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2500 years B.B. Before Barnaby.

The creature lazed in its large pen, sun overhead at zenith. Short-furred like a deer, propelled by legs splayed outward like a reptile, it was the last of its kind; an abandoned organism from outside time and space, or an evolutionary dead-end, unable to compete in reproductive numbers with men.

A select dozen of such men gathered around the beast, celebrating the one hundred and thirteenth year of its existence. They chanted and administered the elixir which would temporarily render the Basrath docile enough to perform their annual ritual.

"Our lord is ready," intoned the leader.

Three acolytes, nervous but prepared, crossed the high stone wall into the Basrath's enclosure, each armed with a sacred knife and courage. Wary for a sudden reflex attack, they examined the new layer covering the arm's length spike growing vertically from the beast's tail.

With reverence, the trio began to carve runes into the spike's fresh layer, a ceremony handed down over five generations. They worked quickly, etching ill-omened symbols into the horn's surface.

A tremor ran through the muscular animal, signaling the ritual neared its end as the Basrath regained consciousness.

Two of the acolytes retreated over the wall. The remaining worshipper moved behind the creature's head, straddling it as one would mount a horse or camel.

The ritual demanded the fresh carving be annealed to anoint full power of the words. The Basrath began to move in a circle, trying to dislodge this unwanted intruder.

The acolyte looked to his comrades ringing the enclosure and silently mouthed the ritual prayer. In a sudden burst of renewed energy, the Basrath's tail curled forward like a scorpion, impaling the rider in a final ecstasy for both. Man and beast died together. The final survivor of one species was no more.
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Barnaby paddled the narrow skiff between pilings, picturing the warehouses above from daylight reconnaissance and a life spent on Corenthal's waterfront. Gliding on the surface, Barnaby reflected on the few days since his plan's creation. He weighed the risks and waited for high tide near midnight. At the end of the guards' shift they'd be cold, tired and less than diligent; more anxious to get back to a warm straw bed than watching for unlikely infiltration of the customs lock-up.

The skiff rolled as he put up his paddle. Barnaby missed having his human talisman, Shugg, with him. But the big man, though blessed with uncanny luck, would be no match for the skittish, unstable craft, and would have sent both men into the water, spitting brine and curses to Bel, God of thieves. Alas, Shugg's temporary absence from Corenthal, on a mission for Governor Flambeaux, was a major contributor to Barnaby's boredom and brought him forth on a chilly night, on an imprudent mission.

Thunk. The skiff collided with a piling. Barnaby counted the posts between him and the open water on each side. His boyhood days as a runner for curio-dealer Piltson had brought him here more than once. If his memory and calculations were correct, the trap door should be above him now. He doubted anyone else in Corenthal knew of it then or remembered it now if they had. Barnaby exhausted coins and discarded possessions easily enough but not memories. Especially those which could be turned to advantage.

His hand caressed the piling circumference. Smooth. He pushed off to the next and again ran his hand around it. A heavy nail, driven deep near the top confirmed his recollection. He lashed the skiff tight with a rope then stood up slowly, using the wood to brace himself. His soft hat encountered the warehouse deck. High tide, he smiled to himself. Just the boost his short figure needed. Barnaby removed his gloves; his dexterous fingers soon located the bolt he sought.

He reached into his pocket and drew out the pigskin pouch. A swipe with its oily insides coated the bolt and then the hinges opposite. He refastened the pouch and sat down to wait for the oil to penetrate. Silence was the first key step to his entry.

The pier building above him held goods recently imported by his city's seawolves and many bound for distant Khitan. Corenthal's new trading ally's double and triple-masted junks would soon arrive with favorable spring winds and begin unloading and loading. The debarked goods would sit under guard until cleared by payment. Corenthal's import and export taxes to pay for the city's rebuild were a “temporary measure,” according to Governor Flambeaux, but Barnaby had his doubts. Greed will out. Imposing taxes is always easier and more permanent than removing them.

His own profits suffered under the same taxes on goods bound to and from Hanappan via caravan. Corenthal's nearest kingdom suffered its own economic ravages following two civil wars.

He stood again to test the bolt. The plunger rotated silently at his tug, then he slid it back. Barnaby wrapped both arms tight around the piling, braced his shoulders against the wood and pushed. Shugg's luck be with me. The door rotated upwards with nary a creak nor groan. A whim to rub his sometime partner's head three weeks ago in the Three Eels tavern had brought good fortune. So far.

Barnaby wedged his knife into the opening then retrieved the oar. Entry had been easy, he thought, rolling onto the floor of the warehouse. Barnaby made a mental note to check security at the land-based warehouses to ensure none of his exports were pilfered by some ne'er do well. He blocked the trap open with the paddle in case he had to leave quickly. He slid his knife back into his girdle.

The storehouse stank of dried fish, its legacy as a food repository when the governor and barons prepared for a long siege under General Lagonda's attack, co-led by the veteran soldier and the sorcerer Ankhar.

An encounter a week before in the Eels had been the beginning of this night's quest. A drunken watchman bragging of an inbound treasure waiting to be released from impound. “Not gold, nor jewels, nor coin, but wealth to thems who know how to use ... scroll ... battered chest ...” Barnaby's questioning brought no clarity as the man passed out soon after and hadn't returned to the Eels since.

Barnaby's imagination ran to maps or property deeds. Perhaps directions to construct one of Mythias's latest inventions. The natural philosopher had devoted his winter to contriving new peace-time fabrication in place of his war devices. Barnaby's natural suspicion declared Mythias wouldn't publicly demonstrate everything he created. The only other clue provided by the loose-lipped guard had been a description of the treasure's container.

His eyes grew accustomed to the dim light, the only illumination coming from starshine gleaming through the skylights above. He sheathed his knife.

Boxes piled high formed four distinct stacks. One for each Khitani ship. Qualms about robbing the ally didn't bother Barnaby. After all, he'd been integral to Corenthal's recent salvation and indirectly, Khitan's. My reward.

He looked for a battered chest. An unobtrusive object even an excise official wouldn't bother searching or stealing. He started with the closest pile. The crates were new. What if the chest were inside? Too much work and noise to pursue.

The next mound showed more promise: baskets, crates, and sacks piled randomly. Barnaby carefully shifted one at a time but no battered sea chest.

A scrape at the far end of the building froze him. He paused, counting his breaths to twenty. Forty. A scratch of claws? Rats. Sixty. Nothing more. He moved behind the pile and examined the last two, drawing his blade, just in case.

The third pile proved lucky. A wooden chest, black with age and signs of past repair, sat hidden behind stock outbound for Khitan. An independent trader's bounty. His knife became a tool rather than a weapon as he manipulated the lock. Stiff. Another soak with his oiled pouch. He waited, imagining varied treasure. He wiggled the blade's point. Click. He listened again for sound. The rats had settled.

This time the hinges squeaked and he lowered the lid. He squeezed his remaining oil and waited. His heart was pounding with anticipation. Or nerves? Couldn't be. Just because he'd given up thieving for many months shouldn't turn him fledgling coward.

He counted to two hundred, lost his place and started again. Long enough. The lid opened smoothly and he looked inside.

This time the noise came from above.

Barnaby rolled to one side of the chest but caught the impact on his left shoulder. No knife or sword. No time to consider what that meant as the attacking projectile became an arms, legs, and teeth, fury.

He tumbled forward, trying to dislodge the limbs engulfing him. He managed to lever an arm free to pull hair. The response was a whispered cry, but the attack strengthened. He gained his feet and stepped toward his exit. The body weighed less than him. A street urchin? Using the warehouse to flop? Strong. He twisted back and forth until the opponent's side was to his chest and grabbed a handful of flesh which seemed familiar.

"Aida?" he whispered.

"Barnaby?" The grip relaxed. "Please to let go of nipple."

Her rustic accent belied Aida's intelligence. And lusty vigor. Two years was a long time, and he hadn't expected to meet her or her troupe again.

"You sure?"

"Is that how you recognize me? You come out of my past with insolence."

"I never forget a body I've shared." His hand remained comfortable with its contents.

She shook away from his hold. "You must have full brain."

"Distracted at times, never overflowing. Which reminds me." Barnaby rifled the chest's interior. A dozen scrolls at least.

"Anyone else in here?" he asked.

"No. Just two thieves passing in night."

He unrolled the first, using the skylight to give some illumination. Number columns. Dates. Shipping lading. The rest looked the same, but his thoroughness wouldn't allow him to give up until he'd checked them all.

The last one was different. Parchment not paper. He slipped the binding ring free and examined it. Three columns, the first in Khitani language. The second was in pictographs. Another foreign tongue? The last he could read. Numbers. He recognized two Khitani words for rare powders. He'd seen them in his shop, imports Piltson had acquired and sold at high profit to alchemists. Are the dark cults making a comeback against Mythias's natural enlightenment philosophy? Barnaby shivered. He'd had enough of necromancers during his time in Hanappan and with Ankhar's final thrust to invade Corenthal. The wizard hadn't succeeded but hadn't been killed either.

The list before him was an order. If not for or from Khitan, where? The drunken informant had been right, though not what Barnaby thought. Necromancers paid dearly for their bewitched ingredients. It could bring a fortune to the one who supplied the cursed goods. It would not be him.

Barnaby noticed the outside voices coincident with Aida's tugging his sleeve.

"We're discovered. I find own way out." Aida kissed him then she faded into the gloom.

"You've got to tell me where I can find you. I'm at the Three Eels most nights. Come to me there."

No response.

He watched a spidery form climb the wall.

Barnaby returned the scrolls and closed the lid. A race to the trap door beat the guards' entry by seconds.

He fell into the water clutching the paddle. The tide had shifted his skiff. He clambered, wet and cold, into the boat, sliced the belay with his knife and paddled underneath the pier and away from shore toward the bay. "Won't be looking seaward," he muttered. Barnaby crossed his chest for luck.

A look over his shoulder as he cleared the pilings confirmed the guards were still inside. Barnaby paddled behind a string of fishing boats. An hour later, he jumped into the water again, this time only knee deep, and gave the skiff a push back out to sea.

Boisterous voices from the Eels hostelry could be heard in the distance. Barnaby followed it like a hound on the scent. It was a cold walk, more so by being an empty-handed one.

His chill lessened on the way to the warmth of the inn's fire. The remaining shivers were from the scroll, not the icy sea. Black magic touching Corenthal. What would Mythias, the unwizard, have to say?

Aida was a more comforting concern. Aside from the fact she was thieving on his turf, what is she doing in Corenthal? Is she alone or with her troupe? And why hadn't I known they were here?

Barnaby's thoughts were interrupted by two of the city watch falling in beside him as he turned into an alley.

"You're out late, small one."

Barnaby staggered. "Late? Sh'early." He leaned against the larger one and belched.

"You're wet and smell of the harbor. Not doing a bit of burglary at the customs house were you?"

"Lost muh way." He swung an arm toward the water. "Fell in. Should be a law. I'll bring ... I'll bring ... something." He blew his nose on the solder's jerkin. "Bring suit, thash what'll do. Should be a railing."

Loud voices from the next lane grabbed their attention.

"Forget the drunk, that's a fight." The guard holding Barnaby up stepped away.

"We'll leave him to confront them?" asked the other.

"We'll leave him and get as far away as we can. I'm not risking a thumping from a mob. One villain at a time."

Barnaby blinked and teetered but kept his feet. "Ssho long, good keepers of the peace." He saluted their backs.

When out of sight, he regained his sobriety and hustled to his goal.
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Assani the publican listened to the short version of Barnaby's tale while waiting for payment. 

"Sounds like you were lucky with the city watch. They'll be busier when more ships return." 

"Who needs luck when you're shrewd?" Barnaby tapped a finger to his head.

Assani tapped his finger on the bar once again then overturned his palm.

Barnaby reached deep in his pocket, knowing the coins by touch. He pulled three coppers and dropped them into the innkeeper's hand.

Assani closed his fist and half turned away.

"One more thing, Assani."

"No credit, until spring, Barnaby. Once your trade flows and I know you have payments looming."

"Not that. Have you heard anything of a traveling performer troupe recently arrived in Corenthal?"

"Actors?"

"More along the lines of balladeers, dancers, acrobatic skills, sooth saying, wax reading. Two or three wagons."

"I heard something about an arrest of such entertainers. Couldn't pay the guild tax on street performance."

"Arrested? Are they still in the Tombs?"

"Far as I know. My taxes are feeding and housing them. Yours too, if Piltson's shop is making any money. Careful how far you extend your credit, Barnaby. Governor Flambeaux is intent on restoring Corenthal's treasury."

"I'm a war hero."

"All the more reason to choose you to make his point."

"All the more reason to make me a baronet. Or a knight."

"Titles mean less and less, Barnaby."

A title could help make him rich. Or wealth could garner a title. A vicious circle. But Assani was right. The times change. Mythias the unwizard for one. Messing about with his natural philosophy, revealing explanations for nature's mysteries. Keep it up and all citizens, rich and poor, could harness knowledge. "It's a sad state but I fear you're not wrong, innkeeper."

Assani left him.

Barnaby swung around, seeking a possible acquaintance to lend him the price of a second drink. Patrons he knew by name only averted their gaze. People adjusted the length of memories to suit their purpose: short in light of his contribution to Corenthal's victory over a desperate army on the run from Hanappan, long when it came to recalling Barnaby's oft-belated repayment schedule.

The inn hummed with customers' occasional laughter, though humor seemed forced in the fading winter's harshness. If he stayed longer, the roasting meat would beggar his remaining coin. He drained his mug and steeled himself for eventual return to his shop and a cold, solitary sleep. He couldn't get his mind off Aida. What is she doing here? Alone? Resorting to thievery, perhaps to pay her troupe's fines?

Barnaby found a bench and tucked his feet under him, trying to take the chill away. His hands and body held little warmth, and he decided it wasn't cold, which made him shiver. He closed his eyes, one hand resting on his dagger hilt, and thought again of the hot-blooded Aida; the nights spent in her wagon at the Chobai desert caravanserai. A smile and rising heat engulfed him.

A rough hand shook his shoulder while the other gripped his knife-hand tight.

"I like your spot, thief. Think I'll warm myself."

Barnaby's eyes assessed the sailor. One he recognized from the Kestrel but whose name he'd forgotten.

"Leave me to my own dreams, sailor. Tell your Captain Gilland I seek no fight with him or his crew."

The man lifted Barnaby and sent him reeling further from the crowd. "Gilland's no captain to me."

Barnaby's attempt to pick the sailor's pouch while being manhandled yielded a lone copper. He settled where he was and returned to his memories, one eye open.

"You look like you need another drink to sate yourself, my friend."

The voice and the offer startled Barnaby. A skeletal pair of strangers, not just new to him but he guessed to Corenthal as well, stood before him. Heads roughly shaven and sharp-featured, they were garbed in rough, beige robes. Eastern fashion in clothing and posture, they were like matched sculptures. 

"Depends on the price." Barnaby didn't warm to their humble composure. Looks can deceive, he thought. Many's the rogue who'd underestimated his mettle based on his stature.

This pair's skin and litheness reminded Barnaby of Ankhar, but their manner was kindly and their eyes compassionate, not black with untold depth.

"We know you are Barnaby, the proprietor of a curio shop. The one called Piltson's?"

Too late to deny it. "I own the shop, but Piltson manages the day-to-day trade."

"We have come a long way and a hard journey," said one. "We prefer to speak with the owner, not the employee."

"If it's talk you desire, then bring your bottle of choice and sit. I converse best with a lubricated throat."

"We do not imbibe but are happy to fill your mug. My companion will oblige while we find a quieter place to speak."

Barnaby didn't rise. "I like to know the names of those buying my conversation."

The returned smile seemed forced, but the speaker obliged. "I am Nimo, my companion is Kravann." The voice was pitched high and soft; his words wouldn't be easily overheard.

Kravann returned with wine and a fresh mug for Barnaby.

Barnaby stood and followed the grape.

Settled in an alcove, Barnaby allowed Kravann to pour. "Thank you."

Kravann bowed but didn't speak.

"My fellow acolyte has vowed silence until our task is complete," said Nimo.

"Makes it tough on a long trek, having no one to talk to. I'd find it worse than traveling alone." He sipped. The wine was one of Assani's poorer vintages, but penniless thieves couldn't be choosers. Barnaby's turn at a better trough would come. It always had. This winter's dry spell would end soon enough with the first of his caravans reaching Corenthal. Spring would herald Corenthal's annual rebirth but an end to the reminders of last year's battle. A chance for the harbor city to surpass recovery and transform to greatness.

"There are other ways to communicate beyond mere words, Barnaby."

Barnaby remembered Ankhar's remote ability to see and hear what one of his disciples did, from many leagues distant. He put down his mug and started to rise.

"Not sorcery, if that's what you fear."

"Let's say you bear some resemblance to an ... adept I shouldn't like to encounter again."

"We are not members of any black arts sect. Our order is committed to erasing such followers and their totems."

Doing good? Ankhar believed his cause was noble. Barnaby needed to know more. How to discern just from evil in this pair? He stared at Kravann. A man denying to speak doesn't stop thinking. He'll keep his words inside until the need to talk overwhelms the vow. Could he loosen both tongues? "Tell me about your journey." Barnaby accommodated his palate to the bitter wine. A sure sign he needed prosperity. And soon.

Nimo's eyes lost focus as he began. "We left our land three years ago. Our feet have trod many leagues; our throats have been dry as a desert wind; our skins have been baked by the sun, frozen by blizzards, and pelted by monsoon rains. We have forded glacial streams, climbed passes even the condors don't fly above, hacked through jungles and trusted our souls to the seas." His gaze returned to Barnaby. "All this and more. Six of us set out together. Only Kravann and I remain."

"Bel," Barnaby hissed. "I've traveled across snowy highlands, traversed the desert by camel, horse, and by foot. I've been tossed by ocean storms and more. But three years? Your mission must be grave. We've fought an invasion and witnessed the same neighbor fight a civil war in the time you trekked. Is that how your four unlucky companions met their fate? Drawn into Hanappan's intrigues?"

Nimo shook his head. "No, we skirted Hanappan on its northern reaches last summer. My companions fell one at a time, when the body could no longer endure what the spirit desired. The last succumbed defending Kravann and I during an attack. He gave us time to get away in a blinding snowstorm a month ago."

"Who or what would attack you, your purses are likely as thin as your robes?"

"Those who wish us to fail. One in particular."

"What does your spirit demand? What do you seek?" And why choose me?

"There is an item, entrusted to our order's safe-keeping, which disappeared from our temple long ago. A remnant of it was enough for traitors to imbue one of their fellow conspirators with deadly power. The fragment was stolen and destroyed, sacrificing three lives, before it could be used a second time. The empowered one was sent from our land the same time we embarked on our missions to find and return the original fetish. Years have been devoted to tracking it down. Corenthal once held it, and we come to see if it is here."

It must be quite a precious relic? Perhaps they aren't wasting my time. "It is of great value?"

"Not to pious or even normal men. To them it is a great danger. To others who seek it, it has value and power unimaginable."

Barnaby pushed back his chair. "I'm not free to embark on any quest. Spring brings caravans of goods to my shop and others. I will be busy until autumn."

"We seek only a little more of your time. The object we need to find may have passed through your shop or some other you know. When I describe it, you can tell us if our trail is warm or hopeless."

Nimo's grave tone sobered Barnaby enough to swallow half a mug of the wine in one gulp. He had a nasty premonition of what was to come and braced himself not to reveal what he knew through any verbal or body response.

Kravann replenished Barnaby's wine, and Nimo began.

"The fetish's existence is obscured by legend. It was almost forgotten until our sect became divided on its fate; the wiser choice fell to us." He looked upward for a moment. "The skeptics wonder if it ever existed?"

"You chase a fiction, then."

"No, our belief in its reality cost the lives of four of my fellows. In this time. Go back to the beginning of the tale and one finds a trail of death. And worse."

"Cursed?"

Nimo nodded. "You guess well, Barnaby. It has many facets. The object itself is the lone skeletal remain from a beast of unknown origin, perhaps not even Mentus-born. But a source of dark worship."

Barnaby's throat constricted. Never reveal knowledge too soon. Stare at the wine and wait for Nimo to say more.

"Then there is the second element. The object underwent a transformation. Its already nascent power was enriched by engravings; some ancient necromancer imbued it with his own curse. Not merely evil language but it is rumored the words bestow great knowledge or great peril by mere reading."

Barnaby knew for certain what they sought. But it had been destroyed. Or lost. Or sold and carried away.

His instinctive response to opportunity weakened. Greed and larceny have failed me already this night, dare I test the god of thieves a second time? Beltrum may have delivered these two pilgrims to me but did it mean immediate reward? Or a chance for a bigger windfall? This pair were destitute. Bel's misfortune, can't a man earn a dishonest living anymore?

Barnaby studied the two. Their zeal was plain, he prayed their tale was true.  "Can I interrupt your tale with one of my own?"

"Yes."

Barnaby fished for his remaining coins and passed them to Kravann. "I will need stronger spirit than wine. Assani's rum. Overproof. As much as this will buy."
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BARNABY ERRED IN BRINGING the mug of rum close to his nose before drinking. His eyes watered and then his throat burned. The second swallow spread the fire to his extremities.

"Harsh," he said. "But necessary." Unburdening the memories might help erase them for good.

He took a moment to regain control of his vocal cords. "Fifteen, no, sixteen, years ago, I was a courier for Piltson, a trader in exotics. Among the street kids, I was hardly unique in appearance, though smaller and quicker than most." Barnaby tapped a finger to his head. "But I used my brain to file everything about Piltson's customers, his goods, where he could be doing better, where he should eliminate less profitable trade. I could have run his shop then, if he'd let me and if I'd not abandoned him suddenly."

"Your ownership now completes the circle."

"You could say that. I never thought I'd be a merchant after my last task for him so long ago." Barnaby stared at the liquid in his mug, trying to put words to the memory.

"Continue."

"Yes. A rich client named ..." He'd intended to be reticent with information but he truly had lost the name. "... asked a favor from Piltson to act as a middleman to import a singular item. It arrived, by caravan, and I was charged to deliver it to the anxious client. It was after midnight before I left the shop, a rag-tied bundle under my coat. Of all nights in his service, this was one I almost hoped to be robbed. The thing made my skin burn and my lungs constrict. Only loyalty to Piltson made me avoid the worst paths, and I came to the manor house not a minute before I swore I would throw myself and the object into the sea.

"The new owner's servant answered my bell-pull and ushered me inside the courtyard where the master dwelt. I pulled the item from my clothes and thrust it to the servant. He backed away, silently, and indicated I proceed to the man extending his arms to me."

Barnaby pictured the short, almost round receiver, the look of lust overwhelming his fat face, the lustful eyes glaring at the object. The name surfaced with the image. "Chan," he said. "Higg Chan. He bade me stay and watch. Chan acted like he'd been possessed."

Barnaby spoke in a high voice, imitating the customer. "'You must see, you must see,' he repeated, as he tore loose the bindings."

"You witnessed its emergence?"

Barnaby nodded. "Under the wrappings was an ebony box." He held his hands a foot and a half apart to show the length.

Nimo and Kravann leaned closer. "Any markings on the box?"

"Nothing I could see. It was black and yet held a glow."

"Inside. Did you see what was inside?"

Barnaby drained the last of the rum. "A horn-shaped chunk of what I assumed at the time was ivory. Aged more than any piece I've seen before or since."

"No ... decoration?"

"The decoration scared me the most. Writing or glyphs."

"Did he read them or say more?"

"I backed away. Chan ran his fingers over the adornments and moved his lips, but I heard nothing." Barnaby pictured his flight back to trader alley. "I ran to Piltson's, and the next morning I moved home, to the manor house kitchen where I'd been raised. Spent a month before venturing on the streets again and took up new trades." No need to explain his career as a mildly successful thief.

"The claimant, did you see him again. Does he reside in Corenthal still?"

"His fate reinforced my self-imposed career change. His servants found him the next morning. Or what was left of him. He'd been turned inside out." Barnaby made the gesture with knitted fingers and a twist of his wrists.

"The horn. Where is the horn now?"

Barnaby shook his head. "I've no idea. The servants were executed for killing their master in a black arts ritual and never spoke of the horn. Or the box. I wasn't asked and didn't volunteer my small part in the affair."

Barnaby stared at them. "The horn is what you seek?"

"Undoubtably. Decades late but at least the rumor we followed was true. It came to Corenthal." Nimo muttered, "Did it leave? We must ask Piltson."

Barnaby put his hand on Nimo's arm. "He was doubly angry at the time. Higg Chan had been a good client. Now, his memory is poor, and his faculties come and go. I should be with you. We can meet there at noon."

Kravann nodded.

Barnaby released his grip. "I'm off to bed. This has been a long and enervating night."

"Sleep well."

"Not likely."
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It was mid-morning when Barnaby arrived at his shop. Two vendor carts bracketed the doorway.

He growled, "Give me some room to let potential customers know there's more treasures to be had once they get past your trinkets."

The sellers grumbled but shifted their carts aside enough to allow Barnaby to step up to his entry from Trader Alley. As he passed, he examined their wares quickly with a practiced eye. One never knew when something valuable would escape their uncultured knowledge.

He fingered a puzzle box. The three different woods gave no clue to the opening key but Barnaby took a few moments, then pushed a piece part way through, followed by swinging a corner on its hinge, to reveal the inside. Something had been hidden, who could guess how long ago, and he re-locked the box.

"You touch it, you buy it, Barnaby."

"Lackman, you press your luck, me charging you less than market value for the stall in front of my shop. I'll take this as next month's rent." Barnaby held it up. "It pleases me."

"Two month's rent, and I'm foregoing a sure sale when the spring ships dock."

"Before they spend their coin on drink and company? It doesn't please me that much. A month."

"Six weeks. And that's the last thing you take for two months."

"Done." Barnaby halted, staring at his shop's door. The wood had been freshly painted. Red. A white, inverted triangle overlay his icon to Beltrum, God of Thieves. This was fresh, done in the last two days since he'd been here.

He called into the shop. "Piltson, what is the new decoration?"

Footsteps from the shop's rear were not Piltson's shuffle. Too fast and light.

Barnaby greeted their gamin runner. "Haggler. Rouse Master Piltson." He noticed the red paint on the boy's hands. "First, tell me why he put you up to anointing our door with the latest cult decoration?"

Avoiding both answers, the quick hands reached for Barnaby's latest acquisition. "Clean it up, sir."

"In good time," said Barnaby. "I need to examine it first. Make sure it isn't damaged inside." And discover what's inside.

A rasp and cough announced Piltson's arrival. "Barnaby, you opened late today. Mind you don't make a habit of it or I shall be forced to talk to the master." The old man took his place on the stool by the front window. He tapped his pipe on the seat, letting the char fall to the floor and proceeded to fill and tamp fresh leaf. Joint deformity twisted his fingers at odd angles but the dexterity remained.

"You forget, I'm a master too. I bought the shop, remember, Master Piltson?"

The pipe took all of Piltson's concentration to get going as Haggler held a flame to the bowl.

"Just having my joke, Barnaby lad. Haggler, rustle my tea and then get to your morning rounds. Bills to pay, second demand notices to deliver. Scout the East Gate for newly-arrived caravans." Piltson inhaled and blew a cloud of smoke sufficient to fill the front of the shop. "And straighten up the entry. Customers can't be asked to step over rubbish. Uncrate more of the colorful pots and display them here." He pushed rusty metal to the back of a counter. "Need to get patrons well inside. Rule of business, boy."

Barnaby called after Haggler. "Tea for both of us, and don't worry about the bills we owe. Plenty of time once the spring trade flourishes. Demand notices are your first priority and no lining your own pockets to 'lose' them."

Barnaby took a stool and fiddled with the box while Piltson fogged the air. Barnaby opened the door, pointed, and asked, "Why the change in decoration? The red door and symbol. Are you converting to the Cult of One?" Barnaby, seated once more, extracted a few pebbles packed in straw from the box.

"I have seen the sense in one deity over all. Fewer rituals for one thing. And fewer alms."

"A business decision, rather than a spiritual one?" Barnaby understood that but worried when the time came to appease officials, representing all the other gods of Mentus, asked for their donations. "Donations keep us in good standing with the pantheon. Will the Cult of One protect us from their outstretched palms?"

Haggler set steaming mugs before both men.

Piltson jumped and almost dropped his pipe. "You startled me, boy. Make a bit more noise when you come and go."

"He can't help it," said Barnaby. "Haggler's a natural sneak." A boy after his own heart. Thus, requiring constant watch. "Off on your rounds, Haggler. You can see to moving the stock which hasn't sold all winter to the storeroom when you return." He shivered in the fresh but cool air. "Shut the door after you."

Barnaby waited until the door closed, then got up and confirmed Haggler had gone. He returned to Piltson. Nimo and his mute companion might arrive early in their zeal for the carving. "We'll have visitors by noon, and I don't want the lad involved."

"Clients?"

"Could be, though I'm not certain what their coin might be. I am certain of what they seek. Knowledge alone was enough to loosen their skinny purse last night."

"Tell me."

Barnaby described the pair and their long, deadly trek to Corenthal.

"They must have some strong need. Faith can sustain such a mission. The other day the emissary for the Cult of One told me his travails to arrive at his belief. Once his eyes and mind were cleared of worldly temptations, his path became certain."

Barnaby needed to bring Piltson back from his mental wandering. "Faith perhaps. Fear, assuredly. What drew this faithful company, now duo, to Corenthal was rumor. The rumor about an object." He paused. Will Piltson keep this confidential in his constant mutterings? Lucidity came and went, but Barnaby had to extract what Piltson knew of the horn.

"A talisman? Have a few fetishes and one recently-acquired amulet of some past age."

"This wasn't recently brought to Corenthal. Nor a charmed object. A cursed one. One I have seen, held, and wished to this day I knew naught of its existence."

Piltson put down his mug and pipe to grasp Barnaby's hand. "I haven't sensed your fear this strong in many years, Barnaby."

Barnaby was surprised at Piltson's sudden clarity.

The old man said, "I'm not always confused. I remember a change in your chosen path as a result of an item which passed through my shop. When you changed from old Piltson's runner to novice thief."

Barnaby's subtleties were no longer needed. Piltson has raised the subject. How much can I extract before the travelers arrive?

"That was a time for reflection on my part," said Barnaby. "I've been through lean times, imprisonment, threats, and failures. My regrets are few. The successes bring temporary confidence and fine living, the setbacks new insights." He peered out the windows, expecting Nimo and Kravann any moment. "What do you recall of that item? Where did it go after the 'incident'? I confess I didn't leave my mother's pantry kitchen for a month or more."

"Go? Nowhere." Piltson fell silent.

"I don't understand. Did it disappear, its foul work done?"

"No, it remained with Chan's household goods until auction. You were the only one who could link the object and the event. The servants were drawn and quartered for their master's death. The house remained abandoned, eventually stripped for building stone and glass."

"It was sold again? To whom? Did it leave Corenthal? I need to know, master Piltson."

But the old man had reverted into his thoughts. Barnaby knew the memories would return but never knew when. He would have to stay close, now that the subject had been raised.

Barnaby checked the lane once more, then took his tea mug back into the small kitchen at the shop's rear, where Piltson, and on occasion Barnaby, slept.

He stood in the midst of decades' worth of dusty baubles, gimcracks, trifles, and outright junk. There were valuables here as well. In the months he'd owned the shop, Barnaby had seldom examined the full inventory. Maybe it was time.

"Bel," he said aloud. "Now I am getting bored. And in danger of becoming a bore."
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BARNABY PUTTERED, OCCASIONALLY checking on Piltson, now asleep in his chair.

He balanced on a stool, trying to reach a high shelf when the bells over the door jingled. "Haggler? You're back early."

"No, Barnaby. It is Nimo and Kravann."

Barnaby slipped from the perch and landed on his side. "Bel." He got up, dusted off, and wondered if he should be invoking a new god in his curses now that Piltson had converted.

The two ascetics stood just inside the door, Nimo looking around the displays while Kravann concentrated on Piltson. 

Barnaby latched the door. "Master Piltson is resting after a busy morning. I was just finishing his work when I heard you enter. One of you can use this." Barnaby had righted the murderous stool and set it before Kravann. "Better to sit than stand upon." He rubbed his hip.

"Thank you, we will sit on the floor." Nimo and Kravann settled into cross-legged positions and indicated Barnaby should join them.

He grabbed a cushion and faced them eye to chest. They were tall even seated. Barnaby said, "Before I get too comfortable," he wasn't, "may I offer you tea?" He recognized the privation signs. If they fasted it was necessity, not choice.

"We would accept your hospitality, thank you. Hot water would be welcome."

Barnaby got up and set the kettle on the front fire. He brought out wrapped biscuits and set them between the pair. The water boiled quickly, and Barnaby furnished mugs as requested with hot water to join the food. "Last night you bought the first drink from your dwindling purse, today you are in my house."

"The house of the One," said Nimo. He pointed to the door.

"A recent conversion by Piltson. My gods are numerous and depend on need."

"The only need a true god should provide is to the soul."

"I honor a few of those," said Barnaby.

Nimo sipped the water and nibbled a biscuit before resuming the previous night's line of talk. "Do you have any new information for us?"

Barnaby checked Piltson. He appeared to doze, eyes shut and breathing quiet but deep. "I broached the matter this morning. My partner's memory can be as clear as your drink at times and others as murky as Assani's wine. It will take a little time, but I'm certain I will be able to decipher his ramblings into coherence." Time was coin, Barnaby had often experienced. Why not now?

"How much time?" Nimo looked disappointed.

"You've spent years up 'til now, what's a few more days? Or weeks?"

"Our patience is endless, Barnaby, but our resources grow thin. Corenthal is a vigorous city, surely you wouldn't wish to see it lose its spirit? The fetish could do that should it be discovered and exploited here."

I won't put them off for too long. "Have hope, my friends. Already Piltson recalls the time and fate of the 'horn' to the night of its owner's demise. I think a day or two should complete the tale and its subsequent fate." Barnaby offered one more nugget. "He did say it was not destroyed. Does that help?"

Nimo glanced at his fellow. Kravann nodded. "Every step is another stride closer."

Barnaby's legs were beginning to cramp. He unknotted them and struggled to rise. "Winter's sedentary custom has reduced my flexibility," he explained. Take it as a sign the meeting is over.

Another glance from Nimo and the pair rose. He said, "Thank you for conversing with us again, Barnaby."

"We will meet again when I have more from Piltson. I would advise not to petition the other shops until we know for certain what he recalls. People can get greedy when they think there's a demand." What coin have you got to ransom this object? he wondered. Probably no coin worth the trouble. Something else of value? Up to Nimo to offer, the seller had the advantage by not setting the price too early.

"We understand. Our journey has been long and arduous; you can appreciate our eagerness to resolve the quest."

"I do. If Piltson doesn't know its final fate, at least he might give a clue for you to follow next. That has to be worth something of your ... time?"

"We shall see, if it comes to that."

Canny devil. "I'll see you at the Eels, then. Or you can come back here in a few days."

"That would be preferable. Our board with Assani comes to a close." Nimo patted his purse. No jingling of coins.

Barnaby unlocked the door and ushered them past the carts into the lane. They both were careful not to touch the red door. "Here's a thought," said Barnaby. "Preach your faith in Deity Square. If there's room for one new religion, there's room for another."

"We're reluctant to exploit our beliefs to raise funds."

"You wouldn't be exploiting your beliefs, you'd be teaching. Any monetary gain would be strictly in support of your quest."

"You've a quick tongue, Barnaby. I see the reason for your sobriquet may not be your swiftness of hand and foot."

Barnaby watched them walk away in their sober but graceful carriage.

Piltson looked up when Barnaby closed the door. "Company gone already? What did they buy?"

"Today, nothing. Information, as you and I discussed. The ivory is what they seek. What do you remember? The disposal of Chan's goods. Auctioned, you said."

Piltson was silent.

Dozing again? Barnaby knelt before him. Piltson's eyes were open and his lips moved in silent speech. The only words Barnaby recognized were his name and f-something.

"Fire?" he asked. "Was there a fire?"

No change in Piltson's expression. His recollections could be affected by the horn's power. Time was needed before Nimo could learn all Piltson had to say.

Barnaby gave it up for the moment and resumed his search in the shop's rearmost shelves and hidey-holes behind the walls and under the floor. He half-dreaded finding the horn. What would Nimo give up for it if he did? What would Barnaby give up to be rid of it?
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AN HOUR LATER, COVERED in grime from too many once-valuable, now dust-laden goods and chests, Barnaby sat on a carpet and thought. Floor, of course. He shifted to one side and pushed the covering aside. He probed and pushed. The planks hinged upward, and he peered into the hole beneath. With a deep breath, he dropped down.

Nothing but an unused storage bin. Barnaby lifted himself from the recess and dropped the trap door. He reset the thin rug over the hiding place just as Haggler entered.

"Need help, sir? I can fit into places you can't."

Obviously, Haggler knew about the hidden space. How many other secrets of Piltson's had he discovered?

Barnaby heard Piltson snort from the front. "No, just surveying inventory. You can help by dusting off spring and summer stock and getting it on display in the windows. Won't be long before sailors will be coming along. The better our stock looks compared to the other shops, the more commissions for you."

Haggler dug into his pockets. "Speaking of which, master Barnaby, two clients paid their bills." He produced a handful of coins, mostly copper, and dropped them into Barnaby's waiting hand.

"Good work, lad. Now, divide what you held back in two and pass me the rest." His hand stayed out.

More digging under his jerkin and three more coppers appeared.

"The key to fiddling your master is four-fold," said Barnaby. "Never skim off too much, don't think I can't add outstanding debt notices, and don't think I've never been in your shoes."

"That's three-fold. Begging master's pardon." Haggler looked anything but sheepish for his small attempted swindle.

"Do you really think I don't know the game?" 'Never underestimate the other party' was the extended version, but I'll keep that to myself. And the fifth, never trust a partner more than an enemy.

"I only held back 'cause Master Piltson's been giving some profits away. To that new church."

"Cult," Barnaby corrected. "Well, you'd better be in charge of the cash float when I'm not here. And remember, I will know when you steal."

"Yes, sir." Haggler had regained full confidence.

Barnaby was torn between trusting him and not trusting Piltson. Why was owning a business so complicated? Thieving was simpler. You made your attempt and if successful, you hid as much as possible from the eyes of the authorities and your partner, if you had one.

Piltson moaned again. "I remember."

"Shall I see to him?" Haggler asked.

Barnaby didn't need a third partner in this discussion. He pulled one of the three puzzle box stones from his vest pocket and held it up. The stone was a type of jewel he'd never seen before. Not transparent but iridescent in many colors. It had layers of depth. He scraped it against a glass jar. No scratch, it lost a tiny bit of itself. Softer than a precious gem.

He passed it to Haggler. "Find out what you can about this jewel. Start with Moxback. His eclectic gem knowledge surpasses anyone. But don't listen to his words so much as watch his eyes. You'll see the greed if it's rare and much sought after. Off with you."

Haggler stuck it in his boot and banged through the back door, locking it as he left.

Barnaby hurried to Piltson. "You remembered? The horn's fate?"

Piltson fiddled in his jacket and withdrew an envelope. "Supposed to give this to you."

Barnaby recognized the perfumed odor and the yellow envelope. "Gweneth left this?"

"Aye. That comely lass. Your partner, isn't she?"

"Baron de Richie's agent. Former partner, former lover."

He undid the seal. "You and I need to talk about chymicals currently being sought. I saw what I assume was an order list. From outside Corenthal." The parchment he'd left behind in the wharf house. The thought vanished as he read her note.

Barn, I'm in trouble. Or soon will be. Come to the Eels on the quarter moon's eve. I'll slip de Richie's leash for an hour but I dare not risk a longer absence.

"Good news, Barnaby? New demands for our spring caravan?"

Now that Haggler's collection yielded funds to sip Assani's better wines, Barnaby anticipated a rewarding visit to the Eels. The hope of running into Aida was an even better prospect. If he could keep Gweneth away from his light-fingered fortune teller. He had sense and experience enough to know that two one-time lovers would recognize their linked connection immediately in his company.

What possibly could Gweneth have done? Easy to guess. A boring winter has led her to take something from her employer-consort. She wants me to bail her out. Not this time, Gweneth, Aida may need it more than you. Aida's troubles were not of her own doing.
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Barnaby left Piltson to run the shop. The human antiquity could, from memory alone, dicker and deal without giving too much away.

Mythias the Unwizard was on Barnaby's mind. Mid-afternoon would find the natural philosopher teaching. Willow Tor was his preferred classroom in warm weather. Barnaby drew his cloak tighter with every breath of wind. In this chill, Mythias would be under shelter.

Barnaby needed to cleanse lungs and soul after the stuffiness in the shop. He turned seaward and headed for the docks. Worth checking if last night's caper had increased security at the customs house. He resisted an urge to make an afternoon stop at the Eels. Once ensconced with the day's income, he might be tempted to stay until Gweneth and or Aida showed up in the evening. By then he'd be drunk and in no shape to handle either, let alone both.

The warehouse had one guard, not two, but today this one stood erect at the door, not lounging as usual. Lucky he still had a job. Barnaby didn't alter his pace nor did he stare. He'd reached the next pier and recognized the lone ship. The Kestrel. He knew it well. He, Shugg, Elbeth, and Mythias had spent time aboard and, like the ivory horn, Barnaby desperately wished to forget the associated events. The sailor last night in the Eels. Sacked by the captain as soon as it docked?

"Ho, Barnaby. This is my lucky day. About to send my men looking for you."

A voice he also longed to forget. Barnaby debated stopping or bolting for all he was worth. His hesitation cost him. The red-bearded master of the Kestrel stepped from between two fish-drying huts and blocked his path.

"Captain Gilland." Barnaby tried to smile. "You arrive earlier than your competition. How fares your trading? How fare you? You need my services?"

"Perhaps." Gilland tugged at an earring then pointed to the customs house. "Thought you might know something about an attempted robbery last night. Two intruders, according to the guards. Probably one, but claim two to make their defense more heroic. Small intruder at any stretch. Your man Shugg wouldn't fit through the trapdoor they discovered, nor the open skylight. Have you parted ways with the big fella?"

"Shugg pursues a more esoteric career these days. A kind of a magic-breaker for the governor. My life of intrusion is finished, I'm a respectable trader and shop-keeper."

"Piltson's. I know the place. Might have some custom for you. I'm on commission now for a city-nation south of the Zhugast."

"South of the Zhugast? You travel farther than comfort used to bind you. As my knowledge goes, not much south of the Zhugast Delta worth visiting. 'Scorched Lands' many call it."

"This is a recently reoccupied settlement, but they pay in gold." He fished a token from his pocket.

Barnaby didn't recognize the visage but he recognized the coin's size. "What do you seek?"

"Many things. Certain powders for potions. Information. Carvings."

Barnaby changed his view from the coin to the weather-beaten face of Gilland. Was it his list he'd read on the scroll? "What kind of information? Are you an enemy spy?" He tried to smile to show it was a jest.

"Fhel, no. Not that kind of information. More about what goods Corenthal ships and receives. What it needs. An opportunity for you, Barnaby. I know you deal with Hanappan and more than a few ships like the Kestrel. A chance to expand your business."

"What potions?" He could help here, knowing what lay deep in his shop. Would he sell them, not knowing their ultimate use? Magic, spells, curses. "Seems a sudden interest."

"Need to be fresh."

"How could you tell?"

"I've been given certain rites to make certain. What have you got?"

"Only old stock Piltson laid away decades ago. You mentioned carvings, your patrons collect art as well? I have some fine paintings."

Gilland laughed. "No, I don't think they go in for such pieces. More interested in specific sculpture works. Jade, amber ..."

Barnaby pulled one of the pebbles from his pocket and showed it. "This is new, to me anyway. What do you think?" He let the sunlight play on it.

"Pretty, but hardly my interest. Or theirs. Ivory could be worth something."

Barnaby wasn't fooled by the casual introduction. Ivory was what Gilland's new masters sought. Gilland likely didn't know specifics. At least, if Barnaby employed him, he wouldn't tell him details. 'Buy all you can'
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