hallway, on a floor whose wooden boards were cracked and warped, corners covered with plaster from the ruined walls.  To the right, the hall opened up into a larger room, but Astel spared it only a careful glance, ensuring that no knife waited for him in that quarter, before loosening a dagger in his left hand and making his way around the corner there.  The hallway made a right-angle turn and progressed several feet before ending in a closed door, and an open doorway to the left.  The door, made of thick wood which held up better than the rest of the place, was locked.  He left it for later and moved into the open doorway, which led to a closetlike, windowless room with a ragged bed and a small safe.   The bed had not been slept in recently, but bore the signs of a recent investigation with knives into the contents of its straw, and the bloodstains of an ancient murder.  Looking more carefully, Astel saw the remains of restraint-rings on the posts, the rings having been removed with sledgehammers.  As he turned to the safe, he heard the sound of Alanna landing softly in the hall he’d vacated.


“Noise, she wants,” he thought, and gave the safe a savage kick.  The safe’s door held, and an explosion of pain surged up his leg.  Holding in a shout, he bent down and pulled the safe over.  The dull clang with which it landed showed that it contained no loose gold or other material likely to shift—or else that it was warded with magic.  Magic, it was said, did not work in Daun-Ilar—some ancient disaster had destroyed the place’s connection with the world’s essence—but it was also said that the Cowlmen, before Merstrav Spavin had destroyed them, had wielded magic against their foes.  Still, it was likely that the safe was empty, thought Astel, its presence merely an artifact of a previous owner.  He drew his lock-picks and bent to examine closer.


It was then that he heard voices from the other room.  A man’s voice, low and husky, warned with a tinge of surprise, “Step no closer,” only to be cut off by Alanna’s gruff “Quiet.”  Astel shifted his weight as he knelt, and turned his attention to listening.


“So you come to us,” said the man, clearly nervous.  “Saves us quite a bit of trouble.”


“Quiet,” Alanna said in muted tones of fury.  “Put up your weapon.”


The sound of steel on leather showed that the mark was obliging, as he replied, “To what do I owe the honor of your visit, Alanna?”


“A Demon who squealed before he died,” the woman shot back, and for a moment the clash of metal on metal and wood obscured the conversation.


“—you remember,” Astel could make out Alanna saying.


“I do not,” the mark rejoined tauntingly.


“Liar!” shouted Alanna.


“Madwoman!” replied the mark in mocking tones.


“You remember, and I’ll have you admit it before you die,” Alanna raged.


“Remember what?” the man laughed.  “Promise me my life and I might sing, but against your blind rage I think I’ll be silent.”  A sword sang, and a cry indicated that Alanna was hit.  The man continued, as the combatants’ shifting weight made the floorboards creak.  “I remember when Merstrav himself had you at his feet,” he continued.  “Fourteen years, and you haven’t quit.”  Alanna’s reply was drowned out by the clash of steel.  


Astel had, ever since his mysterious savior had recruited his help, more than idly wondered as to the purpose of this mission, and why it required his help.  Clearly one did not question or mistrust one who’d saved one’s life twice in a week, however mysterious the task required might be.  He’d figured out quickly that they were searching for a man, and seeking to kill him, but for what reason he could not say.  The doings of assassins were not his province.  The new information he’d learned from her conversation with the mark cleared things up slightly.  She knew the mark, and had some personal quarrel with him.  Likely she was doing it for her own reasons, not for outside pay.  The target, and she, had known Merstrav Spavin of old, and they had quarreled even then.  As Dalyn had guessed,  Alanna had a feud against the Night Demons.  Fourteen years past had seen Astel a lad of nine, far from the city, so he had no idea even of how strong the Demons had been—the Cowlmen and the Watch had been present then, he knew, but little else.  From the sounds of battle, the mark was exceedingly skilled, and was baiting Alanna into overreaching strikes, using the reach of the great axe against her.  All this passed through Astel’s mind as he knelt before the safe.  Finally, he rose and made his way back toward the original hallway, this time silently with dagger in hand.


Alanna was now silent but breathing hard, he could tell.  The mark was clearly pressing her hard, both with his blade and his words.  “Enough!” he said presently.  “I should kill you here, but I know I can beat you again, so go.”  Words designed to enrage, not warn, Astel knew, and sure enough Alanna responded with a growl and a savage axeblow.  Astel, edging into the hallway, saw the moon glint off the edge of her weapon as its head plunged into the outer wall of the building and stuck fast.  


“If you insist,” the man said, “I will dispatch you here.  Before I do, know that you were meant to find me here, and that I have been waiting for you for some time.”  Astel, now almost back to the window and pressed against the wall to avoid casting a shadow, saw Alanna desperately tugging on her axe-shaft, and caught the glint of a longsword out of the corner of his eye before he leapt free, shifting his grip on his dagger and hurling it end over end in one smooth motion at the spot where he knew the man would be.  


The dagger skipped unsatisfyingly across the man’s sword-arm just above the elbow, Astel noted as he followed it, drawing blood but not crippling.  The surprise arrival of another enemy disconcerted him, however, and he fell back a step, giving Astel a good look at him.  He was almost as tall as Astel, but stockier, with close-cropped black hair graying at the temples.  He wore Night Demon costume, but his was cut in a fancier style and the pommel of his sword was silver, set with a gem.  This was a Night Demon leader, a veteran of many campaigns, who had cunningly set a trap to lure a great rival to her death.  His stance spoke of years of training in the hard discipline of the street, for he could not manage a genteel air even in costume.  Astel quickly drew his rapier and settled into his own defensive stance, hoping for a lucky angle to allow his lighter blade to parry the longsword. 


The man was a talker, Astel knew from recent observation, and could be counted on to speak before he struck.  Sure enough, he grounded the longsword and said, “I’ve never known you to need or take help, Alanna.”  When no response was forthcoming, he raised the sword and struck at Astel’s left side.  Astel drove the point away but was forced to step back, then yielded another step to a rightward thrust.  The man was working his way into the middle of the room.  Astel spared a glance to briefly see Alanna pulling at her axe-handle, trying to pull it free, before he had to defend himself against another flurry of attacks.  


“You’ve got talent,” the man said, “Where’d you learn to fight?”  Astel kept silent, concentrating on defense and looking for a weakness in the man’s style, but found none.  “Torturer got your tongue?” the man asked, lunging forward and almost tripping Astel with a well-disguised second effort.  “If I were you, I’d have looked before you leapt.  As it is...”  The man’s left hand leapt forward, striking Astel on the jaw and forcing him to stagger back against the wall...against where he’d thought the wall would be.  Instead, he found himself bending backward over the windowsill, grasping at the ledge to arrest his fall and watching his sword tumble end over end to almost impale a cripple, who picked it up and shuffled off.  A sword presented itself at Astel’s throat.


“You’re going to die,” the man said matter-of-factly.  Astel caught a glimpse of movement behind him before Alanna’s voice rang out, “No, he’s not.”  The man looked aside for a moment, then bent back to dodge Alanna’s own punch.  Astel took the moment to adjust his balance, grab the man’s sword-arm, and pull.  They both fell out the window, Astel twisting atop the surprised mark, and landed with a sickening crunch.  Astel staggered up, clutching his shins, and picked up his enemy’s sword, but there was no need.  The fall had shattered his spine and almost caved in the back of his head, and unseeing eyes gazed up at Astel.  Shrugging, he reached down to close them and, holding the sword—a good prize in and of itself for the night’s work, though no sensible weapons fence would take something so obviously a high-ranking Demon’s weapon, leaned against the wall to wait for Alanna.  

With the Empire fell magic, or at least the organized practice thereof.  It is true that wizards still flourished above the Dhurre, and even among the Leadrani of the west the Arts were spoken of in the present tense, but along the banks of the Thet river few wizards indeed revealed themselves as such, and the idea of magic itself fell out of the minds of most.  By the year called by the Gungrani 939, few enough believed in magic that a band of wizards calling themselves the Cowlmen set themselves up as a gang, using magic to expand their territory and instill terror in their enemies.  Of course, the Cowlmen never admitted to using magic, and any who made the suggestion too loudly ended up dead by conventional means, but everyone knew that somehow they had access to powers beyond the mortal ken.  The existence of the Cowlmen further drove magic from Daun-Ilar, as they eliminated or coopted any rival magicians they discovered.  By the time they themselves were suddenly eliminated by the rising star of the Night Demons, their monopoly on magic was unquestioned, and soon after their disappearance it became widely understood that no magic at all existed within the city.


“This sword belongs to Racen Larsk,” Dalyn said.  “Where did you get it again?”


Astel, crouching in the corner of Dalyn’s hut, repeated the story of how Alanna had conscripted him to provide a distraction, and of his fight to the death with the mysterous mark.  “She wouldn’t explain anything,” he finished.  “I asked her what it was all about, and she just said ‘I don’t want to talk about it.  Thanks for saving my life.  You can go now.’”


“And?” Dalyn asked.


“Well, I went.  What do you do when a fighter like that’s clutching an axe 3 feet from you?  I came straight here.  Now, who is Racen Larsk, and what was he doing 14 years ago, and what does this have to do with Merstrav Spavin?”


Dalyn chuckled.  “My noble friend, you have gotten yourself into, as we Leadrane name it, the Gods’ back hole.  Racen Larsk was not Merstrav Spavin’s second-in-command, but his most trusted secret operative.  If my information is correct, he truly was trusted.”  The small man shrugged.  “It’s a mark of Spavin’s ability, that he can trust anyone.  In any event, Larsk killed those who warrant the most special consideration, and hadn’t failed yet.  This sword was a Cowlman’s and is probably magic.  I’d have your wounds seen to by a reputable healer, if they all weren’t answering to the Demons.  Maybe your Alanna can point you to one.”


Astel sighed.  “Wonderful.  I get pricked with a magic sword while killing the best friend of the leader of the only gang remaining in this godforsaken place, the night that my best friend dies himself.  No disrespect to you.  Now I can die alone of some odd poison, seconds before the Demons find me and hack me to pieces.  I can’t even sell the damn thing and live it up ‘til they find me.  I thought magic didn’t work in this town!”


“And you have a friend who’s also going to be targeted, and clearly has powerful protection.”  Dalyn grinned.  “You know, play your cards right and you’ll never have to find another prostitute.”


“Because I’ll be dead,” Astel rejoined.  


“You know what I mean.”


Astel winged a cushion at him from the corner.  “I refuse to think of her in that way.  It’d make my brain hurt.  How do you know she has powerful friends, and who in the—who would they be?”


Dalyn’s voice took on the cast of a parent’s explaining the simplest mystery to a child.  “Fourteen years ago, there were no Night Demons.  I have no idea what Merstrav Spavin was doing then, but he spent the last ten or so killing everyone who annoys him.  She has clearly annoyed him for longer, and I do not believe that he’s only now gotten around to bumping her off.  It is a bit late for him to send Larsk after her for the Demon she killed—that’s years ago.  So she must have someone on her side who can keep her safe from Demons, and has to have had them around for years.  I can’t name a Cowlman or Watchman who survived their gangs’ demises who’s powerful enough, either personally or in terms of contacts, to do that.”  He shook his head.  “That scares me.  I thought I knew everything.”  Astel laughed and he continued.  “Tonight, she settled a 14-year-old personal grudge against the right hand of Merstrav Spavin.  God knows what it was over, and I advise you earnestly, don’t find out.  Well,” he amended, “Not unless you have to.  I restate:  If you find that out, you’ll be too deep in this to get out alive.  You might be there already, but if not, don’t try.”

 
“I can do that,” Astel said.  “I won’t ask her—she won’t tell me anyhow, and I might not see her again.  And with luck, Spavin will go after her and ignore me.”


“My noble friend,” Dalyn said, laughing.  “You fell out of a window on top of Racen Larsk.  Spavin knows what color the towel you wiped your brow with on the sixteenth day you arrived here originally was.  Your only hope is that…no, you’re doomed.  Lay low for a long, long time, and maybe it’ll blow over.  But by a long, long time, I mean a few years.”


“Thanks, Dalyn, you’re a pal,” Astel said.  “I have a slightly better idea.”


“What, show up at the Night Demons’ fortress and confess?”


“Close.”  Astel rose, hitting his head on the low ceiling, and made his way to the door.”


Dalyn shrugged and waved.  “My noble friend, you’re a fool, if what I think you’re doing is correct, but I wish you the best of luck.”


A bird flying over the great city would, if it knew what to look for and could avoid the slung stones of the city’s hungry, have seen Astel materialize on the roof of a nondescript structure in lower Ilar, scale the wall of the neighboring derelict building, and, ten minutes later, emerge from a door 3 buildings down wielding a thick, tapered club.  It would have seen him turn onto Avanon street, see the spy following him, and lead him a merry dance throughout the district, before allowing himself to be cornered and dispatching the overeager spy with a thrown dagger despite the club he bore.  It would have seen him carefully retrieve the dagger and move on, toward one of the many bridges connecting Ilar with its sister city, Daun, pick up another follower, and kill him in a similar manner in an alley on the Daun side, then beat up and rob several thugs who sought to do the same to him, all without using his club or leaving a dagger behind.  It would have seen him follow the river for a time, then turn inland toward a large ruined building complex sitting incongruously in a neighborhood of fairly intact stone-and-wood constructions.  It would have noticed that, unlike the other buildings, this one featured nobody standing outside it, and, if it were exceptionally curious, have flown close enough to the complex to see that it had been deliberately broken as far as it was, with beams sawn or hacked through and fires lit.  Stone still littered the ruined first floor.  However, when Astel entered the complex, ducking under a shivered beam, our adventurous bird would undoubtedly have fled and left Astel to his own devices.


The Cowlmen’s old headquarters was no place for those who cared for their lives.  Daun-Ilar was neither, but the ruined building, sacked six years previous by Night Demons bursting into and out of the place, catching the Cowlmen utterly by surprise, was shunned even by those cityfolk who slept on the streets in winter without blankets.  Even vermin dared not venture in, and Astel’s feet disturbed six-year-old dust.  Nobody had stepped inside even to gather firewood from the ruined beams.  He walked without hesitation, however, even relaxing a bit as he realized that no knives in the back awaited him here.  After traveling some thirty feet into the broken structure, he stopped and swung his club against a post.  The club’s wood shattered, revealing itself as an artful disguise around Racen Larsk’s magic sword.  Wielding the blade in one hand while balancing with the other, Astel moved on into the depths of the building.


After the fall of the fortress, even Night Demons had shunned the place, and Astel’s passage down followed in no one’s footsteps.  Not even rats accompanied him.  As the light from outside faded, and the broken ceiling became more solid, he drew a cloth and oil from within his clothing, wrapped them around a shard from the sword’s disguise, and lit the torch.  The passage he was following had been a second-floor connecting hallway which had collapsed into the old Great Hall, and landed fairly intact.  Before him it sloped downward, as the floor of the Great Hall had given way, creating a new passage down to the basement.  Astel carefully balanced himself as he moved down the uneven passage, the quiet slamming of his heels the only noise about.  The torturous descent ended quickly, and he found himself abruptly at the end of the hallway, where it turned right and ended at a strong iron door, still solidly attached to its hinges.  In a sconce to the left of the door burned a torch which gave off no smoke or, as Astel drew closer, any heat.  


Gingerly, Astel reached up with his own torch, but the sconce was too high.  A pass with the sword revealed that the flames were an illusion, as the sword did not disturb their place, even when he held the blade directly in their path.  Magic!  So magic did work in Daun-Ilar, Astel thought, at least in some places.  He’d occasionally seen magic like this, on arrows and weaponry for night-fighting, but never in such a seemingly tame way as this.  Swinging his sword, he severed the torch at the base, stamped out his own, and took up the magic flame, then turned to confront the door.


The door was iron, molded to look like wood, and cool to Astel’s touch.  He realized that despite the weather outside, the interior of the building was quite comfortable.  More magic must be operating, he thought, left over from the Cowlmen’s heyday.  The door had no handle, but when Astel gingerly shoved it it moved almost an inch before halting.  A quick look determined that it was barred by three heavy iron links, close enough together to make it impossible to open any with the sword.  


Astel rested the torch and sword against the wall, and drew his thief’s hook out of his shirt.  Expertly slipping the curved metal between the two uppermost bars, he scrabbled around until he found the pins holding the emplacements in, and gave a push.  The top bar gave a satisfying rattle, and Astel reached further until he found the next pin.  At this push, the hook suddenly moved forward, slamming Astel’s shoulder painfully on the door.  The bar, freed from its emplacements, tipped downward and slid, clanking against the second bar, then slipping off to land with a louder noise on the floor beyond.  Encouraged, Astel repeated the maneuver with the second bar, bracing himself to avoid throwing himself at the door when the pins gave way.  Finally, he took off the last one, and the door slid open.


Beyond the door, a stairway headed down, lit by more of the illusionary flames.  Picking up the sword and torch, Astel carefully made his way down.  The stairs opened up into a rectangular chamber perhaps twenty feet by ten, with walls of hewn stone and mortar, and doors in the middle of each side, each set into an alcove.  More illusionary torches stood in corner sconces.  Furthermore, the dust on the floor here was not undisturbed—footsteps clearly went from the door directly across from him to the one to his left.  The abandoned stronghold was inhabited!


Astel silently moved to the door on his left, which swung outward on ornate hinges, pulled by a handle in the shape of a great reptilian head, crest standing high and mouth open to reveal rows of teeth.  He bent his head to listen for a moment, though the door looked formidable, but war rewarded with the faint sound of a human voice.  Standing to the left of the door and readying his sword, Astel reached out to the handle with his left hand, shifting the torch, and pulled on the handle.  


The door swung open just enough for him to dash inside before it slammed shut.  The room he found himself in was large, with shelves full of barrels lining the walls and standing in rows on the walls.  Facing him, sitting on a chair with a too-broad grin on his face, dressed in ragged but once-fancy clothing, was a bearded, long-haired man with a bittern in his lap, which he was strumming and singing, stopping every few lines to cackle.

Oh, the wenches of Olocria are frisky as can be

They dance o’er the hillsides from sea to shining sea

Aye, there was one who I did love, and never ma’er shall see

For I’ve gone east ‘long the River


“Who’s there?” the man said, looking up.  “Garenia, we have a visitor!”


As the man dissolved once more into cackles, a set of shadows by one of the barrels resolved itself into a tall, black-haired woman wearing a shining brazen breastplate, chain leggings, and dozens of necklaces, armbands, anklets, ear-rings, nose-rings, brow-rings, and finger-rings.  In her left hand she wielded a sword that was a match for Astel’s, and in her left she held a small pulsating leather bag.  Her face was sharp, with fast-receding cheekbones and skin lightly painted pale, giving her an unearthly, undead air.  Sweeping up behind the singer and grounding her sword audibly on the bare floor, she said softly, “Welcome to the lair of the last of the Cowlmen.  Last, that is, of the old ones.  Perhaps you’ve come to be the second of the new?”


“Second of the new, aye,” said the man, cackling.  “Aye, soon the Demons will quake before the four of us.  He’s come here, he’s passed the door, and stands unafraid.  Destiny, I tell you.  Destiny.”


“Don’t take Salsim too seriously,” shrugged Garenia.  “He’s been like this since the Demons got through with him.  He’s got his uses, you see.  Watch!”


The singer, Salsim as the woman called him, carefully and lovingly put aside his bittern, tensed his legs, and leapt at Astel.  Astel flinched, bending his knees and raising his sword, but the man passed over him in a flying leap, scuttling up the wall and onto the roof, before letting go and landing cleanly in his seat, where he picked up his instrument and looked questioningly up at Garenia, who patted his shoulder and smiled approvingly.


Astel swallowed, looked about, opened his mouth, and closed it.  This, he supposed, was as likely as anything he might have hoped to find—a crazy man who could defy gravity and his keeper who could hide in plain sight.  He hadn’t thought to look for footprints on the walls, but this certainly explained much.  


“Demons got your tongue?” asked Garenia tartly.  “If I wanted people to stare at me like fools, I’d go outside and tell people I’m the First Emperor of Daun-Ilar, reincarnated after five thousand years.  How came you here, and what for?  I don’t have all century, you know.”


“Yes, yes, yes,” Salsim added, hardly out of breath.  “We have important things, important things, important things to take care of.  Things to know, people to kill, people to let live…”


“Who is your third?” Astel found himself asking.


“What?” Garenia replied.


“You said you two were the last of the old Cowlmen, and that I could be the second of the new.  Who is the first of the new?”


This set Salsim off on another laughing rant, but Garenia answered with her unchanging smile.  “We believe you know.  In any event, you haven’t told us if you’d like to join.”


Astel shifted his feet, struggling to hide his discomfort, then giving it up as hopeless.  “I have an idea,” he said, “But I’m not sure what you mean by joining.  I’d feel better if I knew who else was here.”


“Think,” Garenia said.  “Who do you know?  Who might have taken the path you did?  Who would have a reason?  We allow no one to join whose feet have been guided down this path for any but the best reasons.”


“Now now now, Garenia,” said Salsim.  “We haven’t turned anyone away, either.”


Astel sighed.  What harm could there be in humoring two mad magical relics?  As long as he was marked by the Night Demons, he might as well find allies among their broken enemies. Besides, he could at the least get his guess confirmed without committing himself.  “I believe I know.  Commend me to her when she returns, and tell me what you two have been doing down here for six years.”


Salsim began to slowly applaud and laugh in time.  Garenia stepped out from behind his chair and approached Astel, pocketing her living bag and extending her left hand.  “What have we been doing?  We’ve been waiting for you.”


Salsim broke the silence that followed by cackling, “Take him to the library and get it over with.”


Garenia looked inquiringly at Astel.  He gazed back, turning over the question in his mind.  Then he spoke quietly.  “I’m this far in, there’s no reason to hold back.  I will join you.”


Garenia silently led Astel through one of the other doors and down a long, spiral staircase, which passed for several rotations behind a large cloth hanging before Astel realized that it was a map, the faded colors representing a seacoast somewhere.  At the next rotation there was a ledge, where the metal bars of the staircase were twisted and bent into the shape of a great stylized beast.  The black wrought iron showed its long body and tail, opened wings, and fierce head turned to look at those descending the stair.  Garenia opened a latch cleverly concealed in the beast’s shoulder and turned around, stepping off the ledge onto what Astel saw was a ladder descending the rest of the way down.  Quickly he followed her lead, and was on the floor, a dust-covered marble pattern, within thirty rungs.


Following Garenia and ducking under the bottom of the faded map, Astel found himself in a vast cavern, some sixty feet high and several hundred long.  The walls were lined not with books but with great maps.  He saw the whole continent laid out, with unfamiliar boundaries and nations, then in a way he recognized it, with Marasien, Laurissen, Montissen, and Arrogien across the north above the Dhurre, Altinervai and Leadrane curving down behind the mountains, broken Daleria on its southern peninsula, the Southlands, Ralige forest, and Heisse with Daun-Ilar marked at the center along the coast.  There were other maps as well, detailing how sections of the land had lain in times past, and of places that Astel did not recognize, with names that tripped oddly off his tongue.  Gungra…Dais Aider…Mavelen…Ravelthan…the Worldspanner Mountains…”What manner of place is this?” Astel asked.


“The Cowlmen delved deep,” Garenia said, “Before we were overwhelmed.  Some of us learned a great deal, and Merstrav learned much as well.  He was a Cowlman, did you not know, before he formed his own gang?”


Astel shook his head.  There was much he did not know, and little anyone did, about the history of the Night Demon leader.  “How…how long has this been here?” he stammered out.


“Longer than the Cowlmen have,” the woman replied.  “Perhaps as far back as the Second Empire.  The maps, I have been told, were accumulated at great cost over centuries—not by the Cowlmen, except for that,” she gestured to the most-current continental map, “but by who, we do not know.  We kept them because it seemed a waste to destroy them—someone would have a use for them someday.  But here, what I have to show you lies beyond.”


Dumbly, Astel followed.  Garenia led him around maps hanging but a few feet from the floor, a few bookcases with dusty tomes chained to them, and through a low passage.  There she stopped, and gestured forward.  Astel straightened and peered ahead.  In a small room, not more than ten feet in radius, stood a statue in marble.  Standing tall, almost six feet even in a crouch, the figure wielded a short sword, the stone blade long-since broken off, and a thief’s hook, broken and re-affixed.  Its eyes seemed to peer ahead at the tunnel to its emplacement, and its sharp brow and nose were furrowed in a frown.


“It’s…it’s me,” Astel whispered.  “What…how did that get here?  How was it made?”


Garenia stepped up to stand beside him.  “If we knew,” she said, “I would tell you now.  It is an excellent likeness, is it not?  Too much so to be a coincidence.  Have you posed before?”


“Not wielding my weapons,” Astel said slowly.  “And…not here.”


“You see, then, how excited Salsim and I were when Alanna mentioned to us that she’d met a man of this description.  We were just dying to meet you.  If you hadn’t found us, I daresay we’d have gone and found you.”


“I…I’m not sure I want to be part of this,” Astel said.  “This is just too odd.  Statues springing up from nowhere, that show me directly but that I never sat for.  People who, no offense meant, live in a burned-out hole, hide in shadows, and climb on walls, knowing a lot more about me than I know about them…I knew I was getting in over my head when I came here, but this is beyond anything I’d thought—I’m just a common thief.  I killed a Night Demon leader to repay my life debt to Alanna, and came here to find out more about her.  I’m no one to have dealings with such as this.”


“You know who you are,” Garenia said.  “But never mind that.  I’d have liked to get this statue properly analyzed—it was, once, but what the Night Demons didn’t burn, they took, so if it was looked at, the record is either gone or in the Demons’ Fortress.  If I know Merstrav right, I’d bet quite a bit that he took that part.  Now that you’re here,” she smiled, “Care to help figure out what you’re doing there?”  She gestured at the statue.


Astel’s mouth opened and closed.  “You mean break into the Demons’ Fortress and rifle through Spavin’s papers?  You’re mad!”


Garenia turned to him and shrugged, spreading her shoulders wide.  “I’ve spent the last six years down here, doing what must be done.  I know when something has to happen, and if you decline now, within three days you’ll be back here asking us for help on it.  Really, ask yourself.  Is your life worth so much to you that you could go on for any amount of time not knowing what this is all about?”


She was right, Astel knew.  Already he was thinking back, trying to remember when he might have posed for a statue.  Nothing at all came to mind.  “Very well,” he said.  “Give me those three days, and I’ll probably come back.  Tell me a few things, though.”


“Of course.”


“Merstrav Spavin was a Cowlman, you said.”


“Yes.”


“Why did he leave?”


“We sent him north on business to Arrogien.  When he came back, he never reported in, and had a companion—not Racen Larsk—who foiled all of our attempts to kill him.”


“What did this companion look like?”


“Tall, gaunt, hollow cheeks…why?” asked Garenia.


“Just curious.  Go on.”


“He never carried a weapon and didn’t use magic, but he always knew what was going to happen before it happened, and had some power of convincing—he started subverting our agents after a while, and was very good at it.”


Astel nodded.  “What happened to him?”


“He died somewhere in this building, when the Night Demons took it.  Merstrav collapsed the building on him.”


“Have you seen his body?” Astel asked.  “He might have escaped.”


“Have you been in a collapsing building?” Garenia replied.  “He might be under a hundred feet of rubble.”


“Fair enough,” Astel shrugged.  “A few more questions and I’m done.  Does magic really not work in Daun-Ilar?”


Garenia laughed softly.  “Six years the Cowlmen have been gone, and they’re still parroting that old lie?  No, magic works as well here as it does anywhere, except in a few places like the old Watchmen fortress, and a bit of the underground.  We let it be known that magic didn’t work, and absorbed or killed all the wizards we found, and soon people were saying that the Cowlmen had special powers and could defy the laws of nature.  We coasted on that for decades…centuries, elsewhere.  In any event, magic isn’t what most people think it is.  It’s not explosions and conjuring and turning things invisible and inside out.  It’s playing with perceptions.  I’ll bet you know someone who uses magic, and you just don’t know it.  Magic,” she said, sweeping behind the statue, “is this,” and vanished.


Astel nodded, turning to look where she had gone.  “I…see,” he said.


Garenia reappeared on the near side of the statue.  “But you didn’t,” she said with a smile.  “Magic works almost everywhere.  You said you had one more question?”


“Yes,” Astel said.  “Where might I find Alanna?”


Garenia drew close to him and stood up to whisper in his ear.  “Salsim will tell you.  Come, let’s return to him.”


Across the map-filled library, up the spiral stairs, across the room with four doors, and into the room where he’d found them they went in silence, Garenia leading the way, Astel pausing every few steps to memorize the layout and marvel at the architecture and artifacts.  Finally, they arrived.  Salsim rose to greet them, chuckling as he did.  “Back so soon?” he said.  “You could get lost down there for days.  I know I have.”


“Show him the third’s current home,” Garenia said.  “He’ll be back in three days.”


“Oh ho ho, why so you will,” Salsim said.  “Come closer.”  Astel stepped closer to the wild man.  “Kneel down, my friend,” Salsim continued.  “We’re not all as tall as you, and some of us like sitting down.”  Astel knelt.  “There we go, now…” Salsim put his hands suddenly to Astel’s temple.  A rush of sensation flowed through the thief.  He saw city streets, saw himself moving up them, cutting through alleys and climbing over rooftops, until at last he entered a tavern, proceeded all the way to the bar, ducked past it, and ascended a flight of stairs.  The sensation ended as Salsim broke away.  “Are you happy, then?” the wild man asked.


Astel rose.  “Thank you, Salsim.  This has been most…informative.”


“Frightening,” said Garenia.


“That too.  Within three days, then,” Astel replied, backing toward the door.


“Good luck,” said Garenia, closing the door after him.


Astel ducked around the corner as he left the wrecked building.  It did no good to look too stealthy—if you were hiding from something, you were worth investigating—but there was no point in broadcasting his presence.  Instead, he thought. What he’d learned about Merstrav Spavin’s former involvement with the Cowlmen told him that the building was likely to be watched by people who’d be very interested in him personally, for reasons that had little to do with the death of Racen Larsk.  Indeed, Astel wondered that he’d spent so long unmolested by the Night Demons, with a statue of himself in the Cowlmen’s basement and a former Cowlman taking over the city.  With Salsim’s map playing in his mind, he let it take over, moving him along while he concentrated on looking for traps, ambushes, and anyone following him.  He found none, though the requisite beggars and young cutpurses found him.  He found them first, giving what pittances he could afford to the former and adroitly dodging the latter, until he found himself standing before a tavern in the Eastgate section of Ilar.  The “Woeful Minstrel,” it was called, and looked closed.  More than that, Astel decided upon further investigation, it looked deserted, in a hurry, and recently.  The windowpanes were ill-boarded and broken, but not systematically as if bored hoodlums and scavengers had been at it, and the boards still stood, not carried off for building material or firewood.  The door opened quietly, though, undamaged wood on undamaged hinges.  Inside, the room was swept clean and bare, except for a damaged stool leaning against a far corner.  There was no bar and no staircase.


Salsim’s magical directions had led him here, he decided, but this didn’t seem to be the place.  That is, they were faulty.  Astel shrugged.  What could he have expected, from a mad old man immured for six years in a ruin?  The whole mission had been a crazy idea.  He’d hoped to find a clue to Alanna by investigating the stronghold of the last people who’d resisted the Night Demons, but instead had found a pair of joking mind-reading fools.  Back to Dalyn’s it was, then, to seek his advice.  Perhaps the little Leadrani was right.  This was all too complex for him.  A little rest before he turned back—the walk to Avanon would take him the rest of the sunlight and more.  Wearily he made his way across the floor toward the stool and turned about to seat himself.


As he turned about and lowered his weary limbs, the view changed.  He could see the bar to his left, broken and deserted but solid and real, and to his right a rickety staircase rose on hastily-repaired wooden pillars.  Looking down, he realized that the stool he was on was nothing but a single leg supporting a termite-eaten plank.  He crashed unceremoniously to the floor.  The illusion did not break.  


Magic, then.  It was everywhere, as Garenia had said.  He got up and ran his hands over the bar—solid, though dusty and splintered, stained with ancient blood and beer.  Astel stepped around it and walked back toward the door, then spun around in the middle of the room. Nothing was there, though the stool was now tipped over.  He strode back over to it and righted it, then turned about.  There was the bar again, and he held a stool-leg in his right hand, his left grasping empty air.  


There was nothing for it, then, but to press on.  He made his way to the staircase and, grasping the rickety banister and stepping onto the creaking stairs, he began to ascend into the dark depths above him.  There were only a dozen steps up, and then he found himself in yet another illusion.  Below him, piercing his thighs, was the illusion of a smooth, unbroken floor, a hallway leading to a t-junction before him and a single closed doorway behind.  Bracing himself on the banister, he leapt up the rest of the way, landing awkwardly on his left foot at the top step, then spinning about and balancing, reaching out to feel for the now-invisible stairway.  His hand reached through the floor, vanishing into the wooden depths.  


He pulled it out and looked around his surroundings.  Across the illusory floor, the door, a heavy wooden block, was closed, locked, and barred from his side.  To his left as he faced it, another, flimsier door was closed, light shining through thin, irregular slashes in it.  To his right, an open doorway led into a dark room.  Drawing his short sword, he turned to investigate the open door.  He put his back to the wall by it, and peered into the room.  He could see nothing…nothing…and suddenly felt a crack on his head.  Quickly he stepped back and rolled, coming up with sword before his face, then rose and moved back toward the doorway, this time quickly and quietly, but not bothering to hide.  Suddenly his sword was parried by an invisible force, and his shoulder slammed into something resisting.  Nothing moved to harm him, so he reached out to touch the invisible barrier.  It seemed to cover the whole doorway, and was ribbed in odd patterns…almost as if…as if the room was an illusion and what he was feeling was a true wall!  He felt around for a doorknob or gap, but found nothing.  Unable to see his discovery, he gave up on the door/wall/room and turned to the closed door at the other end.


This door was real.  Peering through the largest of the slashes, he saw a bare, stained floor, not ten feet square, with the far wall lined with broken crates.  Light came in through a large open window, more like an open wound in the side of the building than a designed opening.  It was unremarkable squalor, such that he’d known everywhere in the city for six years.  Sensing no unseen presence, Astel prepared to open the door.  Drawing on a glove to counter any poison spread on the doorknob, he put his left hand on it and drew his sword, then twisted.  It turned.  The door was unlocked.


He opened it quickly just enough to slip inside, cutting short the door’s squeak and looking about.  Entering the room had revealed nothing new, only the bare wooden walls of the rest of the room and two large planks leaning against them.  The floor was covered with fine sawdust, which outlined his footprints in white lines.  Carefully, he drew a brush from his belt and smoothed them out, before gingerly stepping back out into the hall and closing the door again.  Surely anyone who was here would know he was now, but there was no point in putting down a long-lasting marker of his presence.


He ought to have expected something like this, he thought.  Alanna was just too bizarre a figure not to live in an illusion, and what better way to avoid Night Demons?  Gone was any remnant of the doubt he had felt—she was behind the last door, if she was here at all.  Behind a jump of more than 6 feet, over an illusory gap.  He moved carefully back into the hallway, marking where the gap began and standing on the step one down from the top, his ankles sinking past the illusion.  Drawing from his pocket a wood chip, he tossed it forward, aiming for where he thought the edge would be.  Sure enough, it bounced back on the diagonal, and he reached out and grasped it with one hand.  Fixing his eye on the spot where it’d bounced, he stepped back to the wall and drew himself into a crouch.


Quietly as possible, he rushed forward, pushing off from the top step, flying over the false floor and landing with a soft thud on the other side.  Letting the dust settle, he moved in a low crouch to the door and peered at the lock.  It was a key lock, with a small hole smeared with dusty grease, a few inches below a heavy metal handle.  The door itself was just a heavy block of wood.  Above the handle, it was barred, heavy metal staples supporting a still-heavier crossbar which fit into a ragged hole in the side wall.  Astel put his ear to the door, and then to the dusty floor, but the thick wood hid all sound behind it.  The door was flush with the floor as well, blocking sight.  He shrugged and rose, putting his sword away.  Having come this far, there was no point in not unbarring the door and trying the lock.  He was confident he could handle Alanna for the second or so it’d take her to recognize him, in any event.


The bar was heavy, but two-handed he managed to lift it with only a soft creak, and carefully set it aside.  It was only when he turned his attention to the lock that he realized what the bar meant.  It was impossible to get through the door from the other side.  Anything on the other side of the door had not come in this way.  That is, without magical aid.  He quickly patted the walls of the passage in every direction, searching for an opening.  There was none.  Even the wooden planks of the walls were so close that his dagger’s point could scarcely fit between them.  Shrugging, he resheathed his dagger in his boot and drew his lockpicks.  What was on the other side, he’d soon find out, and he’d have to get through the lock to see it.  


The lock gave way easily beneath his practiced ministrations, and with a surprisingly soft click opened.  He rose silently and stepped back, drawing open the door several inches, and peering beyond.  Inside it was dark, the faint light from the broken doors at the other end not penetrating.  Nothing attacked him, so he drew it open another few inches, enough to pass through.  It was as he moved through the doorway that he heard it—heavy, short breathing, coming from his left.  Resting a hand on his sword and sliding the door silently to a rest, he made his way along the corridor in the blackness toward the sound.  


The wall to his left suddenly gave way, and the sound ceased.  The floorboard creaked, and Astel got only the slightest of warnings from the shift of weight and sudden wind before a heavy weight flashed by him in the darkness, crashing against the wall.  His sword leapt into his left hand and he backed up, right hand extended behind him to feel for the wall.  Out of the blackness came the soft whoosh of the attacking weapon.  Astel ducked, feeling the heavy weight pass over his head and ruffle his hair.  He retreated a few more steps, noting the wall to his left and the open space to his right.  The next slash came vertically, and he deflected it with his sword, circling to the right into the open.  No attack came for a few moments, and he allowed himself to draw breath.  


Where was he, and who or what was he fighting?  This was Alanna’s place, or so said Salsim, and the pattern of blow he’d dodged was consistent with that of an axe-fighter, but it was pitch black and he was fighting by sound only.  Nobody, not even the Night Demons, could willingly fight in darkness with any degree of effectiveness.  There were creatures that could see in pitch-black, he knew.  Though they lived in the mountains to the west, and the dhurre to the north, they might be brought south or east and installed in a dark room as guards.  It would be difficult and costly, but could be done.  In any event, his attacker was swinging a heavy weapon, and outreached Astel, and was forcing him back in a pitch-black room, so whatever it was was highly dangerous.  He heard again the sounds of movement before him, and the rush of weight, and stepped forward, blade outstretched, leaning forward to get within the attacker’s reach.


His point hit nothing, but his shoulder and head were hit hard from behind, and he fell forward against a yielding surface.  That retreated back, dropping him to the floor.  His right hand slid past what must be one of the attacker’s legs, and he instinctively grasped it and pulled, leaning to the side and rolling.  It must have been the one the attacker had been resting its weight upon, for there was another rush of air, and then the sound of a crash not a foot away from him.  He was already on his feet.  One felt wood before it, and kicked, sending what, from its weight and balance, must have been the weapon, crashing against the wall.  Sword readied, he felt about for the fallen foe, and his empty right hand came into contact with a rising shoulder.  He pushed it back, and moved forward, dodging an awkwardly-thrown knee and landing on his own knees, hands pressing down on the shoulders of his assailant.


“Who are you?” he asked, groping with his fingers for a better hold on his sword.


“Who are you?” asked Alanna, “And how in the ten hells did you find the back way?”


“Do you have a light?”  Astel asked.  “I’m sorry,” he added.  “I didn’t mean to—“


She threw him off of her and, with one hand extended, sent him flying against the far wall.  “…in the next room,” Astel heard her say from the far corner when he’d recovered his senses.  “You stay there and I’ll get it.  No tricks.”  Astel stayed.  After several minutes and the clicking of several locks, Alanna returned with a torch in one hand and her axe in the other.  She must have been crying, Astel decided.  Her hair was unbound and cheeks glistening in the torchlight.  Looking briefly about the room, he saw that it was small, barely ten by fifteen feet, and unfurnished save for a tattered chair in the corner.  He’d come in in the middle of a long side, and there was another door opposite his entryway which she’d just emerged out of.


“I’m sorry,” he said again.  “You came at me with your axe and I couldn’t see a thing.”


“Forgiven,” she said icily, “if you tell me how you got in the back way.”



No point in lying.  Salsim had been right, this was her place, but there was a great deal he hadn’t told him.  “A cowlman.  Salsim, he called himself.  I thought he was insane until I saw you.”


Alanna rested her axe and wiped her cheek.  “He is mad,” she said.  “He tried some great magic when the fortress fell, and failed.  But, clearly, he knows a great deal and doesn’t mind telling every Garen, Kal, and Raec who comes strolling by.”


“I’m not ‘every Garen, Kal, and Raec,’ not according to Garenia,” Astel said.  “And I don’t think they get too many people down there, in any event.”


The tall woman leaned on her axe and sighed.  “I suppose you aren’t your everyday person—“


“I didn’t say that!” Astel protested.


Alanna shrugged.  “—since you found your way into the Cowlmen’s lair and back here.  What do you want?”


“I…I’m not sure,” Astel said.  “Are you all right?”


“Am I all right?” said Alanna.  “I’m fine.  What do you want?”


Best to begin at the beginning, Astel supposed, or at last at the part farthest from her.  “There’s a stone statue of me in the Cowlmen’s basement,” he said.  “It looks like it’s older than I am.  Garenia says that the answer lies in the secret libraries of the Night Demons, and—“


“And you thought that since I kill them, I might help you, is that right?”  Underneath her hostility, Alanna seemed relieved.


Astel pressed on. “Yes, in fact.  You’re the only person I know who might.”


Now Alanna laughed quietly, and turned her head away from him. “I take them on in the streets,” she said, “where it’s dark, open, and there’s few of them.  I have no desire to go into the lair of that foul beast,” she said vehemently, “until it is time.”


“Foul beast?”  Astel said.  “I do not understand.  “Until it is time?”


“Never mind.  Perhaps another time you and I can go exploring.  You must wait.”


“I can’t wait!”  Astel exclaimed.  “I need to know this.”


“I’ve been waiting more than thirteen years,” Alanna said.  “You can wait too.”


“How much longer will it be?” Astel asked.


“As long as it has to be.  Here,” Alanna said.  “Perhaps this will tide you over.”  She drew from a concealed pocket in her tunic a bit of writing paper and a lead, and scrawled something against her knee, then handed the paper to Astel.


He took it and read to himself: ‘Casryck, cook.  Thelrax and Vodemon.’  “Who is he, and who are they?” he asked.


“A man I know,” Alanna replied, “And it’s an address.  Before you go, I don’t believe I’ve asked your name.  Since you know mine, it seems only fair.”


“I’m…I’m not ready to leave,” Astel heard himself saying.  He quickly caught himself.  “That is to say, you seemed upset when I came in, and when you brought the light.”


“It’s not your business,” Alanna said, slinging her axe over her shoulder.  “Go now.  I have work to do.  But tell me your name first.”


The point wasn’t worth pressing.  “Astel,” he said.  “Astel DiZaria, as they say it here.”  Scrambling to his feet, he withdrew to the entrance he’d entered by.


“Bar the door as you go,” Alanna’s voice called after him.


Thelrax street was close to Alanna’s hideout, just three streets riverward.   Astel found it after a short search and a gift of a few coins to a beggar.  Vodemon took somewhat longer, since it seemed not to be in the same neighborhood at all.  After walking around all day on no sleep, Astel was tired, but he needed to get himself nocturnal again and find some work, so he kept searching.  If he at least found the damn place, he might be able to sleep somewhere nearby.  He might even have a hideout around there.


An hour later, having made his way to the river along Thelrax and back, and ten streets further, he gave up.  The sun was already at the horizon, and anyone claiming to serve food would be locked up shortly, if not already.  Just two more streets, he told himself, and then he’d be on Gosdan, by which, much deeper in Ilar, stood a rickety 3-story building in which Astel and Kitack had built and locked a closet.  He could sleep there.


Kitack!  The day had held entirely too much excitement and striving, and it had almost slipped Astel’s mind that it’d begun with the death of his partner.  Even the closest of allies never revealed much about themselves in Daun-Ilar, so Astel had known little about him, but nevertheless they’d lived, fought, and stolen together for six years, almost Astel’s entire time in the city.  The more experienced Kitack had looked out for him on the hard streets until he could stand on his own, and even to the end had handled the business side of the operation, finding them jobs and laundering loot where necessary.  How old had he been?  Not much older than himself, Astel would wager, though life in the great city ages men before their time.  He himself was twenty-three, yet, looking briefly into a puddle as he strode past, he seemed to be at least ten years older.  A long bath and a good soak would peel away the years—but it seemed almost a lifetime since he’d had one, and the prospect of getting one did not loom in his future.  


He put aside his introspection as he reached the next street, which proved to be the long-awaited Vodemon.  He’d passed no Casryck’s, nor indeed anything that looked like a cookery, so he explored down the corner apace, then crossed the street.  Grease smell wafted from the fourth door down, so Astel opened the door and entered.  Inside were three small tables, seven aged chairs, and, blocking passage to a hallway lined with cooking implements, a counter with a stocky old man standing behind it.  “Casryck?”  Astel asked him.


“Casryck,” the man replied.  “We’re closing down, but I might be able to fix you up something.”


“I was sent,” Astel said deliberately, “by a woman.”  The man who must be Casryck looked blank.  “A woman with a large axe.”


“Ahh,” said Casryck.  “Be so good as to pull the gate behind you, and come to the back room.  There we can talk.”


“Good,” Astel said, pulling the gate.  “It’s been a long day.  Might you have anything to eat left over?  I’ll pay, of course.”


Casryck nodded.  “Just a few grease sandwiches, really.  I’ll scare something up.  Go on into the back room and I’ll be right with you.  Through the curtain at the end of the kitchen.”


Astel stepped behind the counter and walked the length of the kitchen.  It was not more than seven feet of shelves, ovens, a banked fire, a frying plate, and a garbage box.  Then came a curtain of thick dark blue woven linen, damped to catch sparks and parted down the center.  Astel parted it and stepped into a small, dark room which held a pallet on blocks, a desk, and two stools.  Feeling around the edges, Astel noted two doors, one on each side wall, and a likely secret door partially obscured by the pallet.  The desk had a false bottom, which Astel did not open.  He recognized the maker, one Aduardo, who was fond of building traps into his furniture.  

Casryck passed through the curtain as Astel was contemplating the desk.  The old man held a torch in one hand and a plate with two small sandwiches on it in the other.  He set the plate on one of the stools, flipped a hidden switch in the wall, a section of which rotated out into a sconce, placed the torch in the sconce, and sat on the pallet.  “Eat,” he said.  “It’s the normal fare, at the normal price.  Then we can talk.”

Astel flipped him a four-mark piece, which the old man caught in one hand and, smiling, pocketed.  He took the unoccupied stool and picked up one of the sandwiches.  Two thin slices of bread, much grease, and some unidentifiable piece of meat, hacked into tenderness, all bound together with something that smelled like beer mustard.  Casryck took a bite of his, and so Astel did the same.  It wasn’t bad, by city standards, and in any event Astel had built up immunities to most of the intestinal parasites in Daun-Ilar.  

Casrck finished in two bites, and asked, “So you like my Aduardo?  I actually paid for it.”

“Of course,” Astel replied, mouth full of grease.  “Most of the stolen ones are counterfeit.”

“Reputation will get you somewhere, even in this city,” Casryck replied.  “Nobody bothers a man who’s that obviously useful.”  He wiped his mouth on his sleeve.  “’s why I keep a low profile.”

Astel took the last bite, crunching on a bit of bone.  “I agree heartily.  I’ve tried to do that myself, though lately I believe I’ve failed.”

“Killing Demons,” Casryck declared, “will do that.”  At Astel’s surprised expression, he continued.  “Alanna’s told me about you, at least a little.  I flatter myself that I’m her friend.”

“We have few friends,” Astel said, remembering Kitack.  “The city’s not good for that sort of a relationship.”

“Well, I’m about as good a friend of Alanna’s as anyone is of anyone’s, and I trust she feels the same about me, otherwise she wouldn’t have let you know about me.  What do you need help with?”


Astel noted that he seemed to be explaining a great deal to a great many people.  At least they all were on the same side.  “There’s a statue of me in a basement somewhere south of here,” he said slowly, “and I believe that the Night Demons know why it’s there.  I can’t exactly go up to their door and ask them, so—“


“You want my help breaking in, is it, then?”  Casryck said.  “Well, I can’t say I’m not flattered that Alanna still thinks I have what it takes.  Though, it seems like she thinks you do, as well, if you know what I mean.”


Something in the older man’s tone caught Astel’s ear.  “I’m sorry?” he said.


“Oh, you don’t have to apologize.  Not to me.  You might have to to yourself, if you walk too careful.  You’re not the Cobbler, after all.”


“You don’t have to speak in code,” Astel said, resting his elbow on the bench.  “I’m not going to betray you.”


“Now I don’t know that,” Casryck said with a friendly jab of his finger.  “You could confess under torture, or casually to someone you don’t think is important.”


Astel shook his head.  “You’ve said you’ll sneak me into the Night Demon fortress.  Nothing you tell me about this Cobbler will change anything.”


Casryck sighed.  “The Cobbler…I suppose he was before your time.  A eunech for the Emperor of Daleria, he was, driven out in some palace intrigue.  Came here and got to be Alanna’s friend.  Until the Night Demons got him.”  He cleared his throat.  “In any event, I can get you into the Night Demon fortress.”  He tossed a cockeyed glance at Astel.  “You’re not thinking of joining them, are you?”


“Of course not!” Astel protested.  “They want me dead just as much as…well, most everyone else I’ve met in the past few days.”  No need to tell him about Garenia’s idea that Merstrav Spavin might be interested in him.  He probably knew that already, anyhow.


“Good,” Casryck said.  “That’d…let’s just say it’d spoil some plans that don’t involve statues out of time.”  He rose and knelt on the pallet, feeling along the walls.  With a soft click, a panel gave way, revealing a foot-wide opening in the wall.  Casryck set the wall panel aside and drew out a pair of black silk trousers, then another one.  Two cloaks of the same color followed, as well as two pairs of shined boots.  Finally, he cast two Ironweave jerkins with the snake and apple of the Night Demons onto the bed, and replaced the panel.  “There we are…all in working order.”


“You’re not working with the Night Demons, are you?” asked Astel as the dust settled from the costumes.


“Of course I am,” said Casryck.  “They give me food and fuel, and protect my shop.  I’d be a fool not to.”  He raised his hand to halt Astel’s shocked interruption.  “I don’t let them know about my other dealings, of course, and to be sure they don’t know I have these clothes,” he continued, “But times being as they are, a man’s got to do what he has to do.”


“That’s true,” Astel observed, picking up one of the trousers.  “Tell me, what did Spavin do to annoy Alanna so much?”


Casryck seemed to turn red for a moment, then coughed.  “Um…I’m not clear myself.  She hated him before I knew her, and didn’t see fit to tell me.  Something about a dagger, I know that.  I’ve never really thought to ask.  You have to have a few secrets, eh?”


Astel nodded.  “You do.”

“Well, try these on,” Casryck said, “And get some rest.  You look like you’ve been up all night.  We’ll go in tomorrow.”


“In broad daylight?”  Astel asked.


“When else?  If you want to hide something, keep it in the open.  Who’d expect infiltrators in the daytime?  What’s important for you to do is head straight to the library and get started searching.  And to have a good story as to why you need to know about a statue nobody’s supposed to have seen in years.”


“I’ll think of something,” Astel said.  


“You take the floor,” Casryck replied.


“You’re an honest man,” rejoined Astel.


“Don’t insult me,” Casryck added with a laugh.


Astel did not die in the night, despite waking up with a start several times, glancing nervously at torchlight shining under the curtain.  After several minutes, these passed and he was able to nod off again, until the next soft light disturbed his rest.  Casryck slept through all of them—whether it was his more comfortable resting place, his being used to the lights, whatever they were, or some other reason, Astel did not know.  When he woke up for the fourth time that night to find sunlight greeting him, the older man was already awake and busily preparing breakfast.


“Thought you’d never wake up!” he called through the partially-drawn curtain as Astel got to his feet.  “I’ve been up for a good twenty minutes.  Come have some food and we can get going.”


“Aren’t you worried about people breaking in while you’re away?”  Astel asked as he made his way out of the back room.


“The place locks down pretty well,” Casryck said.  “And it’s not like there’s anything anyone would find to steal that’s much of interest.  A few pots, maybe even the curtain, but nobody’s touching the things I really care about.  That panel behind the bed isn’t the only false wall in that room.”


“I wouldn’t have expected anything less,” Astel replied.  “What were those torches that kept passing by in the night?”


“Don’t pay them any mind,” Casryck said.  “They’re Night Demon street watchmen.  Keep the burglars out of business, except for those as work for them.”


“Night Demon street watchmen?”  Astel was incredulous.  


Casryck shrugged.  “Nobody objects, around here.  At least in a few places in this city a man can sleep without worrying if he’ll wake up with his throat cut.  The Demons can do whatever they like, if they’re going to provide that kind of order.  Of course, they supply me and I pay them off, so I’m not exactly a free observer, but they have reasonable rates and I’m always careful.  Of course, with Alanna it’s personal friendship, which I will always put over material gain.  So don’t worry about my contacts with the Demons—it won’t matter at all.”


“They won’t recognize you?” Astel asked.


Casryck blew out the fire and set the pan onto a table.  “Not the ones that guard the fortress during the day.  Come, eat something.”  Breakfast was sausages that didn’t pretend to be made of flesh, and biscuits, both cooked in sufficient grease to render them edible and mostly indistinguishable.  Astel and Casryck finished the poisonous brew quickly, Casryck wiping his hands on the wooden table and Astel following suit.  Casryck rose and drew open the curtain.  “I’ll change first, then you,” he said, disappearing into the back room.


Astel looked once more around the cramped kitchen.  He was sure that the walls were veritably honeycombed with secret panels—indeed, above the stove a hanging rack seemed to disguise a crack within a board.  He didn’t check, though—it would not be possible to get to and open it without alerting Casryck, and Astel was not curious enough to risk annoying to no end someone who’d helped him.  He found a jug of questionable water and washed the dishes, setting them aside next to a few of their fellows, then stretched.  


A soft noise behind him alerted him, and he rose gripping his sword to see an old, grizzled Night Demon step through the curtain.  Casryck was dressed to the nines, with shining black boots rising almost to his knees, silk pants of the same black cascading over them, a black ironwood shirt with the snake and apple resting over his chest and a pair of black-hilted short swords protruding from his hips.  The older man’s aura had changed: gone was his jovial air, replaced by a somber, deadly character.  Even his rotund frame seemed lithe and dangerous.  


“You change now,” Casryck said in a quiet growl.  Astel slipped past him and through the curtain into the darkness of the bedroom.  Another costume was laid out on the bed.  Astel dressed carefully and folded his own clothing, placing them in the secret compartment and closing it back up.  He found two slots in the wall which accepted the covering board, and softly slid it back into place, then pulled aside the curtain and entered the shop.


Casryck was already unlocking the front when Astel stepped out.  The older man rose as Astel approached, pushing the grating to the side and pocketing the key.  “You get yourself ready,” he said, making his way to the stove and opening the bottom drawer.  “I’ll be done in a minute.”  Astel watched as he pulled from the cabinet a length of ropes, some wire, a set of small clamps on a chain, and a small piece of metal that looked like five chain links welded together.  


“What’s that for?” he asked.


“Climbing gear, for the way out,” Casryck said roughly.  “I don’t feel up to making it through the whole day in there, and if my cover’s blown I’ll need to take the high road out.”


“Is there a spare pair for me?” Astel asked.


“Do you know how to use them?’ Casryck rejoined.  “No?  Then what good will they do you?  You’ll have to think of another way out.”


“Alright,” Astel said, stretching his hands back.  “Help me figure out out, then.  I don’t suppose you have a list of passwords they use just lying about that I could study, do you?”


“Night Demons don’t use passwords.  Passwords are for gangs that don’t know each other well.  A Demon can tell who’s another Demon by how they walk and what they say all the time, not by whether they can remember a bit of code.”


“Then how are we going to even get in?” Astel said.


“Let me do the talking, go straight to the library, and don’t talk to anyone or let anyone see you walk,” Casryck said.  “You’re a thief in Daun-Ilar, and a successful one.  You can become invisible for a few hours, no?”


It turned out that Astel could.  The entrance to the fortress, though full of Demons, had no official guards, and even a few non-Demons had made it through.  “Petitioners,” Casryck whispered.  “Asking the Demons for help with unruly neighbors, or to establish a business, or for protection from other gangs.”  The older man had then whispered, “This is still the public area.  The library’s in the part where only Demons go.  Now, confident-like.  With me.”  And strode inside.


The Night Demons’ headquarters was imposing enough on the outside, a becolumned stone building rising 5 stories and taking up its own city block.  A refurbished ruin from the Second Daun-Ilari Empire, it had been restored, rumor had it, with Arrogieni sandstone personally imported by Merstrav Spavin.  The reddish tone had been turned the color of blood by the city’s smoke, lending it a majestic and sinister air, aided by the 50-foot columns rising from the 32 steps Astel and Casryck had just ascended.  Inside, it was even more so.  The entrance hall was forty feet high and as long and wide, with floor of the same blood-colored sandstone.  The whole was dominated by a grand staircase, rising fifteen feet to a mezzanine surrounding the room, and vanishing below the edges of the upper floors.  Lighting the space were hundreds of torches, connected by a system of ropes that Astel figured allowed them to be lowered to be relit, though as he watched black-clad figures scampered among the ropes.


Casryck elbowed him sharply. “Don’t gawk.  You’ve been on those ropes before.”


Astel nodded and looked casually about.  He estimated about 50 Night Demons in the hall, and a hundred others.  All was orderly, the petitioners giving up their weapons to be checked at the line of Night Demons Casryck was striding toward.  They passed next to a bearded, heavyset man who had already surrendered a greatsword, two throwing axes, and a sap and was busily frisking himself of a dozen or more daggers.  The Demon watching him stole a glance at Casryck, who looked back at him, then back at Astel and they were through.  


“Now, up the stairs like you own the place,” Casryck instructed Astel.  “You take the lead now…I have to develop a limp.” 


Astel stepped forward, trying his best to look arrogant and menacing, as well as back home.  The petitioners were fooled, flowing aside to give him and Casryck a wide berth as they approached the stairs.  Astel kept his left hand on the hilt of the sword on that hip, preventing it from bumping into Casryck, keeping up by his shoulder.  They took the stairs at a small jog, Astel looking straight ahead at the Night Demon keeping watch at the top.  The Demon seemed to wilt at his gaze, and nodding to Casryck stood aside as they passed.  


They weren’t in yet.  Turning left brought them to a long, low corridor carved with reliefs, clearly in progress, of what Astel figured to be street battles.  This hall was empty, with several passages leading off to the right, but a glance at Casryck told Astel to keep going.  They emerged on a balcony overlooking the entrance hall, the railing of twisted, sharp metal.  “Swords, fried by Cowlman magic,” Casryck muttered.  “Stand on the wooden floor over there and tap the wall three times.”  Astel moved around the corner onto a battered wooden panel and tapped.  The wall came away in his hands, revealing four stout ropes set into the wall.  Casryck gave the middle one a pull, took the wall panel and put it back.


Astel bit a question off as the floor began jerkily to rise.  The ceiling rose with it, and thirty seconds later he and Casryck were encased in the wall.  “Elevator,” the older man explained.  “Powered by donkeys on the top floor.  We’ve got about a minute to talk, before we get to the next floor.”  Astel nodded and Casryck continued.  “There will be guards by the entrance.  We’ve found a street magician and are reporting him to accounts.  They’ll send a man out to close him down or bring him into the fold, depending.  Accounts is next door to the library.  I’ll take care of our cover, you go in.  After that, you’re on your own.”  


Astel nodded.  “And how will you get out?”


“Walk out the front,” the older man replied.  “Or else some other way.  There are no few secret ways out of this building.”


Silence filled the chamber, save for the screeching of the walls against the shaft as they were hauled laboriously up.  Astel drew his right-hand sword and took a fencing stance, practicing a few cuts with the black blade.  Casryck leaned back against the wall, rubbing his fingers together.  After a few passes, Astel sheathed the sword.


“It’s shorter than I’m used to,” he said.


“You’d be surprised, the way they wield them,” Casryck answered.  “Still, only a foot and a half.  I wouldn’t care to go against one with a greatsword, myself, or even an Arrogieni segasai.”


“The segasai’s a throwing weapon, no?” Astel asked.  “You can use it in one hand, but it’s like a heavy javelin.”


“I haven’t seen one myself,” Casryck said.  “Where have you?”


Astel’s halting reply was drowned out by the screech as the car rose to face the upper floor.  The opening rose past four high black boots, black pantaloons, and two ironweave jerkins, before halting face to face with a pair of Night Demons, swords drawn.  


“Where are you headed?” asked the left-hand Demon, a tall, muscular man with shaggy blond hair and an inkvine scar along his right cheek.  


“Accounts,” Astel answered confidently.


Astel’s reflexes barely saved him from the four swords that thrust at him.  His two were instantly in his hands, one parrying up, the other down, to clear the blades away.  Casryck drew nearly as quickly, stepping up to take his place opposite the other Demon, a wiry albino with bloodshot eyes.  


“You’ll kindly save us the trouble of cleaning the floor, Intruder,” the albino growled, “and surrender your weapons.”


“Close,” Astel said, kicking at his knee as he dove point-first at the blond Demon.  The albino stepped aside as Astel’s target parried, sending him sprawling into the corridor.  Casryck followed, stabbing at the Demons’ faces as he hurtled by, turning around to fill the narrow hallway.


The Demons turned around and rushed at Casryck, who hooked the albino’s left-hand blade in his right while fending the blond off with his left.  Astel rose, retrieving his weapons, and landed a blow on the albino’s ironweave jerkin.  The albino turned from Casryck to focus on Astel, driving him back with a pattern of left/right thrusts.  Astel gave ground slowly, looking for a chance to strike at the man’s thighs beneath the jerkin, but the man’s left sword remained ready to parry.  Behind them, Casryck circled with the blond Demon, steadfastly defending against the other’s powerful stabs.  


Astel risked a glance behind him—at least another ten feet of corridor, then a t-junction.  His opponent did not fall for the bait and lunge to the attack, instead continuing to make small thrusts to Astel’s arms and torso, which Astel parried but could not riposte.  Another two steps back changed nothing, though a neat feint nearly took off Astel’s hand.  Casryck had turned his opponent around completely, and even scored a hit on the man’s hand, but still was on the defensive.  As Astel watched, the Demon dealt Casryck a blow across the chest, sending him staggering back into the elevator, which was beginning a descent.  The Demon rushed at it, but failed to reach it in time.  Astel’s opponent, meanwhile, took advantage of his distraction to turn him around, facing athwart the hall at close quarters.  Astel got his blades up crossed in a defensive stance, but the albino was stronger and pushed them back.  The point of Astel’s left-hand blade had just touched his jerkin when a terrific blow fell on him from behind, knocking him senseless.  


Astel awoke to a bright light shining in his face.  He was bound to a chair, hands tied behind the backboard, swords stripped from him but still wearing the Night Demon’s  ironweave jerkin.  The light was reflected sunlight from a small aperture in the opposite wall, at about a man’s height, behind a heavy wooden desk.  The room was ten feet square, Astel estimated.  The wall to his right was lined with books, and that to his left featured an impressive display of various weapons.  He recognized a (), a Leadrani longbow, a Segasai, and a set of Dalerian throwing darts, along with a number of more mundane swords, axes, and spears.  He could see little of the wall before him, because the light shone in his eyes, but there was no sign of a door.  He awkwardly shifted his weight to nudge his chair around to look at the wall behind him, but merely succeeded in ramming a chair leg into a raised floorboard and sending him spilling to the floor, knocking himself out once more.


Once more he came to himself, returned upright but still sore.  The light was off, so he could look at himself.  It had been some time, he thought, as the cut on his knee from landing on the floor was already scabbed over.  He shook his head a few times to clear the incipient headache, then once more, more carefully, attempted to twist himself around to look behind him.


“There’s nothing to see,” a hard, quiet voice said from behind him.  “As long as you’re awake, though, let us talk.”  The speaker crossed in front of him, not bothering to move silently on the creaking floorboards.  He was a short man, nearly half a foot shorter than Astel, with a tightly-trimmed short black goatee and short black hair, just beginning to tend to bald, to match.  He wore the standard Night Demon garb, modified only by silver fluting on the shoulders of the jerkin.  Some sort of officer, then.  


“Talk?” Astel inquired.  “I’d be glad to.”  Better that than any likely alternative.


The Night Demon crossed his arms over his chest, leaning back on the desk.  “At last, you’re here,” he said.  “I’ve been waiting for years.”


“You’re…” Astel began.


“I’m Merstrav Spavin,” the Demon replied.  “I knew you’d come to me eventually.”


Astel glared back.  “What do you want with me?”


Spavin folded his arms.  “You will be able to help me with a…project of mine.  While I can certainly do it without you, it would make my life far simpler were someone of your…attributes to join me.  You are, of course, the only suitable candidate.”


“Attributes?”  Astel asked.


Spavin’s voice was smooth, but with an edge of command that made Astel shiver.  “I’m not referring to your background, though that’s a plus.  Thousands of people have that, though none quite like you.”


Astel interrupted.  “How do you know about that?”


“Give me some credit.”  Spavin’s voice rose in the hint of a laugh.  “I am a man of power and influence in Daun-Ilar, be that worth whatever it is.  I am not blind to the happenings in other parts of the world.  And the lands beyond the Dhurre are of…particular fascination to me.  But as I said, that concerns me far less than…” the Night Demon leader’s gaze burned into Astel, melting his resolve.  “Well, you should be able to tell me.”


Alanna, Astel guessed to himself.  Spavin would have to know his part in Racen Larsk’s death, and would want to destroy two of his enemies in a stroke.  But no need to bring that matter up himself—Spavin would have to reveal his plan in order to gain his cooperation.  


“I know what you are thinking,” Spavin said.  “Racen…ahh, Racen.  He never learned not to toy with his prey.  You can get the tough off the street, but never quite get the street out of the tough, I suppose.  It was time for him to die or change.  Now that the law of the sword is falling to the law of the Demon, there is no need for simple, cruel fighters.  Yes, I would have loved to have his sword at my command and his ear willing to listen to me, but such is fate.  A King cannot trust anyone, even his oldest friends.”  At that, he fixed Astel with an intent glare.  “And better Racen dead in a fight, as he would have wished to go, then dead after betraying me for the sake of the crown of Daun-Ilar.”


“Crown of Daun-Ilar?” Astel asked.


“What do you think I’m aiming at?” Spavin replied.  “Daun-Ilar has decayed too long and too far.  I will restore it and you will help me.”


“I will not,” Astel replied.


“Why?”


Why indeed? Astel asked himself.  Loyalty to Alanna, Casryck, and the mad Cowlmen?  If the Night Demons did not want his life after all, his need for them evaporated.  Dalyn?  The little man was in no danger.  Desire to avenge Kasryck?  Death was a part of life, and his friend had fallen in fair fight.  Besides, if Merstrav Spavin could so easily forgive the killers of his friend of fourteen years, Astel could surely do it for his friend of six.  But still he held back.  Spavin had destroyed his enemies with ruthlessness and duplicity, and the future of an advisor to a man who would so candidly admit his mistrust of anyone and everyone would necessarily be short.  And too, Astel was not ruthless.  He could not betray promises with a light heart.  This coat was one he would have to think hard about turning.


“I will consider it,” he amended.


“Very well, “ said Spavin, and left.


It seemed like hours before the Night Demon leader returned, but Astel knew it had only been minutes.  Without ceremony, the door behind him opened and closed, and Merstrav Spavin stood before him again, gazing at him appraisingly.  The short man’s arms were crossed, but the hand dangled nearly within reach of his swords, and Astel could see his muscles tense beneath the black sleeves.  Spavin cleared his throat.  “Events have forced me to move more quickly than I might have wished to,” he said.  “Have you had sufficient time to think?”


Events, Astel thought.  Could it have to do with Casryck?  No, he decided—The entire city and beyond was Spavin’s concern, and any of a hundred things could have forced his hand.  Foolish of him to let Astel know his hurry, though.  “Tell me some things, then,” he replied.


“Ask, then,” Spavin said, shifting his gaze.


Astel paused, then began slowly.  “Alanna of the North.  Why does she hate you?  What did you do to her, fourteen years ago?”


“I’ve done my share of nasty acts, in the course of my rise,” the Night Demon leader responded with a short laugh.  “Theft, murder, rape, assault…extortion, blackmail, setting fires…” He fixed Astel with a steely stare.  “You don’t remember the face and name of everyone you’ve injured.  Neither do I.  I am sure that whatever I did to her matters more to her than it ever did to me.”


“Who is she then?” Astel pressed.  


Spavin shrugged.  “A fighter of some sort.  Nothing of much account.  The Night Demons have more enemies than we can count.  Success breeds resentment.  Alanna of the north,” he added with a sneer, “is nothing.”


You know that’s not true, Astel wanted to protest.  Alanna had killed Night Demons and escaped, and Racen Larsk had arranged to fight her.  She was of some account, and dangerous.  He held his tongue, though, and simply responded “She will not stop with Racen Larsk.  She will come for you.”


“And let her,” Spavin said.  “She will die if she tries.  You, though…” he peered at Astel with a furrowed brow.  “Do not be fooled by her rage.  The future is with me, and I would have your help.  You know of what I speak, and you know what I wish of you.”


“I do not,” Astel found himself replying.  “I came here to learn of it.”  


Spavin seemed surprised.  “I will tell you if you join me.”


“I will join if I know.”


“Ha!  Do you swear on your name?” Spavin crowed.


He’d been caught.  Whatever his flight to the city, and its causes, had done to the DiZaria name, it was his, and more than his.  There was a reason he used it sparingly—a reason apart from fear of scrying.  Bind the DiZaria word to such an unknown program?  Never.  He weaseled.  “If I find your cause just, I will.”


“On your name.” Spavin pressed.


“I swear on my name,” Astel replied, “If I find your cause to be just, I will help you fulfill it.”


Spavin seemed satisfied, and nodded his head.  “I will untie you now,” he said moving behind Astel and drawing a blade.  Astel stiffened, ready to receive a death blow, but instead the blade sliced through his bindings.  


“Tell me, then,” he said standing on his shaky legs and turning around.  “Why is it just to make yourself King, and why do you need me?”


Spavin shook his head.  “I’ll not tell you now, for fear you decide my evidence is not enough.  Along the Argoyne River, just as it enters the Forest of Ralige, there is a castle, Saectu Keep, guarding the old river crossing and the high road north to Arrogien.  It is three days’ ride and two weeks’ walk.  There you will find a fatestone and the answer to your second question.  As to your first, if you find your answer at Saectu Keep, it will be too late.”  He cleared his throat and began to sing softly.

The forest princess, joined together

With Proud and noble Iron’s son

Cast aside in manner deadly

By a falsehood greenly played

So the forest people over-

Threw the Proud Ones of the plain

Iron waves swept o’er the rivers

Iron reivers swept the sea

‘Cross the great and troubled water

Came the Iron men so bold

And the storm wind brought them landfall

On our fair and dappled shore

“So is sung part of a song of my people,” the Demon spoke.  “It is a prophecy, though sung as if in the past.  Fifteen years ago, the first verse came to pass, as you must know.  Six years ago, the first two lines of the second.  I will not insult you by interpreting the next line.”


Astel’s eyes grew wide.  “Fifteen years ago…” he whispered.  “Iron…forest…of course!”  Louder, he added “I will go, then, and see your fatestone.  What is a fatestone?”


“A stone that reveals fate,” Spavin replied.  “You will know it when you see it.  Your stolen garments will not, of course, be returned to you, but I am sure you have other weapons.  Leave quickly, for there are no more lines of prophecy to spare.”  Astel nodded gravely, thoughts whirling in his head, as Merstrav Spavin opened the wall and pulled on a rope.  Half a minute later, another Night Demon entered the room.  “Blindfold him and bring him out,” Spavin curtly instructed.  Astel shrugged to himself and allowed himself to be blindfolded.  Had Spavin wished to kill him, he’d be dead already.  Haltingly, he followed the Night Demon out of the room.


Without his weapons, Astel felt naked.  His regular sword was locked in Casryck’s, but the older man had not yet returned.  Astel did not wish to wait there for him to return, so he set off walking, looking for a weapon he could lift from its owner.

(Astel returns to Alanna’s, where he reports to her.  She immediately drags him off to free Casryck.  They scale a wall and go in a window, but are attacked by Demons homing in on Astel.  Finally, they separate, with Alanna searching for Casryck and Astel acting as decoy.  Astel escapes and makes his way alone back to Alanna’s, where he finds Spavin waiting for him.  Spavin again makes his offer, but warns that it’s the last one, and tells Astel “don’t wait too long for your friends.”)

(After a day and a night of waiting, Astel goes to see Dalyn, who urges him to flee the city and gives him a map of the Heisse and Argoyne region.  He also finds the homing device and defrauds it).

(At some point in his wanderings, Astel runs into Alanna in Heisse.  She tells him that Casryck was killed and she fled, and finally admits the story: she comes from a farming and carpentering family here, ran off to the city, and was robbed of everything by a younger Spavin.  She became a prostitute, and several years later was visited by Spavin who, after having his way with her, again took all her money, this time leaving her a dagger, which she now draws and vows to kill him with it.  Now that he’s here, she says, she’s ready to return.  Astel brings her to Dalyn’s).

(The end:  Astel and Alanna push their way into the main hall, where Spavin and his guards wait.  He halts them and reveals his plan, then calls Astel’s fiancée forth.  She confirms his allegations.  Alanna still demands his death, so he tells her, “fine.”  Then a sniper’s crossbow meant for Alanna kills Spavin, and Astel kills the sniper.  Alanna, bereft of her vengeance, is furious until Astel’s fiancée reminds her to look at what is truly important, truly her.  Meanwhile, Astel and Dalyn take command of the Night Demons.  Alanna then tells Astel to marry his fiancée, not her, and that she is going home to become a carpenter.)

(Astel is chosen by fate to crown the new Emperor or die.  The stone is Fatestone, which forms itself into the shape of important people and things).

