A faint sound from a dark side passage made Kasimir turn his head. The
warning had come just in time; he found himself confronted by a wild-faced man,
who struck at Kasimir with a desperate blow. Turning with a simultaneous
thrusting motion of his torch, Kasimir did his desperate best to parry. The
assailant flinched away from the torch at the last moment.

Kasimir swirled his cloak and continued with thrusts and feints of the torch.
The man, who had a long knife in his hand, fell back. The two men stalked each
other.

As soon as Kasimir called out for help, the other man lunged at him again.
Kasimir parried with the torch as best he could, stood his ground and swung his
club, hitting his assailant on the shoulder. The long knife went clattering to the
floor.

A moment later, two Firozpur troopers had materialized in response to the
physician's yell, destroying the local darkness with their torches and taking
charge of the howling prisoner.
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CHAPTER 1

TWO hours before dawn the dreams of Kasimir were disturbed by a soft noise
at the tent wall no more than a sword's length from his head. The noise was the
distinctive purring, gently snarling sound made by a sharp blade slitting the
tough fabric.

Once this sound had been identified somewhere inside the unsleeping portion
of Kasimir's brain, the remnants of his dream-a strange adventure involving the
gods of the desert, and enormous distances of space and time-went flying off in
tatters. Still, complete wakefulness did not come at once. With his eyes open to
the partial darkness inside the tent, he saw by the filtering moonlight a figure
moving silently. This figure had come in through the tent wall and gone out
again by the same route before he who observed it was fully awake. But Kasimir
had no doubt that he had seen it, a man's form, looking as slender and dangerous
as a scorpion, clad in dark, tight-fitting clothes, face wrapped for concealment.
Nor had he any doubt, when this apparition went gliding smoothly out through
the wall of the tent again, that it was carrying a long bundle wrapped in rough
cloth, held tightly under its right arm.

Kasimir sat up straight. He was alone in the tent now. No one else was
sleeping in it tonight. Though it was quite large, much of the space inside was
taken up by the more valuable portions of the caravan's cargo.

The intruder certainly hadn't been Prince al-Farabi, leader of the caravan.
Nor was Kasimir able to identify that mysterious form as any of the Prince's
followers who had been traveling with him across the desert. Then who-?

Almost fully awake at last, Kasimir leaped to his feet. Just at that moment an
outcry of alarm was sounded at no great distance outside the tent. He dashed for
the door but it was tied loosely shut, as was usual at night, and undoing the knots
delayed him briefly.

Hardly had he got out into the open air before he collided with a figure
running toward the tent.
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"Thieves!" the other man shouted, right in Kasimir's face. "Robbers! Awake!
Arouse and arm yourselves!"

Judging by the growing uproar, the other thirty or forty occupants of the
camp were already doing just that. Other voices were shouting alarm from the
perimeter. Men poured out of the half-dozen sleeping tents, and weapons flashed
in the light of rising flames. Smoldering cook fires and watch fires were being
quickly rekindled. Lieutenant Komi, second-in-command to the Prince during
this journey, trotted past Kasimir, barking orders to his men. And now, in the
middle of all this half-controlled turmoil, strode the Prince himself with his robes
flying behind him. Al-Farabi was tall and dark and at the moment a menacing
figure with scimitar in hand. He was demanding to know where the alarm had
started.

Kasimir confronted him. "Prince, an intruder was in the cargo tent, where I
was sleeping! He came through the wall. I-I wasn't in time to stop him-"

"What?" In a moment Prince al-Farabi had sprung to the side of the tent
where the cloth had been slit. This was on the side opposite from the normal
entrance, whose flap was now hanging open after Kasimir's exit. In the fabric of
the tent's rear wall, Kasimir saw now, were two vertical slits, one right beside the
other, only a couple of hand spans apart. Of course, it must have been their
cutting that had awakened him.

The Prince stepped into the tent through the largest of these rents, which was
a full meter long.

Peering in through the same aperture, Kasimir saw, by the torchlight that
glowed in through the walls, the tall man bending over the heap of baggage that
occupied the center of the tent's interior. For a few moments the Prince tossed
things about, obviously in search of something. Then al-Farabi straightened up
to his full height, giving a great wordless cry as of bereavement.

Kasimir followed the Prince into the tent through its new entrance. "Sir,
what's wrong?"

"It is gone." The face al-Farabi turned to the younger man was ghastly in the
muted glow of firelight entering the tent from outside. The Prince appeared to be
swaying on his feet. Almost shouting, he repeated: "It is gone!"

"I saw a man inside the tent with me when I woke up," Kasimir stammered,
repeating the little information he could give. "He went out carrying a long
bundle under one arm. I started to give the alarm but by then he was already
gone."

Groaning unintelligibly, the Prince stumbled past Kasimir and out of the tent
through its normal doorway. Again Kasimir followed.
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Shouts coming from guards at the perimeter of the camp now reassured
everyone that the animals were well and none of them had been stolen. But a
moment later a new alarm was sounded. One of the guards, who had been posted
nearest to the tent where Kasimir slept, had just been discovered lying motionless
in the sand.

"Bring him here beside the fire!" Kasimir ordered sharply. "And one of you
fetch my kit from the tent." It was the automatic reaction of a trained physician to
a medical emergency. In a moment three men came carrying the fallen one, and
laid him down on clean sand in the firelight.

The physician went to work. He found that the victim was certainly alive, and
a preliminary examination disclosed no sign of serious injury. Kasimir hardly
had a chance to begin a more detailed investigation when the man began to stir
and grimace, moaning and rubbing the back of his head.

"Someone must have struck me down from behind," the young tribesman
murmured weakly, trying to sit up.

"Sit still." Kasimir's exploring fingers found no blood, or even any noticeable
lump. "All right, I suppose you'll live. Doubtless the hood of your robe saved you
from worse damage."

Aware that the Prince had approached again and was standing beside him,
Kasimir turned to repeat this favorable report. But then the young physician let
the words die on his lips. The tall figure of al-Farabi, wild-eyed, stood gesturing
with both arms in the burgeoning firelight. "The Sword is gone!" the Prince
shouted in a despairing voice. It was as if the full enormity of his loss was still
growing on him. "The treasure has disappeared!"

While others gathered around, Kasimir stood up from beside the fallen guard
and moved still closer to the desert chieftain. In a voice that tried to be soothing
he asked: "You mentioned a sword, sir. But how valuable was it? I had no idea
that we were carrying any-"

"Of course you had no idea! Of course!" The tall man cast back his hood and
pulled his hair. "The presence of Stonecutter was intended to be a secret."

"The presence of-"
"Of a Sword, the Sword of Siege itself! A priceless weapon! It was loaned to
me by my trusting friend Prince Mark. And now it is gone. Argh! May all the

gods and demons of the desert descend upon me and snuff out my worthless life!"

"The Sword of Siege," breathed Kasimir. "It is one of the Twelve, then." And
suddenly the extreme dismay of the Prince was understandable.
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Practically everyone in the world knew of the Twelve Swords, though
comparatively few people had ever seen one of them. They were legendary
weapons, for all that they were very real. They had been forged by the god Vulcan
himself more than thirty years ago, in the days before the gods-or most of them at
least-had disappeared.

Kasimir wanted to ask how the Sword of Siege had come to be traveling with
them, in this rather ordinary little caravan-but that was not properly any of his
business. Instead he asked: "Is it possible to overtake the thief?"

"Already I have sent some of my swiftest riders in pursuit," said al-Farabi,
who was now standing with his face buried in his hands, while his own people
gathered round him in dumb awe. "But to find and follow a trail at night ... we
will of course do all that we can, but I fear that the Sword is gone. Oh, woe is
me!"

While Kasimir and others watched him helplessly, the desolation of the
Prince became more intense and at the same time more theatrical. He tore at his
hair and his garments, saying: "How will I ever be able to face Prince Mark again?
What can I tell him? Even the worth of all my flocks and all my lands would
scarcely afford him adequate compensation.”

"Prince Mark?" Kasimir could think of nothing more intelligent to say at the
moment; still, he felt that it was up to him to reply. All of the Prince's own people
who were watching looked slightly embarrassed, and he had the impression that
al-Farabi's outburst of grief was increasingly directed toward him.

The Prince had paused and was regaining a minimum of composure. In a
milder voice he said: "Know then, my young friend, that my great friend Prince
Mark of Tasavalta, despite many misgivings on his part, was generous enough to
loan me secretly the Sword called Stonecutter. Why, you ask? 1 will tell you. In
one far corner of my domain, hundreds of kilometers from here, there is a nest of
robbers that has proven all but impossible to eradicate, because of the nature of
the rocky fastness in which they hide. With the Sword of Siege in hand, to
undermine a crag or two would be no great problem-but now the Sword is gone
from out of my hands, and I am the most miserable of men!"

Kasimir felt moved to compassion. Ever since they had first encountered
each other, a month ago, al-Farabi had been a most kindly and generous host,
willing to provide an insignificant stranger with free passage across the desert.

"Is there anything that I can do to help you, Prince?" the physician asked.
Though he had never visited Tasavalta, he knew it was a land far to the northeast,
bordering on the Eastern Sea, and he had heard that its rulers were respected
everywhere.
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"I fear that there is nothing anyone can do to help me now. I fear that I will
never see the Sword again." Al-Farabi turned away, seemingly inconsolable.

Gradually the excitement in the camp quieted. With a double guard now
posted, the fires were allowed to die down once more. An hour before dawn the
riders who had been sent in pursuit of the thieves came back, reporting in
Kasimir's hearing that they had had no success. When daylight came they would
of course try again.

Kasimir, lying awake in his blankets in the cargo tent, hearing the extra
guards-now that it was too late-milling around outside, thought that few
members of the caravan were likely to get any more sleep during the last hour of
the night. But at last, after vexing his drowsy mind with the apparently minor,
pointless, and insoluble problem of why the tent wall had been slit twice-one gash
was only a minor one, not really big enough for anyone to crawl through-he dozed
off himself.

His renewed sleep was naturally of short duration, for at first light the camp
began to stir around him once again. As soon as full dawn came, al-Farabi sent
out a different pair of trackers. Then he ordered camp broken, and, with the
remainder of his men, his passenger Kasimir, and the laden baggage animals,
pushed on along the caravan's intended route toward the Abohar Oasis and, a day
or two beyond that, the city of Eylau.

Choosing to ride side by side with the young physician, the Prince explained
that his men as well as their animals needed to rest and replenish their supply of
water at the oasis before undertaking what promised to be a lengthy pursuit into
the wilderness. And al-Farabi himself appeared even more fatalistically certain
than before that the Sword was permanently gone.

The conversation between the two men faded, and most of the day was spent
in grim and silent journeying. The pace was steady and there were few pauses.
In late afternoon tall palms came into view ahead, surrounded by a sprawling
burst of lesser greenery. They had arrived at Abohar Oasis.

Several other groups of travelers, Kasimir observed, were here ahead of them;
indeed he thought that there would probably be someone resting here almost
continuously. He had already learned it was an unwritten rule that peace
obtained in the oases, and that the rule was usually observed even when bitter
enemies encountered one another. Water was shared, fighting rescheduled for
some other time and place.

On this occasion, there was certainly shade and water in plenty for all, and no
question of fighting. The Prince gave no sign that he observed any enemies of his
Firozpur tribe among the people who were already resting at the oasis- and as for
Kasimir, he was not aware of having an enemy anywhere in the world.
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As soon as the caravan had halted the Prince directed his people, working for
once in shade, as they busied themselves seeing to the animals, and laying out
their campsite for tonight. Meanwhile Kasimir, wanting to enjoy a walk in the
grateful shade himself, left them temporarily and went exploring.

He moved along cool, well-worn footpaths bordered by grass and shrubs,
between inviting pools. Eventually, having chosen the largest and deepest pool of
the oasis to quench his thirst, he noticed as he approached it that on the far side
of the pool, upon a little knoll of grass, there stood a richly furnished tent.
Though it was no bigger than a small room, such a pavilion obviously belonged to
someone of considerable social stature if not of great wealth.

Kasimir threw himself down upon a little ledge of rock at the near edge of the
pool to drink. As he finished and arose, wiping his lips, there arrived near him at
poolside a woman from some tribe whose dress Kasimir was unable to identify.
As she was filling her water jar, he questioned her as to whether any single
traveler, or pair of them perhaps, had arrived at the oasis since last night.

She answered in a melodious voice. "No, I am sure, sir, that your party is the
first to arrive today."

"How do you know?"

"My family has been keeping watch on every side, for some kinfolk who are to
meet us here."

"I see. By the way, whose tent is that across the pond? Have you any idea?"

"Certainly." The woman seemed surprised at Kasimir's ignorance. "That is
the tent of the Magistrate Wen Chang. He has been here for several days."

Kasimir blinked at her. "The Wen Chang?"

The young woman laughed again. "There is only one Wen Chang that I know
of. Only one that anyone knows of. From what remote land have you come that
you do not know him?"

"I know of him, certainly." Now the conviction was growing in Kasimir's mind
that it was, or ought to be, somewhat below the dignity of a physician to stand
here debating with a girl who had been sent to fetch water. He turned and started
round the pool, ignoring a smothered giggle behind him.

The tent ahead of him was silent as he approached it, the entrance flap of
silken fabric left half open. If this pavilion were really occupied by the legendary
Wen Chang, then it appeared that the gods might be favoring Prince al-Farabi
and his friends with a matchless opportunity.
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The Magistrate Wen Chang was a renowned judge, whose fame had spread
far from his homeland, which lay well to the south of the desert. In the more
fanciful (as Kasimir supposed) stories, Wen Chang was credited with the ability
to see into the secret hearts of men and women. It was said that he knew, as soon
as he laid eyes on any group of people, which of them were innocent and which
were guilty. It was even alleged-Kasimir had heard this variation once-that the
Magistrate could tell, just by staring at the thief, where stolen treasure had been
hidden. But Kasimir had never heard that the famed Wen Chang was wont to
travel as far as this from his usual base of operations.

When Kasimir was still a score of strides from the tent's doorway, the flap
opened fully and a tall, imposing man emerged from the dim interior. He was
dressed for desert traveling in a gray robe, almost plain enough to be that of a
pilgrim.

If this was indeed Wen Chang, he was a younger-looking man than Kasimir
had expected, with black hair and a proud narrow mustache still quite innocent of
gray; but there was that in his bearing that convinced Kasimir he was indeed
confronting the famed Magistrate. From his elevation upon the little knoll the
tall man squinted through narrowed eyes in Kasimir's direction; then he ignored
the approaching youth and went unhurriedly to the edge of the pool, where he
knelt down and with a silver cup scooped up a drink.

Meanwhile Kasimir had come to a stop about ten strides away, where he
stood waiting in an attitude of respect.

Presently the tall man rinsed his cup, hurling water from it in a little silver
spray, and rose unhurriedly to his full height. His eyes, turned again on Kasimir,
were remarkably black. It seemed to the young man that those eyes glittered
whenever they were not squinted almost shut.

Kasimir cleared his throat. "Have I the honor of addressing the Magistrate
Wen Chang?"

"It is my name. And that was formerly my office." The voice was precise, and
spoke the common tongue with a slight accent of a kind Kasimir had seldom
heard before. "Whether you are honored by the mere fact of talking to me is
something you must decide for yourself."

"Honored sir, I am honored. And I really think that the kindly fates have sent
you here. Or they have sent me here to meet you. There is a matter in which your
help is greatly needed."

"So?" The tall man eyed the youth intently for a moment. Then he said: "I
believe this grassy bank provides a finer seat than any of the pillows in my
pavilion. And out here the view is finer too. Let us make ourselves comfortable
and I will hear your story. Mind you, I promise nothing more than a hearing."
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"Of course, sir, of course." Kasimir let the older man choose a spot to sit down
first, then cast himself down on the grass nearby. "Let me think-where to begin?
Of course, forgive me, my name is Kasimir."

"And you are on your way to Eylau, to seek employment through the White
Temple there."

"Yes, I-" Kasimir forgot his hope of making a good impression so far as to let
his jaw drop open. "How could you possibly know that?"

The other made a gesture of dismissal. "My dear young man, I did not know
it, but the probabilities were with me. The size and arrangement of the pouches
you wear at your belt-the cloth container for drugs, the lizard-skin for items
thought to have some potency in magic-these identify you as a physician, or at
least as one who has some pretensions of skill in the healing arts. Certain other
details of your appearance indicate that you have already been more than a few
days in the desert-therefore you are now traveling toward the city, which is only
two days' march from here, and not away from it. And once an itinerant
physician has arrived in Eylau, where would he most likely go, but to the White
Temple of Ardneh, a clearinghouse for jobs in his profession?"

"Ah. Well, of course, sir, when you put it that way, your deduction seems only
reasonable.”

"'Only," did you say?" The Magistrate sighed. "But never mind. What is this
most disturbing problem?"

Listening to the hastily outlined story of the theft, Wen Chang allowed his
epicanthic eyes to close almost as if in sleep. Only slight changes of expression,
tensions playing about the thin-lipped mouth, indicated to Kasimir that his
auditor was still awake and indeed listening intently.

Kasimir in his relation of the events of the previous night had just reached the
point where he had begun his examination of the stunned guard when the
Magistrate's eyes opened, fixing themselves alertly at a point over Kasimir's left
shoulder.

The young man turned to look behind him. Prince al-Farabi, walking alone,
his eyes looking haunted and wary, was advancing toward them along the shaded
path beside the pool.

Kasimir jumped to his feet and hastened to perform introductions. The two
eminent men greeted each other with every indication of mutual interest and
respect.

Then Kasimir announced: "I have taken it upon myself, Prince, to appeal to
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the Magistrate here for his help in recovering the missing Sword."

Once more al-Farabi demonstrated grief. "Alas! I fear the treasure has gone
beyond even the power of Wen Chang to bring it back-but of course I would
welcome any chance of help."

"Having just undertaken a long journey which came to naught," said Wen
Chang, "and being in no particular hurry to return to my former place of service-
there have been political changes there, which I find unwelcome-I have been
waiting for two days at this oasis, in hopes of receiving some sign from the Fates
to direct me. It appears to me that your problem may well be the sign I have been
looking for. I have long been an admirer of Prince Mark of Tasavalta, though I
have never met him; for that reason alone I would like to see that his property is
recovered. Also, from what I have heard of this problem so far, there are certain
aspects of it that are intrinsically interesting."

"Thank you, sir!" Kasimir cried.

"Almost," said al-Farabi, "you allow me to begin to hope again!" He wiped his
forehead with the edge of his robe.

A few minutes later, the three men were seated more formally if no more
comfortably inside the larger pavilion of the Prince, which by now had been
erected in cool shade at the other side of the oasis from the pavilion of Wen
Chang.

Here inside the Prince's tent, with a small cup of spiced wine in hand, Wen
Chang began to ask questions, probing into one detail after another of the
disappearance of the Sword.

"In what sort of container was the Sword carried? And why was it stored in
that particular tent when the caravan stopped?"

"It was wrapped in blue silk, and that in turn in coarse gray woolen cloth, that
it might seem an ordinary bundle and attract no special attention. And when we
stopped for the night the Sword was always placed, in a pile with certain other
pieces of baggage, in the same tent as my valued passenger here, who has been
passing through my domain under my protection. I had no reason to believe that
tent less safe than any other. Rather the contrary, as it was near the center of our
small encampment."

"Nothing else was stolen last night? From that tent or any other?"
"Nothing."

"And was the pile of baggage in the tent disturbed?"
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"It was very little disarranged, or perhaps not at all; until I began to search
through it in hopes that the Sword might still be there. Alas!"

Wen Chang sat back in his nest of pillows. "Then it would appear that the
thief, or thieves, knew just what they wanted, and where to lay hands upon it."

"So it would appear, yes." And al-Farabi once more raised his hands to hide
his face.

Kasimir tried to reassure him. "They might have been-I suppose it is likely
that they were-helped by powerful magic. Perhaps even the magic of one of the
other Twelve Swords. Wayfinder, say, or Coinspinner. I have never seen those
Swords but either of them, as I understand the tales, may be an infallible guide to
locating some desired object.”

"Then would that we had them both in hand today!" the Prince cried out.

Wen Chang was nodding thoughtfully. "That the thieves had either of those
Swords is a possibility, I suppose. Or some lesser magic might well have been
strong enough to let the robbers find what they wanted. Was any wizard
traveling with you?"

"None, Magistrate." Ai-Farabi shook his head. "I am a simple man of the
desert, who lives more by the sword than the spell. With such trivial magical
powers as I myself possess, I have of course already tried to get Stonecutter back.
But as I say, I am no wizard. I suppose you will be able to bring to bear much
stronger spells and incantations?"

"Probably not."

The Prince blinked at him. "Sir?"

"I prefer to rely upon a stronger tool even than magic."
"And what might that be, Magistrate?"

"Intelligence, my friend. Intelligence." The Magistrate drank spiced wine,
and sighed, pleasurably. He moved a trifle on his pillows, like a man settling
himself to play a round of some congenial game. "Now tell me. Who, before your
caravan set out, knew that you were carrying Stonecutter with you?"

"Among my own people, only myself and Lieutenant Komi, the commander of
the escort-and I would trust Komi as I trust myself. Our fathers were blood
brothers, and I have known him all his life."

"I certainly had no inkling of the Sword's presence with the caravan," Kasimir
put in.
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Wen Chang nodded slightly at him, prolonged the look appraisingly for a
moment, then returned his narrow-eyed gaze to the Prince. "And who, not
among your people, would have known that you were carrying Stonecutter with
you?"

Al-Farabi took time to give the question serious thought. "Well-the only
people I can think of would be the Tasavaltans who delivered the Sword to me at
the other edge of my domain. They were three, including Prince Mark himself,
and one of his chief wizards, and the strong man called Ben of Purkinje. It was
plain to see that the Prince trusted his companions as thoroughly as I trust Komi.
And why would a man connive to steal his own Sword?"

The Magistrate was frowning. "There might be several answers to that
question. If there is a good answer in this case, it is not immediately obvious. No
doubt other people in Tasavalta might have known that the Sword was being
loaned to you?"

"No doubt."

"Then, for the moment at least, this line of inquiry seems unproductive. Let
us try another."

Al-Farabi, sitting with his head bowed again, said through his hands: "As
soon as we have replenished our supplies and rested, we will return to the desert
and try again to track the thief-or thieves. ButI fear that the Sword of Siege is
lost."

Wen Chang nodded. "And I fear that you may well be right. Still, the
situation is not utterly hopeless, even if your pursuit through the desert should
fail."

"Tt is not?"

"No. Not utterly. Consider-what will a thief do with such a treasure when it
falls into his hands?"

"He'll most likely want to sell it, I suppose," Kasimir put in.

The narrowed eyes of the Magistrate turned on him again. "Almost certainly
he will. And where would anyone go to sell an item of such value?"

Kasimir shrugged. "Why-he'll go to the metropolis, of course, to Eylau.
There's no city of comparable size for a thousand kilometers in any direction."

"It would be more accurate to say for several thousand kilometers. Yes, I
shall be surprised if our robber has not turned his steps toward Eylau already."
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Al-Farabi was frowning. "But such traces of a trail as we were able to find by
moonlight led out into the desert in the opposite direction from the city."

"That, I think, is hardly conclusive."
"I suppose not."

"Certainly not." Wen Chang drank spiced wine. He nodded. "If I am to
continue my investigation I shall do so in Eylau."

"By all means-by all means." The Prince appeared to be doing his best to look
politely hopeful. "Will you require money for expenses?-but yes, of course you
will. And naturally I will provide it, in advance. And in addition a great reward, a
thousand gold coins or the equivalent, if you are successful.”

Wen Chang raised an eyebrow at the extravagant size of the reward. Then he
bowed slightly in his seated position. "Both provisions will certainly be welcome.
The expenses because I shall be proceeding as a private investigator, with no
official status in this land, and the purchase of information-not to mention a
bribe or two-may be essential. I presume that, although you will of course
organize a pursuit, a part of your caravan will be going on into the city?"

"Yes. The remaining goods that my caravan is carrying must be delivered
there, as well as our passenger. Meanwhile I, with some of my swifter riders, will
endeavor to follow the thieves and overtake them-there is nothing else I can do."

"Of course not-how many men are you going to send into the city, then?"

Al-Farabi took thought. "Perhaps a dozen. That should be an adequate guard
for my passenger and my cargo for the remainder of the journey."

"Good. When those dozen men have seen your remaining freight-and your
passenger, of course-safely to their destination-by the way, I suppose there are no
more Swords still with you? Or any comparable treasures?"

"No, nothing at all like that."

"I see. Then, when your dozen men who are going on to the city have seen to
the safe disposal of your remaining goods, will you place those men at my
disposal? Since I will be unable to call upon official forces in Eylau, it may be
necessary at some stage to use a substitute."

"Of course-I shall place a dozen men, with Lieutenant Komi at their head, at
your command." The Prince paused delicately. "You realize I cannot be sure of
the attitude of the Hetman, who rules the city, toward such a private army. I do
not know him."
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"Nor do I. But a dozen men are hardly an unusually large bodyguard for a
rich merchant, and many such must pass in and out of Eylau. And even if my
true mission should become known to the Hetman, well, thief takers are welcome
in most cities."

"Then of course you may have the guard. And for your expenses, all the
proceeds for the merchandise when it is delivered-may all the gods help you to
recover and retain the Sword!"

CHAPTER 2

SHORTYLY after dawn on the following morning, Kasimir stood under tall
palms beside the Magistrate, watching while al-Farabi and about two-thirds of
his men finished packing up their tents, mounted their rested animals, and rode
back out into the desert in the direction from which they had come yesterday.

Wen Chang's pavilion had already been struck, and his temporary servant
dismissed. It only remained for him and Kasimir to mount their own riding-
beasts and start out in the direction of Eylau, which was still two days' travel
distant. Travelers going in that direction followed an obvious and well-traveled
road that could hardly lead to anywhere but the great city. Lieutenant Komi,
calling orders now and then to his comparatively small detachment of Firozpur
troopers, rode a few meters behind Kasimir and Wen Chang. Eleven soldiers,
looking fierce and capable, followed their officer today, with the pack animals
bearing the caravan's cargo bringing up the rear. Among the cargo were a few
latticework crates containing winged messengers, small birdlike creatures used as
couriers. Al-Farabi had ordered his officer to let him know immediately of any
and all developments affecting the search for his lost Sword in the great city.

Wen Chang opened the morning's conversation with his younger companion
in a pleasant way, speculating on the nature of the city they were approaching, a
metropolis neither of them had ever seen before. Soon Kasimir had been put
thoroughly at ease. He found himself telling the older man more of his
background, ending with the recent chain of more or less commonplace events
which found him now on his way to the White Temple in Eylau, where the
temple's usually efficient placement service would more than likely be able to
help him find a good place in which to practice medicine.

Their conversation gradually faded, but the ensuing silence possessed a
comfortable and companionable quality. Presently, when no words had been
exchanged for some time, Wen Chang brought out a folded paper from
somewhere in his traveler's robe; he unfolded this paper into a map, and squinted
at it between glances at the ascending sun and the empty land around them.

"I suppose you are an experienced traveler, Magistrate."
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"Not as experienced as I should like to be. To enter a strange land is to be
presented with a vast and intricate puzzle."

By now they had been about two hours on their way. Wen Chang, map still in
hand, muttered something and suddenly turned his mount aside from the well-
traveled way. Making a detour to his right, he went riding for the top of a sizable
hill that rose no more than a hundred meters from the road.

Kasimir turned his mount too, and followed, completely in the dark as to the
purpose of this detour. Glancing back, he saw Lieutenant Komi, his expression
stoic and incurious, bringing his men and the pack animals along.

At the top of the barren hill the leader halted, and then the whole group
followed. From this vantage point there was nothing to be seen but more desert
in every direction.

Still Wen Chang sat his mount for what seemed to Kasimir a long time, his
eyes narrowed to slits against the wind, and shaded under the folded gray hood of
his desert robe. He was intently scanning the empty landscape on all sides.

Twice, as the silence lengthened, Kasimir almost broke into it with a curious
question, but he forbore. He was for the third time just on the point of yielding to
curiosity when Wen Chang spoke at last.

"The place where the Sword was stolen, according to the information given
me by yourself and Prince al-Farabi, is a long way from the city. Too far,
probably, for anyone to travel without stopping to renew his supply of water. And
even if our thief's destination was not Eylau, he would still most likely need to
obtain water somewhere in this region." The Magistrate paused. "But he did not
come to Abohar Oasis for water while I was encamped there. The people there
discussed each new arrival, whether by day or night. Therefore . . ."

"Yes sir?"

"Therefore he sought out another source of water, somewhere in this region."

"May I see the map, sir?" Gripping the paper tightly in the wind when the
Magistrate handed it over, Kasimir pored over it for a few moments. Then he
announced: "According to this there are no other oases or springs in the area we
are considering."

"Exactly. Therefore ..."

"Yes?"

There was no immediate answer from Wen Chang, who was still staring into
the blue heat-shimmer that ruled the far horizon, but now had fixed the direction
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of his eyes. Following the aim of the Magistrate's gaze, Kasimir was at last able to
make out what looked like traces of white smoke, or more likely dust, hanging in
the distant air. He thought that if that dust indicated the presence of a body of
people or animals, their movement must be very slow. The cloud, as far as he
could tell, was remaining in the same place.

Wen Chang turned in his saddle. "Lieutenant Komi, have we reserves of
water enough to safely take a side trip? An excursion as far as yon dust cloud?"

Komi, working his mount a little closer to them, squinted into the distance
under the shade of a sun burnt hand. "Looks like that little cloud might be half a
day's travel from here. But if Your Excellency wishes us to make such an
excursion, water is no problem. Our supplies are ample." His tone was neutral,
giving away no more than his expression did; it was impossible to tell what he
thought of the advisability of taking such a side trip.

"Then we will do it." And Wen Chang immediately urged his mount down the
side of the hill away from the road.

Midday gave way to afternoon as they traveled. Kasimir sipped sparingly at
his canteen, and chewed on some dried meat and fruit. There was a stop to
freshen the animals' mouths with water. In the hours since they had left the
direct road to Eylau the country had changed, become more merciless, with
smooth desert giving way to low crags and boulders and broken outcroppings of
black rock. Here and there the landscape opened before the animals' hooves in a
sudden crevice, compelling a detour. But gradually the wisps of white dust in the
sky grew closer.

Komi's estimate of half a day for this side journey had been only a little too
large. But eventually the source of the dust was near enough for them to identify
it: a gang of laborers, several score of them, who toiled like well-disciplined ants
in the hot sun, under the direction of whip-cracking overseers.

Before the investigators reached the work site, they came upon the recent
product of the workers' labor. It was a road that did not show on the map,
obviously newly made. It was a real road, suitable even for wheeled vehicles, as
opposed to a mere trail through the landscape, and plainly its making had not
been an easy or a pleasant task. As Wen Chang and his party began to follow the
road, moving now at increased speed, Kasimir noted where minor crevices in the
earth had been filled in, and a steep-sided arroyo bridged with rude stonework,
leaving a passage under the bridge for rushing floodwaters when they came as
occasionally they must.

The road's winding course among protruding rocks led Wen Chang and his
followers inexorably toward the crew who still labored to extend it. But before
the road drew very near the place where its creators were now toiling, it had to
turn and run patiently along the side of a ridge. The ridge was a mass of sharp



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

rock twice the height of a man, offering no soft spots to cut through, and no
gentle slopes to offer a start for ramp-building. Then without warning the road
turned again, almost at right angles, cutting straight and level through the
obstacle.

Just as the Magistrate was approaching the smooth-sided cut driven through
the rock, he stopped suddenly and held up a hand, halting his small cavalcade
behind him. By now the workers on the far side of the ridge were so close that
their metal tools, probably steel and magically hardened bronze, could be heard
clinking against rock. A dozen or more of the laborers were chanting in
surprisingly hearty voices as they worked.

So far there was no sign that anyone among the road-building crew had
become aware of the approach of Wen Chang and his party.

A moment after Wen Chang reined in his riding-beast he had dismounted,
and was closely inspecting the sides of the cut. Whatever he saw made him nod
with satisfaction.

In an instant Kasimir had dismounted too, and was standing mystified beside
the older man. But the young physician's puzzlement was only momentary.

"These are strange marks in the ridge," he breathed, with something like awe.
"Long and smooth and easy, like those a knife or an ordinary sword might make
in cheese or butter. I take these marks to mean that the Sword called Stonecutter
has been used on this rock." And he gave Wen Chang a glance of open
admiration.

"Exactly so." Wen Chang looked around, and it seemed to Kasimir for a
moment that the Magistrate was almost purring with satisfaction. "Lieutenant,"
Wen Chang ordered, "send a few of your men secretly around to the other side of
this work camp. If anyone should attempt to sneak out that way when we enter,
detain them, whether they are carrying a Sword or not, and bring them to me."

The lieutenant had made no comment on the discovery of the Sword's marks
in the cut rock, though Kasimir thought he could hardly have failed to be
impressed. Now Komi saluted and turned back to his small column to deliver
some low-voiced orders.

Presently Wen Chang remounted, and, with Kasimir beside him, and
Lieutenant Komi, now attended by only seven troopers, supporting him in the
rear, rode boldly forth, through the divided ridge, along the just-completed last
hundred meters of the road in the direction of the laborers' camp. In a moment
the first of the scores of workers had become aware of their approach, and the
sounds of labor faltered. But almost at once the whips of several overseers
cracked, and the chink of metal on stone picked up again.
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>From the square of shade produced by a square of faded cloth supported on
rude poles, a foreman was now coining forward to receive his visitors. He was a
corpulent man of modest height and middle age, wearing over his tunic a broad
leather belt with an insignia of the Hetman's colors, gray and blue. He looked
worried, not unreasonably, at the sight of all these armed men in the garb of
desert warriors, who outnumbered his small staff of overseers. Still, he managed
to put a bold tone into his salutation.

"Greetings, gentlemen! Our road, as you see, is not yet complete. But if you
are willing to wait a few days, my brave men here and I will do our best to finish it
for you."

Wen Chang squinted into the shimmering reach of emptiness extending to
the horizon ahead of the road-builders, and allowed himself a smile. "My good
man, if you continue to labor to such good effect as you did when cutting your
way through this ridge behind me-why then I have no doubt that a few more days
should see you at your destination, whatever it may be. What is it, by the way?"

The smile had congealed unhappily upon the foreman's beefy face. "I am
given only a general direction, sir, in which we are to extend the road. Beyond
that-" He shrugged.

"Of course, of course. It does not matter. My name is Wen Chang, and my
companion here is Doctor Kasimir, a physician; and this is Lieutenant Komi, who
with his soldiers serves Prince al-Farabi of the Firozpur. And your name is-?"

"I am honored indeed to meet all Your Excellencies! I am Lednik, foreman of
this gang of the Hetman's road-builders, and holding the rank of supervisor both
of the Hetman's prisons and his roads." Having bowed deeply, Lednik looked up
suddenly and slapped both palms upon his leather belt. "Ho, there! Keep those
fellows working! No one has told any of you to stop for a vacation!"

These last admonitions were directed at one of the supervisors, and a
moment later a loud whip crack detonated in the air above some workers' backs;
the sounds of work, that had once more slackened, hurriedly picked up. Kasimir,
looking at the laborers, thought they looked a miserable lot, as who would not,
wearing chains and doing heavy labor under the lash?-but still they were better
off than some prisoners he had seen, at least well-enough fed and watered.
Apparently the Hetman of Eylau and his supervisors were more interested in
getting their roads built than they were in mere sadistic punishment.

He realized that Lednik the foreman was looking at him now. With a
different kind of smile, and a small salute, the man asked: "Did I understand
correctly, sir, that you are a physician? A surgeon too, perhaps?"

"I have a competence in both fields. Why?"
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"Sir, a couple of my workers are injured. If it would not be too much trouble
for you to look at them-? I appeal to you in charity."

"It would not be too much trouble." Kasimir, grateful for a break in the day's
ride, got down from his riding-beast and began to unstrap the medical kit that
rode behind his saddle.

"They will be thankful, sir, and so will I. Here, any man who cannot work is
useless, and we can spare no food or water for those who remain useless for very
long."

"I see. Well, show me where these injured workers are. I will do what I can
for them."

Working under another simple shade-cloth that served here as the hospital,
Kasimir put a splint and a padded bandage on one man's broken finger. After
administering a painkiller he swiftly amputated that of another which looked
beyond healing. According to their stories, simple clumsiness had wounded both.
With bandaged hands and pain-killing salve, both men ought to be able to return
soon to some kind of productive work, and indeed they both got to their feet at
once, ready to make the effort.

>From some muttered remarks among other prisoners who were getting a
drink nearby, Kasimir understood that any injuries perceived as seriously and
permanently disabling were treated on the spot with execution. There would be
no malingering tolerated in this gang, and no benefit to be derived from self-
inflicted wounds. Here, a crippling wound was a ticket to the next world, not
back to a shaded prison cell in Eylau.

Meanwhile Wen Chang had accepted the hospitality of the foreman's own
square of shade. Seated there in the foreman's own rude chair, sipping at a cup of
cool water, he had also engaged the man in casual-sounding conversation.

"Unfortunately,” Kasimir heard the Magistrate say when he was able to join
him again, "we cannot wait for the completion of this road, however efficiently
you may be able to accomplish it."

"Then what can I do for Your Excellency?" Lednik seemed to be doing an
imitation of a certain kind of shopkeeper, all anxiety to please.

"You can," said the Magistrate in a soft voice, "tell me all about the man who
brought the magic Sword here to your camp a few days ago."

"Sir?"

"I assure you, Lednik, that trying to look like a fish and pretending ignorance
will not gain you anything." Wen Chang pointed with a firm gesture. "Those
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marks on the walls of the cut through the ridge back there testify far too loudly to
the presence of a certain magic Sword in which I have an intense interest. I
rather imagine that before the Sword showed up you were stymied for some days
by that ridge-a piece of rock too long to get around, too steep to readily go over.
And much too hard to dig straight through, in any reasonable amount of time-if
you had been digging with ordinary tools, that is. So the arrival of the man with
the magical Sword was very opportune, was it not? Tell me what agreement you
reached with him, and where he has gone now. Come, Lednik, I bear you no ill-
will, and if you tell me the truth you need not fear me."

Lednik was now sweating more intensely in the shade than he had been a few
minutes ago out in the sun. "Magic Sword? Is that what you said just now,
Excellency? Alas, I am only a poor man, and have never heard of such-"

"You will be a much happier poor man in the end, Foreman Lednik, if you do
not try to treat me as an idiot. It is true that in this territory I have no official
standing as an investigator. But I can go from this spot directly to the Hetman
himself, and inform him of the suddenly improved technology of road-building in
this portion of his domain. He will, I am sure, be interested to hear of it. And to
hear the reasons why you, his trusted foreman Lednik, neglected to inform him of
the presence in his domain of one of the Twelve Swords that-"

"I want no trouble, sir!" Lednik was beginning to turn pale under his tan and
sweat and road dust.

"Then tell me, from the beginning, the truth about this visitor you had." Wen
Chang turned his head to glance at Lieutenant Komi. The officer, Kasimir
noticed, was moving closer to the others, to stand inside the square of shade,
from which vantage point he was better able to follow the progress of the
interrogation.

And now Lednik's story came out. Yes, a man, a complete stranger to Lednik,
had indeed appeared at the work site only yesterday. And this man had worn at
his side a black-hilted Sword of marvelous workmanship.

"Was there a device upon the hilt?" Wen Chang interrupted.

"A device?"

"A special marking."

"A device. Yes sir, there was such a thing. It was a little shape in white, the
image of a wedge splitting a block. I did observe that much."

"Excellent. Continue."

Lednik continued in a halting voice with frequent hesitations, describing how
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the stranger had been willing to demonstrate the power that he claimed for the
weapon, cutting away the rocky ridge as if he were digging in soft clay, or wood.

"No, not even like wood, sir. Like butter is more like it. Like melting butter,
yes. And that thing, that tool, that must have come somehow from the gods, why
it made a dull, heavy hammering noise all the time that it was working, even
though it was just slicing along smoothly. My workers had to scramble to move
the chunks of rock away as fast as he could cut them out. He demonstrated the
power of his Sword beyond all argument, and then he took it away with him
again. I did nothing to interfere with him. No, you may bet that I did not. Who
am I to try to interfere with a wizard of such power?"

"His name?"

Lednik looked blank for a few seconds. "Why, he gave none. And I wasn't
going to ask him."

"What did he look like?"

Lednik appeared genuinely at a loss. "His clothing was undistinguished.
Such as everyone wears in the desert. He was thirty years of age, perhaps.
Almost as dark as you are, sir. Middle height, spare of frame. Idid not pay that
much attention to his looks. I feared his power too much."

"No doubt. Well, be assured that my own powers are formidable too,
Foreman Lednik. And they tell me that you have not yet revealed the whole
truth. What was the nature of the bargain that you struck with this stranger?"

Eventually the full story, or what sounded to Kasimir like the full story, did
come out. As payment for the stranger's help, Lednik had agreed to release to
him a certain one of his prisoners.

Wen Chang squinted suspiciously when he heard this answer. "And what
were you going to say to your superiors when they asked you about the missing
man?"

"It's unlikely that anyone would ever notice, sir, that one of them was
missing. They are all minor criminals here, and no one cares. If someone should
notice, it would be easy enough for me to say that the man died, and no one
would question it. A good many do die in this work."

"And if someone should question it? And ask to see his grave?"
"Bless you, sir, we keep no record of the burials out here. No markers are put

up. They go into the sand when they die, and the sand keeps them. How could
we ever be expected to find one of them again?"
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"I see." The Magistrate ruminated upon that answer, which had sounded
reasonable enough to Kasimir. Then Wen Chang resumed the questioning. "And
what was the name of the prisoner that you released, in return for getting your
ridge cut through?"

The foreman gestured helplessly. "Sir, I do not know his name. They have
only numbers when they come to me."

"I see. Well, had this man been with you long? What did he look like? Who
were his workmates?"

"His number was nine-nine-six-seven-seven ... I do remember that because I
looked it up, wondering if it was an especially lucky number, which would be
worth remembering next time I visited the House of Chance. But I don't see how
that will be of any use to you. He had been here for several months, I think. Yes,
he was young and strong, and might have endured a long time yet, so for that
reason I was sorry to see him go. And as for workmates, he had no special ones.
None of the men do, I see to that. It helps immeasurably, I assure you, sir, in
cutting down on escape plots and other nonsense of that kind."

"Young and strong, you say. What else can you remember of his
appearance?"

"I'm trying, sir, but there really isn't much I can tell you. Hundreds of
prisoners come and go. I believe-yes, he tended to be fair instead of dark.
Beyond that there isn't anything I can say. Oh, he and the man who rescued him
were well acquainted with each other. They were real friends, I could see that
from their greeting when they met."

"But, during the course of this joyous demonstration, neither of them ever
called the other one by name?"

"That's right, sir, they were very careful."

"And presumably they left together yesterday, the stranger and his rescued
friend?"

"Yes sir, exactly. They didn't want to hang around. Cutting through the ridge
with that Sword took that strange wizard no more than an hour, while my
workers scrambled to carry away the chunks of rock as fast as he could carve
them free. He had brought a spare riding-beast with him, and he and his friend
took three filled water-bottles from our supply. They headed out into the desert,
sir, that way." Lednik gestured in the direction away from Eylau. "Have mercy
upon me, Your Excellency, for I am only a poor man!"

CHAPTER 3
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IN response to Wen Chang's continued questioning, Foreman Lednik assured
the travelers that the city of Eylau lay at less than two days' distance, back along
the winding length of the completed portion of his road. To travel on to Eylau
that way would be a shorter and easier journey than to go back to their original
caravan route and approach the metropolis by that means.

Kasimir inquired: "And is there any water to be found on the way?"

"Not directly on the way, sir. The roadside wells are not yet dug. Of course
you may happen to encounter one of our water-supply caravans outward bound,
in fact it's quite likely, for one comes out almost every day. They will be happy to
fill your canteens for you. Otherwise to get water it will be necessary to make a
short detour to the stone quarry, where there is a natural supply. You will see the
branching road about halfway to the city."

Presently Wen Chang and Kasimir were remounted and trotting back along
the new road, with Lieutenant Komi and his full complement of men riding escort
behind them as before.

When they had been riding for a few minutes, Kasimir asked, "How did you
know, sir, that the thief had come this way with the Sword?"

Wen Chang roused himself from deep thought and glanced around him. "I
only knew there must be water in this place, if men or animals could stay here
raising dust so steadily into the sky. And I knew of course that the thief would
almost certainly be seeking water. When I saw the marks left by Stonecutter in
the rock, it was a pleasantly unexpected bit of confirmation-and also a sign that
the thief had other things than water on his mind when he sought out the road-
building crew."

"How's that?"

"Here in the desert, he who has water shares it freely. The thief would not
have needed to make such a demonstration, endure such a delay, simply to refill
his canteens."

"I see. You think, then, that Lednik told us the truth, after you frightened
him?"

"I think so, yes." The Magistrate sighed. "But I suspect he had only a small
portion of the real story to tell."

"What do you mean?"
"Whoever stole the Sword of Siege must have had a greater plan in mind than

simply freeing a man from that road gang, though the fact that he brought an
extra riding-beast along indicates that rescuing the prisoner had been some part
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of his plan from the beginning. A modest bribe in cash would have accomplished
the rescue more simply and quietly. The foreman implied as much, and I believe
him on that point ... no, freeing the prisoner was only a part, though perhaps a
very important part, of some greater plan. But the fact that the Sword-thief did it
opens up a whole realm of fascinating speculation."

"I confess I am more bewildered than fascinated. If only we knew the identity
of the freed prisoner!"

"Yes, who is number nine-nine-six-seven-seven? If Lednik gave us the
correct number, we may eventually learn the prisoner's identity. Yes, I think that
we are making progress. So far I am satisfied."

And the small party rode on. Kasimir glanced over his shoulder to see
Lieutenant Komi riding not far behind, in a position where he might well have
overheard at least part of the conversation. The officer's face still showed no real
curiosity, but Kasimir thought that his stoic expression had acquired a thoughtful
tinge.

That day they encountered no water-supply caravan coming out from the city,
or indeed any other travelers at all, and that night made a dry roadside camp.
Kasimir, stretching out upon his blanket to sleep, reflected that two days and two
nights had now passed since the theft of the Sword. If it was not for the presence
of the Magistrate, he would have considered the chances of its recovery zero. But
Wen Chang inspired confidence.

Shortly after Wen Chang and his party resumed their march in the morning,
they came to the first branching road that they had seen. There were no road
signs, but Kasimir supposed this must be the way mentioned by Lednik as leading
to a quarry.

Komi asked Wen Chang: "Are we detouring to replenish our water, sir?"

Wen Chang nodded. "I think that would be prudent. It is possible that the
thief has visited this quarry too, and that we will be able to learn something to our
advantage."

"And shall I send a few men around to the other side of the quarry, as we did
at the road construction site?"

"You might as well do it again, Lieutenant, though I doubt the Sword will be
here now."

The party proceeded according to this plan, and after they had ridden a few
kilometers the quarry came into view; it was the rim of the great almost-square
pit, seen from outside, that first defined itself out of the jumbled badlands. The
road approached it from above.
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At the point where the road began to switchback down a steep slope, to enter
the quarry through its hidden mouth below, Wen Chang ordered a detour. While
a small detach- merit under a sergeant moved around the quarry to take positions
on the other side, the Magistrate led most of his escort toward a place on the
upper rim of rock. From here it was possible to overlook the pit and its swarming
laborers, with a good chance of remaining unseen from below. Looking down
cautiously, Kasimir observed pools of water, looking clear and drinkable, in the
bottom of the deepest excavation. Evidently it welled up naturally from the
deeply opened earth.

The Magistrate's attention soon centered on that relatively small part of the
great excavation in which the workers were now most active. Soon, in an effort to
get a closer look at the area of fresh cutting, he moved over the rim and started
climbing down. His goal was an area of huge rock faces, at the feet of which great
blocks were lying, evidently having been recently split away.

Wen Chang reached one of the opened vertical faces, and began to examine it
closely but had not been long at this inspection job before he was discovered by
some workers. There was a shout, and one of the overseers who had seen the tall
figure of a stranger moving among the rocks started forward, whip in hand-only
to change his mind and withdraw quickly on catching a glimpse of the
Magistrate's following escort.

When Kasimir came up to him, Wen Chang, smiling faintly, gestured slightly
toward the vertical rock face just in front of them. Having seen similar evidence
earlier on the road cut, Kasimir this time was certain of Stonecutter's signature at
first glance-those long, smooth strokes were unmistakably recorded here too,
their texture plainly shadowed by the glancing angle of the sun.

Now the Magistrate climbed the rest of the way down to the bottom of the
quarry, in the process demonstrating a lanky agility, and a disregard of dignity
that both pleased and surprised Kasimir. On the quarry's level floor, the two
chief visitors, with their military bodyguard still filing down slope after them,
confronted another foreman who wore the Hetman's gray and blue.

This man was smaller and younger than Lednik. He was also more openly
nervous from the start on finding himself confronted by such a formidable caller
as Wen Chang.

This foreman, whose leather belt of rank seemed to have been designed for
and once worn by a bigger man, introduced himself as Umar. At first Umar, like
Lednik, denied having had any visitors at all during the past few days. Nor had
he any knowledge of a magic Sword. But when faced with the sort of pressure
that had moved Lednik, Umar too caved in and admitted to a different version of
the truth.
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Yes, Excellency, two strange men had indeed arrived here the day before
yesterday, almost at sunset, bringing with them a magic Sword of great power.
They had been willing, even eager, to demonstrate what their tool could do, using
it to split enormous stone blocks easily out of the living cliff.

"Yes sir, that Sword was a marvel! Just rest it on its point, under no more
pressure than its own weight, and it could bury itself right up to the hilt in the
solid stone. And its blade was a full meter long."

Wen Chang nodded encouragingly. "And what bargain did these two men
make with you, in return for the work they did in cutting stone?"

"Bargain, sir?" Now little Umar's eyes were popping in apprehension. "No, I
made no bargain. We gave them a little food and water, yes, but we would do as
much for any honest travelers. What kind of a bargain would such wizards want
to make with a simple man like me?"

"That was my question. Perhaps they sought the release of one of your
prisoners?"

Umar appeared to find that a preposterous idea. "One of these scum? I
would've given them one for nothing if they'd asked."

"So, they showed you what their Sword could do, purely for your
entertainment it would seem, and then they simply went away again?"

"That's it, Excellency. That's just what happened." Umar nodded, glad to
have the matter settled and understood at last.

Wen Chang, somewhat to Kasimir's surprise, abstained from pressing the line
of questioning further, and apparently lapsed into thought.

Kasimir chose this moment to again identify himself as a physician and
surgeon, and volunteered to tend whatever injured might be on hand. He had
surmised correctly that here, as on the road job, there would always be at least a
few men partially disabled.

The foreman, still smiling as if he now considered the matter of the Sword
closed, immediately accepted the physician's offer. Kasimir was conducted into a
shady angle of the quarry wall, and shown two patients lying there on pallets.
These men had suffered, respectively, a head injury and a broken foot.

Kasimir opened his medical kit and went to work. The man with the head
wound complained of continual pain and double vision. His speech came
disconnectedly, at random intervals. Usually it was addressed to no one in
particular and made little sense. He also had difficulty with his balance whenever
he tried to stand. There was nothing, Kasimir thought, that any healer could do
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for him here, and there would be little enough even in a hospital.

The only attendant on duty in the rudimentary infirmary was a permanently
lamed prisoner who handled other odd jobs as well for the foreman. This man
stood by while Kasimir bandaged the second patient's freshly damaged foot.

This time Wen Chang had come along to watch the physician work. Leaning
against the shadowed rock as if he had no other care in the world, the Magistrate
observed to the lame man in a sympathetic voice: "There must be many accidents
in a place like this."

The crippled attendant agreed in a low voice that there certainly were.

"And no doubt many of them are fatal."

"Very true, Excellency."

Wen Chang squinted toward the quarry's mouth. "And those who die in these
sad accidents are of course buried in the sandy waste out there."

"Yes sir."
"And how long has it been now since the last fatal mishap?"
"Only two days, sir."
. "?Oh. Then it occurred upon the same day that the two strangers paid their
visit?"

The attendant said no more. But under renewed questioning the little
foreman Umar, who had also come along to the rude hospital, admitted that that
was so.

"A very busy day that must have been for you." Then Wen Chang looked up at
Lieutenant Komi, who was standing by alertly, and announced in a crisp voice: "I
want to take a look at those bodies."

"Yes sir!" Komi turned away and started barking orders to several of his men.

Umar began a protest and then gave it up. He had more overseers under his
command than the foreman of the road-building gang, and these were somewhat
better armed. Still, they did not appear to be a match for the Firozpur occupying
force.

Within a couple of minutes some of Komi's soldiers were making the sand fly
with borrowed tools, at a spot out in the sandy waste about a hundred meters
from the quarry's mouth.
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They had encountered no difficulty in locating the two-day-old burial site-the
grave had been shallowly dug, and from a distance flying scavengers were visible
about the place. At closer range tracks in the sand were visible, showing that
four-legged beasts had been at the bodies too. Kasimir as he walked closer to the
grave saw that a pair of human feet and legs had been partially unearthed by the
scavengers and gnawed down to the bones. He opened the pouch at his belt
containing things of magic, and began to prepare a minor spell to help disperse
the odors of death and decay.

The first body unearthed by the soldiers was naturally the least deeply buried,
the one with the gnawed feet, that proved to be clad only in a dirty loincloth.
Undoubtedly, Kasimir thought as he began to brush the last dirt away from the
inert form with a tuft of weeds, it was that of a quarry worker. In this dry heat,
decay might be expected to move slowly; a few whip-scars, not all of them fully
healed, were still perfectly visible on the skin of the back. The head had been
badly injured, perhaps by falling rock, so that not even a close relative would have
been able to recognize the face.

Kasimir was about to ask what else there was to look for when Wen Chang,
who had squatted down beside him, grabbed the body by an arm and turned it
over. A moment later the Magistrate nodded minimally and let out a tiny hiss of
satisfaction.

It still took the physician a moment longer to take notice of the thin, dry-
lipped blade wound entering between the ribs. If that wound had any depth to it
at all, the edged weapon that made it must have found the heart, or come very
close to it.

The physician nodded in acknowledgment.

The Magistrate stood up, and with an economical gesture ordered the first
body dragged to one side. "Keep digging!" he commanded, and the soldiers did.

In only a few moments a second body, which had been buried right under the
first, had come into view. Again the only garment was a loincloth. The back of
this man had also been permanently marked with the lash, and his head too had
been virtually destroyed, by some savage impact that had well-nigh obliterated
his face.

This time Kasimir was the first to discover blade wounds; there were two of
them in this corpse's back, and they might have been made by the same weapon
as the wound in the first man's chest.

Wen Chang, showing little reaction to this discovery, stood with hands
clasped behind his back, nodding to himself. "Keep digging, men," he ordered
mildly.
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The third corpse, found almost exactly under the second, was paler of skin
than the first two, and showed no visible evidence of beatings. As if, thought
Kasimir, this was not the body of a quarry laborer at all-though who else would
be buried here? But the third body like the first two was clad only in a single
dirty rag around the loins.

The face of the third man also had been obliterated, in a way that might be
the result of the impact of heavy rocks. And there, under his left arm, was the
entry wound of what might have been a sword.

Wen Chang lifted one of the limp arms, relaxed past rigor now, looked at the
hand, and let the arm fall back. "A somewhat unusual accident," he commented
dryly. "Three men killed in virtually the same way. I suppose that a number of
very sharp objects, as well as heavy ones, fell upon them as they were laboring in
the quarry?"

Umar had been hovering nervously near the resurrection party, alternately
approaching and retreating, and Kasimir could not have said whether the
foreman was aware of the discovery of the blade wounds or not.

However that might be, Umar chose not to understand the Magistrate's
comment. "You see? These are just dead prisoners, we have them all the time.
Who are you looking for? I will summon all my workers to stand inspection for
you if you like. Maybe the man or men you want can be found among them."

"I will tell you presently who I am seeking." Wen Chang sighed, and shot a
glance at Kasimir that seemed intended to convey some kind of warning. "But
first, the two men with the magic Sword-which way did they go when they left
here?"

"That way," said Umar immediately, pointing out into the desert, toward
nowhere.

"I rather suspected as much. You may rebury these poor fellows now." He
seemed about to add some further remark addressed to Lieutenant Komi, but
then simply let the order stand.

Wen Chang, Kasimir, and Umar walked slowly back toward the foreman's
shaded observation post, while the officer stayed behind to supervise the re-
internment.

"I would offer you hospitality, Excellencies," Umar was beginning, "I would
bring out refreshment for you, had I any worthy of the name to offer. But as
matters stand-"

"You were wondering who I seek," Wen Chang broke in. "They are two men.
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The name of the leader, or the name I know him by, is Golovkin. I had
information that he was foreman here. And that he was the man the Sword-
bearing strangers came to visit."

Kasimir, who had never heard of any such person as Golovkin before, shot his
mentor a curious glance. But the Magistrate ignored him and continued: "This
Golovkin is about forty years of age, tall and powerful, black of skin and hair.
Missing an eye. Unless I am badly mistaken, he is the man who wore, before he
gave it to you, that foreman's belt that fits you so poorly. I intend to track him in
the city of Eylau. Well? Have I described your predecessor in the office or have I
not?"

Umar shook his head emphatically. "Not at all, sir, not at all. The man who
wore this belt just before me was promoted two weeks ago, and transferred to the
other end of the Hetman's domain. He is red of hair. His skin is not black, but
freckled, and he had two good eyes when last I saw him. He couldn't possibly be
this Golovkin or whatever his name is-you can ask anyone here!"

"His name?"
"His name is Kovil. Ask anyone here!"

Wen Chang blinked as if in disappointment. "Then it appears he cannot be
the man I'seek . . . when Kovil left, did not another man go with him? The
second man I am looking for is some years younger than the first. Not red-
haired, but light of skin, and jolly of face and manner, though not always so jolly
upon further acquaintance. His-"

"No, no." Umar appeared to have taken renewed alarm. "Nothing like that. I
mean no other man went with Kovil when he was transferred. Nor with the two
strangers when they left. No, not at all."

The Magistrate tried again, in his best soothing manner; but Umar's latest
fright was not going to be soothed away. Eventually Wen Chang expressed his
regrets for having wasted the foreman's time, and signed to his companions that
they were ready to leave.

In a matter of only a few more minutes, Wen Chang was leading his small
party away from the quarry in the direction Umar had indicated, almost directly
opposite from that where the city of Eylau lay.

Kasimir could hardly wait until they had got out of ear- shot of the quarry to
begin his protest. "Why didn't you challenge the man, tell him we knew he was
lying about those bodies? That they were all stabbed, and that one of them at
least, the most deeply buried, was not that of a quarry worker!"

"I have my reasons for not challenging the man," Wen Chang assured him
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mildly.

Since they had left the quarry the Firozpur lieutenant had been riding close
enough to Kasimir and Wen Chang to be able to join in their conversation. "That
third body," Komi put in now, "could have been that of a newly arrived worker,
one who had not been on the job long enough to acquire calluses on his hands, or
even to be lashed."

"You are quite right," Wen Chang assented. "It could have been. But I am
morally certain that it was not. For identification we must consider other
evidence than the appearance of the body itself. Doctor Kasimir, how long would
you say those men had been dead?"

"Two or three days would be about right, I'd say. Though it's hard to tell in
this dry heat. Corruption and mummification fight it out and like as not the latter
wins. They're slowly turning to stinking leather."

"He was wearing," said Lieutenant Komi stubbornly, "only a loincloth, like
the other two. As for the stab wounds, perhaps the foreman-either the new one
or the old one-grew angry, or went mad, and stabbed some of the workers.
Perhaps one of the overseers went mad. Or perhaps there was a rebellion among
the prisoners that had to be put down."

Wen Chang signed agreement. "Admittedly those are possibilities. But the
cloth was not a new one-did you notice that? It was dirty, even more so than
would result from the mere proximity of his decaying body. The fabric of it was
creased and frayed, as if from long usage, while at the same time the skin of that
third man's back was pale, not sun burnt as it would be if he'd worked even an
hour here. The dirty loincloth was put on him only when he was buried, just in
case there should someday be an investigation."

Komi fell silent, frowning. Kasimir asked the Magistrate: "All right, then, sir.
If the third man in the grave was not a quarry worker, who was he?"

"I believe he was one of the two men who came to the quarry carrying the
Sword. In fact, he was the thief, the man who three nights ago took Stonecutter
from the tent where you were sleeping."

Kasimir sat back in his saddle, trying to digest it all. Looking at Komi, he saw
with faint surprise that the lieutenant had been jarred out of his stoic calm at last.

Komi was shaking his head. But all he said was: "And then, the second body
in the grave-?"

The Magistrate spoke gently. "Very probably it is that of the man who had
just been rescued from the road-building gang-I hope he enjoyed his brief day of
freedom. The third body, the last killed, the one buried on top, was most likely
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that of the man the other two were intending to set free from quarry labor.

"Using the Sword once, at the camp of the road gang, was a mistake on the
part of our unfortunate thief, that might have been his downfall once I took up
his trail. But he survived that blunder. Using the Sword again in the quarry
proved fatal."

Kasimir thought aloud for a couple of sentences. "So, the thief and his newly
released comrade came here from the road-building site. They demonstrated the
Sword here as the thief had done there-and then they were both murdered?"

"We have just seen their bodies. Men have been killed for far less than a
Sword. Of course the foreman here must have been their murderer-I mean the
real foreman, the man his replacement was good enough to describe for me, and
name as Kovil."

"You told Umar you were looking for two men."

"And so I am, now. Kovil, however self-confident he may be, would have
preferred not to carry the Sword into the city alone to try to sell it. He would
have chosen someone as a companion, a bodyguard perhaps, if possible someone
who knows Eylau and its ways . . . and possibly someone Umar fears even more
than his old foreman. Umar was on the verge of describing that second man to
us, but then he realized what he was doing and closed his mouth.

"I think we may rely, however, on his description of Kovil, the old foreman.
Kovil has not been transferred peacefully away. Kovil is instead the chief
instigator of the Sword-thief's murder. No one else in the small dictatorship of
that quarry could very well have arranged it. It is easy to imagine. A few smiles,
apparent agreement-then treachery. A surprise attack, a double killing-then the
prisoner who had been the object of the rescue attempt slain also, for good
measure."

"So, this man Kovil-and his companion if he indeed has one-they are now-?"

Wen Chang nodded in the direction of Eylau. "They left here two days ago. I
presume that they are already in the city, doing their best to sell Stonecutter. Of
course Kovil has also promised his assistant Umar a share in the profits.
Probably the other overseers in the camp are also to get something for their
silence."

"We can still arrest Umar."

The Magistrate shook his head. "Only on our own authority. The removal of
the foreman from the quarry would very possibly create turmoil among the
overseers and prisoners. This might result in escapes or even an uprising. We
would very likely get ourselves into trouble with the Hetman, I do not know him,
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nor perhaps does he know me. And it is more than likely that at least one of the
whip-carrying overseers still in the quarry is in on the plot also. And as soon as
we were out of sight with our prisoner he would contrive to send a warning ahead
to the man we really want, the one who took the Sword away. No, let them think
that we are fooled. Come, we are out of sight of the quarry now. Let us turn back
toward Eylau."

CHAPTER 4

THERE was still half a day's light available for traveling, and Wen Chang set
his party a good pace upon the road to Eylau. Calling Lieutenant Komi up to ride
beside him, while Kasimir remained close on his other side, he took pains to
rehearse both of his chief associates in what he wanted to do when they reached
the city.

The Magistrate intended to appear there in the character of a wealthy
merchant, one who was particularly interested in buying and selling antique
weapons. It would be quite natural for such a merchant to travel with a large,
heavily armed escort. That the members of his escort were men of the tribe of
Firozpur ought not to arouse suspicion, for the people of al-Farabi's tribe had a
reputation as reliable mercenaries, and hired out fairly often in that capacity.

Both men agreed that their leader's plan sounded like a good one, and the
ride went on, largely in silence. Now there was a faint smell of water in the air
from time to time. The fierce aspect of the landscape gradually moderated. Birds
became plentiful, tree-covered hills could be seen in the distance, and irrigated
fields began to appear at no great distance from the road. The Tungri could no
longer be far away.

Now other roads intersected the main one. Gradually traffic increased, and
there were other signs that a large city was near. It was near sunset when the
party at last came close enough to see the stone-built walls of Eylau, topped with
blue-gray banners, rise against the fading sky. Those walls were high, and
extended for what seemed an unreasonable distance to both right and left. Even
in the diminishing light they were impressive.

"It is said," the Magistrate mused, "that the walls of Tashigang are even
higher than these. And in the south I have seen cities even larger than this one.
But this is an imposing sight, nevertheless."

Wen Chang would not entrust the choice of an inn to anyone else, and so the
whole party entered the city together as dusk approached. The busy gate through
which they passed was manned by the city Watch, officers and men wearing the
Hetman's livery. These guardians took note of those who entered-in this case the
merchant Ching Hao and his party, fourteen men in all-and urged the peace of
the city upon the wealthy trader's Firozpur bodyguard.
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Once inside the walls the Magistrate's party split in two. While Komi and his
troopers found their way to the warehouse where the caravan's cargo was to be
delivered and the payment due thereon collected, Wen Chang led Kasimir
expertly through the masses of would-be guides, beggars, and passersby of every
description who clogged the streets in the vicinity of the great gate through which
they had entered the city. The two men inspected, one after another, most of the
inns which clustered in this area. After looking over several hostelries quickly but
carefully, the Magistrate selected one whose sign in three languages- one of which
Kasimir had never seen before-described it as the Inn of the Refreshed Travelers.

This inn was quite a large establishment, having as Kasimir estimated a
hundred rooms or more. It was a fairly expensive one as well. When Komi
rejoined them at the agreed-upon meeting place, and handed over the purse of
his master's money, Wen Chang had to lighten that purse by a good many coins
to make the required advance payment to the innkeeper.

Even before entering the city, the Magistrate had disguised himself in a subtle
way, putting on some different clothes chosen from his own wardrobe, so that he
even appeared a little shabbier than before, as would be expected of a wealthy
merchant traveling through unknown and possibly dangerous territory. And he
had adopted a slightly different speech and manner. He was still speaking the
common tongue of the region, but now with a different accent.

As for Kasimir, he had been mostly quiet during the past few hours; he had
been thinking deeply about his immediate future. It was now time for him to
make a decision.

Wen Chang had evidently been aware that some such process of reassessment
was under way. He had waited patiently for its conclusion, and realized that a
moment of decision had now arrived.

He surveyed the younger man appraisingly. "So, Kasimir-is this the point at
which we two part company?"

The physician shook his head. "I must admit that the White Temple holds no
great attraction for me at the moment, and I am willing to delay going there
indefinitely if you think I can be of the least help to you in your search for the
Sword. Istill feel. . . well, not exactly responsible for the loss of Stonecutter;
but concerned in it. I wish I could do something to help Prince al-Farabi, who
has treated me, a stranger to him when we met, with such great kindness."

"Then it is settled!" Wen Chang grabbed him by the right hand and shook it
warmly. "You will share accommodation here at the inn with me. There is plenty
of room in the quarters I have chosen. And I will be greatly obliged if you would
undertake to assist me in one or two points regarding the investigation."

Kasimir knew a sudden sensation of freedom. "Thank you for the invitation,
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sir. That would suit me very well indeed, and I accept gladly."

The young physician when he inspected the chosen quarters agreed at once
that they were adequate. The supposed merchant and his traveling assistant were
to share a two-room suite on the third floor of the main building of the inn, while
their military escort was quartered in a large room just below them. Their riding
animals and load beasts were to be housed in a stable immediately under that.
The suite on the third floor had a small balcony with a view, not too offensive, of
nearby streets and the buildings that lined them. These were mainly other inns,
taverns, and two-story houses with narrow fronts. A grillwork of wrought iron
defended the balcony against at least the casual attentions of thieves and
prowlers. The only regular entrance to the upper suite was by means of a
stairway that came up through the room in which Komi and his troops were
bivouacked.

Kasimir found that by putting his face almost against the grillwork on the
third-floor balcony, and looking out over lower rooftops at a sharp angle, it was
possible to see, in the distance, a conspicuous tall building faced with red stone.
This, the innkeeper informed them, was the Red Temple of Eylau, now
undergoing a remodeling. It was an imposing structure upon which a good deal
of new, white stone-carving had recently been completed. More work of a similar
nature was obviously in progress. Some larger-than-life-size statues had already
been set in their places on the high cornice, and empty pedestals at several levels
on the front of the building awaited others.

>From his first sight of this temple, Wen Chang's attention was strongly
engaged by it, so that Kasimir wondered briefly if his new associate was
contemplating a serious debauch. But the Magistrate was content to remain in
the inn, and nightfall soon blotted the details of the building from sight-the
outline of the temple remained glowingly visible after dark, because of the
torches and bonfires kept going at its corners. By such means a Red Temple
commonly called attention to its existence, and sought to attract its devotees.

The process of their settling in at the inn was soon accomplished. Whatever
money Wen Chang had brought with him, together with the expense money from
al-Farabi, went into a small strongbox, and this box was put under Wen Chang's
bed in the innermost of the two upper rooms. Kasimir kept his own modest
funds with him on his person. A comfortable couch in the outer room offered
him a softer rest than any he had had since setting out in al-Farabi's caravan
many days ago, and with the door at the top of the stairway bolted his rest was
undisturbed.

In the morning, breakfast was brought to the two professional men in their
quarters by servants of the inn, while Komi and his troops were fed by turns in
the ground-floor kitchen below. Over mugs of tea and plates of fruit and eggs and
roasted strips of meat, with sunlight and cheerful street noises coming in the
window, Wen Chang discussed his plans with Kasimir.
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Discussion in the strict sense was short-lived. The Magistrate was ready to
give orders. "The remodeling activity at the Red Temple leads me to believe that
an excellent stone-carving tool, such as the one in which we are interested, might
well find a ready purchaser in that establishment. I have never yet seen an
impoverished Red Temple in any city, so it is quite possible that they would be
able to pay enough for the Sword to obtain it from a thief.

"Your assignment, therefore, will be to present yourself at the House of
Pleasure, and inquire whether they currently have any opening for a physician. It
is highly possible that they will: Devotees who exalt the pleasures of the senses
above all else frequently find themselves in need of medical attention."

Kasimir sipped hot breakfast tea. "Often, sir, a Red Temple will have an
arrangement with the White Temple in the same city, by means of which the
needs of medical care are met."

"I am aware that such arrangements are common. But it is not essential that
you actually be given a job, only that you are able to spend enough time inside the
Temple, away from the rooms usually frequented by customers, to conduct an
investigation. That should not be too difficult; every large Red Temple has in it
constantly a number of young men, particularly those from rural areas, applying
for one kind of a job or another. I see no reason why you should be conspicuous
among them."

"I am not from a rural area," Kasimir protested, somewhat stiffly.

His mentor smiled joyfully. "Splendid! Insist vociferously that you are not,
employing just such an expression and tone. Thereby you will convince most of
your hearers that you are. So you ought to be able to appear to dawdle aimlessly
all day in those precincts without arousing any great suspicion. I say 'appear to
dawdle.' Of course you are actually to use your time to good advantage, and
obtain any scrap of evidence available bearing on the possibility that the chief
sculptor there may have just acquired Stonecutter."

Kasimir frowned thoughtfully. "It is not obvious to me just what sort of
evidence that would be, unless I should be able to catch sight of the Sword itself."

"That would be desirable, but I fear very unlikely. There are several other
possibilities. Perhaps some workers in stone, no longer needed now that their
work can be done faster without them, have just been told that their services no
longer are required. Strike up an acquaintance with any employee you can,
especially one who appears dissatisfied. Or perhaps you will be able to discover
discarded scraps of stone bearing marks similar to those we observed at the
quarry and the road-construction site. It is really hard to think of every
possibility in advance. At a minimum, you must learn who is in charge of doing
the stonework for the temple; I feel sure it must be an artist of some stature."
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Kasimir was still pondering the best way to go about this projected
investigation of an unknown artist when Lieutenant Komi came up the stairs and
looked in at the open door to ask about his orders for the day. Kasimir, while
passing through the second-floor room last night before retiring, had observed
that the officer had arranged a semiprivate sleeping chamber for himself by
enclosing one end of the room with a couple of hanging blankets, while his men
sprawled everywhere else upon the floor and furniture. Now Kasimir thought
that the lieutenant, definitely an outdoor type, looked ill-at-ease here inside four
walls, even such rough walls as these of the inn.

After routine morning greetings had been exchanged, Wen Chang first
instructed the officer to follow Kasimir's orders at any time when he, Wen Chang,
was absent. Next he urged him to keep his eleven men under sufficiently tight
discipline, and to enforce moderation upon them in their patronage of the local
taverns and brothels.

"You must also see to it that they speak and act always as if they were in fact
mercenaries, in the service of a merchant who is in the market for fine weapons.
Whether that tactic will bring us into contact with the current possessor of the
Sword, I do not know. But we must try. That is all I require of you today. Stay-I
suppose you will soon be making a report to your prince?"

Komi turned back from the stairs. "Yes sir, though I was hoping for
something more to report beyond the fact that we have found lodgings. I have
taken the cages with the flying messengers up to the roof of the inn, and one of
my men is looking after them."

"Very good."

The officer, upon being dismissed, saluted and went downstairs, where Wen
Chang and Kasimir could hear him speaking firmly to his men upon the subject of
their behavior in the city.

Now it was time for Kasimir to make the few preparations he thought
necessary for his own assigned mission. He would leave off his desert traveler's
robe, and wear instead the street clothes of a professional man. He would carry
with him only the small medical kit worn on his belt, not the large one that had
occupied his saddlebags. And he would use his own name, as it seemed
impossible that anyone in this city would yet have any reason to associate
Kasimir, the obscure physician, with the famed investigator Wen Chang.

On stepping through the gate of the inn's courtyard into the street, the young
physician began to walk with a certain sense of pleasure through the morning
crowds. Around him thronged peddlers, shopkeepers, servants of the Hetman,
beggars-no doubt there were thieves and pickpockets- busy people of every
description. It had been a long time since he had traveled freely along the
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thoroughfares of a great city. And there could be few cities in the world greater or
more exciting than this one.

Kasimir spent the better part of an hour making his way gradually closer to
the Red Temple. Frequently he lost sight of his goal in the maze of narrow streets
that intervened, but he persevered, relying on a good sense of direction. At last
he emerged from the maze on the western side of a great tree-lined square, whose
eastern edge fronted directly on the temple he sought. Seen at this closer range
the structure looked even larger than it had at a distance.

The Red Temple in Eylau was perhaps six stories high, somewhat broader
than its height, and proportionately deep. The facade of the building, following
the usual Red Temple style of architecture, was marked by columns, most of
them frankly phallic in design, and some as much as two stories tall, going up the
front of the building in tier above tier. Between the columns the statues Kasimir
had seen last night as distant white specks, and had heard described by the
innkeeper, were now visible in detail. They were finely and realistically carved,
and larger than life. Distributed in archways and niches at all levels of the facade,
they were almost exclusively of human bodies, generally nude. Most of the
bodies portrayed were beautiful, with a few of calculated ugliness to provide
comic variety.

The activities depicted among the statues were for the most part sexual, but
involved as well the prodigious consumption of food and drink, and the amassing
of wealth in games of chance. The ingestion of drugs also engaged the attention
of certain of the figures, particularly in one frieze whose carven marble people
appeared to float on marble clouds. Whoever had done that carving, thought
Kasimir, was indeed an artist of more than ordinary talent.

Behind its new facade, the building must have been recently enlarged. New
timber showed in several places, and the color of structural stonework on the
upper floors was slightly different from that on the lower. Again the job was not
yet finished. Kasimir reflected again that this was indeed a very logical place to
begin a search for the stone-working Sword.

CHAPTER 5

KASIMIR had just started across the square-a hectare and more of tessellated
pavement studded here and there with fountains and obscure monuments-in the
direction of the temple, when his attention was drawn by a noisy disturbance to
his right, at the border of the paved expanse.

Some kind of official procession was making its way along that edge of the
square. A modest crowd, quickly formed from the people in the busy square,
lined the procession's route. Now mounted guards in the Herman's colors of blue
and gray were using cudgels and other blunt weapons to beat back a minority of
the crowd who were trying to stage a chanting, arm-waving protest. The
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protesters, who were fewer in number than the troops and certainly not
organized for resistance, promptly gave way. They had dispersed among the rest
of the people on the plaza before Kasimir could get any idea of who they were or
what they wanted.

His curiosity aroused, Kasimir moved toward the place where the
demonstration had flared up. The procession itself, he saw as he drew near, was
quite small. It consisted of an armed and mounted escort, twenty or so troopers,
surrounding a single tall, lumbering vehicle. Load beasts pulled an open tumbrel,
carrying a single figure bound upright-a man, presumably some object of the
Hetman's wrath, who was thus placed on display for all the city to behold.

The progress of the cart was deliberately slow, and Kasimir had time to walk
closer without hurrying. When the cart finally passed him, he was quite near
enough to get a good look at the prisoner. The bound figure was dressed in baggy
peasant blouse and trousers, both garments dirty and torn. He had an arresting
face-people who didn't know a man might elect him their leader on the strength
of a face like that-and he was paying no more attention to the modest crowds
around him than he was to those orgiastic statues looming across the square. His
eyes instead appeared to be fixed upon some unattainable object in the distance.

A placard had been fastened to the front of the cart, but one corner of the
paper had been torn loose; it was sagging in a deep curl, and Kasimir could not
read it. Turning to a respectable-looking man who stood nearby, he asked what
was going on.

The sturdy citizen shook his head. The corners of his mouth were turned
down in disapproval. He said: "I have heard something of the case. The man is
called Benjamin of the Steppe, and they bring him out of his cell every few days
for a little parade like this. Ibelieve he was engaged in some treasonable
activities in the far west, at the very edge of the Hetman's territory. Something to
do with organizing the small farmers there over water rights and taxes."

"Organizing them?"

"To form local legislative councils. To vote, and govern themselves." The
citizen made a gesture expressing irritation. He obviously didn't know, couldn't
remember, exactly how those farmers had intended to organize themselves, but it
was an activity which he opposed in general. "They're going to hang him on the
first day of the Festival; it's traditional in Eylau, you know, to execute one
prisoner then, and set another free. It's hanging, drawing, and quartering, of
course." The prospect of that extremely gory spectacle didn't please the
townsman either.

The cart had rumbled past; Kasimir cast one more glance after it. Then he
thanked his informant and turned away, reflecting that such public executions
were probably rather routine events in a city of this size, even though, as far as he
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knew, the Hetman had no particular reputation for ferocity. Kasimir supposed
that very few rulers would be willing to let people, even remote farmers, start
governing themselves. Once started, where would that end?

Still walking at a moderate pace, he now turned his steps again in the
direction of the main entrance of the Red Temple.

He approached the establishment with mixed feelings. In general Kasimir
considered the White Temple, devoted as it was to healing and the worship of
beneficent Ardneh, morally superior to any other, particularly to either the Blue
or the Red. But in his opinion other forms of religion, including both Red and
Blue Temples, had their places in society too. The Blue, at best, served the rest of
the world as bankers, offering-for a price, of course-investments that were
sometimes sound, and a secure depository. As for the Red-well, Kasimir liked to
think that he enjoyed sex, food, and drink as much as the next man. Perhaps
even a turn of the gambling wheel now and then. But he had grave doubts about
the wisdom of worshipping the gods of those engrossing activities-or any other
gods, for that matter. And as a physician he knew too much about the drugs that
were so popular among Red Temple worshippers to feel any temptation along
that line himself.

The main entrance archway of the temple was draped in red, with scarlet
curtains hanging in long folds over the duller masonry. Through the gap between
those curtains there came out of the dim interior a hint of crimson light, along
with a taste in the air of some exotic incense. The pulse beat of a drum was
throbbing somewhere deep inside that doorway. As Kasimir delayed outside,
making his last mental preparations, another man hurried past him and inside.
And then a second customer. Business was not bad, \ even this early in the
morning.

Having done his best to put on a businesslike mien, Kasimir followed. Just
inside the curtains, as he had expected, a physically impressive attendant waited
to exact a small fee from each person entering; a greater contribution would be
required of each worshipper later, depending upon the form that his or her
devotions might take today.

Today Kasimir managed to avoid paying the nominal entrance fee. In answer
to his question, the attendant pointed to a small sign, so inconspicuous that
Kasimir almost missed it even as he looked for it. This sign directed the business-
minded visitor to the offices, which were up a narrow flight of stairs.

Ascending these stairs, and pushing his way through a double set of sound-
deadening curtains at the top, Kasimir found himself in a moderately large room
well lighted by several windows, and occupied by a minor episode of bedlam.

A clerk who looked as if he had been born to sit at a desk was on his feet and
trying to stand taller than he was, while shouting instructions and vague
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warnings to a room full of men and women. Meanwhile all the people in this
small throng, most of them young and physically attractive, were waiting
restlessly, even anxiously-for what? So far Kasimir was unable to tell. While they
waited they argued with one another, or waved their hands trying to get the
clerk's attention.

Before Kasimir could decide how best to approach some- one and ask for a
job in a dignified and professional manner, a couple of assistant clerks entered
the fray, just in time to keep their leader from entirely losing control of the crowd.
Kasimir found himself taken by the arm by one of these assistants, and pushed
into a line along with the rest of the job-seekers. He considered making an effort
to establish his dignity as a physician, but then decided it would be wiser not to
draw too much attention to himself. His first objective, after all, was not really to
get a job but to spend as much time as possible within these walls. He relaxed,
resolving to let himself be processed along with the rest.

"You," cried a clerk, pointing at someone in the line- randomly, as far as
Kasimir could tell-and then pointing again and again. "And you! And you! Come
with me now!"

The last jab of the clerk's finger had been aimed at Kasimir. With an
unreasonable feeling of satisfaction at having been so promptly singled out-
though he had no idea what the pointing clerk might have had in mind-he
elbowed his way forward. Behind him, as he followed the red-clad fellow by
whom he had been selected, the remainder of the line was quickly collapsing into
a minor mob once more.

With the two who had been selected with him-both of them, Kasimir now
realized, were sturdy, chunky young men of average height like himself-he was
directed on up yet more stairs, and then still more, until he began to wonder
whether they were going to come out on the roof.

But the termination of this stairway was not on the roof, but rather within a
great open, well-lighted loft-space one or two stories below that ultimate level. It
was a loft, or great room, whose high walls consisted mostly of draped canvas,
like barriers meant to block off the sights and sounds of some process of
construction. Indeed, other signs of new construction were all around, in the
form of raw timbers and unfinished stonework.

Overhead was mostly more fabric, shades or awnings of translucent cloth now
partially opened to the morning sky, which had turned gray. Kasimir supposed
that treatment with oil, and perhaps magic, would serve to keep that cloth roof
waterproof.

Ordered to stop where he was and wait without moving, Kasimir stood and
looked about. A score or more of agitated people, including artisans, priests, and
others less easily identifiable, were milling about the L-shaped loft, some of them
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shouting at each other in anger or excitement. In the middle of one of the long
sides of the L, an open freight-elevator shaft yawned dangerously; above it a
system of pulleys creaked in slow motion, and the taut chains and cables going
down into the shaft vibrated. A man standing at the head of the shaft yelled
something down into it, and presently an unhappy answering shout came back.

Half a dozen statues of gigantic nudes, most of them looking nearly finished,
stood about the great room, surveying the scene with pallid marble gazes that
passed above the people's heads. Some of these statues were still being worked
on, and the rough boards underfoot were gritty with powdered stone. A
background sound of chipping and hammering testified to the presence of more
workers around the corner of the L, invisible from the place near the top of the
stairs where Kasimir was standing.

Even amid all the confusion among the several dozen people present, there
was no doubt, thought Kasimir, as to who was supposed to be in charge here. Or,
rather, the number of candidates for that honor could be quickly reduced to two.
Both of these were men, and one of them, garbed in glossy black richly trimmed
in red, could hardly be anyone less than the Chief Priest of the temple. The
second candidate for dominance was a man garbed in rougher clothing, as tall as
Wen Chang, but unlike the Magistrate in having cold, pale eyes, and a blond
beard trimmed with such fanatical neatness that it managed to look quite
artificial.

This layman, who wore a sculptor's apron whitely powdered with ground
stone, was moving about energetically, passing judgment upon a number of the
other people present, who, as Kasimir now realized, were models or would-be
models and had been brought up here for his consideration. The prospective
models were being ordered to appear nude, two or three at a time, on low
platforms or pedestals crudely built of packing crates.

The black-and-red-garbed priest, who kept following the sculptor tenaciously
as the latter moved about, was in something of a temper. Evidently his anger had
nothing to do with the prospective models, but a great deal to do with the
sculptor himself, upon whom the priest's attention was unwaveringly fixed. Nor
was the Chief Priest accustomed to being argued with. Especially not-so Kasimir
gathered- by a mere artisan who earned his living by carving stone.

On the other hand, neither was the artist much impressed by ecclesiastical
authority, at least not the one by which he was currently confronted. At one point
the tall blond man interrupted his talent search to stalk over to a cluttered desk at
one side of the huge workroom. There he rummaged in the litter of paperwork
until he could come up with a sheaf of sheets that his shouts identified as a
contract. This document he waved under the priest's nose as the two men
resumed their peripatetic argument.

The burden of the argument, as Kasimir had by now determined, was
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twofold; first, whether or not the sculptor was going to meet his deadline for
finishing his work in this room and clearing out of it so it could be returned to its
original intended purpose of a gambling casino; and secondly, what was going to
happen if he failed to meet the deadline. The deadline was the first day of the
Festival- Kasimir had recently heard that mentioned in another connection-and
for several reasons it was very important to the Red Temple that all the statues be
finished and in place by then, and the gambling tables be opened.

The artist, while listening-or perhaps refusing to listen-to these arguments,
went on in a coolly professional way about his business, inspecting one nude
prospective model after another as they appeared upon their little sets of elevated
stands, male on one side of the center of the room and female on the other. Most
of the models were rejected as quickly and decisively as were the protests of the
priest, with quick, curt gestures and a few well-chosen words.

And still the argument between the two men went on, the priest trying to
convince the artist that it was all very well to be a perfectionist and have artistic
scruples, but right here and now the important idea was to produce the
contracted number and type of statues, so that the grand official reopening of the
remodeled temple could go on as scheduled, in time with the Festival.

The blond man sneered over his shoulder. "You mean so that the passersby
in the square will stop having doubts as to whether you're completely open for
business, and will rush in to spend their money without hesitation."

It was not that at all, said the man in black and red, outraged at being thrown
momentarily upon the defensive-it was important that the consciousness of all
the people be awakened to their full sensuous potential!

Meanwhile, another model had just stepped up on a recently vacated stand,
where she attracted Kasimir's attention. She was a graceful young woman, really
only a girl he thought, not yet out of her teens. Her face was unprepossessing and
her hair, worn in awkward braids, the approximate color of used wash water. But
her body was striking, tall and strong without being either fat or in the least
unfeminine, and he found himself immediately distracted from trying to follow
the argument, or even thinking about the Sword.

Kasimir's appreciative gaze was at once tempered with sympathy; even worse,
he supposed, than having everyone in a roomful of people stare at you when you
were undressed might be to have the same roomful ignore you almost completely.
That was what was happening to the young woman now, and she did indeed look
a little faint.

Kasimir was jolted out of his contemplation when one of the many clerks in
this room grabbed him by the arm again and hustled him, along with the two
men who had been chosen with him, across the floor of the great room and into a
small antechamber lined with benches. Here and there on the benches were little
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piles of clothing.

The clerk snapped orders at them, in the tone of one who enjoyed being able
to snap orders. "All three of you, get your clothes off, quick. What are you
waiting for? Hurry, hurry!"

"But I'm applying for a job as-"

The clerk was already gone; and anyway, as Kasimir kept reminding himself,
the purpose of his coming here was not to defend his dignity or even to get a
proper job, but to discover as much as possible about this sculptor and his
operations. So, in company with his two rivals, all three of them casting wary
looks at one another, Kasimir removed his clothes and piled them on a bench.

In a moment the clerk-or another clerk who looked very much like the first
one-was back, to shepherd the three sturdily built men, all now naked as infants,
back into the great studio. Here each was urged to mount, like a trained circus
beast, on his own small stand. Then they stood there waiting. From his new
position of vantage on this modest pedestal Kasimir could get a better look than
before into the far recesses of the vast room, and see a little farther into the other
end of the shallow L. Over there, right under some windows where the light was
particularly good, a number of workers were laboring industriously, chipping and
sawing away at blocks that were not statues but doubtless would be part of the
stonework out on the facade. Kasimir saw no indication that any of those
workers were using magic tools.

Glancing back in the direction of the other set of little pedestals, he saw that
the young woman who had attracted his attention was now gone, her place
occupied by another, more voluptuous, more classically beautiful, but somehow
less interesting.

And the argument was over, or at least in abeyance. The Chief Priest had
retired, as if between rounds of a contest, into a far corner of the room, where he
was now in conference with other red-clad figures. But his opponent was not
resting. In another moment the domineering sculptor was standing directly in
front of Kasimir, staring at his body with wildly urgent and yet abstracted eyes, as
if Kasimir were a piece of stone that might or might not be of just the proper size
and shape to meet some emergency need. It came to Kasimir suddenly that he
had seen physicians who looked at their patients in a very similar way. He hoped
he would never be one of them.

The sculptor, having examined Kasimir's physique from hair to toes, at last
stared him straight in the eye.

"Who are you?" the artist demanded.

Kasimir gave his name, though not his profession. But to be snapped at in
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this discourteous way was very irritating. "Who are you?" he demanded right
back.

One of the sculptor's assistants, hurrying after the great man with a scroll of
notes and a pen, blanched when he heard that. But the artist himself accepted
the question-as if it would take a lot more than an uppity model to upset him.

"I am Robert de Borron," he replied in a cold voice. "And this is my work you
see all around you. I see no reason to believe that you are going to fit into it."

With a jerk of his head the artist signaled to his aides that Kasimir should be
removed. In a moment the physician found himself making his way back to the
dressing room, still naked amid a throng of indifferent people.

His clothing and his small medical kit lay on the bench just where he had left
them, apparently untouched. He had begun to worry that his modest purse
would be stolen, or perhaps some of the drugs taken from his kit. But apparently
he need not have worried. Maybe the folk who worked in an artist's studio-or
who wanted to work here-needed no other drug than the hectic conditions of
their employment.

Kasimir dressed quickly. He supposed he could now return to the second-
floor personnel office, and try to convince someone there that he was really
applying for a physician's job. But he felt a need to regroup mentally, to get out of
the temple for a while, before he tried again. Then in an hour or less he would
come back.

Kasimir had just stepped out of the front entrance of the temple, under a sky
whose gradually growing promise of rain was beginning to come true, when he
caught sight again of the strongly built and graceful young lady with the faded
braids. She was sitting on a bench not far from the front entrance, and she did
not look well.

Perhaps she was poor and hungry-her blouse and trousers looked rather
shabby-or perhaps the experience of posing in the nude had been too much for
her. In a moment Kasimir had stopped beside her.

CHAPTER 6

"IF I may intrude for a moment upon your thoughts? I A am a physician, and
you do not look well. Can I assist you in any way?"

"Oh." The young woman sitting on the bench turned up her face to Kasimir.
Again he was struck by the plainness of her face. But her greenish eyes, seen at
such close range, were unexpectedly impressive.

Her voice had an intriguing quality too, low and throaty. "It's a long story.
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But I expect I'll be all right." Then she frowned. "Didn't I just see you somewhere
inside the temple?"

"No doubt you did, I was looking for a job. I noticed you in there too."
Kasimir was about to add that it would have been difficult not to notice her in the
circumstances, but he had approached her as a physician, and it was a little too
soon to alter that.

The girl was still frowning up at him. "You were trying out as a model? 1
thought you said just now that you were a physician."

"I'was. I am. There were a series of misunderstandings- originally I was
supposed to be applying for a physician's job in the temple. Do you mind if I sit
down?"

"No." She moved over slightly on the bench, adjusting her baggy peasant
trousers. "Except that I have things to do, and I ought to get up and do them-did
the sculptor hire you, then?"

Kasimir sat down. "No. It seems that something about my attitude
displeased the great artist, Robert de Borron. Perhaps he didn't like my shape
any better than my attitude. What about you?"

"Did you deliberately displease him?" Her frown vanished. "I'm glad, I would
have liked to do that too-but I couldn't afford to. So he hired me. I'm to start
modeling for him tomorrow."

"I'm pleased for you, if you are pleased. You don't sound exactly overjoyed
about it."

"Oh, I am, though. Getting this job was absolutely essential for me." It was
said in a tone of heartfelt seriousness.

"Then I can rejoice with you." At this point, inspiration came to Kasimir. "By
the way, I missed my breakfast this morning-would you care to join me in an
early lunch? We could at least get in out of this drizzling rain somewhere."

Her greenish eyes appraised him thoughtfully. She stood up from the bench.
"That sounds like an excellent idea, thank you."

They went into a nearby wine shop, where sights and aromas provided an
intriguing menu. Sausages were hung invitingly from the rafters, and cheese and
fresh, crusty bread were displayed on a counter.

They sat at a table, and ordered wine and food. The young woman's name,
she told Kasimir, was Natalia. As he had surmised, she was originally from a
small village. But she had visited Eylau several times before moving here a few
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months ago. Economic conditions at home were poor. She ate hungrily-though
not like one actually on the verge of starvation-of bread and cheese, but sipped
sparingly at her wine. She also persisted in turning the conversation around to
him.

"Have you been a physician long?"

"About five years. How long have you been a model?"

She smiled at him. "My experience in that line is very limited. I expect the
hardest part will be just holding still for a long time. Well, the hardest part
besides . . ."

"T understand."

Natalia tossed back her awkward braids. "I did study at a White Temple for a
while. Not modeling, of course, but medicine."

"Really? Then we might have been colleagues."
"I never had the chance to finish."
"Sorry. Where did you study?"

She named a small city that Kasimir had barely heard of, hundreds of
kilometers to the west.

Kasimir chewed a mouthful of his sandwich. "It's easy to tell that you're well
educated."

"Thank you."

"But short of money just now."

Her green eyes questioned him. "I might have landed a different kind of job
in the Red Temple, without too much trouble. But I'd like that even less than
posing."

"Of course, of course. I sympathize."

During their lunch Kasimir, sounding out his companion as gradually and
carefully as he could, at last admitted to her that he had had an ulterior motive in
trying to get a job inside the Red Temple. Yes, he was really a physician-but his
main occupation at this time was a partnership with the well-known dealer in

antique and special weapons, Ching Hao.

Natalia blinked her green eyes, as if she had never heard of the famous Ching
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Hao-small wonder-but wasn't quite ready to admit the fact, because she realized
she ought to be impressed.

Ching Hao, Kasimir went on to relate, was particularly interested just now in
locating and buying a certain special sword, an ancient and very valuable weapon.
There was reason to suppose that this sword might have come into the possession
of the Red Temple, or perhaps even the hands of Robert de Borron, for whom
Natalia would presently start modeling. It would be worth some money to Ching
Hao and his partner-more money than a model was likely to get paid-if an insider
at the temple could find some evidence that the sword was really there.

Natalia didn't respond at once, except to look at Kasimir thoughtfully.

He pressed on: "We wouldn't be asking you to take any risks. And it's not a
matter of getting anyone in trouble. It would just be a matter of keeping your
eyes open and reporting to me."

"How would I know this sword if I saw it?"

Kasimir drew in a deep breath. "It's an impressive-looking weapon, to begin
with. The blade is a full meter long, of mottled steel. The hilt is plain black, with
a simple white image on it, depicting a wedge splitting a block." He hesitated
briefly. "Most importantly, the blade has the magical ability to cut stone, any
stone, very easily."

The greenish eyes were wide, really impressed at last. "The magic must be
very powerful, I suppose. Does this sword have a name?"

Probably out there in the remote lands to the west they weren't altogether
caught up on what happened out in the great world. Evidently their ignorance
extended even to the history of the Twelve Swords.

"Yes," said Kasimir. "Some people call it Stonecutter. Or the Sword of Siege."

Natalia, thinking the matter over as she finished her lunch, eventually agreed
to act as Ching Hao's agent. She would receive a small advance now, an
additional payment every time she reported to Kasimir, and a substantial reward
if she could provide some useful information about Stonecutter. They made
arrangements for their next contact, which would be in the White Temple.

When he left the wine shop, Kasimir, taking what he considered rather
ingenious precautions against being followed, returned by a somewhat indirect
route to the Inn of the Refreshed Travelers.

He felt reasonably well pleased with himself for what he had managed to get
done today. He might, he thought, possess a hitherto undiscovered knack for this
sort of thing. It hadn't taken him long to conclude an arrangement with a young
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woman who was going to be one of Robert de Borron's models. Of course it
would still be possible for him to go back to the temple and try again for the
physician's job. But now it seemed to Kasimir that that would probably be
unnecessary; with Natalia in place inside the temple he would be free to help Wen
Chang in some other way.

Nor was that all he had accomplished today, Kasimir thought with
satisfaction. He had discovered also that the sculptor, Robert de Borron, had a
large reputation, and the ability to justify it. Also that de Borron was under
intense pressure from the Red Temple authorities to complete his work; it
seemed highly probable that he would suffer financial and other penalties if he
failed to do so in time. When it came to business matters, Kasimir had observed,
the Red Temple was likely to be as grasping and unyielding as the Blue. And
sometimes, if the truth be told, the White could hold its own with either.

The day was getting on toward midafternoon when Kasimir returned to the
inn. The place was busy, but as far as he could tell everything was peaceful.
Lieutenant Komi and a few of his men were on guard in their second-floor room,
seated around a table near the stairway where they played at some tribal card-
game. A couple of the other troopers slept on cots. Three or four were absent,
and Kasimir assumed that these were off duty, enjoying whatever they might be
able to afford of the delights offered by the big city.

Komi looked up as Kasimir walked in. The officer appeared glad to see him,
and tossed a casual salute without rising from the table.

"Ching Hao has not yet returned," Komi announced, giving the name of the
supposed merchant a slight emphasis, as if he thought the physician might need
to be reminded of the alias. "He left this note for you. Also there is a man waiting
out in the courtyard now, who says he wants to see either the merchant or his
assistant.”

Kasimir accepted the casually folded square of paper but did not immediately
open it. Close under the windows of the inn a street vendor screamed, hawking
his dried fruit. "A man waiting? Who is he?"

"An elderly fellow who looks to me as if he might possibly have money.
Beyond that I have no idea who he is- that is why I insisted he wait in the
courtyard and not in any of our rooms. But he says that he is interested in
possibly purchasing antique weapons from you."

"If he wishes to buy weapons then he can hardly be trying to sell Stonecutter."
Kasimir spoke freely in front of the card-playing soldiers at the table; all the
members of Komi's squad had been informed of the essentials of their mission.
"Still, for the sake of appearances, I suppose I'd better see him."
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"I'll point him out."

Looking out one of the small windows that opened on the inn's interior
courtyard, Kasimir studied the figure the lieutenant indicated-a gray-haired man,
garbed in the drab clothing of a desert traveler, sitting on the rim of one of the
courtyard's two fountains, and talking to someone who might be another
merchant. At this distance it was hard to get any very distinct impression.

Before descending to talk to the caller, Kasimir opened the note Komi had
handed him. The message was recognizably in the writing of Wen Chang and
seemed innocuous.

Kasimir-if you have no urgent reason to go out again, remain at the inn until I
return, which will probably be before dark.

Ching Hao

Yes, it might very well be a communication from a merchant to his assistant.
There was no hidden meaning that Kasimir could detect. He tossed the note
carelessly on a table, almost hoping that some spy might find and read it- though
he really doubted that any spy would be watching them at this stage of affairs.

In a moment he was going downstairs again.

When Kasimir came out into the courtyard, the man who waited by the
fountain was alone, sitting patiently with folded arms. He got to his feet as
Kasimir approached. Despite his gray hair and lined face, he was still erect and
hale, of average height and build. The two men bowed, in the approved manner
of polite strangers unsure of each other's exact status. Kasimir was wishing
silently that he had been able to learn something about antique weapons before
undertaking to play the role of a dealer in them.

"I am Kasimir, secretary to the merchant Ching Hao. Can I be of service to
you?"

"It may well be that you can, young man." The elder nodded in a benign way;
he had a gravelly voice, and a vague accent that Kasimir had trouble trying to
define. "I am Tadasu Hazara, few in these parts know me, but in my own region I
have something of a reputation of a collector of fine weapons. Having heard that
your master was here, I decided to find out if he might have any of the specialized
kind of weapons upon which my collection is centered."

"And what kind of weapons are those, sir?"

"My chief interest lies in jeweled daggers of the Polemonic Epoch; also, if they
are of the first quality, mail shirts of the bronze alloys made by the smiths of
Aspinall." The hands of the elder gestured; they were gnarled but strong, those of
a man who had at some time done a great deal of physical work.
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Kasimir assured the other, in perfect truthfulness, that Ching Hao had
nothing like that in stock just now.

"Ah, that is too bad." After considering for a moment, the gray-haired man
announced that he was also unfortunately under the necessity of parting with one
or two very old weapons that had once belonged to his father. Was the merchant
thinking of purchasing anything just now?

"What sort of weapons are they?"

When it turned out that none of them was a sword, Kasimir, feeling that
whatever more he did was likely to be a blunder, pronounced himself unable to
make decisions on such matters. Tadasu would have to wait for the return of
Ching Hao himself.

The visitor seemed annoyed at having spent his waiting time in the courtyard
for nothing. After expressing his formal good wishes to Kasimir and his absent
master he bowed again, more lightly this time, and walked on out of the
courtyard, through the main entrance of the inn.

The rain had ended some time ago, the day was growing hot and muggy, and
Kasimir would have returned to the comparative coolness of his upper room. But
before he could leave the courtyard another prospective customer had appeared,
forwarded to him by the helpful innkeeper. This latest potential customer was
actually carrying with him a bundle in rough cloth that looked very much like a
wrapped sword.

This man was much younger than the first, and appeared considerably more
nervous. "You buy weapons?" he demanded tersely.

"That is our business."
"T have a sword here."

"Very good." Kasimir attempted to sound confident. "If I may see the
merchandise?"

The other man's fingers hesitated on the wrappings. "If you like this weapon-
it's really something special-then you can give me cash for it this moment?"

Kasimir had to suppress his excitement. He had never seen any of the Twelve
Swords, but he had no doubt of being able to recognize one of them if it should
come his way.

Carefully he said: "I do not carry large amounts of coin on me, but still cash is
readily available. If your sword there should prove to be something that I really
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want, then you may have money in hand for it before you are an hour older."

After another few moments of cautious hesitancy, the potential customer
unwrapped the sword he had brought with him. Kasimir knew bitter
disappointment. When the weapon was at last shown it did not look spectacular-
the hilt was not even black, nor had the steel of the blade the finely mottled look
that everyone who had seen the genuine Swords remarked upon.

Then a thought struck the young physician. Having heard tales of magical
alterations in the appearance of things, and having once, years ago, had actual
experience of such a trick, he thought he had better apply one more test. Taking
the cheap-looking weapon in hand, he made a trial of it against the stone edge of
the fountain. The only result of this was an angry protest from the seller. What
was Kasimir trying to do, ruin a fine blade?

By the time Kasimir had succeeded in soothing the angry man, and sending
him on his way with his precious sword, sunset was near. Leaving the courtyard
that was already deep in shadow, Kasimir looked in on the innkeeper and gave
orders that a warm bath be brought to him in his upper room, with dinner to
follow. Then he went plodding up the stairs. Over the past several hours, his
earlier feeling that the investigation was making progress had gradually faded
into a sense of impatience and futility.

The bathtub had been taken away again and he was just finishing his solitary
dinner when the sound of feet ascending briskly on the stairs made him turn his
head. But instead of the familiar countenance of Wen Chang or Komi, there
appeared in the doorway, just at the top of the stairs, the visage of a scowling
beggar.

Kasimir immediately reached for his dagger, and was about to bawl an oath
downstairs at Komi for having allowed this stranger to get past him when the
beggar called out a greeting in the voice of Wen Chang.

Kasimir's hand holding the dagger fell to his side. "You! But-is this magic?"

"Only a touch of magic, perhaps, here and there." The figure of the beggar
doffed its ragged outer coat.

"Why such a marvelous disguise?"

"It is sometimes necessary to gather information on the streets," the
Magistrate said, his voice a little muffled in the process of pulling off the shaggy
gray facial hair that had concealed his own neat mustache along with most of his

lower face.

"I never would have known you!"
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"I trust not." With another muffled grunt the older man now tugged off a
sticky something that had altered the shape of his nose and cheekbones, and
tossed this flesh-colored object on the table along with his wig and beard. Now
undeniably Wen Chang again, he straightened his back and stretched.

"Now," the Magistrate continued in a clear tone of satisfaction, "we must
exchange information. My day has been a long and trying one. The beggars'
spaces at the Great Gate are considered most desirable, but they are too jealously
guarded and fought over for an outsider like myself to have any chance of forcing
his way in. The same situation obtained in Swordsmiths' Lane, and again behind
the Courts of Justice, where there was much rumor mongering over the matter of
the execution two days hence. But as it turned out, all those difficulties were
undoubtedly for the best. When I finally found a place to put down my begging
bowl, in the vicinity of the Blue Temple, I learned something that may prove
useful to us indeed."

Kasimir could readily understand why there was no surplus of beggars near
the Blue Temple, whose priests and worshippers alike were notoriously stingy.
He asked: "And what was this most useful thing you learned?"

"Have you ever heard of the famous diamond, the Great Orb of Maecenas?"
"I admit that I have not."

"If you, Kasimir, were a lapidarist, or a jewel thief, or a priest in the Blue
Temple, you would certainly give a different answer to that question. Know,
then, that such a diamond exists, that it has recently been brought to the Blue
Temple of Eylau in secret, and that it is there to be carved into several smaller
stones in the hope of thereby increasing its total value. This is obviously a matter
of concern to us, for it is certain that the Sword can be used in the precise cutting
of small stones as well as great. But before we discuss that any further, tell me of
your day. What did you discover at the Red Temple?"

As Kasimir began his tale with his arrival at the Red Temple in the morning,
the feet of servants were heard on the stairs. Soon they entered once more
bearing a tub and buckets of hot water. The physician delayed his story until the
tub had been set up behind a screen and the servants had departed.

Faint splashing sounds issued from behind the screen as Kasimir detailed his
adventures in the vicinity of the Red Temple, and Wen Chang listened. The
young man's story of recruiting the girl model to act as a paid spy elicited only a
momentary cessation of splashing.

Not until Kasimir described his leaving the temple area to return to the inn
did Wen Chang comment aloud. "And you did not persist in your attempt to
obtain employment there yourself?"
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"No sir, I thought I had explained that. What I had managed to achieve at the
temple seemed to me at least enough to deserve reporting-and of course when I
reached the inn your note was waiting for me, asking me to remain here."

The Magistrate grunted. "And I suppose there have been no callers at the inn
wishing to sell us Stonecutter?"

As Kasimir began to describe the first man who had come asking to buy
weapons, there sounded a louder splash than before from behind the screen; a
moment later the face of Wen Chang, staring narrow-eyed above the folds of an
enormous towel, peered fiercely around the edge of the screen. "And you simply
let him go?"

"But the man told us, both Komi and myself, at the start that he wanted to
buy weapons-"

"Did it not occur to you that he may have begun that way simply as a
precaution? That he wished to see if our merchant operation was a legitimate
one before he approached us with his real treasure? What did he look like?"

Here, at least, Kasimir had not failed, and could supply a fairly complete
delineation. But the description of the elderly would-be client did not tally with
that of anyone Wen Chang was able to recognize.

Wrapped from shoulders to knees in his great towel, his bath for the moment
forgotten, the Magistrate paced impatiently. "Well, well, it is impossible for me
to tell now whether he had any connection with our real business here or not.
Did he give you the impression that he was coming back?"

"Frankly, he did not. Though I fear that also is impossible to know with any
certainty."

"Then it is useless to speculate upon these matters any longer. Here comes
my dinner up the stairs if I am not mistaken, and when I have eaten I intend to
sleep. Tomorrow we must arise early. Unless there is some new development, we
are going to interest ourselves in the gem-cutting project at the Blue Temple."

CHAPTER 7

WEN Chang declined to discuss his plans for approaching the Blue Temple
until morning. Even then he remained silent on the subject until, over breakfast
in their rooms, Kasimir questioned him directly.

"How are we going to approach the authorities in the House of Wealth? If, as
you say, this fabulous diamond is being kept there secretly, they are not likely to
admit its presence, or that any special gem-cutting is about to take place."
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"True, they will not admit such things to the merchant Ching Hao. But if they
are approached directly by the famous Magistrate Wen Chang, their response
might be more favorable-especially if I bring them information of a plot to steal
the gem."

Kasimir paused with a tea mug halfway to his lips. "You said nothing to me
last night of such a plot."

"Nor did I learn anything of one during my investigations yesterday. But
today it strikes me as a very useful idea."

"I see. And who am I going to be today?"

"The very well-known Doctor Kasimir, of course. We shall both be surprised-
raise our eyebrows politely, so-if any of them admits that he has never heard of
you. You are my assistant-or my associate, if you prefer-and a specialist in
forensic medicine."

Kasimir thought about that. "It is not a common specialty. In fact I have
never heard of it. But I suppose the very fact that it is unknown makes it sound
prestigious. Very well. And I think I do indeed prefer 'associate."

"So be it, then."

There was not a single shabby thread in any of the garments in which Wen
Chang arrayed himself this morning. Before starting for the Blue Temple with
Kasimir, the Magistrate left orders with Lieutenant Komi to maintain the fiction
of the merchant Ching Hao against any suggestion to the contrary, and to take
careful note of any potential customers.

"In particular I am interested in the elderly man who was here yesterday and
said he wanted to buy weapons. If he should return, send one of your men riding
to the Blue Temple at once to let me know. And meanwhile detain this fellow
merchant of ours, forcibly if necessary, until I return."

"It shall be done, sir." Komi saluted. His salutes meant for the Magistrate
always looked more serious than the ones he gave Kasimir.

"Good. Have you been sending reports to the Prince?"

"I dispatched a flying messenger yesterdays, sir, bringing him up to date.
There has been no reply as yet."

Wen Chang had decided to go to the Blue Temple on foot; a riding-beast
carried more prestige, but only if you were assured of a place to put it safely when
you had reached your destination, and they had no assurance of being offered
such hospitality. A good walk lay before the two men, for the Blue Temple was in
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a different quarter of the city. Wen Chang, who had observed it while in the guise
of a beggar yesterday, reported that it, like the Red Temple, bordered upon its
own vast square.

Their route took them close to the Hetman's palace, which like the great
temples had its own plaza; in the case of the palace, the plaza surrounded the
building completely. Wen Chang detoured slightly so that they should go right
past the palace, crossing the surrounding open space. About all they were able to
see of the great house itself were the formidable outer walls of gray stone, several
stories high.

At one place on the pavement, no more than thirty meters or so from those
walls, a few men and women in country garments were conducting a protest
demonstration. Kasimir was reminded at once of the public exhibition he had
seen as the tumbrel passed bearing the unfortunate Benjamin of the Steppe.
Whether these were the exact same people or not he couldn't tell, but he
supposed it likely. Here they were crouched, facing the high gray palace wall,
which in this area was pierced by a few high, small, heavily grilled windows,
appropriate for prison cells. All of the demonstrators were slowly and
rhythmically pounding their heads-fortunately with no more than symbolic force-
upon the plaza's paving stones.

Kasimir stopped, joining a few other passersby who had taken time out from
their own affairs to stare at this bizarre behavior. Wen Chang paused too, to
stand with his arms folded, observing. As moments passed, a few more gawkers
gathered.

The crouching head-bangers were all dressed in loose peasant clothing. The
loose braids of the women swung as their heads moved up and down. When one
of the men, perhaps sensing that by now a sizable audience had gathered, raised
his head and looked around, Wen Chang called to him, asking the reason for
these actions.

Eager to tell his story, the man abandoned his symbolic head-banging and
jumped to his feet. He spoke in an uncouth accent.

"Oh, master, the prisoner who is to be so unjustly and horribly executed on
the first day of the Festival, Benjamin of the Steppe, is even now held captive in a
cell inside this building!" Raising a quivering arm, the protester pointed at the
palace. "All the people of Eylau should be here now, petitioning the Hetman for
his release!"

The reaction of the small crowd was not generally sympathetic. Many jeered
and made threatening gestures. Some looked over their shoulders and hurried
away, lest they be seen by the Watch associating with these mad treasonous folk
who seemed to criticize the government.
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The Magistrate did not answer the speaker but turned away. Kasimir
followed silently. They had other matters to discuss besides these hopeless
protests, and were talking in low voices about the Sword again when at last their
goal came into sight.

The Blue Temple of Eylau, like most of its kind elsewhere, was practically
devoid of exterior decoration, and sported no statuary at all on walls or roof. To
most of its clients as well as its managers, such ornaments would have indicated a
tendency toward frivolous waste. Whenever Kasimir looked at the outside of a
Blue Temple in any city he got the impression that an effect of shabbiness if not
actually dirtiness, the grim opposite of frivolity, was what the proprietors were
striving to achieve.

Nor was the style of architecture accidental either. This particular Blue
Temple, true to type, was reminiscent of a fortress; even more, perhaps, of a
miniature mountain, though the total bulk of this structure was somewhat less
than that of the Red Temple across town, which looked less like a mountain than
like a giant hive. Undoubtedly this fortress, the Blue Temple, would be an
extremely good place in which to leave your money and keep your valuables on
deposit. Nothing, not even an earthquake, was ever going to budge or threaten
this building and its contents-that, at least, was the impression meant to be
conveyed by the massive walls and foundations, and reinforced by the iron bars,
each thick as a strong man's arm, that guarded all the windows.

Wen Chang confronted all this majesty of strength undaunted. He marched
majestically forward, straight across the square in the direction of the main
entrance of this formidable edifice. Kasimir, walking half a step behind him,
observed that here as at the Red Temple the majority of worshippers entering
were men.

There was no difficulty about entering, for men so respectably dressed. Once
they were inside the lobby, all cool white and pale blue, the Magistrate did not
delay to look around. As if he knew exactly where he was going, he made his way
straight to one side of the marble counter where a massive and yet somehow
discreet sign promised information. Already, here in the outer lobby, the
impression of penuriousness was beginning to fade.

The imposing manner of Wen Chang's approach did not appear to make the
least impression upon the well-dressed clerk behind the counter, who doubtless
dealt every day with equally imposing folk.

Nor was the clerk shaken when the Magistrate fixed him with a narrow-eyed
glare, and announced in a firm voice: "I wish to see the Director of Security."

The expression on the clerk's face remained perfectly neutral as he looked
this grand visitor up and down. "And may I tell the Director who wishes to see
him?"
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The tall figure that stood in front of his marble counter became, if possible,
even a little taller. "You may tell him that his callers are the Magistrate Wen
Chang, and his associate Doctor Kasimir."

The expression on the clerk's face achieved something- not quite a real
change, thought Kasimir, more like a greater intensity of neutrality. In a
moment, speaking in a voice that now admitted a certain grudging courtesy, the
man behind the counter invited: "Step this way, if you please, gentlemen."

Wen Chang, with Kasimir remaining more or less half a step behind him,
followed the clerk through a curtained doorway behind the information counter.
On the other side of the doorway, solid steps led up. As he climbed Kasimir
observed, in the materials of walls and stairs themselves, that they were now
definitely entering the plusher precincts of Blue Temple administration.

The information clerk conducted them up only one level, and into a small
office where he left them standing in front of the desk of another functionary.
This woman, upon hearing the Magistrate's identity, welcomed him and his
associate with something approaching warmth. Then she promptly left her small
office to escort the visitors on up to a higher level still.

This process repeated itself, with subtle variations, on several levels. In each
new office Kasimir and Wen Chang encountered a pause in front of a new desk,
new introductions, and a brief conference. All this was conducted in an
atmosphere of cordiality tempered by suspicion, palpable though never openly
voiced, that this imposing man might not really be who he claimed to be.

Early on in the game it became evident to Kasimir that the higher up you
went in the Blue Temple, the closer you penetrated toward its center, the plusher,
more luxurious, everything became. Inside this fortress it was no longer frivolity
to display wealth. Instead it had become a duty to show it, or at least enough of
it, to suggest how much more treasure must be available.

There was a great deal of affluence in sight already, and still he and Wen
Chang had not penetrated to their goal. The Director of Security, Kasimir was
thinking, must be a very important part indeed of this establishment.

But at last Wen Chang, with Kasimir at his elbow, was standing in the office
of the Director himself, who came around from behind his enormous ebony desk
to greet them with a moderate show of warmth, that somehow did not include
revealing his name if he had one apart from his office. No great sensitivity was
needed to detect a certain wariness in the Director's manner as he pressed his
callers' hands, one after another. Inside this man's fine robes of blue and gold his
body was very lean, as if perhaps the guardianship of such mind-boggling wealth
as had been entrusted to his care left him with no time to eat.



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

The words of the Director's greeting, at least, sounded perfectly sincere.

"To what does our poor establishment owe the honor of this visit? Everyone
has heard of the wise judge Wen Chang, whose eye is capable of penetrating with
a glance to the very heart of wickedness. But I confess, Your Honor, that
somehow I had pictured you as an older man."

Wen Chang bowed, lightly and courteously. "And I, even in lands far distant
from this one, have heard of the Director of Security in the Blue Temple in the
great city of Eylau. But we have not come here for an exchange of compliments
however pleasant. Instead we are upon a matter of the most serious business."

"I am all ears. Please, be seated."

Wen Chang and Kasimir helped themselves to ivory chairs, while the Director
resumed his place behind his desk of ebony. Then the Magistrate continued: "It
was another matter entirely that brought myself and my associate, Doctor
Kasimir, here to Eylau. But in the course of our investigations in this city there
has come to our attention the existence of a plot to steal from this temple the
jewel known as the Great Orb of Maecenas."

The Director blinked once, and then his face went totally blank. "What
reason have you to believe that jewel is here?"

The Magistrate shook his head. "Come, come, sir, we are going out of our way
to do you a favor. Do not waste my time or your own."

At this crucial moment there was a confused bustling and whispering at the
door of the Director's office. In a moment a man entered, a fat and oily-looking
man wearing a cape of almost pure gold, touched only with a little blue.

The two visitors got to their feet, and a fresh round of introductions began,
this time with more ceremony than before. The new arrival was actually
Theodore, Chief Priest of the Blue Temple in Eylau.

>From the moment of his arrival in the room, the Chief Priest's manner
indicated that he was at least somewhat mistrustful of everyone else, including
his own Director of Security.

When all were seated again, Wen Chang repeated, for Chief Priest Theodore's
benefit, his statement about the discovery of a plot to steal the jewel.

Theodore did not trouble to deny the presence of the Orb inside his
establishment. Instead he asked Wen Chang bluntly: "How do you know this?"

"The circumstances in which I gained the information are closely connected
to the original investigation upon which my associate and myself were engaged.
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More than that I cannot tell you at present. You will appreciate that I extend to
all my clients the same confidentiality I would extend to you, were I retained by
you personally, or by the Blue Temple."

This speech did not go down well with either of Wen Chang's priestly hearers,
who exchanged grim looks. Then the Director still attempted to deny the
presence of the Great Orb, and even disclaimed any knowledge of its
whereabouts.

The Magistrate was growing impatient with them. "Come, come! I know that
the gem we are speaking of is in this city, and I am almost certain that it is within
the walls of this very building."

At this point the Chief Priest asked Wen Chang and Kasimir, politely enough,
to step into another room while he had a private discussion with his Security
Director.

Wen Chang signed agreement and got to his feet. "Of course, gentlemen. But
I advise you not to take too long to make up your minds to listen to me. In this
matter time is of great importance."

The Director glared at him. "It seems to me that we could all save time if you
would condescend to tell us the source of your alleged information."

The Magistrate appeared to be maintaining his patience only with an effort.
"Even if I was willing to break confidence with my client-which I am not-nothing
I could tell you about the source would help you in the least to prevent the theft.
By the way, I suppose you are perfectly sure that the stone is secure at this
moment?"

This question threw the two high authorities into a state of considerable
confusion, impossible to conceal. As an open argument began between them,
Wen Chang and Kasimir were conducted away by an underling.

They were deposited in a comfortable anteroom and left alone with the door
closed. They glanced at each other, but neither had anything to say. It was
obvious to both of them that any conversation they held would almost certainly
be overheard.

The duration of their wait dragged on, to a length that Kasimir, at least, had
not expected. Wen Chang waited with newly imperturbable patience, hands
clasped in his lap, his weathered face impassive as a mask. But Kasimir was
bothered by mounting apprehension. Had they somehow unwittingly
precipitated a real crisis in the local Blue Temple leadership? Had they-but such
speculations were pointless.

Eventually a silent attendant brought them refreshment on a tray, tea and
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cakes in portions of hardly more than symbolic size. Both courteously declined.
Following that they were again left alone for almost an hour, when a group of
temple officials, including the High Priest and the Director of Security, suddenly
entered the anteroom. They brought with them a newcomer, an outsider to the
temple, a man attired in the uniform of an officer of the city Watch, in the
Hetman's colors of gray and blue. This was a large grizzled veteran of about forty.

As soon as this man's eyes fell on Wen Chang, he stepped forward and opened
his arms in greeting.

"Magistrate!" His voice was a bass roar. "They told me there was someone
here I might recognize, but they never gave me a hint that it was you. It's years
since we have worked together-how are you?"

Wen Chang, smiling, had arisen to return the greeting heartily. "I am healthy
and busy as you see. And how are you, my friend Almagro? It is indeed too long
a time since we have seen each other, but you do not appear to have changed
much."

After Kasimir had been duly introduced to Captain Almagro, the two veterans
spent a few moments more in private conversation, most of it reminiscing about a
particularly filthy gang of bandits they had once succeeded in luring into an
annihilating ambush. In this exchange of memories they must have removed
from the minds of their priestly hearers any lingering doubts of the Magistrate's
true identity.

The discussion turned away from the bandit gang. Almagro mentioned how,
after several unlikely sounding adventures, he had come to be now in the employ
of the Hetman.

"And a good thing I am here, too, for now I may be able to return the great
favor that you, Magistrate, once did for me."

Wen Chang made a dismissive gesture and objected mildly. "It was a matter
of no consequence."

"On the contrary, I consider my life to be a rather significant component of
the universe. So tell me, what brings you and your friend to Eylau, Magistrate? A
job of thief taking?"

"I thank you for your generous offer of help, Captain, and it may be indeed
that my associate and I will want to call upon you in the near future. As to the
exact nature of our mission in Eylau, I must tell you that I am bound by an oath
of secrecy. Just at the moment, however, our problem concerns the Orb of
Maecenas. What can you tell us about its current safety?"

At this point in the conversation the Director of Security appeared to be
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trying to say something urgent, while at the same time wanting to avoid the
disclosure of any information at all. He was rescued from this self-strangled state
by the Captain of the Watch, who shook his head at him ruefully.

"I'm afraid the presence of the gem here in the temple is no longer a secret,"
Captain Almagro told the official almost apologetically. "One hears about it these
days in the streets."

The Chief Priest, a vein outstanding in his forehead, was fixing a baleful
glance upon his Director of Security.

"I am going," Theodore said, "directly from this room to the lapidary's
workshop, there to see for myself whether the Orb is still in our hands or not at
this moment." His eyes swept fiercely around the little group. "I want all of you
to come with me!"

A moment later, with Chief Priest Theodore in the lead, the whole party was
tramping through a series of elegant corridors, traversing one after another a
series of doorways, each doubly guarded by warriors cloaked in blue and gold, the
Blue Temple's own security force. At every door- way the guards saluted and
stood aside at a gesture from the Chief Priest's chubby hand.

The party with Theodore at its head had not far to go before it reached its
goal, a set of unmarked heavy doors. Here too guards stood aside. Then the
doors were opened a crack from inside in response to an impatient tapping with
the Chief Priest's heavy golden ring, and then they were thrown wide as soon as
he was recognized.

The party of visitors filed into the room. It was a workshop, much smaller
and cleaner, Kasimir noted, than the studio of Robert de Borron across town.
This place was also much quieter than de Borron's studio, and it had not been at
all crowded until their group arrived. Here, instead of noise and confusion, was a
sense that great logic and precision ruled.

There were three people in the room already when Theodore entered with his
entourage. The person in charge here was a short, intense, black-skinned woman
of about thirty years of age, who was soon introduced to all who did not know her
as Mistress Hedmark, the famed lapidary. It was one of those fields like forensic
medicine, Kasimir supposed, in which one could be famous and at the same time
almost totally unknown to the world at large.

The other two people already present were the famous woman's assistants.
The Mistress, despite her lack of size, looked to Kasimir quite as hard and tough
as the sculptor at the other temple. The physician got the impression that she
would be quite capable of murder and robbery to get something that she really
wanted.
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Under a broad, heavily barred window, where the best light in the room
obtained, an elaborate workbench had been set up. In response to a question
from Wen Chang, Mistress Hedmark explained that she and her helpers had been
busy practicing the techniques that they would use when the time came for the
actual cutting of the priceless gem.

The surface of the workbench was largely covered with a framework of jigs
and supports. Kasimir saw that there was a fine revolving grindstone along with
other tools, some doubtless more magical than technological.

Having given a concise explanation of her work, the Mistress had a query of
her own. "And now, gentlemen, I must insist on knowing what you want here. I
don't like all these people in my workroom."

"Nor would I, ordinarily." Chief Priest Theodore shook his head. "But I want
to see the Orb for myself, to make sure that it is still safe. And if it is I want to
show it to them."

"Of course it is quite safe," said Mistress Hedmark automatically. Then she
looked at Theodore for a moment, and then at his chief of security. Then she
shrugged and drew a cord from around her neck and inside her clothing. It was a
leather cord with a small key hanging at the end of it.

The Director of Security produced a similar key from somewhere. Meanwhile
others in the party were making sure that the outer doors of the room were
closed. Then Mistress Hedmark, together with the Director, went to a great metal
box in one corner of the room. Kasimir had enough sense of magic to sense the
immaterial barricades surrounding it, forces that subsided only when the
Director whispered a secret word.

It was necessary for the custodians to use their two keys simultaneously.
Then they were able to open the box and swing back the heavy lid.

Mistress Hedmark reached inside. The Orb of Maecenas was brought out and
held up in her fingers for everyone to look at.

It was only the size of a small, faceted egg; somehow this came as a faint
disappointment to Kasimir, who had unconsciously been expecting something
the size of his fist. But then he had never found wealth in any of its
manifestations overwhelmingly interesting.

"Are you satisfied, then?" Mistress Hedmark demanded of the delegation that
had burst in on her.

"Yes, for the moment." Much of the tension was gone from Theodore's voice.
His gaze had softened, resting on the gem, and he allowed himself a little sigh.
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The lapidary asked in her sharp tones: "Has there actually been a plot to steal
the Orb?"

The Magistrate spoke soothingly. "We have had an alarm. So far as I know
there has been no more than that as yet. Has anything untoward happened here?
Or to you or any of your assistants?"

The attention of the group focused on each of the aides in turn: No, none of
them had anything like that to report. Kasimir found the denials credible.

Mistress Hedmark discoursed briefly to the others on the art of the diamond
cutter, and the problems inherent in trying to cut so very hard a stone, the
hardest substance known. The discussion sounded quite open and innocent to
Kasimir.

He could see or hear nothing to indicate that this woman might already have
the Sword of Siege in hand to help her with her work, or that it had ever entered
her mind to try to get it.

CHAPTER 8

BOTH the Chief Priest of the temple and his Director of Security were
considerably relieved when they were able to verify with their own eyes that the
almost priceless Orb was still in their possession. They were both ready now to
consider what Wen Chang wanted to tell them.

The Magistrate, after a quick consultation with Captain Almagro, had several
recommendations to make. The first was that arrangements should be made to
station officers of the city Watch-not the Captain himself, he could not be spared-
here in the lapidary's workshop as long as the gem was present. The Watch
people would serve in shifts, so that at least one should be on duty around the
clock.

The second recommendation made by Wen Chang was that an entire new
squad of Blue Temple security people be brought in, to replace all those who were
currently engaged in protecting the stone.

"I emphasize," Wen Chang continued, "that I have no reason to think any of
the old crew are implicated in the plot to steal the diamond; no, I make this
suggestion purely as a precaution.”

Chief Priest Theodore exchanged glances with his chief subordinate in
security matters. Then the chubby man shrugged. "Very well. A sensible
precaution, I think. It shall be done as you say."

Mistress Hedmark was not happy, though. She complained that these
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changes would entail further disruption of the routine of technical practice and
ritual in which she was engaged with her assistants. Peace and tranquility were
necessary for her work.

The Chief Priest heard her out, then overruled her. "Now that the whole
world knows the gem is here, we can take no chances."

Wen Chang tried to soothe the lapidary too. Then he said: "Now, Doctor
Kasimir and myself must be on our way. Captain Almagro, if you could withdraw
with us? There is much we have to discuss with you in the matter of how
potential jewel thieves should best be taken. And these gentlemen of the temple,
and Mistress Hedmark, will also have much to discuss among themselves."

As the three of them were escorted out of the temple, Kasimir marveled to
himself at the smoothness with which Wen Chang had been able to accomplish
several objectives during their brief visit. First, they had determined with a fair
degree of certainty that the Sword was not in the Blue Temple now. Next, to have
an officer of the city Watch continuously present in the diamond-cutters'
workshop ought to make it practically impossible for Mistress Hedmark and her
crew to use the Sword secretly in their work, assuming they might have the
chance to do so-and any efforts to get the Watch out of the way would signal that
they were up to something clandestine. Finally, the priests of the Blue Temple
were now convinced that Wen Chang was trying to help them.

There was little conversation among the three men as long as they were still
inside the temple. When they had passed out through the front entrance, and
were halfway across the fronting square, Captain Almagro muttered something
that Kasimir did not entirely catch, but that made the physician think the Watch
officer did not really care for the place they had just left.

Wen Chang's reply at least was clear: "Hot work in there, old friend, trying to
get the moneybags to believe us. I think it might be time for us to ease our
throats with a mug of something cool."

The Captain brightened immediately. "My idea exactly, Magistrate. And I
know just the place, not far away."

"Lead on."

After making their way through several blocks of the activity that occupied
the streets of the metropolis at midday, the three men were soon seated in the
cool recesses of a tavern, a large, old building of half-timbered construction. The
main room was filled with the delicious smells of cooking food, and occupied by a
good number of appreciative customers.

One of the barmaids, who was evidently an old acquaintance of the Captain,
served them swiftly. Wiping his mustache after his first gulp of ale, Almagro
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expressed his doubt that there was any real plot to steal the Orb at all- though he
referred to the matter only indirectly. He bewailed the increasing tawdriness of
crime in these newly degenerate days. Not only the times and the crimes, but the
modern criminals themselves, suffered from degeneracy. By and large they were
far from being the bold brave rascals that their predecessors of a decade or so ago
had used to be.

"Hey, Magistrate? Am I right?"

"You are almost invariably right, old friend. And there is much truth in what
you say now." Wen Chang groomed his own slim mustache with one finger.

"Damned right, very much truth. Want an example? Look at those people
who're demonstrating in front of the Hetman's palace now, pounding their stupid
heads on the pavement. If they choose to damage their own thick skulls, so what?
What kind of a crime is that? And yet we've orders now to make them stop it."

The Magistrate made a gesture indicating resignation. "The subject of their
protest-this Benjamin of the Steppe as he is called-he would not seem to me to be
a very great offender either. To ask for a few local councils, voting on local
matters, deciding such things for themselves. And yet it seems that he must pay
with his life for his offense."

"Ah, that's politics. There's always that, and when it comes to politics the
police must just do what they're told. If we had a different ruler, politics would
go on just the same, only with different faces in the dungeons. Different feet
climbing up the scaffold."

"I fear you are right."
"Damned right I'm right." The Captain belched, and drank again.

Wen Chang murmured something properly sympathetic, and Kasimir, taking
his lead from his chief, did likewise.

"Not like the old days," Almagro summed up, and drank deep from his mug.
"No, not at all."

"I wonder if you could do me a favor?" Wen Chang inquired.

"Glad to," was the automatic response. But then the Captain blinked in
hesitation. "What is it?"

"I know the prisoner's number of a man who was sentenced, probably several
months ago, to the road-building gang that is now working between here and the
Abohar Oasis. "I would like to discover as much as possible about the man
himself-his name, his crime, whatever else you can find out."”
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"Is that all?" The Captain was relieved. "Sure, I can look that up. What's the
number?"

"Nine-nine-six-seven-seven."

Almagro pulled out a scrap of paper and laboriously made a note to himself.
"Nothing to it."

"But I suppose," said Wen Chang after a moment's silence, "that in this huge
city, despite the degeneracy of these modern would-be criminals, and the futile
protesters, there remain a small number of real thieves, and also some genuinely
dangerous individuals."

"Ah yes, of course. If you say so, it's possible you're really onto something
about a plot-to swipe the Orb." The Captain looked around him cautiously before
uttering those last words. And now conversation was briefly suspended while the
barmaid placed in front of each of them a bowl of steaming stew.

"Only place on the street where I'd order stew," Almagro muttered, taking up
his spoon with energy. "But here it's good."

"Indeed, not bad," said Wen Chang, tasting appreciatively. Kasimir, who
would have declined if he had been asked whether he wanted stew or not, tried
the stuff in his own bowl and had to agree.

Half a bowl later, Wen Chang prodded the Captain: "You were saying, about
the present elite of real criminals-?"

"Yes, of course. Well, in this city there are naturally lawbreakers beyond
counting. But very few of this modern bunch would have the nerve, talent, or
resources even to think of undertaking any job like the one you suspect is being
planned at the Blue Temple."

"And I suppose that once such a gem was stolen, it would be difficult even in
Eylau to arrange to sell it, or dispose of it in trade for lesser gems."

The Captain smacked his lips over the stew, and tore off a chunk of bread
from the fresh loaf the barmaid had deposited in the middle of the table.
"Difficult, yes. But in Eylau nothing is totally impossible. No matter how rare
and unique an object of value may be, there'll be someone in this city who can
buy it-paying only a small fraction of the real worth, maybe, but-"

"Naturally." Wen Chang nodded. "And it is part of your job to know who
these folk are."”

"I know most of them. And there are not many who'd want to handle
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something like the Orb-today there are even fewer, in fact, than there were just
yesterday morning."

The Magistrate's hand paused, supporting a mug of ale halfway to his lips.
"Oh? And what is responsible for this diminution in numbers?"

"I'd say it was the result of a disagreement between buyer and seller, of just
what property I don't know." The Captain went on to relate how, only yesterday
evening, one of the city's most rascally merchants and most celebrated dealers in
stolen valuables had been found dead, his body drifting in a backwater of the
Tungri, near the lower docks.

Wen Chang had set down his mug again without drinking. "And have you
turned up any clue, old friend, as to who killed this man or why?"

"Interests you, does it, Magistrate? I should have realized it would. No, I'm
afraid that there's no such clue. Apart from the fact that whatever happened was
a bit more than your ordinary little squabble. Two other bodies were also found
nearby, of men who must have been killed at the same time, in the same fight.
Don't know who they were."

"And there is no clue as to who killed them, either."

"Just so. Ah, we do our best, Magistrate. Whenever there's a complaint of
robbery or assault in the city we in the Watch will do what we can to get the
miscreants taken into custody, and hold them for trial before the magistrates of
this city."

"I am sure that you do your best."

"We do. But as you can well imagine, in a city of this size it would be hopeless
to expect to solve very many of the crimes."

Wen Chang drained his tankard. "It would interest me very much-and I am
sure it would interest Kasimir too- if we could see those bodies, of the men killed
yesterday."

"Ah? And maybe your interest is a little more than purely theoretical?" The
Captain's eyes, suddenly shrewder than before, probed at both of his companions
from under shaggy brows. "Well, the gods know I owe you a bigger favor than
that, Magistrate. We'll see what we can do, though the family of our late
prominent merchant may not welcome any more attentions by the Watch."

"It is the other bodies, the unidentified ones, that I find more particularly
interesting."

"Oh? That's all right, then. Except that they may already have been exposed
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on the northern walls. We'd best go right away and take a look."
Kasimir and the Captain finished their drinks.

In Eylau, as Captain Almagro explained while they walked, the disposal of
paupers' bodies, and any other unidentified or unclaimed dead, was carried out
atop a section of city wall, a tall spur of fortification about a hundred meters long,
which currently went nowhere and protected nothing. This section had become
disconnected from the main walls of the city as a result of the destruction of some
ancient war, and the subsequent rebuilding according to a different plan. Here,
barely within the city's modern walls, and four or five stories above the ground,
the remains were set out in the open air to be the prey of winged scavengers.
Many of these creatures were reptilian; others, originally the product of
experiments in magic and genetics, were hybrids of reptile and bird.

There were no human dwellings very near the isolated section of wall now
called the Paupers' Palace, except for a few huts of the poor and almost homeless,
who from their doorways could contemplate what their own final fate in this
world was likely to be.

When the investigators arrived at the base of the mortuary wall, Captain
Almagro sought out and spoke to a particular attendant. This man bowed and
murmured his respect for the Captain, and passed the three visitors along to
another man. This fellow conducted the three investigators up a stone stairway,
dangerously worn and crumbling, to the wall's top.

Here, under the leaden sky, filling the broad strip of pavement between the
parapets, was a scattered litter of more-or-less dried human bones, with here and
there a more recent arrival. The older bones, pulverized and scattered, crunched
underfoot; if you moved about at all there was no way to avoid stepping on some
of them. Kasimir understood from a few words of explanation offered by the
attendant that the bones finally rejected by the scavengers were gathered
periodically and burned or buried somewhere.

By now it had begun to drizzle again in Eylau, and Kasimir had heard people
talking about the fierce windstorms out over the desert. Up here atop the
Paupers' Palace the drying-out of corpses was undoubtedly being set back by the
wet weather. The smell here at the moment was rather worse than at the last
opened grave, out in the quarry, and Kasimir once more pulled out an amulet
from his pouch of magical equipment. Presently a scent of fresh mint began to
dominate.

At a word from Almagro the attendant who had escorted them upstairs
pointed out the two bodies that had been brought in with knife wounds yesterday
afternoon.

Whatever the losers of that fight might have possessed in the way of clothing



http://www.abbyy.com/buy
http://www.abbyy.com/buy

or valuables had of course been stripped from them already, either before or after
they arrived at this last stop. By now, Kasimir noted, their eyes were missing as
well, evidently the first gourmet morsels to be claimed by the scavengers. One of
these reptilian beasts, the size of a large vulture but with iridescent scales, was in
attendance now, and flew up heavily with a squeak of protest as the men
approached.

But certain items of important evidence remained, and it might be possible to
learn the essentials, thought Kasimir, even without making a very close
examination of these bodies.

One of them was that of a red-haired, freckled man whose stocky build and
thick limbs indicated that he had been strong, before someone's narrow blade
had opened those thin fatal doorways in his chest.

"The treacherous foreman," Kasimir commented, almost at first glance. He
chose to disregard the fact that his words could be heard by Almagro, who was
standing back, watching intently to see what his old friend would be able to make
of this evidence. There would be no keeping the Captain out of the matter now.

Wen Chang, kneeling by the first body, nodded abstractedly. In a moment he
had concluded his own examination, and stood up, brushing off his hands.

"Treachery is a powerful medicine, and those who rely upon it are likely to die
of an overdose. It is easy enough to imagine the scene yesterday. A meeting,
somewhere near the river, between the murderous foreman Kovil, and the equally
dishonest Eylau merchant, with each principal supported by at least one retainer.
From the beginning, an enlightened distrust on both sides, who are strangers to
each other. Then, the display of the stolen treasure-a vaster prize than even
avarice had imagined-and then the sudden flare of treachery and violence."

In a moment he had turned his attention to the second body. It was that of a
stranger to Kasimir, though it ought to have been identifiable, he thought, by
anyone who had known the man in life. This fellow too had died of blade
wounds, and these wounds were larger, as if made by a full-sized sword, perhaps
Stonecutter itself. By all reports eleven of the Twelve-all except Woundhealer-
were fine weapons apart from the magical powers they possessed.

"This one has been neither prisoner nor overseer at a quarry in the desert,"
Wen Chang muttered after a minute, standing up again. "His skin is everywhere
too pale for that. I assume he is some minor criminal of the city." Then he turned
to Almagro and asked: "I would like to see the place where the bodies were
found."

"Of course."

They descended from the wall, and Kasimir was able to put away his magic
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scent. Next Almagro conducted them back into the center of Eylau. Standing on
the bank of the river, he pointed out the place where the bodies were said to have
been found, drifting in a pool or large eddy on the left bank of the river.

The Magistrate looked up and about, slightly upstream.
"I see dark stains," he announced, "upon that windowsill."

Kasimir could see very little at the distance. But along with the Captain he
followed the Magistrate into an old building whose empty windows gaped out
over the Tungri.

The three investigators entered the building and climbed to an upper level to
find that there were still bloodstains on the worn floor.

"There is no doubt that the fight took place here," mused Wen Chang. "And
whoever survived took the trouble to dump the bodies into the river, hoping
thereby to postpone their discovery. Ah, if only I had been able to inspect this
place sooner! Clues have a way of vanishing quickly with the passage of time."

But Wen Chang soon gave up his lamenting and went to work, examining
every centimeter of the scene with a thoroughness Kasimir found surprising-not
so Almagro, who had evidently seen similar performances in the past.

Soon the Magistrate was able to discover, on an inner wall of exposed
brickwork, a place where Stonecutter had left its distinctive marks. Kasimir
could easily imagine the great Sword, swung in combat, taking a small chunk
neatly out of the solid wall-and then, its energy unslowed, going on to cut down
someone.

Almagro, scowling, looked at the place. He said: "I think you'd better tell me
the whole story."

"We shall," Wen Chang promised.
Kasimir asked, "But then who has the Sword now?"

"Someone who was strong and fierce and cunning and lucky enough to
survive that meeting yesterday. It seems that our task may be only beginning."

CHAPTER ¢

STILL standing in the room where the fight had taken place, Wen Chang and
Kasimir completed the job of taking Captain Almagro into their confidence
regarding the true nature of their mission in Eylau. The Captain, naturally
anxious to hear the whole story, listened eagerly.
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He had of course heard of the Twelve Swords, and was naturally impressed
with the value of such a treasure. "Small wonder, then, that these scum are
killing each other over it. And you say the dead man with the red hair was really
a foreman on one of the Hetman's stone quarry gangs?"

"I have no doubt that it is the same man. He and a companion brought the
Sword here to the city. Doubtless Kovil-that was the foreman's name-expected
that his absence from his post would not cause any problems until they had
completed the sale-and once he had his fortune in hand it would no longer
matter."

The Captain shook his head. "As a rule those convict-labor places are not
very well supervised. Not even the ones with the really dangerous people in
them. I don't doubt he thought he could get away with it."

"And is the quarry in question populated with really dangerous people, as you
call them?"

"Ardneh bless you, Magistrate, that one gets some of the worst. The worst in
the line of ordinary, nonpolitical crooks, I mean. I heard a judge tell a convict
that hanging was too good for him, and then send him there for ten years-which
in the quarry is the same as life."

"And where, I suppose, even the worst offender may be almost forgotten, and
ignored." Wen Chang looked worried. "Almagro, I want you to arrest Kovil's
hand-picked replacement, Umar, now, and bring him into the city. Preferably to
some quiet place where I may be able to question him in privacy, and no one else
will pay too much attention. Meanwhile it might be a good idea to preserve the
body of the red-haired man, so that Umar can be confronted with it, and shown
that at least he has nothing to fear from that quarter any longer. Then, perhaps,
he will tell us who Kovil took with him as a companion from the quarry. If Umar
still hesitates to tell us the truth about that, a matching of the records at the
quarry with the prisoners still actually there may be necessary to tell us who is
missing. I want to know the identity of the second man."

"Because he's most likely the one who has the big knife now."

"Exactly. And, by the way, there is something else that you should know, my
friend. A large reward has been promised me if my search in this city can be
brought to a successful conclusion. You will remember from our past dealings
that I am inclined to share such rewards generously."

"I remember that fact very well, Magistrate! And I'll certainly see what I can
do about fulfilling all your requests. But reward or not, remember that I can
promise nothing."

On leaving the riverside building, the three separated. Almagro had plenty of
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official work to occupy him. Kasimir had an appointment in the afternoon to
meet Natalia, and he did not want to miss it. And Wen Chang was now rather
anxious to get back to the inn, fearing that in his absence the elderly caller of
yesterday might return, and Lieutenant Komi would after all not detain him.

Kasimir, hearing this fear expressed as the two walked toward the inn,
remarked: "You have little faith in Komi, then?"

"I admit that I have some doubts about him." The Magistrate refused to
elaborate on that.

As soon as Kasimir and his mentor arrived at the Inn of the Refreshed
Travelers, Wen Chang fired questions at Lieutenant Komi, but the replies were
disappointing. The Firozpur officer said he had seen nothing of yesterday's
elderly visitor. There had been a couple of other people in today asking about
antique weapons, but when Wen Chang had heard the details of these inquiries
he judged neither of them to be of any importance.

When Kasimir asked Komi a routine question about his men, the lieutenant
responded in a satisfied voice that almost all of them had so far kept out of
trouble-the one exception was of small moment, involving as it did only one
trooper, and a minor altercation in a tavern, which fortunately had been resolved
before anyone had called in the Watch.

Wen Chang put in a question: "I don't suppose it had anything to do with the
sale or purchase of antique weapons?"

"Nothing whatsoever, sir."

"I thought not. You are continuing to send out winged messengers to your
prince?"

"I've dispatched a couple, sir."
"Have any yet returned?"

"No sir." For the first time in Kasimir's experience, Komi looked worried.
"They say that there are sandstorms over the desert. Flyers going either way
might have trouble getting through."

"Too bad. And are your men all present and ready for duty now?"

"Yes sir. With one exception." The lieutenant went on to assure the
Magistrate that the one exception was only a trooper-not the same one who had
had the fight-who had relatives in what was called the Desert Quarter of the city.
It was called that because of the high proportion of former nomads among its
population. That trooper had gone, with Komi's leave, to pay his relatives a brief
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visit.

Wen Chang ordered the officer to grant no more leaves for the moment-the
one already authorized could remain in force-and turned to gaze out the third-
floor window. The intermittent rain had now stopped for the time being, leaving
picturesque puddles in the courtyard. Now, as the sun emerged briefly from
behind a cloud, some of these puddles turned to rainbow pools, stained with
spilled dye from the cargo of some merchant's load beasts.

Without turning from the window, the Magistrate said to Kasimir: "So far we
have observed three different groups in the city, any one of which in my opinion
is likely to have the Sword in their possession now, or to very shortly gain
possession of it from our mysterious former quarry man. For the time being I
intend to concentrate our investigation upon these groups."

Already the sun was gone behind clouds again, and already rain had once
more begun to fall, making a steady drip from eaves and gutters just outside the
window. Kasimir said: "The first group, I take it, are the authorities at the Red
Temple."

"If you wish you may count them as the first-if you include with them the
sculptor Robert de Borron."

"Then is it true that you don't think the Red Temple are really the most likely
candidates?"

"I did not say that."

Kasimir sighed. "Well, I shall of course find out all that I can about them-and
about the sculptor-from Natalia when I see her today."

"Do so by all means. But if she tells you nothing of interest, we may have to
institute some stronger measures there-you see, I am interested in the Red
Temple. Where and when are you going to meet her?"

"Inside the White Temple, in about an hour and a half." Kasimir at the
window tried to judge the height of the clouded sun. "It seemed a good place to
arrange a casual encounter."

Wen Chang nodded his approval. "No doubt it will serve."

"So, then, we come to the second group under suspicion. I presume them to
be the people at the Blue Temple?"

"Yes. Naturally their leaders would want to gain such a treasure if they could.
They have probably already convinced themselves that their organization has an
inherent right to possess anything so valuable. And I am sure that Mistress
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Hedmark would seize any opportunity that might arise to use the Sword in her
work. Whether she knows that it is nearby and might be available ..." Wen Chang
shrugged.

"I suppose there's no doubt that Stonecutter would carve a small stone as
neatly and easily as a great one?"

"In my mind there is none. Itis my understanding that the god Vulcan forged
that blade to cut stones, and that is precisely what it will do, with divine power.
Though neither of us has ever seen the Sword or handled it, we have now seen
enough of its work to feel confident on that point."

"I agree with you that Mistress Hedmark will be trying to get her hands on it
if she can."

"Yes . . . Kasimir, I am of two minds about going public with our search. I
mean spreading the word as widely as possible that the Sword is lost, and that it
is definitely the property of Prince al-Farabi-which is close enough to the exact
truth for our purposes. There are certainly difficulties, but still it will be well to
have made that point, so that when the Sword is recovered the Prince's claim will
be well established."

"You said 'when the Sword is recovered,' Magistrate. I admire your
confidence."

Wen Chang smiled dryly. "It is a useful quality."

Kasimir paused for a moment, cleared his throat, and shook his head. "So,
after the Blue Temple we come to the third group of suspects, who, I take it, must
be the gang- if that is the right word for an organization some of whose members
must be quite respectable-associated with the crooked merchant, lately deceased.
Judging by what we have heard of them so far, they would cheerfully try to steal
the wings off a demon, if they thought they had even the remotest chance of
getting away with it."

"You are probably correct. On the other hand, the professional criminals
might be easier for us to deal with in one respect at least. They might be willing
to collect a ransom and return their loot to al-Farabi or his representatives. And
they might even be disposed to be reaso