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ANKHAR, SORCERER, FORMER king's servant, and thrall to the custodians of the ancient Basrath relic, tested his unworldly senses. His powers were weakened by the Basrath's destruction, but offered new freedom from its control. He would gain strength with no overlords to constrain him.

The great task facing Ankhar would not dim his vision. Nor his revenge. Revenge against the woman who'd twice impeded his path to dominate all Mentus. It would be his world to command once Elbeth, a minor, but lucky witch of all he opposed and feared. She had seen the Basrath's runes before its demise. He would extract her knowledge before he extracted her soul. She and her accomplices were headed to their home, Corenthal, growing harbor city hundreds of leagues to the west.

The distance did not deter him, for Corenthal also needed to be dealt with. It was the center of, he choked on the word, learning. He had nightmarish, pipe-fueled visions of Corenthal's transformation to a center of culture and learning. Curiosity led to discovery of stronger forces than even his arcane knowledge. It must not happen. Such wisdom weakened necromancy. Fear, dispensed by few hands, should rule, not enlightenment in the hands and minds of all. The dangerous power of nature must not fall to the unworthy; Ankhar foresaw chaos and ultimate destruction should men gain too much knowledge before they learned control. His duty was to end the threat of these knowledge seekers.

A long journey, to be undertaken alone. But his enemies also had to make the journey. His psychic strength would grow with each day of the coming ordeal. He wouldn't beat Elbeth to Corenthal, but soon his minions would, and lay the foundations for his arrival. In the guise of a savior, Ankhar would wrest Elbeth's secrets, and place her city under his heel, from which a new empire would emerge.
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THE CHOBAI DESERT NIGHT'S chill rendered Barnaby's luck cold. Thrice, normally one of his charmed gambling pursuits, had abandoned him to the expertise and unfair fortune of the caravan traders.

Half a dozen men hunched in a circle under the stars, jostling, exchanging curses but most of all, watching the man with the dice, Barnaby. Trader and adventurer; small in stature but large in ambition. Ambition which always required funds.

"Curse these dice by Bel's vitals," said Barnaby, blowing on the three cubes in his hand. He cupped both hands together and shook them. They didn't feel right. These were different since the last pass. He studied the faces around the rock slab used for a table. Thrice's odds should even out over the course of an evening, eventual winners being those whose bluffs succeeded most often. Barnaby's skill as a reader of faces and posture were his normal edge. Tonight, the edge vanished.

Someone was cheating. His luck hadn't gone cold; it had been sabotaged.

He looked for Shugg while his hands shook the dice. No sign of his human talisman, his partner, his bodyguard. What Barnaby did see were the hilts of swords and knives sticking out from the colorful sashes of his fellow traders.

"Roll, Barnaby the Quick," yelled Collum, caravan leader, trader, and one the men ahead in the game.

"Live up to your nickname," urged another.

Barnaby let the dice free and watched as they tumbled onto the sand beyond the rock.

"Invalid throw." Collum's stern voice dripped with suspicion. "Give him another try."

Barnaby stood and dusted off his trousers. "I'm done for the night. No sense in sending good coin after bad."

"You're welcome to leave," said Collum. "After you settle up." His black beard shook.

Barnaby evaluated Collum's manner. Amusement or anticipation? A knife thrust, sudden death, and loaded dice planted on Barnaby's corpse would end Collum's obligation to Barnaby. Barnaby needed the leader's continued protection. The caravan's ultimate destination, Corenthal, was leagues away.

"You know my purse is empty," said Barnaby. "I trade on the funds and guarantees awaiting us at the next caravanserai."

"Then sign over."

"Relax, Collum. You have four witnesses to my promise. Men you trust, right? Though why you would when someone's loaded the dice, I can only speculate."

Collum began to rise. "You dare say..."

"I do, but it goes no further than here." Barnaby took a step back, ready to elude any armed threat. "It was my error, thinking this would be a fair game, a distraction to pass the boredom of the endless trail, dust, sand and camels. Now, let me find my bed."

"Barnaby the Quick," Collum scorned. "Quick of tongue. I'd wipe your debt clean for a night spent with your lady." His few teeth gleamed.

"Elbeth is my travel companion and friend. I do not trade her favors, nor does she. If you dispute my word, you can propose your desire to her guardians and my companions, Master Shugg or Daryan."

Daryan the Bold was the caravan's guide. An ex-soldier and current limbine, Daryan traveled Mentus until his post-death penance was completed and he could sail west from Corenthal to join the goddess Fhel in eternal rest. Shugg's size was his active deterrent to any thinking mischief upon Elbeth, the unwizard Mythias's apprentice.

Collum's ardor visibly waned upon Barnaby's suggestion.

Barnaby backed away from the desert rogues and headed to his bedroll. He heard the men resume their game, no doubt with a fresh set of dice, now that the pigeon had flown. He muttered to the sky. "I hope a soulbird drops its load on their heads."

The load upon his own head was the growing indebtedness to outsiders. Depleting his trading profits to satisfy his boredom with games of chance.

Since the traders were immersed in their game, now was the perfect time to do something he'd been waiting this long week for, ever since they'd departed the last oasis.

Barnaby found Collum's camels and goods under the eye of one, very sleepy guard. Barnaby strode past, hands in pockets, weaving a little like he was drunk, but with an eye on the guard's reaction. None, the man dozed.

Once out of sight, Barnaby doubled back on the opposite side of the gathered goods and animals. He crawled on his belly over sand and pebbles toward Collum's goods before loading at departure for Corenthal. He hadn't had a proper chance to inspect the goods before they'd left the last oasis. Salt in animal hides, amphora filled with wine, sacks holding woven goods from southern Hanappan and who knew what else. Barnaby's questions yielded little information. Identifying marks of origin, destination, supplier, receiver and middlemen would decorate each keg, amphora and cloth bale. Any or all could confirm Barnaby's ownership.

The wine first. The starlight wasn't bright enough to cast shadows in the runes so Barnaby had to rely on touch to trace the symbols. He didn't recognize any of the markings. He crouched and moved to the kegs. His night vision improved and he could see the burned signs in the wood. The ornate, and freshly marked, 'P', stood for Piltson, the name of Barnaby's curio shop and import company. My six-month absence from Corenthal doesn't change my right to these.

A final check on the bales showed no markings at all. Collum was acting on his own behalf for the cloth, or he was a crook. Likely both.

He heard the guard snort and mumble. Then a second voice. "Wake up, cur. Do a walkabout."

Time to leave. Barnaby retraced his path and distanced himself from the trader's temporary corral, pondering a course of action to lay partial claim to Collum's salt. He thought he heard the scuff of a boot behind him and stopped, turned and listened.

Nothing. He took a step forward and was embraced by two strong arms.

A voice whispered, "Gotcha, snooper."

*
[image: ]


BARNABY'S CRY WAS MUFFLED by a hand over his mouth.

"Quiet. You don't want to wake the camp, do you?"

Barnaby shook his head once in the iron grip.

"Good." The hands relaxed.

"Bel, Daryan. Don't you ever sleep?" Barnaby rolled his head to one side then the other, ensuring he hadn't been damaged by the limbine's grasp. The weathered soldier had lost little of his fighting trim since leaving formal military service. His skin, reddened, not tanned, by the desert wind and sun, imbued a healthier pallor than a limbine deserved, Barnaby thought. What does a limbine deserve? Peace? Not in Daryan's present circumstance, task and fate as yet unfulfilled.

"No. I could ask the same of you. You're prowling."

In the dim light, Daryan's pupils were large, giving the impression of empty sockets. Barnaby guessed the caravan's guide's vision functioned well in the dark.

Barnaby said, "Not so much prowling as investigating. Collum's goods are partially mine, bound for Piltson's shop. Collum's unaware that the shop belongs to me."

"Why the stealthy excursion? And why hide behind Piltson's name? Someone in our party you don't trust?"

"The other way 'round. There are some in Hanappan, even in its southern reaches, who hold a grudge against me. A small subterfuge, but necessary."

"Collum is the leader and majority trader in this caravan, I report to him. Don't jeopardize your safety by calling him out." Daryan kept his voice low but Barnaby sensed the intensity in the man's warning.

"I won't. Not yet. When we reach the next oasis, my representative will be there, with my contracts. Collum won't mind. He's not hiding anything from me, in particular. He doesn't know I'm one of his patrons."

"He doesn't like you," Daryan reminded. "Or Shugg."

"He's blinded by his attraction to Elbeth. Shugg and I stand in his way."

Daryan rested his right hand on his scabbard. "As do I. Come on. I'll escort you to your bivouac, in case one of Collum's men is under his orders to eliminate Shugg."

"Cheery thought. You always lift my spirits, Daryan."

Daryan tugged him forward. "Not my task to hearten you, Barnaby. That you must seek inside yourself."

"The endless days bore me."

"You know little of endless days, lucky man. If what I sense is accurate, we all may be in for a boring week or more."

"That far to the next caravanserai? I'll go mad."

"An interruption in our journey. Smell the air, Barnaby."

"All I smell is dust. And camels."

"The camels smell it too. A storm's coming. If not tomorrow, the next day. Prepare."

"How does one prepare for more delays in reaching our goal? Elbeth, Shugg and I share the fear Corenthal is in danger. We need to see the situation there for ourselves. Put our alarm to rest or rouse a defense."

"You worry too about Mythias," Daryan added.

"He is recovered or not. We can't rely on the old unwizard's help this time."

With no more words, Daryan left him where Shugg and Elbeth dozed. The two lay on either side of the center pole propping up a cover. He crawled in and stretched out at their feet.

He saw her form roll, then rise from the waist. "Barnaby, how was your luck tonight?" Elbeth's blonde hair, prematurely grey in strands, flickered in the firelight. It caressed a delicate, comely face. The wrinkles of a tortuous life were less visible at night.

"What one would expect from a crooked game. But Collum was enjoying himself enough for me to check his goods on the sly. My goods."

"Do you think it wise to claim ownership now?"

"Not yet. I'll need proof from our next oasis that my identity is tied to Piltson. Daryan says we should prepare for a storm."

She nodded. "Shugg has been uneasy since yesterday."

"Really?" Barnaby watched the snoring hulk. "He seems undisturbed enough to sleep his deepest."

Elbeth chuckled. "Unlike you and I, he can close his thoughts down when his body needs rest."

Barnaby lay down and pressed his back against Shugg's and tugged a blanket over himself. "My life, I can't wait to enjoy Corenthal's moderate heat and cold. What keeps your mind up and walking around in the desert chill? "

"The Basrath," Elbeth answered.

"The destroyed Basrath? Or at the very least, the impotent fetish?"

"I saw its runes before Shugg's essence neutralized its power."

"You could read and understand?" Barnaby's chill no longer came from the air around him.

"I only understand the evil within those scripts, no need to translate or I would have suffered Mythias's fate. Unconsciousness or worse. I don't know how deeply he examined it before falling under its spell, nor do I wish to test my resistance without him. If pressed, I could reproduce much of what I saw. My mind has been altered."

"For evil?" Not her, not Elbeth.

She shrugged, "Only if I let it."

Barnaby said, "If Mythias has recovered due to the ritual we performed in Chemr, then perhaps he can help you forget."

"Perhaps, I doubt it."

"What about Shugg? His gift for sensing evil might extract it from you?"

"I couldn't risk infecting his kind soul," she answered. "I must carry this on my own. The only other way to rid myself will be Ankhar's forcing me. What's left of my essence following such an encounter could be worse than what I carry now."

Barnaby too often forgot others around him suffered more than he. Now that he'd chosen this path, he was anxious to reach Corenthal. Not entirely for selfish reasons. Elbeth's burden made him feel petty. "We'll find a way for you."

"Thank you, Barnaby. And thank you again for seeing me through this last leg of our journey. I thought we'd lose you to Aida at the last oasis, not to mention Catchpool's offer to co-manage the caravanserai."

"How can mere lust and greed compete with my homeland?"

"You're just embarrassed to reveal your altruism."

"Never. Try to sleep, Elbeth." Bel knows I can't.
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THE SUN HADN'T RISEN but the caravan was on its feet. Most of the two-legged members. Barnaby ducked camel spittle while Shugg encouraged the animal to its feet.

"Nudge it with your staff, Shugg," Barnaby suggested. "Preferably between its eyes." Another gob caught him on the cheek.

"She understands you, Master Barnaby. I wouldn't go sayin' bad things about her."

A moan issued from the bull leader. All the cows continued their reluctance to obey the human overseers.

Daryan and Collum, both on horseback, encouraged the male camel to his feet. It grunted, bellowed, spit, then tried to bite.

"It's the coming storm," said Collum. "They prefer to remain here."

"We need better shelter for the traders than this," Daryan yelled above the growing wind. "We'll cover more ground with an early start before we hunker down to wait out the blow."

Barnaby peered at the sun, a fuzzy glow behind the dust inching its way skyward. He pulled his kerchief over his mouth and nose, then performed the same for Shugg, whose hands were still busy with the cow but at least he had her standing.

Elbeth was already mounted and ready to move, a long scarf wrapped around her face, leaving a slit for her eyes.

Daryan and Collum got the remainder of the men, women, and beasts settled into a column and within half an hour, the caravan was underway.

The dust blinded. Sand grains found every crevice in Barnaby's clothes.

Shugg yelled above the wind's howl, "Are you all right, Lady Elbeth? Master Barnaby?" His call faded to a cough.

"Right behind you, Shugg," said Barnaby and looked over his shoulder to Elbeth.

She nodded and he pulled his mount to the right. When she was beside him, he said, "Stay close to Shugg, I'll follow you."

Daryan rode past, toward the end of the line a few times, then he was gone for an hour or more. Barnaby kept his head down, glancing periodically ahead to ensure his camel hadn't veered off course.

A horse and rider came out of the murk. Barnaby called, "Daryan? We can't go on like this, someone's bound to separate from the line." Someone and some goods.

"Daryan's ahead," said Collum. "We turn aside here."

"But not stop?"

"Shortly. There's a cliff and overhang he thinks will harbor us. No more questions, Barnaby. Follow orders and the camels. I must pass word on to the rest of the caravan."

Barnaby heard Collum's voice lessening behind him. He called to Shugg. "Stay close to Elbeth. We'll ride on together." Collum's word, harbor. I miss the waterfront. The Great Western Ocean brings storms to Corenthal but also exotic and mundane goods from afar. And tales of far lands. I've seen many of them and have many tales to tell. Who'll want to hear about a sandstorm?

He pulled beside his two comrades, and they followed the camel in front, three-wide.

"I see a shadow," said Shugg.

Elbeth shouted, "You're right. Barnaby, can you see the cliffs?"

"No. With my eyes full of grit, I can barely see you."

He cursed the wind, the sand, the camels, and the sun, repeatedly until the wind alone seemed to take heed and lessen. Voices called from all directions, orders to hobble the camels and erect shelter under the rocks. Still half-blind, Barnaby acted by touch and help from Elbeth. Shugg took charge of their mounts and Elbeth the woven camel-hair tarp. Barnaby planted the bamboo poles and soon the three of them were huddled together, out of the storm but not away from the constant influx of sand and fine dust.

"I wonder how long these storms last," Barnaby rasped and took a sip from his drinking jack

"Long enough to ration our water," said Elbeth. "Some last days, weeks even."

"And I thought the caravan's daily progress was boring."

"We'll rest, conserve our strength. Tell stories."

"My best stories you've experienced with me, Elbeth."

"Not all of them, I'm sure. For instance, why did you decide to come with us back to Corenthal? Aida and Catchpool offered more than the caravan. Love, lust and reward, to name three."

"It's personal."

"We're going to be spending our days and nights nested together," said Elbeth. "There'll be nothing personal left. Might as well start now."

"I'd like to know as well, Master Barnaby."

Barnaby resisted rubbing his eyes, they'd only scratch more. "A favor first. Could one of you dribble water over my eyes? The other can pry and hold the lids open."

"Shugg, you get his left one open first. I'll be ready when you give the word."

Barnaby felt the tug, then the burning from the dim light in the tent. He clenched his teeth for a moment then the cool rinse relieved his discomfort. He blinked rapidly.

"Thank you, now the other."

Shugg and Elbeth repeated the task. "Better." He tugged his kerchief from his mouth to cover his eyes. "I can talk without sight."

Barnaby tried to get comfortable. "I'm getting too used to sleeping on hard, cold, ground. That is enough reason to return to Corenthal and the luxury of The Three Eels. Or even my bunk in Piltson's, my, shop. Elbeth, it is your turn."

"To do what?"

"To explain why you return to Corenthal. Isn't that where Ankhar is most likely to seek you? You know the Baktur Plateau, hard for one wizard to find you in that wilderness. Or take asylum in Hanappan City. They banished Ankhar once and I'm sure they'd never let him within a day's ride of the entire kingdom."
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ELBETH CONSIDERED BARNABY'S words. Hanappan City was no more a refuge than the Baktur plateau, and its stark land had been home for a decade and a half. Her time in Ankhar's service in Hanappan left foul memories to this day. "Hanappan would try to expel Ankhar again, if they recognized him," she whispered. "He could be changed."

"I'd recognize him," said Shugg.

She cleared her throat. "If you were close to him, I agree. Perhaps we all would. But if he were that close, it might be too late. Even now, with this delay, he could be on his way to Corenthal. Or may already be within its walls, plotting. Or scheming from afar. His power may have grown, or at least changed with the Basrath's destruction. I won't know until we reach the city."

"Then for Fhel's sake, stay away, Elbeth. Let me scout first. Enter the city in disguise. Cut your hair. Dye your skin." Barnaby's scratchy voice had become a plea.

"I can't disguise my soul. Ankhar will penetrate any disguise. His power has weakened without the Basrath or his Chemr masters for support. Once inside its walls, I'm safe nowhere better than Corenthal. With allies like you and Shugg." Baktur would be a place to hide, but I'd be alone. My studies under Mythias ended before I learned all he can teach.

"And Mythias, lady. I'm sure we healed him."

"You both ooze a confidence I wish I shared," said Barnaby. "I put my gloom down to my impatience to get on with this trek. Curse the elements. Wind and earth, anyway. Especially when the earth is sand. Ptooie."

"On the good side, Master Barnaby, soulbirds can't fly in this storm."

"Those foul fowl no doubt soar above the storm, waiting to join the vultures when it blows itself out. One to feast on the flesh and bone, the other on the spirits of the dead. Pray we offer neither. I'm talked out for now. Wake me when the storm's over."

Elbeth resisted the urge to rub her eyes and lay curled beside the two men. Barnaby might sleep through the tempest but she would not. The turmoil in her mind whirled with possibilities. All unknown for now. More to fear, she thought, realizing the fear was her doing. Even without his presence, Ankhar worked to undermine her soul. Could he have generated the sandstorm?
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BARNABY AWOKE TO DARYAN'S voice. The sleepless soldier-of-misfortune and Elbeth were in discussion. Shugg's snoring muffled most of the conversation.

Barnaby cracked an itchy eyelid open. Grit scratched the eyeball and he waited as tears flowed down his cheek. "Bel, the curse upon my eyes didn't improve with sleep. What are you two conspiring about?"

"No conspiracy," said Elbeth.

"I'm making rounds of all the traders," said Daryan. "I saved you for last because I tire of their company as well as my own. I prefer yours."

Barnaby studied Daryan through squinted eyes. "You're an outsider. Like me, on occasion. I choose to study society from a distance."

"Your choice is to withdraw to your select circle of friends. You never distance entirely. My choice is to step aside from this world, if I can. I envy you, Barnaby."

"Don't. My world can bore and frighten, as often as it thrills. My reluctance to engage normally at times defines who I am and what I do. Yours is determined by Fhel."

"Deep thoughts for another time," said Elbeth. "Think of something lighter."

Wind flapped the shelter. Barnaby asked Daryan, "How do you see in the storm? Or should I not ask?"

"I see well enough through a blindfold. I've memorized everyone's location."

Another limbine skill, Barnaby thought. Or experience from the battlefield while Daryan was still in charge of his destiny.

"How much longer do you reckon we'll be stuck?" Elbeth asked.

Daryan turned his head back and forth, cupping his ears. "Another day, maybe two. It's fury lessens, not a big storm. Some can last weeks. We're lucky."

Barnaby cleared his throat. "Luck runs two ways. Any delay is foul. Do we risk privy outside?"

Daryan nodded. "When you exit, stay close to the ground and go to the rear of your shelter. Even in this storm, you'll smell the latrine before you step in it."

"Lovely. Now I do need to void. Come on, Shugg." He jostled the sleeping form.

"Save the cattle, son." Shugg snorted and awoke, waving a burly arm.

Barnaby ducked the involuntary swing. "Never mind the cattle, Shugg, wherever they may be. Time to see a man about a camel." He swallowed phlegm. "Speaking of, Daryan, what's the status of the beasts and the burdens they carry?"

"Safe and sound. No one's going to chance swapping goods in this storm."

"Or stealing them, Barnaby," said Elbeth.

"If they try, their lives will be forfeit to the desert," said Daryan. "A better judge than man."

"At least a more decisive one. Come, Shugg. Unless you'd like to go first, Elbeth."

"I've gone, thank you, Barnaby."

Daryan had left by the time the pair returned to the shelter's entrance flap. "I'm not doing that again," said Barnaby. "I'll wait the storm out." He stopped speaking. "Sorry, Elbeth, forgive my indelicacy."

"Barnaby, we've traveled together for a year, all told. I've served in a tavern. There is very little which can offend me."

"You're still a lady," said Shugg.

"He's right," Barnaby added. "If we lose manners, then what are we? Animals crawling around. The only difference being on two feet instead of four." With that, he dropped on his knees to crawl inside.

Shugg followed him. "I can't tell if it's night or day, Master Barnaby."

"The sky's as gloomy as my spirit. Who has a tale to uplift us? Elbeth? Growing up on the Baktur, there must have been some joy."

"If there was, I can't remember it. Girls on the plateau begin work as soon as they're old enough to haul water, forage for roots and mushrooms and feed the animals."

"Why did your father turn you out? A healthy girl could be valuable doing such labor."

"The money the slaver offered was more than recompense to feed and house me, for all the work I could do, and better than a dowry from others as poor as us. No, I have no inspiring stories from that time in my life."

"I'd like to hear how you survived the trek to Corenthal on your own, lady. After you injured your leg and the slavers abandoned you."

"If it doesn't traumatize you, I think that would be very uplifting," said Barnaby. And put my perceived troubles into perspective.

Elbeth sighed. "It was late spring, so I had the fortune of not freezing to death. When the camel broke my ankle, the slaver didn't even try to splint it. I was of no more value as a dancer, concubine or even a harlot. The investment in my transport, most likely to Khitan, was more than my worth, once again."

Elbeth bowed her head and sniffled.

"Too much?" Barnaby asked. "You can stop." Though he hoped she wouldn't.

"I learned to forage. I could smell water beneath the rocks. I could hear the things which burrow and hide during daytime. One of the other slaves left me her wrap. I used it to bind my ankle, unable to walk but I uses my knees and arms to pull myself along the ground. I found a creek with willows on the bank and fashioned a splint. I still couldn't stand but the pain was less and the bones began to heal, albeit crooked."

"Did you ever see other travelers?"

"Yes, Barnaby. But I hid from them, not trusting my fate to those who would use me, then abandon me, or kill me once they'd had their pleasure."

"Awful people," said Shugg. "My dad never turned out a stranger to our door."

"I believe you, I wish I could have found a farm like yours. My leg grew strong enough to limp after a month and I made better progress. Always drawn by the sea. I knew the coast had to be west so I followed the sunset direction after gaining warmer climes."

Barnaby asked, "How did you ever find Corenthal?"

"I'm not sure, even now. The smell from the sea, once I got within a day's hobble. Before that, the increased presence of tilled land and roads. I hid in ditches and thickets during the day and chanced the night to get closer."

"When did Assani find you? Or did you find him?" Barnaby had very different thoughts about Elbeth then. He'd grown out of them, he prided himself.

"The first. He was collecting a shipment of wine from one of the outer storehouses and saw me hiding in a stable near the East Gate. He took one look at my face, then my leg and asked if I could walk well enough to carry platters of drink and food."

"I like Assani," said Shugg. "Never insulted me, not like Dothos did, Fhel rest his soul."

Elbeth said, "You are a good judge, Shugg. I had my doubts but it was either work in The Three Eels, starve, or offer myself as a woman. Easy choice."

"A fated choice," said Barnaby. "For you met both Mythias and Daryan. Brought together by common misfortune to the lowest tavern in Corenthal. At the time. Now I see it as my home, when I can afford it." He tried to recall the narrow, low-ceilinged niche Assani rented Barnaby above the bar. The skinny, hard cot which nearly filled the space would be luxury compared to his billets over the past half-year. Ship decks, skyboat baskets, mountain passes, jungles, the Chemr temples. "Get me home," he cried aloud.

"We'll get there, Master Barnaby, I promise."

"When either of you are ready to share your stories, I'll be ready," said Elbeth.

"Mine pale in comparison," said Barnaby.

"I doubt that. Your excursions are mentioned often in Corenthal. You're almost famous."

"Unlike yours, Elbeth, my exploits are driven by motives other than survival. They pale, not in action but in intent."

"We're already in a tent, Master Barnaby. Or part of one."

"Shugg, you are the best entertainment a man could have. I believe it is time for a ration of dried meat and a mouthful of water to soften it up enough to chew."

"Doesn't taste like real meat," said Shugg.

"Don't let our beasts of burden hear you insult their dead comrades such. Camel flesh will sustain us to outlast this cursed sandstorm."

The trio grew mute as all their energy became devoted to gnawing the cured meat.
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"IT'S LIGHTER OUTSIDE."

""Be quiet, Shugg, and let me perish in peace."

"The roof isn't flapping, neither, Master Barnaby. And Lady Elbeth's gone."

Barnaby rose to an elbow, wide awake. Her space was empty. "Attending to lady things, probably." He touched the ground where she normally lay. Cold.

"Let's have a look."

Barnaby exited first, eyes squeezed shut, mouth and nose covered. He stayed on his knees, ready to brace against the wind, which was, like Elbeth, absent.

Shugg knocked him to his stomach. "Sorry, Master Barnaby. Thought you'd be standing." He helped Barnaby to his feet. "You can open your eyes. Look beyond the overhang."

Barnaby squinted through one eye. "I see it." He rose to his feet, legs cramping from four, or was it six, days of inactivity. "Blue sky."

"The traders are moving."

"I see that too, Shugg." A group headed away from the overhang. "Not mustering to strike camp. I wonder what the attraction could be. Come, I'm curious."

They saw Elbeth's figure atop a dune. Beside her, the equally unmistakable form of Daryan. When Barnaby and Shugg reached them, the ex-soldier was shouting at a group of men in the distance. "Hold, fools." He turned to his companions. "It's no use. Boredom and greed are stronger than my guidance."

"I recognize the two stragglers," said Barnaby. "Collum's thugs, I..." he stopped when his vision accepted what was beyond the men.

"Bel," said Shugg. "A city."

"A city, indeed," agreed Barnaby. "It's huge. How long has it been buried beneath the sand?"

"By the collapsed walls, I'd say millennia." Elbeth shaded her eyes and looked at Barnaby. "What does it remind you of?"

"Phoenus," said Barnaby. "The straight streets intersecting only at right angles. This was built by the same folks who built and abandoned that coastal settlement being revived." He shuddered at his memory of their visit there, searching for passage inland to Chemr. A new trading partner for Corenthal which only wanted the Basrath.

"That was a bad place," said Shugg.

"I wonder if this lookalike kept its gold?" Barnaby took two steps down the dune face.

"Hold," said Daryan. "See where their greed leads them first."

As if on cue, one of Collum's men straightened from a stooped position and cried out. Something like a twig was attached to his arm. His companion screamed and stamped his feet before collapsing.

The rest fled over the outermost walls. Some made it up the sand face. Others did not, managing a handful of steps before falling to the earth, twitching, then stilled.

Movement around the fallen gave the inert sand life. The fresh trails were those from serpents.

"Adders, I think," said Daryan. "My warnings went unheeded. Legend says there are a thousand ways to die in the Chobai."

"I gain new respect for those who bring Corenthal and myself goods across it," said Barnaby. He could have been one of the victims if not for Daryan's warning.

"Barnaby, don't move."

Elbeth's warning was met by Daryan's knife flying from sheath to a point in the sand not a whisker from Barnaby's foot. A large scorpion writhed, transfixed to the sand by the blade.

"Make that a thousand and one," said Barnaby. "Thank you both. I'll keep my eyes down."

Shugg said, "I think that place has always been evil. I didn't want to get any closer. Were those men drawn to their deaths?"

Elbeth said, "I think men's lust for gold and treasure corrupts their instincts."

A verbal dagger too close to my heart. Barnaby said, "My instinct tells me it's time to leave. I must see to the camels." He retreated with Shugg and Elbeth to their shelter.

Within the hour, the remaining traders had decamped, stretched and loaded the camels, and began moving south, towards the main trail abandoned in the flight from the storm.
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BARNABY'S EYELIDS DROOPED. He'd slept little the night after leaving their storm shelter and the accursed ruins. Each time he laid down, he imagined the wind and sand rising and reptiles looking for warmth under his blanket. He'd finally given up and taken to wandering in the camp. Now, the undulations in the saddle promoted welcome rest.

"Lost in thought, Barnaby? Your camel's likely to unmount you if it thinks you're not in control." Elbeth rode beside him.

"What?" Barnaby tugged on the reins enough to grab his beast's attention. "Lost, I was. In thought? Some."

"Pray tell what occupies your mind?"

Barnaby looked behind him. "Where's Shugg?"

"With Daryan, scouting ahead."

He nodded. "That city's resemblance to Phoenus is no coincidence."

"Yes, I suspect built by the same race."

"You don't speculate when? Or who they were?"

"One thing I will conclude is they spread themselves far." Elbeth waved her hand across the southern landscape. "Who knows how many more are buried."

"We're leagues from the coast and far north from Phoenus's location. Nothing lasts forever. I wonder what distant fate awaits Corenthal."

Elbeth turned in her saddle to face him, concern crossing her brow. "Explain."

"Well, we've seen cities long past their prime, like Phoenus, and its newly uncovered sibling. One completely abandoned and likely to remain so, except for snakes and scorpions and their prey. Phoenus trying to be resurrected, which may or may not succeed, and inhabited by no less dangerous beings, albeit in human form. We saw once-grand habitations in Chemr, overtaken by the jungle, and its occupied city, Voth, not yet overrun by nature's advance but unaware of its inevitable decline."

"It is the cycle of civilization," said Elbeth. "Resources run dry. Seas rise and fall. Rivers change course. Plants and animals invade against man's efforts to stop them. Mythias is right that nature is all powerful."

"Must all living things change to survive?"

"What is the alternative? Stasis is hard to maintain over long periods."

Barnaby thought of the smaller settlements. "The fishing villages we visited might have it right. Stay small, work hard and have few expectations. Don't grow, don't shrink."

"Could you picture yourself in such a place the rest of your life, Barnaby?"

"I almost accepted Catchpool's offer to stay in his caravanserai, but you're right. It wouldn't work for me. Corenthal, in my opinion, is on the rise to something bigger and more important. The trade bringing new goods and ideas to sample. Not growth in size, but in culture. I have to be part of it, contributing and using. People drive such progress, whether aware or not. I'm one who's always conscious of what's to be gained and what's to be sowed."

"Is it progress?"

"It must be. Making yourself big and important enough to withstand external change."

"Or become an ever more attractive target for conquest."

Barnaby said, "Mythias has seen and told me much of Mentus. With what we have witnessed on our great journey, I'll add to his philosophy. If he understands nature, can he control it?"

"Are you becoming a philosopher of nature, Barnaby? An unwizard in your own right?"

"Bel forbid. No, this is just a way to pass the ennui of the trail."

Elbeth's laugh lifted his spirits again. "I don't believe you, Barnaby. You have great capacity for thought and action."

He peered ahead, trying to penetrate the dust from the camel train. Bleats and men's voices drifted back. "I think we've stopped." He raised his eyes to the sky. "It's too early for our mid-day rest. Fhel, I plead, no more sandstorms."

"I see birds, look to the south."

Barnaby followed Elbeth's pointing arm. He saw the airborne dots in the distance. "Soulbirds?" he asked. "My eyes can't tell."

"Carrion feeders."

"I don't like the sounds of that." He dropped his gaze to the line. A familiar figure trotted toward them.

"Maybe Shugg knows why we've halted."

The big man slowed and turned to join them.

Elbeth said, "You look pale, even under your sunburn, Shugg. What have you seen?"

Shugg took deep breaths. "Lady, it was as bad as those fellows bit by snakes yesterday."

"Wasn't that two days ago?" Barnaby asked. Or a dozen?

"I've lost track too," Elbeth answered. "Three, I think."

"No," said Shugg. "Yesterday. Lady Elbeth, are you ill?"

Barnaby peered at her eyes, the only part of her face showing through her burnoose. "It's the heat." He grabbed his jack and said, "Take this. One or two swallows, no more."

She pulled down her mouth cover and fumbled with the flask. She coughed some water up.

"Another swig," said Barnaby.

She kept that one down.

"She needs shade," said Shugg.

"We're stopped," said Barnaby. "Help her from the camel and we'll rig a cover. I want to see the reason for our delay."

Shugg dismounted, hobbled his and Elbeth's camels, and with Barnaby's help, stretched a blanket between the animals for shade. Barnaby remounted and trotted forward, much to his camel's apparent disappointment in not joining its two mates in rest.

Daryan, Collum and half a dozen other traders sat on their mounts while three men hunched over on the ground. A putrid smell reached Barnaby before he reached the crowd. A fainter odor lurked behind the greater stench. Burnt flesh?

The human scavengers didn't appear repulsed by the dead bodies as they poked and searched. Vultures and soulbirds circled above. The former anxious to restart their feeding; the latter still savoring the aura from suffering and death.

Barnaby breathed through his mouth as he closed beside Daryan. "Another way to die in the Chobai. Four?" He peered through the gaps left by the scroungers.

"Two adults and two children. Probably a family."

"Trapped by the sandstorm, you think?"

Daryan shook his head. "Indirectly. The delay cost them. Used up their water too quickly to complete the journey to Catchpool's oasis."

A human scavenger gave a cry and held up a yellow coin and
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