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Dramati s Personae
The Townspeopl e

AHDI OVl ZUN; AHDI OMER viz; AHDIO, Proprietor of Sty's Place, a |egendary dive
within the Maze.

LALO THE LI MNER, Street artist gifted with magi c he does not fully understand.
G LLA, H s indonmitable wfe.

ALFI, Their youngest son.

LATI LLA, Their daughter.

OANNER, Their middle son, slain during the False Plague riots of the previous
winter.

VANDA, Their daughter, enployed as mmid-servant to the Beysib at the pal ace.

WEDEM R, Their son and el dest chil d.

DUBRO, Bazaar bl acksmith and husband to Illyra.

I LLYRA, Hal f-blood S danzo seeress with True Sight. Hounded by PFLS in the Fal se
Pl ague.

ARTON, Their son, mar ked by the gods and magic as part of an emerging
divinity known as the Stornchildren. Sent to the Bandaran Isles for his safety
and educati on.

ULLI'S, Their daughter, slain in the False Plague riots.

HAKI EM Storyteller and confidant extraordinaire.

JUBAL, Prematurely aged fornmer gladiator. Once he openly ran Sanctuary's nost
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visible crininal organization, the Hawkmasks. Now he works behind the scenes.
SALI MAN, Hi s aide and only friend.
MAMA BECHO, Owner of a particularly disreputable tavern i n Downw nd.

MASHA ZI L-1 NEEL, M dwi fe whose involvenent with the destruction of the Purple
Mage enabl ed her to nove fromthe Maze to respectability uptown.

MORI A, One-tine Hawkmask and servant to |schade. She was physically transfornmed
into a Rankan nobl eworman by Haught .

MYRTI S, Madam of the Aphrodesi a House.

SHAFRALAI N, Sanctuary nobl eman who can trace his lineage and his noney back to
the days of Ilsig' s glory.

ESARI A, Hi s daughter.

EXPIMLIA, H's wife.

CUSHARLAI N, His cousin. A custons inspector and investigator.

SNAPPER JO, A fiend who survived the destruction of magic in Sanctuary.

STILCHO, Once one of |schade's resurrected m nions, he was "cured" of death when
magi ¢ was purged from Sanctuary.

ZIP, Bitter young terrorist. Leader of the Popular Front for the Liberation of
Sanctuary (PFLS).

The Magi ci ans

HAUGHT, One-tine apprentice of Ischade who betrayed her and is now trapped in a
war ded house with Roxane.

| SCHADE, Necromancer and thief. Her curse is passed to her lovers who die from
it.

ROXANE;, DEATH S QUEEN, Nisibisi witch. Nearly destroyed when Stornbringer purged
magi ¢ from Sanctuary, she is trapped inside a warded house and a dead man's
body.

Gt hers

THERON, New military Emperor. An usurper placed on the throne wth the aid
of Tenpus and his allies. He has commanded that Sanctuary's walls rmust be rebuilt
by the next New Year Festival.

The Rankans living in Sanctuary

CHENAYA; DAUGHTER OF THE SUN, Daughter of LOWan Vigeles, a beautiful and
power ful young woman who is fated never to lose a fight. DAYRNE, Her companion
and trainer.

LEYN, OUUEN, DI SMAS AND GESTUS, Her friends and fellow gl adi ators.

GYSKOURAS, One of the Stornthildren, currently in the Bandar an Isles for
educati on.
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PRI NCE KADAKI THI' S, Charismatic but somewhat naive half-brother of the recently
assassinated Enmperor, Abakithis.

DAPHNE, His estranged wife, living wth Chenaya's gladiators at Land's End.

KAMA;, JES, Tenpus' daughter. 3rd Commando assassin. Sonetinme |over of both Zip
and Molin Torchhol der.

LOMN VI GELES, Hal f-brother of Mlin Torchhol der, father of Chenaya, a wealthy
aristocrat self-exiled to Sanctuary. Omer of the Land's End Estate.

MOLI N TORCHHOLDER;, TORCH, Archpriest and architect of Vashanka; Guardi an of the
St ormchi | dren.

ROSANDA, His estranged wife, living at Land' s End.

RANKAN 3RD COMMANDO, Mercenary conpany founded by Tenpus Thales and noted for
its brutal efficiency.

SYNC, Commander of the 3rd.

RASHAN, THE EYE OF THE SAVANKALA, Priest and Judge of Sanvankal a. Hi ghest
ranki ng Rankan in Sanctuary prior to the arrival of the Prince, nowallied wth
Chenaya's disaffected Rankans at Land's End.

STEPSONS; SACRED BANDERS, Members of a mercenary unit founded by Abarsis who
willed their allegiance to Tenpus Thales after his own death. CRITIAS;, CRIT,
Leftside | eader paired with Straton. Second in command after Tenpus.

RANDAL; W TCHY- EARS, The only mage ever trusted by Tenpus or admitted into the
Sacred Band.

STRATON; STRAT; ACE, Rightside partner of Critias. Injured by the PFLS at the
start of the Fal se Plague riots.

TASFALEN LANCOTHI S, Jaded nobl eman, slain by Ischade's curse, then resurrected
by Haught. H s body has becone Roxane's prison.

TEMPCS THALES; THE RIDDLER, Nearly immortal nmercenary, a partner of Vashanka
before that god's demise; commander of the Stepsons; cursed with a fatal
inability to give or receive |ove.

WALEGRIN, Rankan arnmy officer assigned to the Sanctuary garrison where his
father had been slain by the S danzo many years before.
The Cods

DYAREELA, A goddess whose worship in Sanctuary predates the Ilsigi presence and
whi ch has been outlawed nany times since then.

HARRAN, Physician and priest to Siveni Gay-Eyes, now part of her four-fold
divinity.

MRI GA, M ndless and crippled woman el evated to four-fold divinity wth Siveni
G ay- Eyes.

SABELLI A, Mot her goddess for the Rankan Enpire.

SAVANKALA, Father god for the Rankan Enpire.
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SI VENI  GRAY-EYES, |Ilsigi goddess of w sdom nedicine and def ense, now
transforned into a four-fold diety.
SHI PRI, Mot her goddess of the old Ilsigi kingdom

STORMBRI NGER, Prinmal storngodl wargod. The pattern for all other such gods, he is
not, hinself, the object of organized worship.

JIHAN, Froth Daughter. Hi s parthenogenic offspring, betrothed to the Stepson's
mage, Randal
The Beysib

SHUPANSEA; SHU- SEA, Head of the Beysib exiles in Sanctuary; nortal avatar of the
Beysi b not her goddess.

| NTRODUCTI ON
Robert Lynn Asprin

For the first tine in over a decade, Hakiem found hinself seriously considering
| eavi ng hi s adopted honme of Sanctuary.

Leani ng out a wi ndow on one of the upper |evels of the pal ace, he surveyed the
town below as he thought-yet even this depressed him He had always enjoyed
wal king the streets, first as a storyteller and later as advisor to the Beysib

Enpress. The town had al ways had a rough vibrancy, like the rich organic snel
of a swanp, and he drank it in along with the runors to assure hinself of the
city's survival. Now, however, he found that he rarely ventured down to the

streets to savor it

Not that he was afraid for his safety, mnd you. Wether it was due to his |ong
standi ng nenbership in the community, his wel | known neutrality and
har m essness, deference to his position as the Beysa's advisor, or a conbination
of all of these factors, his passage through town was never chall enged. Rather,
he often hid within the palace shadows and corridors to spare hinself the
heartache of wi tnessing what was happening to his bel oved Sanctuary.

The spirit of the town he knew had been born of parents naned Poverty and
Desperation. Wiile he had cursed the crine and filth along with the rest of the
citizens, there had also been a secret pride in the inherent toughness of
Sanctuary's inhabitants. Like the scrappy optimsmof a bright-eyed gutter
predator, there had been a certainty that the town would survive regardl ess of
what ever hardships fate or the Rankan Enpire could throw at it. Small noments of
tenderness or self-sacrificing heroics shone all the brighter here, as uncon
testabl e evidence of the strength of the human spirit.

Then two changes occurred al most sinultaneously: the Beysib arrived and Ranke's
Storngod had either died or retreated into oblivion

As Sanctuary's fortunes literally rose through the influx of Beysib wealth, the
Enpire's prestige and power had begun to wane-and the very nature of the city
altered. Instead of smmll, vicious fights for survival, the town sank into
sel fish power squabbles which were proving nore deadly and disruptive than
anything the citizens had known before. Instead of desperation and poverty, the
stench of greed hung over the town and Hakiem found it stifling.

Per haps he should | eave... soon, before the current disorder w ped out what few
pl easant nenories renmained. |f the new path of the town was fixed, he had no
idea to ...
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"You are very quiet. Wse One, for someone who earns his living with his ninble
t ongue. "

Jolted fromhis reverie, Hakiem turned to find Shupansea, |iving avatar of
Mot her Bey and hereditary, if exiled, ruler of the Beysib Enpire, regarding him
with the delighted smle of a child who has caught his teacher in a spelling
error.

"Your pardon, O Beysa. | did not hear you approach."

"There are no others about, Hakiem Formalities between us are necessary only

before unfriendly eyes. Besides, | doubt you would have heard an entire arny
approaching. Wiere is the habitual wariness you've tried so hard to instill in
me?"

"I... I was thinking."

The sml e disappeared fromthe Beysa's face to be replaced with an expression of
concern as she laid a soft hand on her advisor's arm "I know. You seem unhappy
of late. Wse One. |'ve mssed the talks we wused to have. In fact, |'ve set
aside tinme today specifically to seek you out and learn your mnd. You've hel ped
me so often in the past that gold al one cannot repay it. Tell ne, what troubles
you? |Is there anything | can do to ease your concerns?"

Despite his depression, Haki emwas touched by the sincere concern of this young
woman who had been raised to rule an enpire and found herself in Sanctuary
instead. While a part of himinstinctively wanted to hide his feelings, he felt
conpel l ed to respond honestly.

"I fear for nmy town," he said, turning to gaze out the w ndow once nore. "The
peopl e have changed since the Beysib arrived.

"Not that | blane you," he anended hastily. "You had to go sonewhere, and
certainly your people have done everything possible to adapt to what | knowis a
very strange and often hostile environnent to you

"No. What has happened to ny town was done by those who have lived here the
| ongest. Ch, true enough, many of the changes were forced on them by the Rankan
Empire and its gods-and | know that all things must change. Still, | fear the
t ownspeopl e have lost the will and certainly the wisdomto survive the changes
which nust followas surely as a storm follows lightning. Even now the new
Rankan Enperor gathers troops to-"

He stopped abruptly as he realized the Beysa was | aughing silently.

"I had not intended to be anusing," he said stiffly, anger flashing just bel ow
the surface. "Wiile | know the problens of a nere storyteller pale to
i nsignificance before-"

"Forgive ne. Wse One. | neant no disrespect. It's just that you.... Please, let
me be the teacher for once.”

To Hakiem s surprise, she joined himat the w ndow, |eaning far over the sil
until only the tips of her bare toes touched the cool floor.

"I fear you are too close to the problem" she said solemly. "You know so rmuch
about Sanctuary and watch so many of its <citizens that you have becone
overwhel med by surface changes and are blind to the currents noving beneath. Let
me tell you what | see as soneone new to Sanctuary.

"You underestimate your town. Wse One. You love it so nuch that you think that
no one el se does-but that is incorrect. In the two years since ny people arrived
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here, | have yet to neet a man, woman, or child of Sanctuary who did not,
despite their very loud protests to the contrary, care as deeply for Sanctuary
as you do, though they may show it differently. And | find, to ny surprise, that
their feelings are quite contagious."

She caught his surprised glance and |aughed again. "Yes, | find that even with
the blood of forty generations of Beysas and our island enpire running in ny
veins, neither I nor nmy goddess has been imune to the lure of your town. At

first it seenmed to nme to be vicious and barbaric, and it is, but there is a zest
and vigor here that is invigorating and quite lacking in my own very civilized
people. Wile you may fear that it has changed or |ost, as one watching through
new eyes, | can tell you that it is still there, and if anything it's stronger
than when we arrived. Oh, they may squabble over their new weal th and power, but
this is still Sanctuary. |If threatened, the people here will fight or do
what ever i s necessary to keep that feeling of independence and freedomthey have
toiled so long for. The Beysib will be at their side, for ny people and | are a
part of it, just as you and yours are."

After that, she |lapsed into silence and, side by side, they studied the town,
living synbols of the old and the new Sanctuary. |In their own thoughts, they
each hoped desperately that she was right.

LADY OF FI RE
Di ana L. Paxson

A peach tree grewin the courtyard below Lalo's stairs. It was only alittle
tree, but Glla had covered its roots with straw to protect it fromcold and
dri bbl ed precious water around it when the sun burned in the sky, caring for it
as she cared for her children, and through war and w zard weather it had
survived. But in the bitter spring of the Enperor's visit to Sanctuary the tree
stood barren, with scarcely a leaflet on its twi sted branches, and no bl oons.

Lal o paused beside it on his way to the palace, wishing that he could breathe
life into the tree as he had once breathed life into the work of his hands. But
with the destruction of the N sibisi dobes of Power everyone's nmagic seened to
have becone as strengthless as Master Ahdio's cheap ale; Lalo dared not test his
own. And even at his nost powerful, he had only transforned synbols, not already
l'iving things.

He did not know if he could create anything anynore.

The buil ding behind himwas as silent as it had been in the dreadful days when
Glla was Roxane's captive. Latilla and Afi were wth Vanda at the pal ace.
Wedem r was enviously watching the Stepsons maneuver thensel ves back into shape
for canpaign, and Glla herself was at the Aphrodisia House, watching over
Illyra's slowrecovery fromthe wound she had taken in the riots when her
daught er di ed.

If Illyra's body had been all that needed healing it would not have been so bad,
Lalo thought. But it seemed to himthat both wonmen were nursing grief like a
child. A pang twisted in his own belly at the nenory-his mddl e son, Ganner, had
been struck down, outside the goldsmith's shop where he was apprenticed, in that
same climax of disorder that had killed Illyra's girl.

The town was qui et now, but it was the peace of exhaustion-nore |ike a coma than
the sleep of healing, and who could tell whether Sanctuary, or any of its
peopl e, would awaken to |ife again?

Lal o shivered and squinted at the sky. Even if it was usel ess, he ought to get
up to the palace before the norning |light was gone. As part of a sequence of
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political and religious negotiations which Lalo did not even try to understand,
Mol in Torchhol der had commissioned himto paint an allegorical nural of the
Weddi ng of the Storm God and Mther Bey. The work was as |lifeless as everything
el se he did these days, but he was getting paid for it. And he did not know what
el se he could do

"She was going to be pretty..." said Illyra in an oddly conversational tone. "My
Lillis had golden hair |like her father's, do you renmenber? | used to conb it and
wonder how anything that pretty could have been born fromnme...."

"Yes," answered Glla quietly. "I know." She had only seen Illyra's daughter a
few tinmes, but that did not matter now. "Ganner was the fairest of ny
children..." Her throat closed.

"How can you understand?" exclainmed the half-S danzo suddenly. "You still have

children! But ny daughter is dead and they have taken nmy little boy away! There
is nothing left for ne."

"Your child was young," said Glla heavily. "You do not know what she woul d have

been. But all the labor of raising ny boy to manhood is wasted. He will never
give ne grandchildren now. | have buried one infant and | ost one fromthe wonb;
the boy that was born after Ganner died of a fever when he was six years old. |
know the pain of losing them at all ages, |Illyra, and | tell you truly that
what ever age your child is taken fromyou is the worst. But | will bear no nore
You are still young-you can have other children.”

"What for?" Illyra said harshly. "So that this town can kill them too?" She

sank back upon the silken pillows with which the Aphrodisia House furnished even
a sickroom and cl osed her eyes.

From somewhere on the floor below them cane a nocking echo of nmusic. The faded
silk of the cushions glowed softly in the afternoon light, but to Glla they
seenmed as colorless as everything el se had been since that terrible day when so
many died. Illyra was right-why give nore hostages to nalicious fate?

Soneone scratched hesitantly at the door. Wien neither Glla nor Illyra
answered, it opened softly and Mrtis, a little thinner, but as inpeccably
pai nted and jewel ed as ever, cane in.

"How i s she today?" She gestured toward the hal f-S danzo, who lay with her eyes
tightly cl osed.

Glla got to her feet and noved heavily to neet the older woman-at |east one
assuned that Mrtis was older, and today she Ilooked it, as if the spells by
whi ch Lythande had preserved her fanous beauty were fading too. Mdlin Torch
hol der's gold had paid for Illyra' s conval escence here, but the famus madam of
the Aphrodi sia House had given themnore than a | andl ady's care.

"The scar is healing, but Illyra grows weaker," Glla saidina |owvoice. "I
think she does not want to live. And why should she?" she added bitterly.

For a monent Myrtis's eyes glittered. "Do you need a reason? Life is the only
thing there is! After all she's survived, and you, too, are you going to give up
and | et themw n?" Her gesture seened to enconpass everything outside the room

Then she drew back her hand as if surprised by her own intensity.
"In any case, there are others who need her," she continued nore calnly. She
moved aside and G lla saw another figure in the doorway behind her, tall, black

haired, with a lithe poise that the rich gown she wore so awkwardly coul d not
di sqgui se and an energy that made even Glla give way as she swept into the room
past Myrtis.
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"What are you doi ng? She's not well enough-" G lla began as the newconer strode

to the bed where Illyra lay, and stood | ooki ng down at her

"They say the S danzo have no gods, and no nmeges," the woman said gruffly.
"Well, the gods the rest of us had aren't talking these days, and the mages are
useless. | need information. My old conrades said you' re honest. What will you

take to See for me?"

"Nothing." Illyra pulled herself up against the pillows, stony-eyed.

"Ch, no-enough of ny conrades cane to you in the old days that | know you keep
to the traditional rule. If you take ny coin you are bound to answer ne...." She
pull ed gold fromher pouch and held it out. Furiously, Illyra dashed it from her
hand.

"Do you know who | an®?" the wonan sai d dangerously.

"I know you. Lady Kama, and there is nothing in Sanctuary that will nmake ne See
for you!" She caught her breath on a half-sob. "I could not even if | would.
When ny-in the riots-ny cards were destroyed. | amas blind as any of the rest
of you now" She finished with bitter triunph.

"But | have to know" Kama said angrily. "I have pronmised to wed Mdlin
Torchhol der, but when | ask him about the cerenmony he puts nme off wth
t heol ogi cal caveats. And the Stepsons are taking the Third Conmando with them on
some nysterious canpaign-all nmy old conrades! | could go with theml'd rather go
with them but | have to know what | should do!"

Illyra shrugged. "Do what you pl ease."

Considering that Mblin Torchholder had taken Illyra's other child away, Glla
t hought the S danzo's reaction to this request fromhis woman nmld.

Kama bent suddenly and gripped Illyra's shoul ders. "Wiat does that have to do
with it? |I've sworn oaths-they still bind me even if the gods aren't listening
anynmore, and |'ve lost too much blood in this town to just walk away wi thout
knowi ng why. Do you think |I've stopped being a warrior because |'m wearing
these?" She twitched angrily at the rich folds of her skirts. "I wll have
answers, woman, if | have to wing themout of you!"

Illyra shook her head. "Can you wing blood froma stone? Do whatever you |ike
to ne-1 have no answers anynore."

"There may be no blood left in your veins," Kanma said dangerously, "but what
about your husband' s? |I've learned a lot in this cesspool you call hone-will you
sing the sane song when you see ne applying some of that know edge to Dubro?"

"No..." said Illyra faintly. "He has nothing to do with this. You can't make him
suffer for ne . "

"Were you sonehow under the inpression that life is fair?" Kama straightened and
stood | ooking down at her. "I will do whatever | have to do."

Glla |looked fromher to Myrtis, who was watching with a faint half-smle. Had
the madam of the Aphrodisia House put Kama up to this in an attenpt to shake
Illyra out of her depression? She could believe it of Myrtis, but she found it
hard to i magi ne Kana cooperating in anyone el se's schenes.

"But | cannot... said Illyra pitifully. "I told you. | have no cards. And
cannot borrow a set-each deck is attuned to the S danzo who owns it. Mne cane
to ne fromny grandnother, and there is no S danzo craftsman in this town who
could paint a new deck for ne."
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Kama stared at her. Then her gray gaze noved thoughtfully fromthe S danzo to
G lla and back again.

"But you know the patterns of the cards-"

Now it was Illyra's turn to stare

"And her husband is a painter who is said to have certain powers ..." As Kanma
continued, Glla read in Illyra s face her own anguished awareness that they
both still had hostages to fate.

"Molin Torchholder is the limer's patron. He will order Lalo to cone to you,
and together you will nake a new deck of cards. And then-" Kama's lips twi sted
in what was intended to be a sweet smle. "Then we will see if there is any

magic left inthis world."

Lal o pinned another rectangle of stiff wvellumto his drawi ng board. He could
feel the tension in his neck and shoul ders, and Illyra | ooked pale, with a sheen
of perspiration on her brow The two cards they had already fini shed were drying
in the sunshine that cane through the w ndow.

"Are you ready?" he asked softly through the mask over his nouth he al ways wore
now whil e working, to keep his breath fromaccidentally giving life to what he
made. "W don't have to do any nore today. " Even if he had had the energy to
continue, he did not think that the S danzo woman coul d go on ruch | onger.

"One nore..." Illyra winced as she pulled herself upright against the pillows.
She was pushing herself. Lalo wondered if she was beginning to feel inconplete
wi thout a set of cards, as he always did without drawing materials sonewhere at
hand, or if she sinply wanted to get rid of Kana.

"The next card is the Three of Flanes," said Illyra. Her voice altered,
devel oped a peculiarly flat tinbre, as if even visualizing the cards was enough
to push her into the seer's trance. "There is a tunnel, dark at one end and at
the other bright. In the tunnel | see three figures bearing torches. Are they
moving toward |ight or darkness? | cannot tell...."

As if the S danzo's words had entranced him Lalo found his hand novi ng, dipping
up dark pigment for the shadows and red-orange for the three bright flowers of
flanme. As Illyra spoke of the meaning of the card, shape and col or energed from
the slip of vellumbefore himas if his brush were a wand that nade visibl e what
had al ways been inplicit there.

The torchbearers were in silhouette, their faces hidden, but he could see that
one was snmll, one broad, one wry and active. Could the big shape be Mdlin
Torchhol der? Lal o finished painting in the nunber of the card, and in the nonent
between the | ast brush stroke and his return to normal consci ousness he thought
he saw sonething of Gllain the larger figure. Perhaps the other two were
Illyra and hinself, then, but were they noving into deeper shadow or toward the
l'ight?

Lal o straightened and | ooked at Illyra, who lay back against her pillows with
the stillness of sleep, or trance. There were dark snudges beneath her closed
eyes, as if he had touched her with his paint-stained finger there. He had felt
the power noving through himas he painted, but this tine the neaning of his
wor k was hi dden from hi meven when he cane out of his own trance of creation and
| ooked at the cards.

The three flane-cards that were finished glowed in the sunlight that came
through the w ndow, the <colors seeming to vibrate wth their own energy. /
shoul d be grateful, thought the limer. At |east now | know that nmy hands stil

have power. But he did not understand what he had pai nted, and sonething ached
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in his belly at the anguish he saw in Illyra's shut face. Carefully, quietly,
fearing to disturb her, Lalo began to put his paints away.

"The cards are beautiful," said Glla. "So many of Lalo's recent conm ssions
have been nmurals, 1'd forgotten how |lovely his detail work can be." She laid the
root card of Whod carefully back atop the pile. The rich greens and browns of
the "Forest Prineval" seemed to glowwith their own light, |Iike sunshine

slanting through innunerable |eaves. Mdlin Torchholder's demand had for the
nmonent given the marriage nural precedence over Kamm's conmission for the cards,
even though the deck was nearly finished now Illyra was nearly well now too, in
body. But she and G |la had grown accustoned to each other's conpany.

"I hate them" said Illyra in a |l ow voice

Glla | ooked back at the couch, an angry defense of Lalo's work trenbling on her
tongue. The S danzo's eyes were closed, but the slow tears were welling from
beneath her shut lids. Glla stifled her anger and went to the other woman, took
a danp cloth, and began to sponge her cheeks and brow.

"My dear, ny dear, it's all right now.... It was the instinctive nurnmur of a

mot her to a sick child.

"I't is not all right!" said Illyra in a hard voice. "To See, | must open nyself
to the Great Pattern-beconme one with it and channel the part that relates to the
question the querent has asked. But | do not believe in the Pattern anynore."

G lla nodded. Men killing each other was one thing, whether in battle or in the
back streets of Sanctuary, but how could there be any purpose in the sensel ess
death of a child? Menory brought her a sudden image of Ganner's ei ghth birthday,
when Lal o had brought him clay and a set of nodeler's tools. The light in the
boy's face had stanped himand Lalo with a single identity as they explored the
new nedium Gan-ner was the only one of the children to have inherited any of
Lalo's skill. But he would never bring beauty into the world now. She swallowed
over the ache in her throat and turned to Illyra again.

"More than half the deck is painted now Kama will force me to read for her when
the rest are done and | cannot,"” said Illyra bitterly. "I will fail her, and
then she will take her revenge on Dubro. By all of Sanctuary's usel ess gods, |
hate her! Her, and the rest of those blade-thirsty, swaggering bullies who have
destroyed nmy world!"

"WIIl you find a sword of your own and go after her?" asked Glla, trying to
channel into scorn the hatred that was making her own belly bum "lllyra, be
sensible. Try to get well, and be thankful that's not your kind of power!"

"My kind of power..." said the S danzo reflectively. "No -when nmen bum ny peopl e
for sorcery it's not because they fear the sinple power of steel...." lllyra
fell silent. Her dark hair swung down across her breast, and Glla could not see
her eyes, but there was something in the other wonan's stillness that sent a
chill down her back despite the heat of the day.

"It's forbidden..." said the S danzo very softly, "even the little teaching they
all owed nme said that. But what do | care for anyone else's rules now?"

"I'llyra, what are you going to do?" Glla asked apprehensively as the other
woman | evered herself painfully off the couch and went to the worktable where
the cards that Lalo had finished were pil ed.

"Bverything goes two ways," Illyra said conversationally. "See this card, for
instance, the Three of Flames. If it were to come up in a reading, it could nmean
things getting darker or brighter for the querent, depending on the context. And
this one. Steel-" She held up the Two of Ores. "In the usual position, with the
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swords pointing toward the querent, it's a death card, but reversed it neans
doom for his eneny."

"So does a real sword," answered Gl a.

Illyra nodded. "So does nmgic. Power is power. Good or evil lies not in the
tool, but in the user's intent and will."

Glla stared at her. "You can use the cards as a weapon?" Her heart began to
pound heavily, and she realized suddenly how she had envied the gifts that Lalo
had acquired so inad-vertently and used with such trepidation

Illyra was sorting through the cards that Lalo had conpleted. "Perhaps-if the
right cards are here..." She selected one, another, then three nore. "Wen
read, the querent and the cards and | are all linked in the Pattern and the
cards that come up reflect his relationship to it. The Pattern is the Cause; the
cards are the effect. My Seeing only translates to the querent what is already
there. ™

G lla nodded, and the S danzo went on, "But if | were to set the cards into a
pattern, and lock it with my will-"

"You could reverse the process?" whispered Glla. "Make the cards the Cause?"

"l could... | would... | willl"

Suddenly Illyra gathered up the cards and carried themto a parquetry table in
the coner of the room She held up a card and showed it to Glla. "Here, this
shall stand for the querent and its surrounding atnosphere...." She laid it
down.

Glla squinted, seeing only the sun shining brightly over a painted city. "Wich
one is that?"

"W call it Zenith-the noonday sun-but your husband has painted a city as well
as the sun.” Illyra held her hands above it and stood for a nonent with brow
winkled in concentration and eyes closed. "As thou wert Zenith, so thou shal

becone this city!" she nmurmured. She dipped her finger into the paint water and
ni cked a drop upon the card, then bent and breathed upon it. "By wind and water
do | name thee Sanctuary, the querent of this reading, and the subject of this
casting!"

She shouldn't be doing this, thought Glla, watching Illyra search through the
cards she had selected. There was a focus to her novenents that held t he
attention. Glla renenbered how Roxane had conpelled the eye, and shuddered. But
she had never understood what needs drove the N sibisi sorceress, who for all
her great know edge had no part in ordinary wonen's joys and pains. Illyra, she
understood only too well. W shouldn't be doing this! she thought then

Glla felt the pul se pounding in her tenmples, tasted the fury of the wolf-bitch
whose cubs have been killed. Al her |life she had known fear, fear of starvation
intimes of want, fear of theft in nonments of affluence. She had grown up
listening for the stealthy step behind her as automatically as she watched for
movenent in the shadows whenever she went out of her door. And then she had
borne children, and the fear she felt for themwas as nuch greater than her own
personal terrors as the Wite Foal River was deeper and nore dreadful than the
sewers of Sanctuary. And there had never been anything that she could do about
it! Never, until now....

Ominous as a mountain nmoving, Glla' s heavy steps shook the floor as she took
her place across the worktable fromthe S danzo.

"What crosses it. Seer?" she asked.
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"The Lance of Ships," said Illyra, "the Narwhale, which my be a card of good
fortune, but always mneans changeability. |In this position, it is the good
fortune that will disappear!"”

"What do we hope for?" asked Glla, continuing the litany.

Illyra took another card and placed it above the first two. Glla recognized it
the Two of Ores reversed, with the Steel pointed downward threateningly.

"And this is what we already have," added the S danzo. "Quicksilver, what somne
call the Card of Shal pa-the Root of Ores and the Foundation of Sanctuary." The
next card was placed below the first two.

"What has gone before is the Face of Chaos-" |Illyra held up a card with the
i mages of a man and a wonan tw sted and distorted as if in sone fever dream She
smled grinmMly and laid the card down.

"And what is to conme. Seer-show ne what is to cone!" denmanded Glla. She could
feel energy flowing fromher to the woman on the other side of the table, and
knew that nore than S danzo power was going into this casting.

Illyra took another card. "The Zigurrat," she sniled dangerously. "For we shal
bring the pride of the destroyers tunbling down."

Glla |looked at the inmage of the disintegrating tower and thought of the patched
up peace that had held the town quiet since the visit of the Enperor. Surely it
woul d take only a finger's push to destroy so uneasy a bal ance.

"How?" whispered Glla then. "Seeress, show nme howit will bel"

Illyra held the remaining cards fanned out in her thin hand. "First the Lance of
W nds-"

The card she set down bore the i mages of stormand tornado. "This represents our
determnation to see this done. And this one is for our fear..."

She set another card above it, on which a triunvirate of robed and hooded
figures stood pointing at a kneeling nan. "Justice," cane the whisper, and Glla
licked suddenly dry lips, wunderstanding even without explanation that this
represented the dead children for whom they sought revenge.

"Qur hope is for justice, and therefore | set Sanctuary's tribunal here-"
Illyra's voice had a rhythm c resonance, and her eyes seened to | ook through the
card to some other reality. Glla realized that the S danzo was Seeing them as
truly as ever she had in a querent's reading, and she wondered suddenly if in

choosing just these cards for Lalo to paint first, Illyra had been guided by
somet hing nore than chance, and if her selection of themnow was the result of
her will to vengeance, or sone subtle working of that Pattern Illyra had deni ed.

Glla shivered, for now the S danzo was wholly entranced, and she felt a
heaviness in the air around themas if wunseen forces waited around her to see
what the final card would be. The nagic of the nmages had been broken, but,
clearly, she and Illyra were drawi ng now upon deeper powers.

Wthout |ooking at the cards still in the pile, Illyra took one and set it above
all the rest. Glla stared at it, her gaze burned by swirling patterns of red
and gold, and the beauty of a woman's face staring out of the flames. Even seen
upsi de down that face seared the sight. She forced her gaze away and saw the
appal I ed wonder in Illyra's eyes.

"VWhat is she?" G lla asked hoarsely.
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"The Ei ght of Flanes-the Lady of Fire whose touch can warm or destroy!"
"VWhat will She do to Sanctuary?"

Illyra was shaking her head. "I do not know. | have never drawn Her reversed in
a reading before. Oh, Glla-" The S danzo's face twisted in a terrible smle. "I
did not choose this card!"

In the days that followed, the Lady of Fire cane to Sanctuary, not in bolts of
flanme fromheaven as Glla and Illyra had expected, but silently, insidiously,
as a flame that kindled in nen's flesh and consuned themslowy fromw thin.

For weeks the weather had been cl ose and still-plague weather, though usually it
came to Sanctuary later in the year. In a city whose sanitation systemhad been
designed to nove nen secretly rather than sewage efficiently, epidenics were an
inevitable sign of summer, like the insects that swarned across the river from
the Swanp of Night Secrets. But a dry spring had |owered the water table early,
and wi thout enough flowto flush them the disease bred in the filthy channels
and spread swiftly through the town.

It began in the streets around Shanbles Cross and noved like a slow fire into
the Maze and the Bazaar, where a few corpses nore in the nmorning caused little
comment, until the kisses of the drabs who plied their trade in the cul-de-sacs
and doorways burned with nore than passion's fire, and nmen began to fall from
the benches in the Vulgar Unicorn with their nugs untasted. Soldiers drinking in
the taverns carried the plague back to the barracks, and servants going to their
work in the great houses of the nerchants carried it to the better quarters of
the town. Only the Beysib seened to be inmune.

Mol i n Torchhol der realized the danger when his workmen began to drop beside his
unfinished city wall and, returning to the palace, found the Prince in a panic
and a full-scale crisis on his hands. That norning, the decapitated body of a
dog had been discovered in the ruined Tenple of Dyareela, with "Death to the
Beysi b" scrawed in its blood on the altar stone.

Lal o turned, spattering blue paint fromthe plastered wall past the pillar as
the H gh Priest stormed through the Presence Hall with the Prince and the Beysa
hurryi ng al ong behi nd.

"They are saying that Dyareela is punishing Sanctuary because of our betrothal."
Shupansea tightened her grip on Ka-dakithis's hand. "They say that your Denon
CGoddess is angry because the town has accepted Mther Bey!"

"My goddess!" Both Prince and Beysa fell back as Mlin turned on them | ooking
rather like a Storm God hinself wth his mantle flaring around himand dust
flying fromhis unconbed hair and beard. Lalo found it hard to believe that this
was the sanme sleek priest who had given himhis first great comm ssion so |ong
ago. But then his own changes in the past few years had been even nore
remarkabl e, if |ess obvious. And Sanctuary itself had changed.

"Dyareela's no deity of Ranke, or of the 1lsig either!" Mlin's gaze fixed on
Lalo and a quick grab hauled the limer out frombehind the pillar. "You tel
themyou're a Wig-glie! |Is Dyareel a any goddess of yours?"

Lalo stared at him nore startled than offended by the priest's use of the
Rankan epithet. Torchhol der's unguarded tongue was the best evidence of the
priest's own frustration and fear.

"The Good Goddess was here before the 1lsigi cane." He pulled off his mask and
answered softly. "She rules the wastelands, and the lost spirits who dwell
there. But nostly, nmen do not pray to Her..."
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"Most | y?" asked Kadakithis. "When do they pray to Her, |imer?"

Lal o kept his gaze on the patterned tiles, his skin prickling as if even talking
about it could bring the fever on. "I was a boy when the | ast great plague cane
here," he said in a | ow voice. "W worshi ped Her then. She brings the fever. She
is the fever, and She is its cure...."

"Wigglie superstition," began the Prince, but his voice | acked conviction

Mol in Torchhol der sighed. "I don't like to give recognhition to these native
cults, but it may be necessary. | don't suppose you renenber any details of the
cerenoni es?" His grip tightened on Lal o's shoul der agai n.

"Ask the priests of Us!" Lalo shrugged free. "1 was a child, and nmy nother kept
me inside for fear of the crowds. They said there was a great sacrifice. They
dragged the carcass outside the city to attract the denons away and burned the
bodi es of the dead and their possessions in a great pyre. What | renenber was
men and wonen lying with each other in the streets, with drops of blood fromthe
sacrifice still red on their brows."

Kadaki t hi s shuddered, but Shupansea said that she had heard of similar custons
in the villages of her own | and.

"That may be so," said the Hgh Priest repressively, "but the t heol ogi ca
inmplications are unfortunate, particularly now M Prince, | amafraid that your
formal betrothal will have to be delayed until this dies down."

"It is the dying | amafraid of," said the Beysa. "They will be sacrificing ny
people, not stallions or bulls, if you do not do sonething soon!"

Mol in Torchhol der's face worked as if he saw the careful edifice of cooperation
he had constructed col |l apsing before him Wthout answering, he strode off, and
Shupansea and Kadakithis followed him |eaving Lalo staring after them

Presently he turned back to the mural he had been working on. On the wall of the
Presence Chanber, Mther Bey stretched out Her hand to the Storm God against a
background of the blue sea. It was no accident that the god | ooked sonet hing
like Kadakithis, and the goddess had the bearing and wore the robes of
Shupansea, but Lalo had worked from imagination and nenory this tine, know ng
better than to paint the souls of these particular nodels for all to see.

Technically the work was conpetent, but the figures seenmed Ilifeless. For a
moment Lal o wondered what a little of his breath would do. Then he remenbered
the wars of Va-shanka and Us, shuddered, and pulled the mask over his nose and
mouth again. Wth Dyareela stalking the streets of Sanctuary, the last thing
they needed was two new deities wth all the prejudices and failings of the
originals fluttering about the town.

He was still struggling with the painting when his daughter Vanda cane to him
with the news that her sister Latilla had taken the fever, and the Rankans
want ed her out of the pal ace before darkness fell.

There were crowds in the streets outside the Aphrodisia House, but little
busi ness inside, nen fearing lest the fires of love would ignite a different
kind of flanme. Their drunken voices sounded like the growing of sone great
ani mal . Broken phrases trenbled in the still air. "Death to the fish-folk, death
and the fire!" At least, thought Glla, Lalo and the children were safe at the
pal ace, while Dubro was adding his strength to Myrtis's guards downstairs.

Glla pulled the curtain back across the wi ndow despite the airless heat of the
evening and sat down again. Illyra 1lay on her couch, clutching the coverlet to
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her breast at every cry, as if she were cold, despite the sheen of perspiration
on her forehead. Glla |ooked down at her own clasped hands, red and workwom
the flesh puffing around the circle of her wedding band, and tried to tel
hersel f that the plague cane nearly every year. But she knew it did not cone
this way. She and Illyra had done this, sonehow, with their spell.

A new out break of shouting below startled her to awareness again. The building
shook as the great door of the Aphrodi sia House sl anmed, and she heard a nutter
of voices and footsteps on the stairs. It was their door they were com ng to!
Glla got heavily to her feet as it was flung open, and she saw Lalo framed in
the doorway with Myrtis behind himand Latilla in his armns.

Illyra cried out, but Glla was already in notion, reaching out to touch the hot
forehead. Latilla opened her eyes then, focusing with difficulty, and tried to
sm | e.

"Mama, | mssed you. Mame, |'mso hot, can't you nmake ne cool again?"

Throat tight, Glla took the burning body into her own arms, whispering words
that made no sense even to her. Latilla was so light, her flesh half consumed
al ready by that inner fire!

"Lay her down on the couch,” said Illyra in a strained voice. "W'I| need cold
wat er and cloths."

"I'"ve already ordered them" said Myrtis calmy, "and perhaps these will help as
well." She gestured, and one of her girls brought in two of the plumed fans
which they used to fan away the sweat of anobrous exercise from the bodies of
their nore inportant custoners, then scurried out of the room

Illyra had already snoothed the coverlet. Glla laid Latilla down and reached
out for the first conpress without |ooking away. But she was aware of Lal o close

besi de her, and she drew on his energy as Illyra had drawn upon hers when they
made their spell. After alittle, the fanning and the cold cloths seemed to have
some effect, and Latilla fell into an uneasy doze.

The first crisis over, Lalo had gone to his worktable and was fussing with his
paints, laying themout instinctively as if work could help himcontrol the
chaos of his world.

"Ch Glla," said Illyra pitifully, "she |ooks so like nmy little girl!" Glla met
her eyes, and the S danzo flushed painfully. At her words, Lalo | ooked up at
her .

"Where are the finished cards?" he asked then. "There were only a fewto be
done-if | conplete the deck, perhaps you can read some hope for us now "

Illyra stared at him and her face went stark white against the dark masses of
her hair. Then her gaze slid unwillingly to the table in the coner, where the
cards were still as she had laid thema week ago. Still unsuspecting, Lalo went
to it and stood, |ooking down.

Glla' s flesh had turned to stone. Lalo was no S danzo, but he was a nmaster of
synbol, and he had painted those cards. She tried to read his reaction in the
slump of his shoulders, the bent head with its thinning, ginger hair. Surely he
must know!

"l don't understand," Lalo said in a still voice. "Did you try to read from an
inconpl ete deck? Is this your Seeing for what is happening now?" Suddenly his
hand shot out and he swept the fatal pattern of cards to the floor. He turned
and read in their faces the answer to a question he had not even thought to ask.

“You did this?"
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"I don't know," said Illyra in a dead voice. "W wanted revenge for our children

"Bl essed Goddess!" breathed Lalo in disbelief.
"No-there are no gods, only Power-" Illyra' s laugh scraped the edge of hysteria.

"And you | et her-you hel ped her?" H s shocked gaze turned to Glla. "You stil
have other children! Didn't you think-"

"Did you think when you gave life to the Black Uni corn?" she spat back, but her
voi ce broke. She gestured toward Latilla. "Onh, Lalo-Lalo-here is ny punishment!"

"No!" he said furiously. "Wasn't losing one child enough for you? She hasn't
si nned! Wy shoul d she suffer for our sake?"

"Strike me then!" Glla said with a half-sob. Perhaps if he did it would take
some of this dreadful pain away.

Lal o stared, and sonething in his face seened to crunple. "Wnan, if | could hit
you | would have done it years ago." As Glla buried her face in her hands he
turned back to Illyra.

"You did this-you nake it right again. | have the paints here, and the bl anks
for the rest of the cards. None of wus will sleep tonight in any case. You will
describe for me the missing cards, S danzo, and | will paint them and then you
will read them anew"

Il'lyra pushed back her heavy hair with a thin hand. "Limer, | know what | have
done," she said dully. "Take up your paints and | will give you the designs, for
all the help that will be. I think the gift | abused has gone from ne now "

Lal o shuddered, but his face renmained inplacable as he went to his worktable and
began to unstopper the little jars of pignent. Glla stared at him for it was a
face she had never seen her husband wear before.

"The Seven of Ores is called Red Cay, the card of the potter, the craftsman,"”
Il'lyra began as Lalo picked up his brush. Then Latilla began to whinper, and
Glla forgot to listen to the S danzo as she bent to confort her child.

In the night the nobs began to drag the dead and their possessions into the
streets to burn them but the sight of scorching brocades or nelting gilt was
too much for many of the nore |aw ess, so the devout took to firing houses
wi t hout checking too closely to see whether anyone were left alive i nsi de.
Both the Stepsons and the Third Commando had their hands full trying to keep
the flanmes from spreading into the nercantile section of town, while
Wal egrin and the garrison guarded the palace fromshouting nobs who bayed
for the deaths of Prince Kadakithis and the Beysib whore. By the time the sun

rose like a red eye upon the horizon, the sky bore a pall reniniscent of
wi zard weat her, but this evil came wholly from nortals, or perhaps from
nmortality.

Wien Lalo finally woke, it took a few disoriented nonments for him to realize
that his head was throbbing and his neck stiff not fromfever, but from having
sl ept slunped over his worktable, and that the gray light that filtered through
the curtain was not the cool di mess of dawn, but a dreadful noon. Wth a groan
he strai ghtened, blinked, and | ooked around him

On the worktable before himwere the last of the S danzo cards. Illyra lay stil
in her chair. For one shocked noment Lalo thought she was dead, and realized
that the horror and hatred he had felt the night before had drained away,
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| eaving only a hollow despair. Glla sat by the couch Iike a monunment, but at
hi s nmovenent her eyes opened, red-rimred in her ravaged face.

"How" The word cane out as a croak, and Lalo swallowed, trying to make his
voi ce obey him

"She's still alive," said Glla, "but she still buns."” She |ooked at him
appr ehensi vel y.

Lalo nade it to his feet, renenbering how he had felt when the Black Unicorn
| eaped off the wall, and went to her. The Unicorn had been the child of his
pride, and it was only one, though the worst, of his sins over the years. But
Glla' s only sin had been born of her despair. Perhaps it made themfit nates
for each other, but he could hardly say that to her now.

Instead he rested his armacross G lla's massive shoul ders and began to softly
stroke her hair. Latilla noved restlessly in her feverish sleep, then stilled
again. She was flushed, and it seemed to himthat her cheekbones had grown nore
promnent, so that he saw the skull beneath the skin. H's armtightened
convul sively, and Glla turned her face against his chest.

"You were right about the Unicorn," he said softly then. "But we got rid of it.
We'll find sonme way to deal with this, too."

Glla straightened and | ooked wup at him her eyes lunminous with unshed tears.
"Ch, you ridicul ous man! You make ne ashaned for all those years when | thought
I was the only one with anything to forgive...." She took a deep breath and
heaved herself to her feet.

"Yes, we'll do-sonething! But first we need to wash up and get sone food!" The
fl oor shook slightly as she strode to the door and called for the girl who had
been waiting on them

By the tinme they had finished eating, Lalo felt marginally nore effective. In
the di stance the deep beat of tenple drunming nmingled with the confused roaring
of the nmobh. Myrtis's servants said that the high priest of Us had agreed to
performa sacrifice for Dyareel a when sunset cane. It was hoped that the scent
of bull's blood would appease the goddess and the nob. [If it did not, the
conbi ned mght of the garrison, the Stepsons, and the 3rd Commando night be
insufficient to prevent royal blood from running where the bull's blood had
flowed, and with such provocation, the Enperor was unlikely to wait until the
New Year to "pacify" what was |left of the town.

Lalo sat before his worktable, eyeing the bright array of cards. It was
remar kabl e, considering his physical and nental state the night before, that
they | ooked |I|ike anything at all. But the vision of the seeress had flowed

through his hands, and he knew that these cards were artistically far superior
to the ones the S danzo had possessed before. He suppressed the flicker of pride
that the thought gave him He had no nenory of painting themany prai se bel onged
to the power that had inpelled his hand. And prettiness would not natter if they
could not use the cards to undo the danage they had done.

"I tried to do a reading while you were both asleep,” Illyra said when the girl
had taken the dishes away. "It's no use, Glla. The cards kept returning to the
pattern we nmade with them before.”

"Then we'll have to try sonething else,” GIlla nodded de-term nedly.
"Lay themout in another pattern," said Lalo, "a pattern of healing this time."

"I did that too," said the S danzo hel plessly. "But there was no power in it. |
could tell."
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They did it again, and then another tinme, but Illyra had told themtruly. The
cards were no nore than pretty pictures naking a pattern on the tablecloth. The
bright colors glowed nockingly in the lurid afternoon sun

Illyra was sponging Latilla's face and chest. Lalo sighed, and cut the pack
again. The card on top of the deck now was the Archway, a massive gate whose
keystone was carved with an arcane synbol whose nmneaning even |Illyra did not
know. Beyond it was a mass of greenery, perhaps a garden. Lalo let his gaze
unfocus, trying desperately to think of something else to do. Geen vibrated in
his vision, and he was abruptly aware of a tantalizing sense of famliarity.

He blinked, |ooked at the card again, and rubbed his eyes. Wth normal vision he
coul d see nothing, but there had been sonething.... Glla |leaned forward to pour
nmore water into his glass, and the novenent of her armtriggered a sudden nenory
of a white armpouring wine of Carronne froma crystal flagon into a goblet of
gold-it had been the armof Eshi, in the country of the gods.

"Lal o, what are you looking at?" G|l a asked.

"I"'mnot sure," he said slowy. "But | think I know where | might find out....

"You can't go outside," said Illyra in alarm "Listen!" Even fromthe Street of
the Red Lanterns they could hear the tumult in the city, and Lal o shudder ed.

"I don't nean to," he said sinply. "lI'mgoing to go inward, through there-" He
pointed at the archway in the card. Illyra stared at him bew ldered, but in
Glla's face understandi ng began to dawn, and with it fear

"If you mean to go into trance then I'mgoing with you to make sure you renenber
to conme back again!" she said tartly. "I don't have the means to conpel you the
way | did before.”

Lal o had no idea what she neant by that, but there was no tine to question her
now. "If you can, surely you have the right to," he told her, "if either of us
can get there that way," he went on, doubting his own intuition suddenly. He
propped the card up against the flagon so that they could, both see it, and
poi nted at the other chair.

It creaked as Glla eased into it. She settled herself, her hands clasped firmy
in her lap, then looked at Illyra. "If this works, don't |et anyone disturb us,
and in the nanme of your own Lillis, watch over ny child!"

The S danzo's throat worked, then she nodded, her fingers tightening on the damp
cloth she held in her hand. "My your goddess bless you," she whispered
brokenly, then turned quickly to Latilla again.

"WelI?" Glla' s gaze held his. Lalo took a deep breath.

"Randal taught me a little about this," he said slowy. "Make your breathing
regular, and try to relax. Look at the <card until you have it menorized, then
change the focus of your eyes and try to | ook through the gateway into the place
beyond. Wen you can see it, push your awareness toward it and through..." He
| ooked at her dubiously. The procedure had seened reasonable enough when the
wi zard described it, but he had the awful feeling that he was about to | ook |ike
a fool

Then Latilla whinpered again, and Glla reached out to grip his hand. Lalo took
anot her breath and fixed his gaze on the archway.

Once nore the riot of greenery swirled through Lalo's vision. He fought the
conmpulsion to blink, to refocus, and tried to imagine he held a paintbrush in
his hand. See, he told hinmself, controlling his breathing. Now all he could fee
was the warm pressure of Glla's hand. Wuld she keep himearth-bound? But even
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as he thought it, the confusion before himbegan to resolve into something-green
| eaves fluttering in the sunlight.... He launched hinself toward them and then
the garden was all around him and he was through

For a monent all Lalo knew was the feel of that springy turf beneath his feet,

and the scent of air that was |like no breeze that had ever blown through
Sanctuary. Then he becane aware that soneone was beside him He turned and
j erked away, seeing the goddess he had painted on Molin Torchholder's wall. She

smled, and the face of the goddess was suddenly that of the golden-haired girl
he had courted in the spring of the world, and then both of themwere the face
of Glla, always and only Glla, who was |looking at himas she had after the
first tine they had ever nmade |ove.

But the garden, when he |ooked again, was by no neans so perfect as he had
remenbered it. Parts of the |awn were withered, while other sections showed the
sickly yell ow of flooding. The same was true of the oak trees, and sonme of the
| eaves were bl otched with a blight like |eprosy.

"It's here, too," said dlla, "the same thing that's been happening to
Sanctuary!"”

Lal o nodded, wondering which |evel had started the trouble. But that didn't
matt er-what he needed was to leamthe cure. He took her hand and they began to
pick their way across the nottled grass beneath the trees.

After a time Lalo found the pool and the waterfall. But the clearing where he
had feasted with the Ilsig gods was enpty now. Lalo's heart sank within him |If
even the Gtherworld was enpty, then the magic of Sanctuary had been destroyed
i ndeed! Perhaps the S danzo were right, and the gods were only del usi ons of nen.
But even as that thought passed through his mind, his lips were noving in
prayer.

"Father Us, hear ne, Shipri Al-Mther have nmercy! Not for ny sake, but for your
peopl e-"

"And for the sake of nmy child!" came Glla's voice in his ear.

Alittle wind gusted around them and plucked a |leaf fromone of the oak trees.
Lal o watched, fascinated, as it spiraled downward and settled at last in the
breast of Glla's gown. Then a new voi ce spoke from behi nd them

"Whay do you call on Us and Shipri? This is the Face the people of Sanctuary pray
to now"

Lal o jerked around, flinched as he saw what had answered them and then stunbled
over his own feet, trying to get between it and Glla. But she had always been
broadly built and bi g-boned, and she gripped his arm and stayed beside him

The Thing that had spoken | ooked on his confusion and |aughed. Lal o stared,
realizing in horror that it was female, wapped in scorched robes from which
pal e sroke rose in ghostly trails, wth singed hair that I|ifted as the w nd
caught it and sent up little spurts of flame. It-Her-face glowed like a lantern,
as if the fire that burned Her lay within, and the features of that face were

contorted in a denon's mask. "Dyareela,"” he breathed in appalled recognition

The goddess responded with a terrible snmle. "That is one of the nanes by which
men pray to Me, it is true. But it was you who first called Me, daughter." She
beckoned to Glla. "How shall | reward you?"

"Denmon, go away!" hissed Glla in revul sion. Dyareela |laughed. "Still you do not
understand! | neither come nor go-I aml Only nmy Faces change ..."

"Then change your Face again," groaned Lalo. "Three weddi ngs were prom sed, and
one of them royal, to redeem the land! I would have come to themas Lady of
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love's fire! But Sanctuary has chosen to see Me otherwise!" Wnd whirled around
them and when the falling |leaves touched the hair of the goddess they burst
into flame.

"Be beautiful, blessed Lady, please be beautiful for us now" There were tears
in Gllas voice and in her eyes.

"Daughter, in this place | amonly a reflection, as you are only a dream Your
words have no power over Me here! If | amto bless you I nmust be invoked in the
world of nen!"

The sky seened to be darkening, and the only thing Lalo could see was the
goddess, who glowed |ike a denon-lantem at the Feast of the Dead.

"W tried," wailed Glla, "but the cards had no power!"

"The cards never had power; they only focused yours. Make the Great Marriage in
Sanctuary as has been prom sed Me! Then | will show you ny fair Face again!"

Wnd and darkness how ed around them Flam ng | eaves whirled away and seeded the
barren night with stars. Suddenly the goddess was gone, and the oak grove, and
even the solid ground on which they had been standing. Buffeted and blown, Lalo
lost all sense of who he was and whence he had cone, and as awareness left him
the last thing he knew was the firmgrip of Glla's hand

Glla fell down a long tunnel of darkness into her body again. An eternity
|ater, she tried to nove. She was stiff, and so heavy, when she had been noving
as lightly as... She groaned and opened her eyes.

"Thank the gods!" said Illyra. In the flickering light of the lanps she |ooked
worn and hol | ow eyed.

"I thought you didn't believe in them" nmuttered Glla. She was still holding
onto Lalo's hand. Carefully she opened her fingers, and set it on his lap wth
the other. He was still unconscious, but his breathing had quickened. In a
monent, she thought, he will waken, and what then? |

The S danzo rubbed at her forehead. "Right now 1'Il be- f lieve in anything
that might help us. |I've been listening to the procession-it's gone all around
the city and nust be nearly back to the ruins of the tenple by now W don't
have much tinme." She lifted her head and stared at Glla. "WIIl it help us? You

bot h went out |ike doused candl es, but were you asleep, or did you actually get
sonewher e?"

Lal o shuddered, and opened his eyes. "W got there. W saw the goddess-a goddess

." He shuddered again. "She's angry. She doesn't want a sacrifice. She wants
Shu-sea and Prince Kittycat to get married!" He began to laugh with a soft edge
of hysteria that had Glla instantly on her feet and holding him until the
trenors that shook himfaded again. At last he pressed his face into her broad
breast and groaned. "We've failed," he whispered. "W've failed."

Glla held himagainst her and stared over his head, seeing in her mnd s eye
the gl orious young man with whom she had wal ked in the Oherworld. He had been

as handsone as a king. She renmenbered how lightly she had noved beside him t
and wondered suddenly. How did he see ne? (
After a nonment she focused on the still figure on the ' couch, and then on

Illyra again. "How has Latilla been?" she asked.

The S danzo's eyes were bright with tears. "She has passed the restless stage of
the fever. The sleep she's in now is deeper than yours was. |'ve tried to coo
her, but the cloths dry fromthe heat of her body as soon as | put themon her
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I've tried, Glla, I've tried!" She bowed her head and covered her face with her
hands.

"I know you have, Illyra," said Glla gently. "And now | nust ask you to try
just alittle longer while | do sonething harder. | nust try to make the goddess
beautiful . "

Lal o pull ed away and sat |ooking at her in wonder as Glla went over to the bed
and ki ssed her daughter gently on the brow Then she noved nmajestically to the
door and called for Myrtis.

The nadam s eyes wi dened as she listened to Glla's requests, but after a nonent
she nodded, and her eyes began to glow. "Yes, it is true, though there's hardly
a respectabl e woman in Sanctuary who woul d understand what you mean. Certainly |
never expected that you..." Mrtis left that cooment unfinished as Glla glared
at her, sniled, and turned away to give orders to her girls.

I never expected to do anything like this either, thought Glla, snoothing her
hands over the massive swell of her bosom and along the mghty curve of her
thigh. But by the breasts of the goddess | amgoing to try!

Sitting in the bath with giggling slave-girls fussing over her, Glla knew the
i dea had been ridicul ous. She had grown-up children, her blood had ceased to
answer the call of the nmoon two years ago, and Lalo was rarely nore than a
conpani onabl e body in her bed anynore. Wen she had gotten into the nmarble
bat hi ng pool, her bulk had sent scented water slopping over the side in a tida
wave.

She tried to imagine Lalo's balding head and skinny |egs being scrubbed by the
girls in the other pool, and thought that he nmust |ook even stranger in the
mdst of all this splendor than she did. She wondered why in the nane of the
gods he had agreed to it. But of course that was why-because of the gods, or one
of them anyway, and because of a picture that he had once sworn she had been
hi s nodel for.

And then she had a marvel ous billow ng garment of di aphanous sea-green silk on
her back and a garland of sweet-snelling garden herbs on her danp hair, and
singing girls were lighting her way to a chanber where the scent of burning
sandal wood covered the reek of snoke fromdistant fires.

The roomwas paneled in cedar, and behind gauze curtains the w ndows were
screened by marble filigree. Wat part of it was not taken up by the bed was
covered by thick carpet and silken cushions, and there was a rosewood table with
a flagon and two gobl ets of gold. But of course the bed was the point of it all
and Lalo was already waiting beside it, carrying off with nore presence than she
woul d have believed possible, a long caftan of jade green brocaded in gold.

He seemed to be nenorizing the pattern of the carpet. Glla thought. |If he
laughs at ne | will nurder him

And then he lifted his head, and in his worn face, his eyes were glowi ng as they
had when he | ooked on her in the Oher-world. Behind her, Glla could hear the
rustle of silk and a giggle cut short as the slave girls backed out of the room
The door clicked shut.

"Health to you, ny lord and husbhand.” G lla's voice shook only a little as she
said the words.

Lalo licked dry lips, then stepped carefully to the table and poured wi ne. He
of fered her one of the goblets. "Health to you," he said, lifting the other, "ny
wi fe and nmy queen.”

The goblets rang as they touched. Glla felt the sweet fire of the wine burning
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down her throat to her belly, and another kind of fire kindling in her flesh as
she nmet his eyes.

"Health to all the land," she whispered, "and the healing fire of l|ove...

Torches painted the rubble of Dyareela's tenple with their lurid glare, dyeing
with an even deeper crinson the blood-splattered robes of the priests and the
severed head of the sacrifice. The sweet stink of blood hung heavy in the air,
and the line of soldiers watched with wary eyes the chanting, nurnuring nasses
of humanity who had crowded into the ruins to see it. The priests were praying
now, straining grotesquely toward a darkness of cloud or snoke that blotted out
the stars.

"\WWhat ever they're expecting, they'd better get on with it," said a nman of the
Third Commando. "That kind of babbling won't hold this ot long. They' ve seen
bl ood, and they'll want nore of it soon!”

The man on his right nodded. "Stupid of Kittycat to allow it-anyone could see
what would hap-" H's words faded to a nunble as Sync's stony eye passed al ong
the line, but his conpanion heard him add, wth a faith that in the
circunstances was touching, "This wouldn't of happened if Tenpus was here."

"Dyareel a, Dyareela, hear, oh, hear!" chanted the crowd. Hear, hear, or maybe it
was fear, fear, echoed fromshattered pillars and walls. "Have nercy-" cane the
drawn out cry. A shiver of eagerness ran through the crowd and the soldiers
stiffened, knowi ng what was coni ng now.

Torches flickered wildly in a great gust of wind, a danp wind that cane fromthe
sea. The wind gusted again, and the scene grew perceptibly less lurid as severa
of the torches were blown out. A priest grabbed hel plessly as his headdress went
sailing away, and the crowd was abruptly distracted fromits bloodlust by the
struggle for gold thread and jewels. Then somewhere out to sea, thunder runbled,
and the remaining torches were doused by the first splatterings of rain.

Rain hissed in the enbers of burned buildings and rinsed the ashes fromthe
roof s of those houses which had survived. It scoured the streets and ran clear
in the gutters, filled the sewers and flushed their festering contents down the
river out to sea. It washed the reek of blood fromthe air, and left behind it
the clean scent of rain. Men who nonents before had grow ed |ike beasts stood
with faces upturned to the suddenly beneficent heavens, and found the water that
ran down their faces mingled inexplicably with tears.

Gunbling, the priests scranbled to get their finery under cover, while the
crowd dispersed like drops from a fountain, and presently the benused soldiery
were allowed to break ranks and seek the shelter of their barracks at |ast.

Al that night the clean rain pattered on the roofs of the town. Illyra opened
her windowto let the cool air in and, returning to Latilla, felt the noisture
of sudden perspiration on the child's tight skin. Her own eyes blurring, she
heaped bl ankets around her, then went fearfully to Lalo's worktable. The cards
fluttered like live things in the damp wind. Wth beating heart, the S danzo
began to lay out the Pattern again.

In the norning, the sun rose on a town washed cl ean

And there was a new bud on Glla's peach tree.

SANCTUARY IS FOR LOVERS

Janet and Chris Mirris
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Down on Wdeway by the docks, where a warehouse destroyed by fire was being
rebuilt by fish-eyed Beysibs to house a gl ass-naking enterprise as alien as the
fish-folk who funded it, a big man in tattered trail gear sat alone on a nmud
col ored horse and watched the stormroll in fromthe sea.

Thunderstorns in Sanctuary during summer weren't uncommon. This one, loud as a
wounded bear and dark as a wtch's eye, cleared the dockside of folk as he
wat ched from shadows thrown by two overhangi ng roofs: Thunderstorns, these days
in a revolution-wacked thieves' world suddenly bereft of the magic that had
driven it, neant that a new and feral god called Stornbringer was abroad.

The big man, on the horse whose nuddy disguise did nothing to hide its
extraordinary girth or the intelligence in its eyes, cared nothing for the god
behind the stormif indeed the chaotic principle named Stornbringer could
rightfully be called one.

The man cared nore than he wished to admt for that god's daughter-for Jihan,
called Froth Daughter, primal expression of Stornbringer's lust for wi nd and
wave, who was betrothed to Randal, the Tysian w zard, and trapped here until the
marriage either was consummated or renounced. He'd cared enough to return to
Sanctuary, though it was dooned by imnperial decree and the folly of its own
sel fish inhabitants- doomed to eradication at New Year's, when the grace period
the new Rankan Enperor, Theron, had given Prince/ Governor Kadakithis would have
el apsed without order being restored here.

Then the Enperor's troops would cone in a nmultitude- "Even though it be a
sol dier for every tranp, an arrow for every rebel, a legion if necessary,” in
Theron's words-and the thieves' world would be a fools' paradi se no | onger

Paci fying refractory towns was a passion of Theron's. Pacifying w zard-ridden
Sanctuary might once have been an inpossibility, but not now The f eudi ng
witches and the greedy priests had, between them nanaged to destroy bot h
Ni si bi si G obes of Power before spring had sprung, |eaving Sanctuary's nagica
fabric rent and its wards weakened.

At long last. Sanctuary had becone what Tenpus's fighters of the Sacred Band had
long called it: well and truly damed. That this dammation had come fromthe
greedy power plays of its lowlifes, rather than fromthe pillar of fire which
had sprung from an uptown house to affront the heavens, didn't surprise Tenpus.

The fact that no one in town save the weakened wi zards and a handful of inpotent
priests knew the truth of it-how Sanctuary had destroyed its own manna and been
deserted by the nore prudent of its pantheon of gods-did surprise even the
unf | appabl e Ri ddl er who now headed his horse into the storm and northeast toward
the Maze.

He felt no twi nge of nostalgia for the old days, when he'd ridden these streets
alone as a palace Hell-Hound in Kada-kithis's enploy, testing the prince's
mettle for the Rankan interests who eventually chose Theron in Kadakithis's
stead. But he felt a spark of regret when he passed the docks from which
Ni kodenps, his favorite anong the nmercenary fighters who followed him had
departed seaward, bound for the Ban-daran Islands with two godchil dren who mi ght
have been Sanctuary's only hope.

As Ni ko m ght have been the only hope of a man who'd taken the name Tenpus when
he realized that his curse caused tine itself to pass himby. But hopes were for
Sanctuarites, the children of the dammed, the dark Ilsigi whom Rankan and Beysib
oppressors alike called Wigglies, and for wonmen touched with N sibisi wzard
bl ood who sucked purer blood in Sanctuary's steany sumer nights-for anyone but
hi m
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Tenmpus was relieved of duty here, of all responsibility save what his conscience
m ght inpose. And it had brought himback here only to conplete preparations
under way since wnter's end, when Theron had offered hima comrission to
expl ore the unknown east and inmunity from prosecution to any he chose to hire
for the venture.

So once again, and in the east during the trek to conme, he would have his
St epsons, the Sacred Band of paired fighters and certain single nercenaries, and
the 3rd Commando, Ranke's nost infanmous cadre, for conpany.

And if their immnent withdrawal from Sanctuary didn't signal and seal the
town's doom then Tenpus hadn't outlived a hundred enemes and their |egions.
But that wasn't what nade him hesitate, brought him down fromthe capital to
ride once nore through garbage-heaped streets where the |aw ess fought each
other bl ock by block in open revolt and man by nman over matters of eye col or and
skin hue and heavenly affiliation

He coul dn't possibly care about Sanctuary's survival. The town itself was his
eneny. Those who did not fear himfor good reason, hated himon principle; those
who did neither had |left this dungheap | ong ago.

He coul d have left the withdrawal to Critias, the Stepsons' first officer, and
to Sync, the 3rd Commando's line conmmander. He could have waited in inperia
Ranke's palace wth Theron, interview ng chart makers and seanen who told of
dragons in the eastern sea with emerald eyes and of treasures in shoreline caves
the like of which the Rankan Enpire had never seen

But neither Jihan nor her intended, Randal, understood that their betrothal was
the result of a deal Tenpus had made with Stornbringer, the Froth Daughter's
father-a deal he'd struck in expediency and haste with a god known as a master
trickster. Though deal it was, he was no longer certain it was prudent: He'd
have use for both Jihan and Randal, the Stepsons' warrior-mage, on the eastward
trek, and neither one could | eave until the matter was deci ded.

So he was here, to yea or nay the thing, to make sure that Randal, a Sacred Band
partner and one of his nmen, was not trapped in hell's own bowels against his
will, and that Jihan's father did not blow stornms of confusion in his daughter's
eyes to keep her where He had chosen to abide.

He had cone in disguise, as best he was able. His formwas heroic in proportion
and his face resenbl ed that of a god once known in Sanctuary, but bani shed now
H gh- browed and honey-bearded, that face |ooked upon the gutted ways of the
war ehouse district with all the disgust three centuries and nore of life could

i mpart.

It was the face of Vashanka, now called the Hi dden God, that Tenpus wor e
tonight: Selfish and proud, full of war and death, it was the face of Sanctuary
itself.

It made himfeel at hone here, as did the stormdescending. In Sanctuary, self
i nterest never flagged; his presence here upon pressing, private business, was
proof of that.

Turni ng up Shadow Street toward the Maze, he saw deserted checkpoints of some
facti on who cl ai ned everything fromLizard s Way to the Governor's warehouses as
its own.

And because that faction was said to be Zip's Popular Front for the Liberation
of Sanctuary (PFLS), as unpopular now as was Zip hinself, Tenpus reined the
horse left on Red Clay Street to reconnoiter despite the gusts and darkeni ng sky
and t hunderous pronmise of rain that nade the Tros horse under him shiver and
throw its nmuzzl e skyward
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He' d never exchanged a civil word with Zip, whomsome said had caused far too
much of the springtine carnage- whom Crit said had attenpted nmurder and tried to
bl ame the affair on Tenpus's own daughter, Kama

And since the target of the nurderous attack had been Straton, Critias's Sacred
Band partner, the pair had teans out night and day, even in the mdst of the
St epsons' preparations to wthdrawteans seeking to even the score wth Zip's
eyes and tongue: an old Band prescription for curing traitors.

Lighting flared, a sheet sky-w de that bani shed darkness even on Shadow Street,
so that Tenpus saw backlit figures skul king from garbage heap to doorway in his
wake.

This was PFLS territory all right.

The rain that acconpanied a peal of thunder so loud it nade the Tros horse
flatten its ears and lower its head cared nothing for whomit wet or whomit
unnasked: Both Tenpus and his horse were only desultorily disguised-the horse
with berry juice and trail nmud and its "rider with dyes no better

The rain bounced fetlock high on cobbles and ran down the Riddler's oilskin
mantl e to his sharkskin-hiked sword, where it forned rivulets like spilled blood
and just as red fromthe dye it washed.

The specter of the man and horse (both too large and too well rnuscled for
Sanctuary's own, both streaming water red as bl ood and splashing it behind, as
the man called the Riddler loped his horse, oblivious to the torrent and the
spray the horse's hooves kicked up, down the center of Red Clay Street) was one
to stop a superstitious heart and make a crimnal seek cover.

Yet at the coner of West Gate Street, where the sudden downpour swept seaward to
the wharves down the slope so deep and fast that rats and cats and pieces of
| ess recogni zable flesh were carried along in its currents as if the Wite Foa
Ri ver had changed its course, three nen stepped out from cover, barring his
pat h, knee deep in water, crossbows drawn and bl ades unsheat hed.

A crosshow, in this wind so fierce it blotted out the Tros's snorts of warning,
and in a rain so dense no cat-gut or wonman' s-hair bowstring could be dry, would
shoot awry.

Tempus knew it, and so did the three who stood there, daring himto ride them
down.

He considered it, though he'd sought a confrontation, annoyed by the boys with
sweat bands around their foreheads and weapons better than street toughs ought to
have.

The Tros, having nore sense and being a |larger target, stopped still and craned
its neck, inploring himwth liquid eyes to remenber why he'd cone here, not
just take an opportunity luck offered and waste it to vent sonme spleen and nake
hi s presence known.

Still, this sort should have enough sense to fear him

That none did, that one stepped forward and said in a thick voice with a trace
of gutter accent, "Looking for ne, big fella? Al your bugger boys are," gave
the Riddler time enough to realize that, while he'd been looking for the rebe
called Zip, Zip had al so been | ooking for him

A noi se behind, and then nore sounds of nobving nen, gave the nounted sol di er and
his horse a good estimate of the odds wi thout either turning to see the dozen
rebels clinmbing down from rooftops and up from tunnels and out of cellar
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Tempus's skin crawl ed: Pain wasn't something he sought, and with no death at the
end of it, he could suffer infinitely nore than other nmen. But it was his pride
that |eant him pause: The Ilast thing he needed was to be taken hostage by the
PFLS and held to ransom Crit would never let himforget it.

And the result for the PFLS would then be eradication- total and conplete, not
the minor harrassment Crit had tine to field while busy with a hundred ot her
tasks as he got two fighting units ready to depart a town that had precious
little el se between it and total anarchy.

So Tenmpus said to the forenmost fighter, "If you're Zip, | am" and slid off his
horse, making fast its reins on its pomel: Watever Tenpus was worth, the Tros
was irreplaceable, and would make for the Stepsons' barracks on a whistled
conmmand.

But once the Tros, with teeth and hooves and bl ood | ust spewi ng carnage in its
wake, made for the barracks beyond the Swanp of N ght Secrets, then the die for
each and every rebel child was cast.

And children these were, the Riddler realized as he stepped closer: The boy out
in front of his conpatriots was well under thirty.

The youth held his ground, nickering a hand-signal that brought his troops in
closer and nmade Tenpus reassess the discipline and training of the rabbl e
closing on him

Then the Riddler remenbered that this boy had had sone little congress with
Kama, Tenpus's daughter, a woman who was as good a covert actor as Critias and
as good a soldier as Sync.

The boy nodded a crisp assent, then added, "That's nme, old man. What's this
about? You didn't ‘'accidentally' cross our lines. W won't nake peace wth
Jubal 's bluemasks-or with that Bey-licking Kadakithis, who's sold the Il sigs out
twice over." The youth wi dened his stance and Tenpus renenbered what Sync had
said of him "The boy's got nearly enough balls, but they override his brains."

So Tenmpus responded, "No, not accidentally. | want to talk to you ... alone."

"This is as "alone' as I'mlikely to get with you-you' re not half so fetching as
your daughter."

Tenmpus | ocked his fingers firmy on his swordbelt, |est they cause trouble on
their own, seeking a neck to wing. Then he said, "Zip... as in zero, nothing,
zilch... right? Well, despite that, I'll give you a piece of wisdom and a

chance-because ny daughter thinks you're worth it." That wasn't true-or at |east
he didn't think so; he'd never spoken to Kama about Zip: She'd earned the right
to choose her own bed-partners, and nore.

The flat-faced youth, standing in the rain, barked a | augh. "Your daughter lies
in with N sibisi wizards-or at least with MIlin Torchholder, who's tainted wth
Ni si bl ood. Her idea of who's worth what ain't mine."

The rabbl e behind and around | aughed, but uneasily. The Tros at Tenpus's side
pawed the ground and pulled upon its reins to |oose them He put out a hand to
soot he the horse and a dozen bl ades or nmore cleared their scabbards with a snick
audi bl e even through the pelting rain, while the three crossbows he could see
were centered on his chest.

"The wi sdomis; Sanctuary is for |lovers, not fighters, this season. Make peace
anong you, or the Enpire will grind the lot into dust, and bury your flesh wth
corn to make it grow tall."
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"Crap, old man. |I'd heard you were tough-not like the rest," Zip spat. "But it's
the sane garbage | hear fromthem Tell it to your troops-the Woresons and the
Turd Commando: They're the ones causing all the grief."

Tenpus's patience was near an end. "Boy, mark nme: 1'll call themoff you for a
week-seven days. In it, you neet wth the other factions and hanmer out sone
agreenent, or by New Year's Day, the PFLS won't be even a nenory. Nor wll you
live even that long, to verify it."

There was a silence, and in it sonmeone nmuttered, "Let's kill the bastard," and
soneone el se whi spered back, "W can't-don't you know who that is?"

Tempus peered through the downpour and watched the flat face before him
enotionless and cold with rain streaking down it. There was strength in the
youth, like the Enlibar steel sone had thought would nake a difference here-but,
like the steel, Zip's strength was too little and too | ate.

Agel ess eyes shocked against nortal eyes too sure of their doomand unwilling to
seek favor. But another thing passed between them The weariness of the young
fighter, hunted by too many and willing to die against sheer nunbers and
superior force of arns, had turned to hopel essness; that despair nmet its echo in
the gaze of the fabled inmmortal who went fromwar to war and enpire to enpire,
taking life and teaching the wisest sonething about the spirit's triunph over
deat h.

Tenmpus, who had created, trained, and fielded the Stepsons, was offering a
nmoratorium sonme forgotten hope, where an ultinmatum had been expect ed.

There was something in Zip's tone when the boy answered, "Yeah, a week. Al
right. All | can say is the PFLS will try-1 can't speak for the others. It's got
to be enough. O-"

Tenpus had to interrupt. A threat wuttered in front of the youth's followers
woul d be binding. "Enough, for you and yours. What they sow, they'll reap. You
can cone out of this with nore than you expect. Zip-an inperial pardon, maybe a
prof ession, and do what you do best for the good of the town you say you |love."

"The town I'Il die for, one way or the other," Zip murnured, because he'd
under st ood what Tenpus was sayi ng and what had been unsaid in their nmet glance,
and wanted the Riddler to know it, before he waved his nmen back w thout another
word from Tenpus.

It took only nonents for the intersection where Red Clay Street met West Gate to
seem deserted once again. It took no longer to nmount the Tros and head it toward
Li zard' s Way

Tenmpus was thinking, as he rode the Tros past a pile of refuse that undoubtedly
hid at | east one hostile youngster, that what Zip nmight gain, could he do the
i mpossi bl e and show progress toward peace-a coalition of rebel forces, a cease
fire commttee, or even a pacification programwas nore than the boy's wildest
dream a hone.

There were no forces to replace the Stepsons and the 3rd. The Rankan arny
garrison was just that-Rankan. The Stepsons' barracks, won at so great a cost in
life and love five years past, would be deserted; the job the Sacred Band did,
undone. There would be a handful of Hell-Hounds to stand agai nst Theron's
battalions, Beysib oppressors, and the crinme-lords of the town.

If Zip would only let him Tenpus was going to solve a nunber of problens that
had seened insoluble only minutes before, and do the youth the only favor one
man can do another: Gve him a start on solving his own problens, a place to
stand, a world to win-a fresh start.
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If Tenpus could keep his own people from killing the charismatic young
rebel leader in the neantime. And if Zip knew a |ast chance when he saw one.
And if, in Sanctuary, where hate and fear passed for respect. Zip hadn't
made so many enem es that, no matter what Tenpus did, the boy's assassination
wasn't as sure as the next thunderclap of Stornbringer's wel cone-weat her.

When that thunderclap did come, Tenpus was already cantering the Tros down
Li zard's Way, headed for the Vulgar Unicorn, where a fiend naned Snapper Jo
tended bar and word could be spread fast, when a man had runors he wanted on the
Wi ng.

Snapper Jo was a fiend of the gray-and-warty-skinned, snaggle-toothed variety.
Hi s shock of orange hair stood out every which way fromhis head and his eyes
| ooked in both directions at once, causing distress to certain patrons who
wondered which orb to fix on when they earnestly begged for credit or leave to
pass upstairs, where drugs and wonen coul d be had.

Snapper's job of bartending in the day at the Vulgar Unicorn was his nost prized
acconpl i shnment -save the winning of his freedom

He'd been the summoned minion of Roxane, the Nisibisi wtch called Death's
Queen. But his mstress had freed him after her fashion ... or, at l|east, she'd
not come around lately to order himto this or that foul depradation

The fact that Snapper thought of his forner existence as a . witch's servant as
depradaci ous was central to the fiend's new outlook on life. Here, anmong the
Wigglies and the nmendicants and the whores, he was trying desperately for
accept ance.

And he was nanaging.. No one teased himabout his |ooks or shrank fromhim in
fear. They were civil, in the manner of humans, and they treated himas an
equal, to the extent that anyone here ever treated anyone el se so.

And, in his heart of hearts, Snapper Jo wanted above all to be accepted by the
humans- per haps, soneday, as a hunman. For was not humanity sonething in the
heart, not on the surface?

Snapper Jo wanted to believe it so, inthis weird inn where pop-eyed Beysibs
were hated marginally nore than bl ond and handsone Rankans, where dark skin and
uneven linbs and snaggle teeth weren't disfigurenments; where everyone was
equal Iy oppressed by the wi zards fromthe Mageguild and the priests from uptown.

So when the tall, heroic man with the fearsone countenance, who seened to be
seepi ng bl ood-or bloody rain- fromevery pore, cane in and spoke famliarly in a
gravelly voice, saying, "Snapper, | need a favor," the day bartender dr ew

hinself up to his full height-alnbst equal to the stranger's-puffed out his
spoon-chest, and replied, "Anything, ny lord-except credit, of course: house
rules.”

This, too, was part of being human: caring about little stanped circles of
copper, gold, or silver, even though their value was only as great as the demand
of the hunmans who fought and died over them

But this big human wanted only information: He'd come to Snapper to consult.

The stranger said, while around himthe bar cleared for a man's length on either
side and behind himcertain patrons skulked out into the stormand two serving

wenches tiptoed into the back room "I need to know of your fornmer mistress -did
Roxane ever find her way out of Tasfalen's house uptown? Has anyone seen her?
You, of all... persons ... would know if she's about."
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"No, friend," said Snapper, who used the word friend too nmuch because he'd just
recently learned its nmeaning, "she's not been seen or heard fromsince the
pillar of fire was doused."

The big man nodded and | eaned cl ose across the bar.

Snapper leaned in to neet him feeling sonmehow special and very favored to be
havi ng this conversation with so form dable a human before all the patrons in
the Unicorn. Nearly nose to nose, he began to notice, through his right-1ooking
eye, sone things about the man which were naggingly famliar: the hooded, narrow
eyes that watched himwith hot intensity, the thin slash of a nouth whose 1lips
twisted with sone private hunor.

Then the nan said, "And |Ischade, the vanpire worman-is she well? Down at Shanbl es
Cross? Hol ding court anong her shades?"

"She..." Then nenory jogged menory, and Snapper Jo raised a crop of goose bunps
to conplement his warts: This was the Sleepless One, the | egendary fighter his
former mistress had fought so long. "She... is, sire. Ischade... is. And wll

be, always...

Snapper Jo had friends anong the not-really-human, the once-dead, the straddlers
of the void. |Ischade was not one of them but neither was this man, whom he now
knew.

As he knew why the crowd had drawn back, this rabble who knew the players in a
ganme they joined only as pawns and never of their own accord.

Snapper tried not to cringe, but his lips formed words involuntarily, words that
whi stl ed out sing-sing, "Mir-der, nurder, oh there'll be nur-der everywhere and
Snapper's so happy without it...."

"When next a Stepson or Commando cones in, instruct him to seek nme at the
mercenaries' hostel. And don't fail." The man called Tenpus |ay coins upon the
bar .

Snapper could see themglitter with his left-looking eye, but he didn't pick
themup until the big man had gone, |eaving behind only creaking floorboards
stai ned ruddy to prove he'd been there at all

Then the fiend called one of the serving wenches fromthe kitchen and gave the

girl, whomhe loved-to the extent that a fiend can love-all the nmoney the
Ri ddl er had left him saying, "See, fear not. Snapper protect you. Snapper take
care you. You take care Snapper, too, yes, later?" And the fiend gave a broad

and lascivious grin to the woman he favored, who hid her shudder as she pocketed
the equivalent of a week's wages and promised the fiend she'd warm his lonely
ni ght .

Thi ngs were tough enough, these days in Sanctuary, that you took what you could
get.

"You want us to what?" Crit's disbelieving snort made Tenpus frown.

For Tenpus, the nmercenaries' hostel north of town evoked nenories and ghosts as
bl oody as the rufous walls here, hung w th weapons which had won so many days.
Here, Tenpus and Crit had plotted to flush a wtch without thought to the
consequences; here, before Crit's recruitment, Tenpus had put together the core
of the Stepsons and taken command of Abarsis the Slaughter Priest's Sacred Band.

Here, even farther in the past, he'd burned a scarf belonging to a woman who was
his nost foul curse-a scarf that had been returned to him nagically whole and
full of portent; a scarf he wore again around his waist, under his arnor and his
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chiton, as if all between his first days in Sanctuary and the present were but a
bad dream

"I want you to protect, not hunt, this Zip, for one week," Tenpus repeated, then
added: "If, at the end of that week, there's no cease-fire coalition, no
i mprovenent, you can go back to collecting bl ood-debts."

Crit was the brightest of the- Stepsons, a Syrese fighter who'd taken the Sacred
Band oath nore than once and was now paired with Straton, who in turn was
entangl ed with |Ischade, the vanpire woman who |ived down by Shanbl es Cross.

No one wanted the Sacred Band out of Sanctuary nore than Crit. And no one knew
Tenmpus's heart better, or the specifics of what had transpired while the Enperor
was in Sanctuary.

Crit pulled on his long nose and stirred his posset with a finger, staring into
it as if it were a witch's scrying bow. "You're not. .." he said to the bow,
then | ooked up at Tenpus. "You're not thinking about using that bunch of Zip's
as sonme sort of Sanctuary defense force? Tell ne you're not."

"I can't tell you that. Why should I? They're trained, gods know well enough for
this town, anyway. And they're tough-as tough as any we trained ought to be,
which nost of them are. Niko hinself spent sonme tine working with the PFLS
| eader. And it shouldn't matter to you who we | eave in the barracks, as long as

it's not Jubal. W can't have crine-lords running things-Theron was very
explicit. It'lIl take locals to police this place, or us."
"That's what | nmean: None of wus will want to stay to oversee that bunch of

murderers-not nme, not any of mine. Promse ne you won't do that to nme again,
| eave me with an inpossible job and an intractable | ot of disappointed fighters.
The Band wants to go with you. I won't be able to hold themhere. And Sync's
commandos won't take nmy orders."

It wasn't like Crit to nake excuses, so these weren't excuses: These were points
the Sacred Bander urgently wanted Tenpus to consi der.

"Fine. | agree. | just want to nake sure that you understand that Zip is nore
useful alive than dead... for one week. And that whatever is between you and ny
daughter-or not," Tenpus held up his hand to forestall Crit's denial, "she's
entangled with Torchhol der, who's N si-an eneny. W |leave her here. W take
Jihan and Randal if we have to drug them senseless to do it, and we get our

tails out of here-yours, mne, Strat's, the Stepsons', the Third s-and that's
that. We're clear of a degenerating situation. If we can |eave sone force or
other to help Kadakithis, then we're lily-white."

"That's why you cane here in person? To cobble together sone stopgap that won't
hol d because Theron doesn't want it to? You know what he wants... he wants a
tractable, stable Enpire's anus. And wth the magic screwed up, or downgraded,
or whatever it is Randal's been trying to explain to ne, he can get it by force
of arms. | don't see a winning side for us in that kind of fight, and neither do
you ... | hope."

Tempus grinned fondly at his second-in-comrand: "Get Straton disentangled, both
fromthe witch and fromhis |local responsibilities, and-on my explicit order-the
two of you personally see that Zip manages to nmake his contacts. And that none
of ours, the Third included, obstructs him Then we're out of here, back to the
capital with the best possible report under the circunstances. And, no, | didn't
come down-country for this-I came down for Jihan's wedding: to stop it."

Randal was in the Mageguild, consorting with the naneless First Hazard, trying
to nake sone headway casting a sinple manipulative spell to turn the swanpy
ground between the conplex's outer and inner walls to gardens, when Tenpus cane
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to call.

The First Hazard was harried, a Rankan of Randal's age who'd assuned the dignity
just when it no | onger was one: The Mageguild had held the populace in thrall by
fear and power for tine wuncounted. Now that the N sibisi power globes

destruction had made sinple spells uncastable and | ove potions usel ess, now that
synpat hetic nmagi ¢ was no |onger so, the Mageguild adepts feared not nerely for
their incone.

When Sanctuary's denizens realized that no wards protected the haught y
sorcerers, that spells paid for and tendered woul dn't work, that the Mageguild's
collective foot had been lifted from Ilsig and Rankan neck alike, the Hazards

lives woul d be at risk.

So finding a way to render the grounds and walls nualleable to nagic was not
sinmply an exercise: The Hazards m ght need an unbreachable fortress in which to
hide fromangry clients.

And Randal, whose nmagic was less affected than the |ocal mages', who had a
dreamforged kris at his hip and the protection of the very lord of dreans, had
been called upon to aid his guild s relatives-though when the guild had been
al | -powerful, they had not |iked the Stepsons' w zard nearly so well as now.

"I't's not me, you know," Randal was trying to explain to the First Hazard, whose
war nane was Cat and who | ooked nore |ike a Rankan noble than a practiced adept
who' d earned such a name. "My magic, such as it is," Randal went on nodestly,
"is part curse and part dream spawned-not dependent on whatever forces have been
weakened in the south."”

The Rankan adept |ooked at the Tysian wizard narrowy, then wondered al oud,
"It's not sonme power play of Nisibisi origin, then? Nothing Torchhol der, Roxane,
and the rest of you northern w zards have dreaned up?"

Randal sneezed and wiped his freckled nose on his sleeve, ears reddening in
enbarrassnent: "If | were so powerful as that, couldn't | rid nyself of these
dammable allergies?" Hs affliction was back, the one conconitant he' d
experienced of the |ocal adepts' distress: Pollen, birds, and especially furred
creatures could bring him to a paroxysm of distress. Once he'd had a
handker chi ef which quelled them and then he'd had a power which suppressed
them Now he had neither

The First Hazard's inmpolitic retort was interrupted by an apprentice who burst
in, saying: "My lords Hazard, a man has breached our wards, a stranger-that is,
we think so, but he's coming-up the stairs, now, and he's got his horse with
him.."

The handsone First Hazard hung his head, staring at his twisting fingers in his

lap, and lied to the wi de-eyed apprentice, "It's a sumoning. W were expecting
him Go back to your work. . . . Wat is it, for dinner? W'll have guests, of
course-man and... horse."

"Dinner? It's..." The apprentice was a witchling girl, thick-haired, short and
conely, with a snmall waist that accentuated breast and hips despite her
shapel ess beginner's robe. Her face was rosy-cheeked and heart-shaped, and
Randal wondered why he'd never noticed her, then banished the thought: He was
betrothed, soon to be wed to Jihan, a source of power he never nentioned in this
af flicted Mageguil d.

The girl, conposing herself wth obvious effort, said, "Parrots, fleas, and
squirrel bunions, mlords Hazard-a stew, if it pleases.”

"What ?" snapped the harried First Hazard. Then, when the girl covered her nouth
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under widening eyes, continued: "Never mnd the accursed nmenu, get out of here.
And keep everyone else away until the dinner bell. Go on, girl, go!"

As she scurried backwards, a cl onping of hoofbeats could be heard, followed by a
sound |i ke porcelain crashing on a marble floor.

And then, through the great double doors whence the girl had just fled, a horse
and rider cane.

The horsenman hadn't disnmounted; the horse had eyes of fiery intelligence and
pricked its ears at Randal. Its coat was nottled, red and black and gray, but
there was no mistaking it: It was the Tros horse of his conmander.

Through a fit of sneezing he m serably endured, Randal hurried forward, saying,
"My lord commander, wel cone, welcone."

And the First Hazard, Cat, behind him uttered a curse which bounced around the
roomin a gray and sickly pall until, once Tenpus had di snobunted, the Tros horse
flattened its ears at the hal f-mani fested ectoplasm and kicked it to pieces.

"Hazard," said the Riddler to Randal, "and Hazard," to Cat. "Wuld you | eave us.
First Hazard? My wizard and | need to talk."

"Your wizard" said Cat, still reflexively acting as powerful as he'd once been
Then his color drained as he renenbered his circunstances and put two and two
together. "Oh yes, vyour wizard. | see, ny lord Tenpus. Dinner wll be at
sundown, if you'd grace us. I'msure we can find sone... carrots ... for your..
mount . "

Not a word about the desecration of the Mugeguild by a horse, not a single
additional attenpt to regain control where all attenpts were useless: Cat just
chewed his lip.

Even though Randal's eyes were already watering, he felt a deep and abiding
sadness for the handsonme young First Hazard, although in fornmer tines he had
wi shed, nore than anything, to be possessed of so fine a form and face and
bl oodl i ne as the Rankan who scurried out of his own sanctum so that Randal and
hi s commander could confer in private.

It was what you were, not how you | ooked, that mattered these days in Sanctuary.
And Randal was the only warrior-wi zard in a town that soon would value warriors
much nore than w zards.

"You need ne, commander?" Randal said, trying to speak clearly despite the
clogging of his nose which proximty to the Tros horse was causing.

"Yes, | do, Randal." Tenpus dropped the Tros's reins and it stood, groundtied,

while the big fighter approached the small, slight w zard, put an armacross his
narrow shoul ders, and wal ked with himtoward the First Hazard's purple al cove.
"I need your help. | need your presence. | need your whole attention-now, and
al ways. "

Randal felt pride course through him felt hinmself grow inches taller, felt his
neck flush with joy. "You have it, Riddler, now and al ways-you know that. | took
the Sacred Band oath. | have not forgotten."

Ni ko had, seemingly, but not even that <cloud could block out the Iight of
Tenmpus's favor-not, at any rate, conpletely, Randal told hinself.

"Nor have we. The Band sets out for Ranke soon, there to nmeet with Ni ko and trek
east. W want you on that journey, Randal-as a Sacred Bander, purely."

"Purely? | don't understand. It was N ko who broke the pairbond, not-"
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"This is not about N ko. It's about Jihan."

"Ch. Oh." Randal slipped out from under the Riddler's arm its weight suddenly

unbearable. "That. She... well, it wasn't ny idea, the marriage. You nust know
that. 1'mnot even-good-wi th wonen. And she's... demanding." The words canme out
in a rush, nowthat there was finally soneone to tell who would understand the
problem "I've put her off so far, explaining that I can't... you know... unti
we're wed. But I'Il lose so nuch... power, and there's precious little of that
around, these days. She says she'll nmake up for it, through her father, but I'm
not god-bound, I'm bound in-"

"Gt her ways, | know. Randal, | think |I've a solution that mi ght serve to get you

of f the hook, if you'll help nme."

"Ch, Riddler, I'd be so grateful. She's-no offense- nore your sort of problem
than mne. If you could just get me away fromher, as long as it's not taken il
by the Band. 1'll sneak away, |'Il meet you in Ranke, I'II-"

"No sneaki ng away, Randal ," said Tenpus through |ips that had parted to bare his
teeth.

That smle was one all Stepsons knew. Randal said dunmbly, "We can't. . . hurt
her-sir. No sneaki ng away? Then how. .. ?"
"Wth your perm ssion, Randal, I'mgoing to woo her away fromyou-steal your

bride from under your very nose."

"Permission!™ Onh, Tenpus, 1|'d be so grateful-so everlastingly and abidingly
grateful...."

"l have it, then?"

"What ? Permi ssion? By the Wit and the devils who |Iove me, yes! Wo away! And
may the-"

"Just your permssion will be enough, Randal. Let's not bring any powers into
this whose response we can't foresee, |let alone control."

The woman was wal king alone in the garden while, within the manse beyond, a
civilized uptown party was under way. Her hair was blond and curly, bound up in
the fashion noblewonen in the capital had adopted this season: held in place
with little golden pins hafted with |i kenesses of Rankan gods.

He cane upon her frombehind and had his |eft armcrooked around her neck in
seconds, saying only, "Hold, I'"'mnot here to hurt you," while within hima god
who shouldn't have been there stirred to wakeful ness, stretched, and urged
ot herwi se.

I gnoring the obscene and increasingly attractive suggestions the war-god in his
head was neki ng, he gave the wonman time to realize who held her

It didn't take long: She wasn't a typical Rankan wonan of bl ood-no rman wi thout
Tempus' s supernal speed and tal ent could have caught her unaware.

She stiffened and, every nuscle tensed so that his body began taking the god's
suggestions literally, pressed back against himthe first nove toward putting
himoff balance, ready to use her own arena-training in weight, feint, and
m sdirection of attention to try to escape.

"Hol d," he said again. "Or suffer the consequences, Chenaya."

"Pork you, Tenpus," she gritted in a surprisingly ladylike voice unsuited to the
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content of her words. He could feel her hands ball into fists, then rel ax.
Behi nd him people indoors chatted and clinked their goblets.

"W haven't tine for that, unless you' re ready." He put his free hand on her hip
and spread it, moving it forward to press against her belly and slip downward,
putting her in a hold she'd never cone up against in a Rankan arena.

"Gods, you haven't changed, vyou bastard. If it's not ny body-for which you'l
pay nore than it's worth, | assure you-what do you want ?"

"I thought you'd never ask. It's alittle matter of an attenpt on Theron's life,
yours, | believe-sonething about boarding the barge. Not a smart nove for a
menber of a decidedly ac-royal famly: not for you, not for Kadakithis, who'l
share Theron's wath if it's revealed who tried to feed himto the sharks, not
for any of what's left of your line."

"Agai n, halfling, what do you want ?"

There were two answers at that point in tine, one of which had to do wth the
god in his head, who was whispering. She is a woman, and wonen only understand
one thing. She is a fighter. It's long since W've had a fighter. Gve her to
Us, and We'll be very grateful-and she will be Qur willing servant. G herwi se,
you cannot trust her.

To the god in his head, he responded, / can't trust You, never mind her. To the
worman, he said, "Chenaya, beyond the obvious, which we'll see about"-stil
hol ding her tightly enough with his elbowthat a slight jerk would break her
neck, he began to raise her volum nous white skirt from behind-"1 want you to do
sonmething for ne. There's a faction here that needs a wonan whom the gods decree
cannot be defeated. What | ask, | ask for Kadakithis, for the continuance of
your bloodline, and for the good of Sanctuary. What the god asks, |I'mafraid, is
another matter." Hi s voi ce was deepening, and into himwas pouring all the 1ong
hel d passi on of Sanctuary's Lord of Rape and Pillage, Blood and Deat h.

She was a fighter, and god-bound. He hoped, as he began to explain the business
that had brought himhere and the god in himgot out of hand, that she'd
under st and.

The sentry at the tunnel entrance to Ratfall, Zip's base canp in Downw nd, was
gagged and flopping in a pool of his own bl ood.

Zip had slipped init, then stunbled over the body in the dusk before he
realized what he'd stunbled on: Sync's calling card-the sentry's hands and feet
had been | opped off.

He thanked the god whose swanpy altar he still frequented that he'd cone hone
al one as he raised up on hands and knees and, with his belt dagger, nade an end
to the quivering sentry's agony.

3rd Commando tactics were neant to terrify; knowing this didn't nake it any
easier to keep from retching. Knowing that it wouldn't have taken nore than a
hal f hour for the sentry to have conpletely bled out didn't help zZip's frame of
m nd: Sync's people were probably watching himfrom the adjacent ranshackle
buil dings Zip called his stronghol d.

The 3rd Commando | eader, Sync, said quietly from behind him "Got a mnute,
sonny? Sone people here want to talk with you."

The words weighed on Zip like burial stones and his own pulse threatened to
choke him Through the entire winter, Sync's rangers had never rousted him The
3rd's | eader had professed autonony, pretended friendship, left Zip's PFLS to
its own devices-as long as it followed an occasional suggestion fromthe 3rd's
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col d- bl ooded | eader.

But there had been talk of an alliance then-before Theron had visited Ranke;
before Zip's faction had recruited too nany and devel oped factions withinits
own ranks; before some fools among them had captured Illyra, the S danzo, and
killed a S danzo child; before an arrow ainmed at Straton had been laid at Zip's
doorstep; before Kama had left Zip's bed and taken up wth Torchhol der, the
pal ace priest; before a falling out with Jubal over a slave girl Zip had

liberated... before things had just gotten too dammed conplicated, because Zip
couldn't hold the territory he'd gained across the Wiite Foal, territory he'd
never wanted, like he'd never wanted to be so damed visible (and thus targeted)

as Sync's behind-the-scenes maneuveri ng had made him

"Talk with ne? You call this talk?" Zip's voice was shaking, but Sync wouldn't
be able to tell whether it was with rage or fear. At that nonent, Zip hinself
couldn't have said which. Blood was all around him sticky and warm and snel ling
all too human; the corpse beside himhad farted, and worse, once death |oosed
its bowels.

On his hands and knees in blood and shit. Zip was thinking that this was
probably it-the death he'd earned, in circunstances he'd dreaned too often. He
waited to see if it was a blade from behind that would do the talking.

A sandal splashed in the blood by his hand; Sync's Rankan-accented voice said,
"That's right, talk. If your man here had tal ked before he acted, he'd be alive
now." A gl oved hand reached down for him above it, a bracer with the 3rd's unit
device of a rearing horse with arrows in its mouth gl eaned-silver, polished,
spotl ess, and whispering of a cruelty so |legendary that even the Rankans were
afraid to use the 3rd Conmmando.

Even Theron, who'd cone to the throne by way of their swords, if runor was
truth, wanted the 3rd di shanded or under a tight rein. That was why, sone said,
Tenmpus, who had created them had got them back: No one el se could control them
Left to their own, they'd slaughter Rankan enperors one by one and auction the
throne to the highest bidder-zip had heard Sync and Kanma joke about it when the
three were drunk.

Zip let Sync help himup, busy trying to wi pe the sticky blood from his palns.
He didn't argue about the dead sentry: You didn't argue wth Sync, not over
sonething as immutable as the already-dead. You saved it for the plans that
could get you Kkill ed.

The rest were emerging now at |least twenty fighters-the 3rd never travel ed
I'i ght.

The sight of Kama in her battle dress, with the 3rd's red insignia burned into
har dened | eat her above her right breast and camnpai gn desi gnators scratched bel ow
it, made his stomach |urch.

She was unfini shed busi ness, would always be. He said, "So, here | am Talk,"
and found his tongue unw el dy.

Around her, he realized (as his eyes accustoned thenselves to sonething other
than the dead man, handl ess and footless, who still flopped helplessly in his
inner sight), were others of the uptown gangs who masqueraded as authority in
Sanctuary: Critias, a covert actionist fromthe Sacred Band who sel dom ventured
forth in uniform and never in daylight; Straton, his w de-shouldered, wtch
ridden partner; Jubal, black as |Ischade's cloak and with a | ook on his face nuch
bl acker; Walegrin, the regular arny's garrison conmander and brother of the
S danzo whose child Zip's nmen had killed; and a blond womman he didn't know, who
wore arena | eathers and had a bird perched on her shoul der.
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He ought to be wary, he realized-this sort of crowd hadn't gathered for
sonet hing as mundane as his execution. But his eyes kept sliding back to Kama
and trying to fit the persona of her father over the worman who'd taught him
t hi ngs about | ovenmaki ng he'd never dreaned were possible.

And then he realized why these uptown hotshots were down in Ratfall; Kama's
father. Tenmpus's minions, all of these were, sone by choice, sone by duty, sone
by coercion. And none of themwi th a good word to say of Zip, except perhaps for
the Riddl er's daughter

Fear sharpened his eyesight, and he |ooked beyond the gathered lumnaries to
their troops, and farther: to where his rebels skul ked. None of themwould nove
to save himthe odds weren't good enough

And neither Ratfall nor Zip were worth saving, not at the kind of price the 3rd
Conmando woul d exact, if the sentry was a good exanpl e.

And he was. They'd made sure of that, had his visitors.

As he took deep breaths and resolved to tell nothing to this corps of fancy
fighters (including the Stepsons' chief interrogator, Strat), Zip realized that
sonet hing was i ndeed worth saving here: Behind the men, in the |ong shed agai nst
which 3rd Commando regulars |eaned wth studied insolence, was a store of
incendiaries purchased from the Beysib glassmakers: bottles in which were
al chemi cal concoctions that, once their w cks were lit and the bottles thrown,
expl oded with such force that the shards and flane and concussion fromeven one
such bottle could clear a street-or a pal ace hall

Wth or without him the revolution could continue, as long as the Beysib
gl assbl owers took the PFLS s noney and Ilsig will-to-fight held out.

So, having determned that he had sonmething to lose. Zip said again, "Talk,
said. What do you think this is, an uptown di nner party?"

"No," said the woman he didn't know, the one with the hawkish bird upon her
shoul der, "it's a revolutionary council -a trial, actually: yours."

When Kanma cane back from Ratfall, her eyes were red-rimed and she was so
di sarrayed that she ran up Mlin's back stairs, hoping to have the girls draw
her a bath so she could get the Zip-smell off her and the straw out of her hair
before the Torch saw her.

But Molin was home: She could hear Torchholder's voice, and that of another
Rankan, coming fromthe front roons.

She froze in horror, realizing suddenly that she couldn't face himnot now, with
her thighs sticky and her blood up, and all her father's heritage aroused in her
so that she wanted nothing to do with the hal f-Rankan, hal f-N si who had saved
her life, and whom she owed so nuch.

But was debt the sane as love? Zip's faked and fated "trial" had broken her
heart thrice over.

The outcone-the verdict of conditional acquittal-was assured, by Tenpus's
decree. Zip was the only one who hadn't known it.

It was the crudest thing she'd ever seen nen do to another man, and she'd been a
willing part of it, the operator in her fascinated by all she saw, by hunman
enotion and its interplay, by the passions of those who'd | ost |oved ones, and
face, trying to justify the one and regain the other-all because Kama's father
had ridden down from Ranke, |ooked upon the doings of Sanctuary's puny nortals,
and not been pl eased.
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Soneti mes she hated Tenpus nore even than she hated the gods.

And so she'd stayed with Zip, after the others had left, to Iick the nervous
sweat fromhis fine young body and to w pe the confusion fromhis heart in the
only way she knew.

Zip was... Zip, her aberration: a physical match such as Mdlin could never be.
But that was all. She could never nmake it nore, or let it nake itself nore, or
| et Zip convince her it could be nore.

He needed hel p, that was all. And everyone was' using him dangling himthis way
and that. She felt sorry for him

So she gave himconfort in the night. It was nothing.

Yet the nmenory sent her bolting fromMlin's doorstep, because the Torch was too
intelligent to be fooled by nunbled excuses or headaches, because Kama just
couldn't fake it tonight.

She roaned ni ght-hot streets, though she knew better, alnost hoping that sone
pi ckpocket or zonbie or Beysib would accost her: Like her father, when pushed
too hard, Kama craved only open violence. She'd have killed a Stepson or a 3rd
Conmando ranger, one of her own, if any dared cross her this evening.

She stopped in at the Unicorn, half-hoping for a fight, but no one paid
attention to her there.

She wandered back streets on a borrowed horse, letting it drift barracks-ward,
until she realized that it had brought her to the Wiite Foal Bridge.

And then, as she gave the horse its head and it crossed the river bridge, she
began in earnest to cry.

It was Crit she wanted now, whether to hold himor kill him she couldn't have
said if her life depended on it. But Crit was, as Zip would say, old business,
and Crit had noticed that she'd stayed with Zip.

Maybe she'd stayed with Zip because of Crit, brushing hips with his partner, and
because even that partner, Strat, had sought warner conpany than Critias's
Ischade for warnth that Crit reserved to forned ranks and duty squadrons and the
next covert operation on his docket.

So when the sorrel string-horse anbled toward Ischade's funny little gate, as if
by habit, Kanma brushed her eyes angrily with her forearmand blinked away her
tears.

In her nostrils was the rank snell of the Wite Foal in sumer, carrying its
carrion to the sea, and the perfume of night-bloonmng flowers of the occult sort
that |schade grew here.

And the snell of heated horse: Two were stamping, reins tied to |Ischade's gate,
and one of those was Git's big black. She recognized it by the star and snip as
it turned its head to whicker softly to the nmount she rode.

The mare under her gave a belly-shaki ng acknow edgment and she realized that the
horse she rode, and his, were |overs.

Hating herself for resenting even that, for her confusion and her doubts, she
di smounted, trying not to think at all

And wal ked up to the vanpire-worman's gate, and pushed it with a sweaty pal m

Per haps she was neeting her doom here-I|schade had no reason to cut Kama the kind
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of slack she allowed Straton, and Crit because of their pairbond, and Kama's
fat her because of sone bargain whose specifics Tenpus had never reveal ed.

If Crit was in there, Kama wanted to see him She focused on that and nothing
el se.

Love sucks, she told herself, and wondered what he'd say.

She'd knocked upon |schade's door, which was 1lit sonehow, though no torch
gl eaned or candle flickered inits |lanp, before she'd thought of an excuse to
gi ve. She could al ways say she needed to debrief.

If he was there. If it wasn't a trap. If the necromant wasn't into wonen this
sumrer .

Then the door opened and a small and dusky figure stepped out, closing it behind
her so that Kama was forced to retreat a pace, then take a step down the stoop's
stairs.

That put themeye to eye and the eyes of |schade were deeper than Kanma's hi dden
grief for a child lost long ago on the battlefield and the man who'd refused to
gi ve her anot her chance.

"Yes?" said the vel vet-voiced wonan who held Strat in thrall

Kama, who was nore wonan than she'd have chosen, |ooked deep into the eyes of
the woman who was all any man who'd seen her had ever dreaned of wanting, and
felt rough, unkenpt, foolish.

"Crit's horse... isit... ?21|s he... ?"

"Here? The both. Kama, isn't it?" Ischade's dark eyes delved, narrowed just a
fraction, then w dened.

"I't, I-1 shouldn't have cone. I'msorry. I'll just go and..."

"There's no harm And no peace, either," said the vanpire-woman who seened
suddenly sad. "Not if your father has the say of it. You want himCrit? Take
care for what you want, little one."

And Kama, who had never known her nother and thought of other wonen as if she
herself were a man, found her arms outstretched to |Ischade for confort, weeping
freely, sobbing so deeply that nothing she tried to say cane out in words.

But the necronmant drew back with a hiss and a warding notion, a shake of her
head and a blink that broke some spell or other

Then she turned and was gone inside, though Kanma hadn't seen the door open to
admt her.

Suddenly alone with her tears on the doorstep of one of the nost feared powers
in Sanctuary, Kama heard words within- | ow words, sonme spoken by nen.

Bef ore the door coul d reopen, before Crit could see her weeping |like a baby, she
had to get out of here. She didn't nean it; she shouldn't have cone. She needed
nobody-not her father, not his fighters, not Zip or Torchhol der and, nost
especially, not the Sacred Bander called Crit.

She'd run down the path and thrown herself wup on her saddle before the door
opened agai n.

Anything the man in the doorway m ght have shouted was drowned out by the nmare's
t hunderi ng hooves as Kama sl apped her unnercifully with the reins, headed toward
the Stepsons' barracks at a dead run.
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There was nothing Crit could tell her that she wanted to hear-except perhaps why
she could forgive Zip, who had betrayed her and tried to pin Strat's attenpted
murder on her, when she couldn't forgive Crit, who had wanted to marry her and
have a child with her.

Tasfal en's uptown estate had once been |uxurious and fine, the centerpiece of
one of Sanctuary's nobst excl usive nei ghborhoods.

Now it stood alone, blackened and charred but whole, while all around it
skel etal remains of burned-out hones teetered for blocks, franeworks | eaning on
| unps of fused brick, so that occasionally a charcoaled tinber snapped of its
own wei ght and came crashing down to break an eerie silence that spread from
here to the uptown house where the pillar of fire had once raged, and beyond.

Not even rats ran these streets at night, since the pillar of flane had cl eansed
an uptown house and all the wtchery that once had centered in its velvet-hung
bedr oom

But Tenpus had called a neeting here, across the street from Tasfalen's front
door, in the dead of night-a neeting of those concerned, once all his
preparati ons had been nade.

The sl eepless veteran was the only one unaffected by the hours he and his had
kept this week in Sanctuary.

Crit, who'd born the brunt of delegated tasks, weaved on his feet with
exhaustion as he set torches in the rubble of the house across from Tasfalen's;
had the Iight been better, the black circles under his eyes would have told a
clearer tale of what he'd been through and what it cost himto petition |s-chade
for |l eave to do what tonight nust be done here.

Strat, Crit's partner, worked silently beside him unloading ox thighs rich with
fat froma snorting chestnut who didn't like its burden, and oil in child-sized
stoneware rhytons, and placing all on a makeshift plinth exactly opposite
Tasfal en' s door.

Tempus wat ched his Stepsons work without a word, waiting for the witch to show.
I schade had decreed this nmeeting be at mdnight-necromants will be necromants
She was crucial to this undertaking, so Randal said.

Tenmpus hardly cared; the god was in himfierce and strong, making everything
seemfire-limed and slow. his task force leader; the witch-ridden Stepson

Strat; the horses bearing sacrificial burdens. If he hadn't renenbered that he'd
thought it nattered, that he'd felt need to | eave here owing nothing, he'd have
| eft this stone unturned.

But |schade owed himthis favor-if it really was one. And he, in turn, owed a
debt he was loath to carry-a debt to the Nisibisi witch |ast seen behind that
war d- | ocked door across the street.

Tasfalen's door. It had not opened since the pillar of flane had scoured the
nei ghborhood about it. What mght come out of there, not even |schade was
certain. Powers had convened to cl eanse the ground here, but stopped just short
of the house. Powers that no one thought would ever work together had taken a
hand to bar that door-Ischade's sort of powers, and others from deeper hells;
Stornbringer's primal fury, and thus those from the sort of heaven Jihan's
father rul ed.

O thus, at any rate, Tenpus understood it. The god in himunderstood sonething
di fferent-sonething of passion i nbound and | ust unrel eased.
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There was a something in there all right, the god was telling him something
very hungry and very angry.

What ever it was-Ni sibisi witch, a ravening ghost thereof, a denobn entrapped, a
shard of N si power globe-it hadn't survived in there since wnter's end on
stored foodstuffs and the occasi onal nouse.

If it was Roxane, behind Ischade's iron wards that not even the rip in nagic's
fabric coul d weaken, then the Unbinding would have to be carefully done. If it
was Sonething Else, Tenpus was prepared to give it battle-he'd once fought
Jihan's own stormcold father to a draw over natters he had | ess stake in.

Snapper Jo scuttled up to the Tros horse by which Tenpus stood, the fiend's
knuckles nearly dragging on the ground, its snaggle teeth gleaning in the

torchlight: "Sire," it grunted, "see her? Snapper can't tell." The fiend, inits
distress, ranped like a bear-side to side, side to side. "Mstress won't |ike,
won't like ... Shapper go now?"

"Did you place the stone. Snapper?" The stone'in question was a bluish gem
crazed and fractured, Ischade had given Crit. For what paynent, when the stone
woul d hel p rel ease her eneny and perhaps release Straton, too, for duty to the
east, Tenpus hadn't asked.

And Crit never nmade excuses. But there'd been no soldierly cursing, no banter
bet ween the Stepsons here this evening. Wen Randal had cone by briefly, to say
Ji han woul d attend, there had been none of the obligatory teasing of the nage
that passed for fellowship. Strat hadn't even called Randal "Wtchy-Ears."

Tempus knew he was pushing matters, but he had his reasons. And the god, risen
in him was all the sign he needed that his instinct wasn't w ong.

A part of this outrageous enterprise-the freeing of whatever |urked behind
Tasfal en's doors-he undertook to right a bal ance out of whack. It was sonething
none of those about him sensed, but N ko, the absent Stepson, would have
under st ood: Tenpus | abored now for maat, for equilibriumin a town that teetered
toward anarchy; and for the Stepsons, who soon might go where N sibisi nmagic was
still strong and had better not, wth a debt outstanding to a witch of Nisi
bl ood.

But the greatest part of this seemingly evil deed-that Randal had begged hi m not
to undertake and that had troubled |schade enough to bring her here-he did
because of Jihan, and her father, and a nmarriage that, if consumated, would
bind a god to Sanctuary that no little thieves' world could or should contain.

Three hundred years and nore of kicking around this world of god-i nspired
battl efields and wi zard-won wars had taught Tenpus that instinct was his only
gui de, that any man's sacrifice went unappreciated unless it was to propitiate a
god, and that the only satisfaction worth having was wested fromthe deed
itself-was in the process of acconplishnent, never in the result.

So the sacrifice he was about to nmake-not the sacrifice of laying the ox thighs
on the'oil and sending snoke up to heaven, but the sacrifice of his own peace of
m nd-woul d go unremarked by nen. But he would know. And the god would know. And
the powers who tended the balance which expressed itself in fate and weather
woul d know.

How Ji han's father would react, only Jihan woul d know.

A nmovenent caught his eye, and the god's eye within himknewit female. His
scrotumdrew up, ready to face Jihan in all her insatiable glory.

But it was |schade, not Ji han, who cane.
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Tempus felt a twinge of distress, of uncertainty-something he'd rarely felt in
all these years. Could Jihan ignore his invitation? H s challenge? The power in
the gane he played? Could Stornbringer have gotten wind of Tempus's intention
and nmixed in? Tricking a god wasn't easy. But then, neither was tricking the
Ri ddl er.

Randal had assured him Ji han had said she'd be here. He knew she thought she was
involved with Randal to nake himjealous, to nmake himfey, to make him cone to
heel . The question was, however, whether Jihan herself understood what she did
and why-that Stornbringer had turned her eyes toward Randal

Tenmpus wonder ed, suddenly, whether it would matter to Jihan if she did know. She

wasn't human, any nore than Ischade, so slight and yet so full of nenace, or
Roxane.
Ji han was still learning howto be alive; wonanhood | ay heavy and confusing on

her, as it didn't on the witches and the accursed women who fought the witches
of bl ood.

I schade, no bigger than a child to Tenpus, cane striding up swathed in black,
her face like a magi cal nmoon on midsumrer's eve, her eyes wide as the hells she
guar ded

"Riddl er," she breathed, "are you sure?"
"Never," he chuckled. "Not about anything."

And he saw the necromant draw back, sensing the god cohabiting with him a god
the fighters called Lord Storm whose nane had been translated into nore
| anguages than the thieves' world knew, but always neant the sane: the nature of
man to fight and kill for lust and territory. On bad days, Tenpus thought that
the god who dogged him chanel eonli ke, adapting by syncretismto different wars
in different lands, was nerely an excuse his nind nade up-a way to hang his
excesses and his sins on others, a faceless repository for all the blane of
every death he'd caused.

But seeing Ischade's reaction to the god high in himmade himrealize it wasn't
so.

The necronmant took a step forward resolutely, cocked her head, |icked her Iips,
and said, "You jest with ne? When He is here?" Then, when he didn't respond, she
made a warding sign, withdrawing with a nutter: "Have your witch | oosed, then

There's less trouble over there than is right here, with you."

And ny fighter, Strat? he or the god wanted to ask, but did not. You didn't ask
I schade, you negotiated. Tenpus wasn't in a position to negotiate, right now.
Unl ess ..

"Ischade, wait," he called. O the god did. And when she cane close, he |eaned
down and let the Lord of Rape and Pillage whisper in the ear of the necronant
who comanded all the partly dead and restless dead who never went to
Sanctuary's gods.

He tried not to listen to what the god said or what the necromant replied, but
it was a bargain they made whi ch concerned hi mconcerned the flesh of his flesh,
and the soul of his Stepson, Strat.

When he straightened up, the frail, pale creature touched his forearm and | ooked
into his eyes. For a nonent he thought he saw a tear there, but then decided it
was the brightness that passion lent to necronants and their kind.

He coul d survive what the god had pronised |schade-or at |east he thought he
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coul d.

It might be interesting to find out... if, of course, Stonn-bringer didn't kick
his ass fromone dinension to another for meddling in the Froth Daughter's
affairs before he had time to make good his promse to spend a night with the
necr omant .

Di sconcerted, as |schade disappeared-literally-into shadows, he nounted the Tros
and stroked its neck for confort: his confort, not its.

Up north, at the Hi dden Valley stud farm a calner life still beckoned. If he
could only be content to do it, he could raise horses and a new generation of
fighters to hold the |ine against the northern wizards with his friend Bashir.

But no matter how he craved a different life at tines |ike these, when battle
lines of uncertain composition were drawn, with stakes not so sinple as life or
deat h, and opponents whose strength was not corporeal, the god would never |et
hi mrest.

Torchhol der, the half-Nisi priest, had told himall his curse and godbond were
merely habit. It mght have been true on the day the priest said it, or true to
a priestly eye; but it wasn't true here and now.

And here and now was al ways where Tenpus was, not off somewhere in the realm of
G eater Good or Mrtal Soul or Eternal Consequence. He'd lost the ability to
determine greater good, if there was one; his nortal soul he'd given up on 1|ong
ago. And as for eternal consequence-he was its enbodi nent.

So when Jihan finally made her entrance, glow ng softly to his god-shared eye,
her muscular, lithe formstill nore fem nine than any nortal girl's, her waist
too small and breasts too pert and thighs too sleek bel ow scal e-armor no human
hand had forged, he was nmore than ready to be just what he was, to |lay upon her
the consequence of her dalliance, of her games, and of her fate.

She came up to within an arms length of the Tros and it backed a pace: It
renenbered the way she used to curry it until its hide showed bare of hair.

He slipped off its back as her throaty voice, arch and full of childish vanity,
said, "You wished to see ne, Tenpus? | can't inmagine why. | did not invite you
to nmy wedding."

"Because," he said, reaching out for her wth a quick grab and a step forward,
"there isn't going to be one.”

Hi s hand cl osed on her armas hers grabbed for his belt.

They struggl ed there, and he dropped her by thrusting a |l eg between her thighs
and ki cking her bal ance out from under her.

It was a signal

As Ji han began to curse and rage and ki ck beneath hi manong the charcoal and the
bricks, Critias and Strat and Ran-dal began the sacrifice of ox and oil, to
pacify the god, while Ischade did whatever |schade nust do to rel ease her wards

Rapi ng the Froth Daughter wasn't easy: She was as strong as he and just as
agil e.

He had counted on the lust they shared and the play-rapes in their past to turn
her pique into passion and her body into an instrunent he could play for best
result.

And sonething of the sort transpired, though who raped whom he wasn't certain,
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when they rolled half-naked in the ruins, unconcerned with anything about them
while a witch cast spells and soldiers spoke ancient rituals and Randal, the
Tysian wi zard, presided over a fiery sacrifice neant to set whatever lurked in
Tasfalen's free at |ast.

Since Tempus was, in his way, that self-same sacrifice to Stonnbringer, father
of Jihan, and since Jihan's legs were around himand her teeth sunk firmy in
his neck, and since the god within himloved the rape-gane and Jihan as well
and since Jihan was by then weaking enough havoc upon his flesh to nake him
glad the god was in himto bear the brunt of it, he mssed the spectacle taking
pl ace across the street at Tasfalen's.

As a matter of fact, the fireworks inside his head as the god and he and Jihan
and her father cane together blotted out the simulacrumof last winter's pillar
of fire, rising up to heaven from Tasfal en's hone, which had been | eft unscat hed
t hen.

He was later told that, as it rose, the doors and windows of Tasfalen's flew
open of their own accord and something fiery -sonething with huge bird's w ngs
flew out. And flapped and circled high above the place where Tasfalen |ived.

And disappeared into the snmoke which billowed everywhere-too much smoke to
credit to burned ox thighs and jugs of oil; snoke that went up from or down to,
the chimey of Tasfalen's house, as if the light spewing fromevery w ndow was
the light of something burning bright wthin.

But what burned in Tenpus was a light unto itself.

Jihan was his match in all things physical: Wen they lay quiet, able to hear
nmore than their own breathing and see nore than their own souls, she whispered
to him with her head buried in his neck, "Oh, Riddler, what took you so long to
come and reclaimne? How could you do this to me? And to Randal ?"

"I'"l'l take care of Randal. He'll understand. | want you, Jihan-I want you with
me. |..." This was hard to say, but he had to say it, not just for Randal's
sake, but for the sakes of all who put their faithin him "I... need you,

Jihan. We all do. Come north and east and everywhere with ne-see this world, not
just its armpit."

"But nmy father..." The Froth Daughter's eyes glowed red as the |ight he was just
beginning to notice fromacross the street.

"WI1l he not honor his daughter's w sh?"

And Ji han's arns | ocked around his neck in a grip not Tenmpus, or death itself,
could brezk, and she pulled him down to her. "Then, R ddler, let us show H m
that it is ny wish."

He wasn't sure that, even with the war-god to help, he could nanage to prove
hi nsel f again so soon. But the god was, thanks be to Hm as insatiable as she,
and, though Stornbringer began to runble and to shake the ground in pique, so
that soon they thrashed and rolled in a downpour that quenched the fire on the
altar and the fire in Tasfalen's house, it was too late for Jihan's father to
i ntervene.

Tenmpus had wooed Jihan, and won her, and there was nothing even Stornbringer
could do to change the Froth Daughter's mnd once it was nmade up
Zip couldn't believe the trouble he was in, forced into an alliance with so many

who had good reason to wi sh hi m dead.

Jubal ' s hawkmasks escorted himout to the Stepsons' barracks to show hi m around.
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At | east he didn't have to live there-yet.

The deal was, as he understood it, that he spearhead sone addled alliance rmade
up of all his known enenies and some he hadn't known he had: One, a bitch naned
Chenaya, had nmore balls than half the mercenaries |ounging on the white washed
parade grounds and she'd nade it clear that she didn't expect the pecking order
to hold for long unless she was at the head of it.

Heads tended to get |opped off in Sanctuary, he'd told her, with an exaggerated
bow and outstretched hand nmeant to indicate that she could precede himinto any
grave, anytine, anypl ace.

But Chenaya was some sort of Rankan noble, and didn't realize he was being
snide. She's just assuned he habitually bowed and scraped |ike any other
Wigglie, and let him hand her up into her fancy wagon, telling himshe' d see
himlater.

He'd have felt Dbetter about all the changes ifJubal had said Word One to him
about settling matters, man to man, or if the Rankan Walegrin hadn't | ooked at
himas if Zip were a goat staked out to lure a wolf, or if Straton wasn't tw ce
his weight and conspicuously absent when Zip was showmn the ropes at the
barracks.

Yeah, he could hold out in the one-tine slaver's estate-turned-fortress. Yeah,
it beat the offal out of Ratfall. But sonehow, he didn't think he was going to
live to nove his rabble in here

And he didn't think the 3rd Commando was going to quit this town, where it was
the nost powerful single element save gods, w zardry, and Tenpus, once the
St epsons were packed off to the capital

Sync was nobody's fool. And Sync was | ooking at himfunny as the 3rd's commander
whistled up a mount for Zip fromthe string herd and showed himhowto put a
war horse through its paces.

It was a bright day, and the horse was sweating, and he was riding around the
training ring with Sync |ike sonme Rankan kid wth his daddy when the arrow
whi zzed by his head cl ose enough to knick his ear

He cursed, dove off the horse's wong side, and rolled toward the fence while
Sync bawl ed orders and nen went running about in a fine display of concern

Zip went after the arrow and found it.

If it wasn't the sane one that had been ainmed at Straton froma rooftop |ast
winter, it was a perfect copy.

"That doesn't nean that Strat-or any of the Stepsons- are behind this," Sync
said, a stalk of hay between his teeth, an hour later as they wal ked their
horses and nmen cane in, sweating and dirty, giving desultory reports of no
progress and grinning at Zip, the only Ilsig in the canp, with cold anusenent in
their neres' eyes.

"Sure. | know. Probably somebody wants nme to think it is. No sweat." And he
hal f - bel i eved what he was saying. If Strat wanted a piece of him the Sacred
Bander would take it wth show and ceremony, lots of ritual, the whole exotic

Band code enforced so that nurder wouldn't be nurder once it had been sanctified
by the handy murderer's god.

They had an altar to that purpose, out back of the training arena.

Arrow in hand. Zip wal ked over there with his new horse, thinking about naking
sonme kind of statenment by kicking the piled stones apart.
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Then he changed his mnd, swung up on the horse, and |loped it out of there.

He didn't really care who'd tried to kill him Fromthe talk he'd heard while in
the barracks, neither did the Stepsons: They were nore concerned over walls and
t he weat her.

He'd known that this whole business of putting himat the head of sone cease
fire coalition was just a roundabout way of executing him

Ri tual execution, political style, wasn't a nice way to die. But then. Zp had
killed enough to know there wasn't one.

He rode all day, through the Swanp of N ght Secrets, thinking about his chances
slimand his alternatives- none.

He was dead the minute he announced he wouldn't play the gane; if he was dead a
week or two later if he pretended to play along, that was a week or two of
l'iving he woul dn't have ot herw se.

It wasn't a great shot, but it was the only one he had. He didn't have anywhere
to run; he had too many enenies w thout Tenpus added to the list. If he diverged
fromthe "arrangement,"” he'd have no chance at all of surviving. It would be
open season on Zip-for professionals.

He had one hole card, maybe, in Kanma. He couldn't inagine she'd get that close
with himfor any kind of revenge.

He wanted to see her, but by the tinme he got out of the swanp, the sun was going
down and he knew he'd better head for Ratfall.

Though Sync had proved Zip wasn't safe in Downw nd, sonebody had proved he
wasn't safe out at the barracks, and he'd known for a long tinme that he wasn't
saf er anywhere than his own abilities could make him

So he went to ground in Ratfall, detouring only |ong enough to |ay the arrow
that had nicked his ear on the little pile of stones down at the Wite Foa
Ri ver's edge.

He used to bring blood sacrifices there-to sonmething. He wasn't sure what. But
it liked them He thought maybe, if it Iliked him enough for bringing it
presents, it mght take of-fense at whoever had shot the arrow (which had his
own blood on it still), and do its single servant a favor

Because without a god's help, a piece of alley-grime like Zip didn't have a
whore's chance of making it through another Sanctuary ni ght unnol ested.

Tenmpus had been right: Sanctuary was for |overs, not fighters, this season

LOVERS WHO SLAY TOGETHER
Robi n Wayne Bail ey

Chenaya stretched in her bed as the morning sun centered itself in her east
wi ndow. A mischievous little grin stole over her lips as she thought agai n about
her encounter with Tenpus Thales. Not so inmaginative as Hanse Shadowspawn, not
hal f so enchanting as Enas Yorl, and the poor madman had been di sappointingly
qui ck. If nothing el se, she had added one nore of Sanctuary's notables to her
personal scorecard, and she was glad to have spotted hi m sneaking about in that
gar- den, glad she had decided to intercept him

It had, after all, been a boring party until he showed up.
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O course, he thought he'd raped her, and that only added to her anusenent. The
i mpi sh grin she wore blossoned into a truly wicked smle. What the poor foo
didn't appreciate was the price he was going to pay for his brief pleasure.

She sat up languidly, threw back the thin coverlet, rose, and pulled on a
sl eevel ess robe of pale blue silk. On a small, ornately carved table beside her
bed lay a bronze conb. She picked it up, began idly to tease it through the
thick mass of her blond curls as she crossed the roomand sat on the w ndow
sill. The sun felt wonderfully warmon her flesh. It would be a scorching day.

She shut her eyes and | eaned back. Her thoughts turned to the strange neeting in
Ratfall. It was the first tine she'd met or even seen Zip, the | eader of the so
-call ed Popular Front for the Liberation of Sanctuary. She snmiled at the irony
of the nanme. Zip wasn't particularly popular with anybody right now, and if
Sanctuary wanted liberation fromanything it was fromthe bloody terrorist
tactics of his night-running faction

Sonehow, in her imagination and fromthe stories she'd heard, she'd always
thought of Zip as closer to her own age. Probably because everyone called him
boy all the time. It had surprised her to see that the rebel was ol der by sone
years, She called up her nmenmory of himagain: dark-haired, with that cute
sweat band above his eyes, pleasant to look at. He hadn't cared nuch for her,
though. That had been cl ear enough in his eyes.

Tenpus had made nore than one anusing proposal to her in that garden. Both his
St epsons and the 3rd Conmando were | eaving Sanctuary, he'd told her. That would
| eave the city virtually defensel ess unless soneone seized control of the PFLS
and used it to forge a unified force of all the other factions.

"Use your gift," he'd grunted in her ear as he funbled with her skirts. "You
can't be defeated. Be the one to take control."

Control, indeed. It was she who'd been in control even as he'd pushed her to the
ground. She smiled at that. It was a norning for her to smle, it seened.

Tenmpus had even tried to blackmail her into accepting his proposition
Apparently, he'd realized it was she and her gladiators who had attacked
Theron's barge when the cursed usurper had unexpectedly come to Sanctuary.
Unfortunately, the wly old crown-thief had possessed the foresight to dress
sone |luckless fool in his raiments while he saw to business el sewhere. Her
attack had been successful; she'd just ainmed at the wong nman.

Still, there was nerit to the Riddler's idea, and a plan had come to her in the
night, like a dream |ike the voice of Sa-vankala hinmself guiding her. She
opened her eyes, glanced at the sun thoughtfully, and resuned her conbing.

Thi ngs had not gone well between her and Kadakithis lately, and Chenaya knew she
had caused the breach by returning her cousin's missing wife to Sanctuary. It
hadn't been a charitable act, by any means; she'd done it to prevent a marriage
between himand the Beysib Shupansea. Despite a Rankan |aw forbidding divorce
anong the royal famly, Kadakithis clearly intended to announce his betrothal to
the Beysa at summer's end.

Chenaya set the conb in her |ap and | eaned back. Unl ess she nmade sone effort the
breach m ght never heal. She couldn't bear to have her Little Prince angry wth
her, and she resolved to face the fact that she mght even have to make peace
with the fish-eyed bitch he wanted to nmarry.

Tenmpus, bless his inadequate little self, had handed her the neans to do so. She
stared upward at the sun and uttered a hasty prayer: Thank you. Bright Father,
thank you for filling the world with such an abundance of fools.
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She sm |l ed yet again, rose, and began to dress. It was going to be a good day,
full of events sure to entertain her

The door to her quarters opened w thout so rmuch as a knock to announce her
visitor. The dark-haired beauty who strode toward her wore a sullen | ook and the
garments of a Rankan gladiator. Sandalled heels clicked smartly on the un
carpeted fl oor stones. She gave Chenaya a |ook of disapproval. Then, all the
starch went out of the young woman; her shoul ders sagged; she sighed, fel
backward with great drama, and sprawled on the bed. "Up at the crack of dawn,
you've told me a score of times, and out on the practice field ready to work."
Anot her sigh rose fromthose pouty |lips, and a delicate ivory finger pointed
accusingly. "You're not ready, mstress."” Her |ast words dripped wth nockery
and accusati on.

"Daphne, your bad attitude can do nothing to spoil this day," Chenaya replied as
she pulled on a scarlet fighting kilt and buckled on a broad |l eather belt that
gl eaned with gol d studs.

"Si nce Daxus," Daphne whined, "you've given ne no nore throats."

Chenaya tied the straps of her sandals and lied patiently. "lI've told you
before. The only other names | could give you would all be Raggah. Daxus sold
i nformati on about your caravan to that gods-cursed desert tribe. They're the
ones who sold you to the pirates on Scavengers' |sland. There was no conspiracy
to di spose of you. It was just business as usual for the Raggahs."

It wasn't the truth. But those others in Sanctuary who had plotted to destroy
Daphne's caravan were too inportant- given the threat posed by Theron-to |et
Daphne carve them Despite Chenaya's prom se, Daxus was the only throat Daphne
was going to get.

"Right," Daphne snapped. "Business as usual. They just happened to |and
t hensel ves a princess of Ranke-Kada-kithis's wife. Nothing personal. How stupid
do you think | anmP"

"I'"'msure | haven't begun to plunb your depths." Chenaya lifted her sword froma
wooden chest at the foot of her bed. "If you' ve got nothing better to do than
bitch about life's un-fainess, then get up and head for the practice field. Leyn
will instruct you today."

Daphne sat up, startled, angry. Then, her face reconposed itself into a famliar
frown. "Leyn?" she cried. "Were's Dayne? He's supposed to be ny trainer."

"He left on a mission last night," Chenaya told her newest student. "He's
attending to some business for me that will take himto various parts of the
Empire. Waile he's gone, Leyn will be your trainer." She pointed a finger at
Daphne. "And no conpl aints. You' ve whined enough this norning. Even the |east of
my men has plenty to teach you. Now, on your way, Princess." She put specia
enphasis on the title, a not-so-subtle rem nder that Daphne's rank counted for
not hing while she wore fighting garb

Daphne rose with deliberate sl owness, giving a haughty toss of her waist-length
bl ack hair. "As the mstress conmands," she answered with fal se meekness as she
moved toward the door. But before she passed through and out of sight she added,
just loud enough for Chenaya to hear, "bitch."

It was one nore cause for Chenaya to smle. After all, she didn't train
aut omat ons-she trained gl adiators. And fighters without sone spit in their souls
woul d never be worth a damm. She'd kept a close eye on Daphne; for a princess
she was coming along just fine.

Chenaya headed for the practice field, but before she got nuch farther than her
door she bunped into her father. "Ummm pardon ne," she said, |eaning one hand
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on the door he had just closed. "Isn't this Aunt Rosanda's roon?" She batted her
eyel ashes in nock innocence, knowing how such an expression wusually irritated
hi m

But this time Lowan Vigeles imtated her, batting his own eyel ashes. "I knew all
those expensive tutors were a fine investnent." He tapped her on the forehead
with a fingertip. "I brought your aunt a breakfast tray. Nothing nore |ascivious
than that."

She just stood there, looking up at him grinning, batting her |ashes.

Lowan drew a deep, patient breath, his usual silent invocation to the god of
par ent hood, and pushed open the door. Lady Rosanda fl ashed thema startled |ook
of enbarrassnment fromher bed as a strip of cold neat fell fromher lip to the
tray on her lap. She chewed hurriedly, hiding her busy nouth with one hand.

Lowan pulled the door closed once nore and regarded his daughter with the | ook
of an unjustly wonged man.

Chenaya brushed at her hair with one hand and refused to | ook repentant. "What a
sel fish bastard you are. Father," she accused. "Too saintly to offer what we
bot h know vyou've got? Have pity!l The only nman she's seen in years is Uncle
Mol in." Chenaya faked a shiver.

Lowan Vigel es took her by the armand |ed her from Ro-sanda's door and down a

broad staircase to the floor below. "I saw Dayne off," he said, changing the
subject. "He bears a wit fromne that should speed our cause. Later today, |'l
hire artisans to start the barracks and outbuildings. I'lIl set D smas and Gestus

to constructing the training nachines."

"Not those two," she contradicted. "I'Il need them nyself today. Have Quijen see
to it, and Leyn when he has time. But there's no rush. It'll be a few weeks at
| east before anyone arrives. Assuming any will answer the summons."

Lowan shook his head as they left the manse and stepped out into the rear garden

where nearly a score of falcons were elaborately caged. "That's not an
assunption. Daughter. My school in Ranke produced nost of the finest auctorati
ever to fight in the ganmes. They will come when | call. And Dayrne carries

enough nmoney to purchase any other fighters he deems worthy."

She nodded. She would niss Dayne's presence at her side, but when it cane to
choosing trainees and fighters there wasn't a better judge of nanflesh. And
except for herself or Lowan there was no other she would trust wth such a
m ssi on.

"I have to get to the field. Father," she said suddenly. She raised on tiptoe
and gave himan affectionate peck on the cheek. "Then, 1'lIl be gone npbst of the
day. Don't worry if |I'mnot back tonight."

Lowan batted his |ashes, turning her own coy expression against her.

She punched him playfully in the ribs. "Nothing so |lascivious," she sai d,
adopting his line. "This is business." Then, she | ooked thoughtful and anended
her remark. "Well, sonme of it's business. Sone of it will be pure pleasure." She
reached up and scratched his chin; "That mare of yours, is she still hot?"

Lowan Vi gel es eyed her suspiciously. "Changing the subject? Don't want to talk
about tonight's boyfriend?" He sighed. "Yes, the nare's still hot. |'ve taken

pains to keep her away from any boyfriends. It spoils themfor riding when they
swel | . "

She said no nore to her father. He'd forgive her, after a few days, when he
found out what she'd done. Tempus, on the other hand .. .But who cared about
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hi n? She grinned, relishing the delightful mpod she felt today. Had she said
pure pl easure? She chuckl ed al oud.

Lowan | ooked at her strangely. She patted his hand, w nked, and headed for the
practice area where Daphne and el even of the best gl adiators ever to set foot in
the arena were already hard at work and sweaty.

The sun was nearing its zenith when Chenaya called a halt to the workout. She
sent Daphne, Leyn, and the others back to the manse, but called D smas and
Gestus to her side. The two were a team alnost never apart. Lovers, they even
resenmbled each other with their sandy hair, close-cropped beards, and
exagger at ed nuscul ature.

"Interested in alittle gane, friends?"

The two | ooked at each other, then at her, and said nothing. They had a good
i dea what she nmeant. They'd hel ped her with other little ganes before.

"Nobody can sneak around |like you two," she continued. In fact, they'd been the
shiftiest pair of thieves and burglars in Ranke before they were finally caught
and sentenced to Lowan's school for arena training. "And very few are faster on
their feet."

Di smas folded his arms, repressing a grin. "Save the grease, mistress," he said
in clipped Rankene. "It's too hot to stand here and exchange flatteries, even
true ones."

Chenaya sidled up to Dismas and rubbed her body against his. "Aren't you taking
good care of himthese days?" she said teasingly to Gestus. Wth a knuckle she
tapped the | eather groin guard under Dismas's kilt. "He's so grunpy today."

"N umfaults," Gestus answered with a shrug. That was the odd thing about this
pair. So alike in everything el se, Gestus had never mastered Rankene. Disnmas, on
the ot her hand, spoke it like a court noble.

She stepped back again and turned serious. "There's soneone | want you to watch
for me, and something | want you to do. You'll have a fat purse of coins to
spend. |f your quarry goes to a tavern, so do you. If he goes to a brothel..."
She hesitated, scratched her tenmple. "Well, you'll think of something." GCestus
folded his arns, too, and grinned. Clearly, she'd caught their interests. "Just
make sure you don't attract notice." She flipped a finger against their studded
belts. "Wear sonething less identifiable."

Di smas unfolded his arms, so Gestus did, too. "The name of our fox?" he said
conspiratorially.

"No fox," she cautioned. "A deadly nountain cat. Mnd you, don't cross him Just
keep an eye on himand informne of his novenents." She beckoned them cl oser,
and they bent to hear. She nade a show of glancing in all directions, then put a
finger to her lips. "Now here's the fun part. Before sundown | want one of you
back here with half a brick of krrf."

That rai sed eyebrows.

As she'd predicted, the day turned scorching, too hot for her usual fighting
| eathers. Yet she'd wanted to nake sure she attracted attention, so she'd donned
trousers and bl ouse of shining black, |oose-fitting silk and spit-polished boots
that rose alnost to her knee, not quite high enough to conceal the hilts of the
daggers stuck in each one. Over one shoul der she wore a | eather strap to which a
nunber of Bandaran throwing stars were attached; a sinple twist easily freed
themfromtheir stud mountings. On her right hip she wore one nore weapon -a
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gl adi us whose gol den tang was fashioned to resenble the wings of a bird. Lastly,
because she'd seen Zip do it, she'd tied a sweatband of clean white Iinen above
her eyes.

Every gaze turned her way as she strode brazenly across Caravan Square on her
way to Downwi nd. She smiled and winked at the gawkers, sometines lightly
brushing the hilt of her sword. Only a few had balls enough to smle back; nost
gl anced quickly in some other direction and passed on.

As she approached the bridge that crossed the Wite Foal R ver a gaggle of
grubby street urchins surrounded her. She smled at their play, dipped a hand
into the purse on her belt, and tossed a fistful of coins over her shoul der. The
children lost interest in her and began scuffling for the glinting bits of
metal . She | aughed heartily, started past the deserted guard-post and across the
bri dge.

As she set foot in Downw nd two nen appeared to block her path. "Mebbe vy'ud be
s'free wi' the rest o' yer spark," croaked the one on her left. The point of his
sword indicated her purse.

"An' wit' yer other charns, too," his partner suggested.

A disdainful smrk flickered over Chenaya's features as she heard two nore slide
up behind her, heard the soft susurrus of steel slipping fromsheathes. They
wore no arnbands, so they weren't part of Zip's group. Fromthe rags they wore
she guessed they followed Moruth.

That suited her fine. Mruth-the beggar king-was one of the faction | eaders that
had dared to oppose the PFLS. Wll, she hadn't cone to Downwi nd to win Mruth's
favor. Unfortunately for H's Beggar-Mjesty, she had cone to win Zip's.

She didn't bother turning to see the two behind her. They gave away their
positions by their breathing and by their constant foot-shuffling. "You'll make
perfect offerings," she infornmed them gruffly. "I'lIl pour your blood as a
libation to the | eader of the PFLS."

The man who had spoken first tuned pale, but he held his ground, tapping his
bl ade against his palm "You part o' Zip's group?" he asked suspiciously. "You
got no band on yer sleeve,"”

"Spoils the silk," she answered. She waited a brief nmonent, daring themw th her
haughty gaze to nmake their nove or to scatter fromher path. The nman on her |eft
stopped his incessant sword tapping; the one beside himchewed his [ip. Yet they
were unwilling to back away from her, a nere wonan.

"She rmus' think she's purty good wit' that sticker," said one of the nen behind
her .

Chenaya had no nore time to waste. "Watch carefully,” she advised with
i npatience. "I don't often give |lessons to scum”

Her hand was alnost a blur. Bright steel flashed through the air. A soft thunk;
a groan of surprise and fear sounded as a throwing star enbedded in the first
man's throat. His sword tunbled into the dirt, followed instantly by his
I'ifel ess body.

Even before the star scored, Chenaya had her sword free. She ran screanm ng at
the man on her right. In stark terror he raised his sword to protect his head.
Her bl ade crashed down twi ce against his, then arced down and across, opening
his belly. On the backswing she knocked the sword fromhis grip, severing
several fingers

There was no time to watch himfall. She whirled, settled in a deep forward
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stance to neet the renmining two. But these were beggars, not seasoned warriors.

Still, they knew the better part of valor. She watched their departing backs as
they ran for shelter beneath the bridge. Laughing, she hurled a second star with
all her arena-trained skill. A screamripped fromone of the fleeing beggars; he

tunbl ed headlong through the weeds, down the bank, and into the river
Sputtering, scream ng, clutching at the four-pointed agony behind his knee, he
dragged hinself onto the bank and scranbl ed after his conrade.

She | aughed again, a bitter and challenging sound that rattled in her throat,
and she glanced around in time to spy the street urchins who had gathered at the
far end of the span to watch. They nelted away |ike shadows in the sun. On the
Downwi nd side, too, figures faded into alleys and doorways, unw lling wtnesses.
Chenaya bent and wi ped her blade on a dead man's garnments, retrieved the first
star, and cleaned it, too.

She had no doubt that Zip would hear of this. She wanted himto hear. It was why
she had cone to this stink-hole side of town. Sheathing her sword, she wal ked
on, giving no further thought to the bodies in her wake.

Cone to nme, Zip, she willed, come to ne.

There were taverns in Downwi nd, or places that professed to be taverns. Only
Mama Becho's, though, could legitimately claim to be such. Even so, there were
lifelong drunks in Sanctuary who wouldn't deign to spit onits threshold, |et
al one consune its questionabl e product.

Chenaya stepped through the | ow, doorless entrance, her vision swiftly adjusting
to the dimlight. A dozen pairs of eyes turned to exanine her. Quite a different
cromd fromthe one that frequented the Unicorn. There the faces were full of
menace or scheming or general disinterest. The eyes at Mama Becho's reflected
only desperation and despair.

It was like no place she had ever seen before, and she thought of the nen who
had met her at the bridge, nen like these, men with the sane desperate eyes.
They had wanted her gold and had gone down for it. She saw in Mama Becho's nen
who woul d have done the sane and wel coned the death she gave. And why not? For
such as these, life had little to offer, little to hold them

She thought of the bridge again, of nmen who poured their blood into the dirty
street for a handful of spark, and for one nonent, Chenaya hated what she had
done.

Fortunately, the nonent passed. She rem nded herself she had cone to this
cesspool on busi ness.

"You want sonethin', honey, or you jus' cone to see the sights?" A nountainous
woman in a tattered snock | eaned one el bow on the board that served as a bar and
|l eered at her. She wiped at the interior of an earthen mug with a griny rag that
hadn't seen a rinsing in weeks. Wsps of grizzled hair floated about her thick
jow ed face as she worked.

"Uptown bitch," soneone nuttered into his cup. Pairs of eyes began slowy to
turn back to their drinks, to the private fantasy worlds found only in fou
brews.

"Honey, " Chenaya said smling to Mana Becho, "I want a couple of things. First,
a cup of sone decent beverage, Vuksi-bah if you've got it in this dunp." The
eyes all turned her way again, whether at her nention of the expensive |iquor or
because of the insult, she didn't know or <care. "A respectable wine or coo
water if you don't." She | eaned on the board facing the fat proprietor and felt
it sag under their conbined weights. The old wonan's breath was worse than
fetid, but Chenaya nanaged to force a grin. "Then | want Zip."
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That got their attention. She reached into her purse, drew out another handfu
of coins. Not bothering to ook at themor judge their value, she threw them
over her shoul der, all but one which she placed on the board. It was a gl eam ng
sol dat .

"I'"mbetting somebody here knows how to contact him" she said, still addressing
Mama Becho, well aware that everyone could hear. "And when he wal ks t hrough that
door I'Il scatter another fistful of coins."”

"An' what if we jus' take yer spark, lady?" said a lean, twisted nan who
squatted in a gloony coner against the wall. He fingered one of the silver
pi eces that had fallen his way.

"Shet up yer nouth, Haggit," Mama Becho snapped. "Can'tcha see we got us a fine
nobl ewonan here? M nd yer manners!"

Chenaya cast the soldat to the one called Haggit; he caught it wth a deft

motion. "I give my gold where and when | see fit. Two who tried to take it are
still cooling at the foot of the bridge." She gave hima hard, penetrating | ook

"Now, | want to see Zip, and I'Il pay fairly to find him Play me any ot her way,
Haggit-" Chenaya w nked at himand nodded her head "-and you'll do all the
payi ng. "

Haggit glared at her for a long nonment, bit into the soldat wth his front
tooth, then rose and went out. One by one all the other custoners drifted out,
too. Not one of Chenaya's coins remained on the floor

"Now ye've scared away ny business,"” Manma Becho conpl ained. She still scoured
the sane mug with the same filthy rag. "M ght as well get confy, honey." She
waved at the cloth-covered furniture that served in place of stools and tables.
"No tellin'" when Zip'1ll turn up. Thet boy cones an' goes as he pl eases.”

Chenaya remai ned where she was as the old worman di sappeared to fetch her w ne.
She took a deep breath and let it out. Zip wuld turn up, she had no doubt.
She' d spread enough wealth to insure that; she'd killed his enemes, too. He'd
come all right, if only out of curiosity.

She took another deep breath and held it. What was that odor? She gl anced at the
doorway Mama Becho had gone through. An old, worn blanket hung across it; a
thin, tenuous snoke wafted around the edges.

Krrf snoke.
She wet her lips slyly and wondered how Gestus and Di snas were faring

Two bitter cups of wine and one cup of water later, the man she had conme to find
mercifully wal ked in, leaving, by the sound of things, a couple of his cronies
standing guard in the alleyway. Mama Becho nmade a di screet nod of greeting and
headed for the back room

"Don't bother |istening through the curtain or one of the cracks in the wall
Mame, " Zip called and waved his hand to draw her back. "Up here-where | can keep
an eye on you, too." Mama Becho put on a | ook of wounded i nnocence and reached
for another mug to polish.

Zip wal ked calmy up to Chenaya; his gaze ran unabashedly up and down her body.

"There's a lot nore swagger in your step than when we net in Ratfall," she
commented wyly.

Hi s gaze nmet hers with unconceal ed arrogance. "You've got a lot less nmuscle with
you this tine," he answered bluntly. "Wat do you want, Chenaya? Did Tenpus send
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She | aughed. Her hand reached out to touch his shoulder, drifted dowmn over his
chest, then resuned its place at her belt. Hard, lean nuscle beneath his
clothing, she'd discovered, no fat. "Tenpus Thales isn't quite the puppeteer he
t hi nks hinsel f."

Zip leaned on the board, close to her, giving her a long look. "I wouldn't tel
hi mthat-not nme."

He had a nice face, she realized. Young and rugged, crowned by a nop of dark
hair. Sweat-tracks lined his brow and cheeks, and there were circles of dirt
around his neck where the fl esh showed above his rough-woven tunic. He snelled,
but it was a man's nusky odor, not the stench of Downwi nd. She stared brazenly
into his eyes and chuckl ed.

"Ch, |'ve taken his measure,"” she said, "and he cones up short."

"He hears the voice of the StormGod," Zip cautioned with an enigmatic, taut,
little smle.

"He hears voices, all right." She caught a piece of his tunic and pulled his
face close to hers. In conspiratorial tones she whispered, |oud enough still for
any to hear, "But the Storm God?" She shrugged neani ngfully. "Between you and ne
and these others, | suspect he's just a crazy, conmon nadman. He uses the so
call ed voices to excuse his perversions and aberrations. After all, he can't be
bl amed- and needn't take responsibility for his actions-if divine voices conpel
him He's only a poor avatar."

Chenaya didn't actually believe it; she had little doubt of the veracity of
Tempus's relationship with the Storm Gods. Her own experiences wth Savankal a
were proof enough that such god/nortal alliances evolved. Still, it was a
delicious runor to start.

Zip picked up the nug of beer Mama Becho had placed at his el bow. He took a |ong
drink, regardi ng Chenaya over the rim He set the vessel down between them "You
threw anay a |lot of noney to find ne, woman," he said finally. "Wiy? Not just to
gossi p about the Riddler."

She gave himher 1ook of nock-innocence, picked up his nug, and drained the
contents. "But | did want to tal k about Tenpus," she replied. "At |east about a
proposal Tenpus suggested to ne."

She crooked a finger, beckoning himclose again. "Your Riddler wants nme to seize
control of your PFLS. He thinks |I can shape it into an adequate defense force to
replace his Stepsons and the 3rd Commmando when he | eads them out of Sanctuary."

A hint of red colored Zip's cheeks. He strai ghtened, took a step away from her
"You play dangerous ganes, Rankan." H's eyes glinted. "So you'll just take over?
You think it's that easy?" He chuckled at her

She threw a fist at his face. Zip raised an armto block it. But her nove was
only a feint. Chenaya caught his rising armat the el bow, tugged, and kicked his
foot when he tried to catch his balance. Zip fell heavily, stunned. She
straddl ed him sat on his chest, and brought one of her boot daggers to rest at
his throat.

Then, she smiled at Zip, and suddenly her 1lips crushed down on his. There was
power in her kiss; it didn't surprise her at all when he began to return it. She
sat up, wi ped her rnouth, grinning.

"Just that easy. Zip, ny love," she told him "And Tenpus knows it. That's why
he approached ne." She tangled her hand through his hair and ki ssed hi m again.
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When she sat up, the point of her blade flashed downward to bite deeply into the
boards near Zip's ear. She left it quivering there while she | oosened the |aces
at the neck of his dirty tunic. "But I'mnot interested in running your little
soci al club," she whispered, "and what Tenpus wants is uninmportant." She dragged
her nails teasingly over the exposed portion of his chest. "However, | have sone
proposal s of my own. Wuld you like to hear then"

H's eyes reflected so nmnuch: uncertainty, defiance, curiosity, lust-all half
hi dden behind a facade of nonchalance. Zip drew a breath. "Get the frog off of
me." The knife was still there by his ear. He could have gone for it-his eyes

slid that way-but he didn't.

She patted his cheek. "Soon, |over, when we have an agreenent. But right now.
Mama Becho is going to bring us a couple nore drinks, right. Mama?"

The old proprietor said nothing, but waddl ed over with two mugs of bad wine. It
was too far for her to bend over and place themon the floor, so Chenaya reached
up to accept them Mama Becho grunbl ed i ncoherently and backed away.

"I'"'msupposed to drink fromhere?" Zip asked caustically.

Chenaya noved one of the nugs near to his head, dipped a finger init, and held
it to his lips. After a nonment's hesitation, Zip's tongue poked out and |icked
away the red droplets, their gazes remaining | ocked all the while.

"I know the funds fromyour N si supporters have dried up lately." Chenaya
di pped her finger again and held it for himto suck. "The PFLS needs noney, like
any group, and |'ve got plenty of that. W' ve also got nutual enemes, so it's
only natural that we should join our efforts.” She paused | ong enough to swal |l ow
a draught from her own cup. "You want to free Sanctuary from the Rankans and
Beysi bs." She tapped his chest. "I want to drive out the Beysibs, too. But it
| ooks like I've got to get rid of a Rankan to do that."

One of Zip's men slipped through the door and nmade a nove toward his |eader. A
throwing star flashed briefly through a random sunbeamthat spilled through a
crack in the ceiling and thunked into the wall. The man | eaped back. Chenaya
clucked her tongue and wagged her finger, and he |eaned unconfortably against
t he doorj anb.

"Kadaki t hi s?" Zip guessed. "But isn't he your cousin?"

She spat. "He's going to marry that fish-eyed slut, Shupan-sea, in defiance of
Rankan | aw. Bad enough that he allowed them to |and here without a fight. Bad
enough that he beds the silly carp. But to marry one? To nake her part of the
royal famly, a princess of Ranke?" She spat again. "Blood is only so thick,
| over."

"I'd "preciate it if ye'd stop that,’
up when yer gone now."

Mama Becho snapped. "Soneone's gotter nop

Zip shifted beneath her, |locking his hands together behind his head, an arm
cocked around her dagger. He tried to | ook innocent and al nost achieved it. But
his face was full of suspicion. "Al'l right, lover," he nocked her. "Wat you got
in mnd?"

She pull ed the dagger fromthe floorboards and returned it to her boot, rose,
and extended a hand to help Zip to his feet. Unsurprisingly, he declined her
of fer and got up on his own. He made a show of brushing Mama Becho's dust from
hi s cl ot hi ng.

"Tonmorrow night," she told him "meet ne with as many of your nen as you have
the entire PFLS-at the old stables near the granaries."”
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Zip frowned, bent down, and picked up the nug of wine that yet remained on the
floor. He turned it in his hands w thout drinking. "That's right across fromthe
dungeons. "

Chenaya taunted himwith a nasty grin. "Don't get nervous, Zip. | heard you were
a man of action. Well, action is what I'mgoing to give you." Let him interpret
that as he wi shed, she thought wickedly. "I happen to own the guard who works

the Gate of the Gods tonorrow night-he has a very expensive krrf habit-and a
word fromme will open that passage. It's a very brief run fromthere to a side
entrance into the palace itself." She pushed back her hair with one hand, raised
herself fromthe floor with the other, and poured the last of her own bitter
wi ne down her throat. Her hand opened then, and the earthen nug shattered at her
feet.

"Now, " she challenged, "you and your playnmates can go on butchering hel pl ess
shopkeepers and limp-wisted nobles and getting nowhere wth your so-called

revolution..." She took the cup he'd been fidgeting with, raised it in a silent
toast to him and drained it, too, regarding himover the rim An instant |ater
it joined the first one in pieces on the floor. "... or the PFLS can at | ast

stri ke a nmeani ngful blow Wat do you say?"

Zip |ooked thoughtful. "Wth Kadakithis dead we'd still need sone kind of
def ense for when Theron returns.” He scratched his chin, frowning.

"Theron will probably thank you," she pointed out. It was safe to ganble that
Zip had never net the usurper, knew nothing of the subtle workings of the old
general's mind. Theron wanted Sanctuary for a bastion on Ranke's southern
border. Not hing would convince himto release the city fromthe Enpire's iron
grip. Not even the execution of the legitimate clainant to the very crown he had
stol en.

But Zip wouldn't understand that. He was a fighter, no politician

"No need for all ny nmen," Zip argued. "A snmall force- two or three-just enough
to sneak in and do the job."

Chenaya stepped closer. She was alnpbst as tall as Zip, alnost as broad through

the shoul ders. Again, she inhaled the snell of him and bit her lip. "A small
force for the prince and his fish-faced consort," she agreed, nodded her head as
a patient teacher mght with a dimwtted but struggling pupil. "The rest will

take care of every other Beysib in the palace- and anyone el se who gets in the
way. "

Plainly, Zip's thoughts were churning. He glanced at his man by the door. He'd
heard every word; eagerness gleaned in his face, though he kept his silence. Zp
began to pace back and forth, crushing pottery wunder his tread. "And the
garrison?" he asked. "Wat about a way out? Arned resistance inside?"

Chenaya scoffed at his endl ess questions. "Tenpus told ne you were a man who
knew when to act, yet you sound Ilike Mlin Torchholder wth your endless
queries.”

Zip shut up, but continued to pace.
"Wuld you do it with Tenpus to | ead you?"

He stopped in md-stride, regarded her through narrowed eyes. Still he said
not hi ng, but questions hung on his lips.

She spat again, but this time for Mama Becho's sake the wad | anded squarely on
Zip's boot. "I'm everything that Tenpus is, |lover," she said, grimvoiced,
nmocking his trepidation. "And nore. You don't believe that yet, but you wll."
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She turned her back to him went to the serving board. To Mama she said, "Cot a
pair of dice?"

The ol d woman reached up onto a shelf and found a pair of yellowed ivory cubes.
She set themon the counter with a rude grunt. Chenaya crooked a finger at Zip.
"Roll "em" she ordered. "Hi gh nunmber w ns."

He paused, studying her, their gazes locked in a gane of dare and chall enge.
Finally, he swept up the cubes and tossed them "Eleven," Chanaya announced.
"Not bad." Then, she rolled them "Twelve." Zip seized the dice again and beaned
when el even bl ack dots showed up once nore

Chenaya didn't even bother to | ook as she gathered and dropped the ivory bits.
Zi p blinked.
Twel ve.

"l can't be beaten," she assured Zip, never taking her eyes from his. "Not at
anyt hi ng. "

"Kind of takes the fun out of life, doesn't it?" Zip said, dead-pan
She flicked a gl ance over her shoulder. "Call your man," she instructed him

Zip did. The man she'd nearly shaved with the throwi ng star took a step forward.
"The black smudge on the far wall," she suggested. The man threw his belt
dagger. One of the daggers from her boot followed. Two good throws, but hers was
clearly nearer the center of the mark. "Not at anything," she repeated.

"So you have luck and skill," Zip conceded. "That doesn't mean squat against the
Ri ddl er's god-or his curse, or whatever it is.”

She rol |l ed her eyes; a long sigh hissed between her teeth. "I'|l|l bet you another
kiss," she said at last. "You've played guess-the-nunber?" She waited for himto
nod. "Go tothe far end of the bar, take your knife, and carve any nunber
bet ween one and ten. No, wait. Let's nmake it fun-between one and twenty-five."

Mama Becho waddl ed up, her gray hair flying. "Ch, no, ye don't!" she cried. "Yer
not cuttin' on ny fine board, yer not. Not easy to cone by good wood. An' |'ve
jus' about enough of this spittin' and breakin' nugs an'-"

Chenaya pulled her purse free and upended it on the counter. Coins spilled
everywhere. She dropped the enpty |leather bag on the top of the pile. "Mm,"
she said softly, "shut up."

"A'l right," Zip announced fromthe other end, covering his scratching with one
hand, flipping his knife nervously and catching it.

"Forty-two," she answered snugly. "Cheater."

Zip stared at the number he'd carved into the wood, at his knife, at his men, at
her. Wthout another word, he went to Chenaya and made good on his bet.

The glaring sun had | ong since di sappeared beyond the western edge of the world,
and beautiful Sabellia, resplendent in her fullness, scattered dianond ripples
over the ocean's surface. Chenaya dangl ed her feet over the end of Enpire Warf,
stared at the glistening water, and listened to the nuted sounds of a nearly
silent thieves' world. The old pilings creaked gently, rocked by the relentless
surf; the riggings and guy wires of nearby fishing ships hunmed and sang in the
night wind. There was little el se.

It was one of the places she went when she was troubled. She couldn't say for
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sure exactly what it was disturbed her, but she felt it like a gloony darkness
on her soul. She tried to dismiss it. The water often made her nel ancholy. But
t he nmood | i ngered.

She touched the bag that was tied to her belt. It contained a m xture of sugar
and the high-grade krrf Gestus had obtained for her. She squeezed it and
grinned. No, it certainly wasn't that which bothered her. She planned to enjoy
her little prank on Tenpus.

What t hen?

Far out on the water sonething flashed in the nmoonlight. There was a nuffled
spl ash. She peered, straining to see, and spied the silver gleamof a dorsal fin
as it cut through the waves. Briefly visible, it submerged and was gone. A
dol phin, she wondered? A shark?

The worl d-particularly this thieves' world-was full of sharks. She thought of
Kadaki t hi s and Shupansea hidden away in their pal ace, and she thought of Zip and
Downwi nd. She thought of the betrayal she pl anned.

She knew, then, the cause of her dark nood.
But it nmust be done, she swore. Sooner or later, it would be done.

Chenaya extended her arm the nmetal rings of her manica shone richly under
Sabellia's glory. She pursed her |lips, gave a thin, piercing whistle.

It was inpossible in the darkness to see Reyk; she didn't even hear the beat of
his pinions, |eading her to guess he had been circling overhead and had sinply
plummeted in response to her call. She felt only a sudden rush of air on her
cheek and then his weight and the tension of his talons on her forearm

She stroked the falcon very lightly down the back of his head and between his
wings. "Hello, ny pet. Did you feast?" She had expected to find traces of beyarl
pl umage between his talons. Several of the sacred birds had skimed the water
earlier. But Reyk's claws were clean. She took a jess fromher belt and slipped
it around his |eg.

Toget her, they sat quietly and watched the goddess's argent chariot sail over
the ocean. Chenaya didn't even mind that the nobon seened to watch her, too. The
light seemed to ease her troubled spirit, and eye to eye, she thanked Sabellia
for that small relief.

Reyk stretched suddenly to full w ng-span. Talons tightened on her arm he
emtted a single, sharp note.

The fal con's keen eyes had spotted D snmas before Chenaya had heard his footsteps
on the wharf. Reyk calnmed i mediately, recognizing the gladiator as he padded

with a burglar's swift stealth toward his mnmistress. "Now, Ilady," Disnas
whi spered urgently. "It's the perfect tinme and place. W nmay not get a better
chance. "

Chenaya squeezed the bag of krrf and sugar again, feeling her pul se quicken. She
had waited at the wharf a long time for Dismas to report. "What of Walegrin and
Rashan?" she asked, getting to her feet.

"They shoul d already be on their way to Land's End. Gestus carried your nessage
and returned to keep watch while | canme for you."

She renoved Reyk's jess and returned it to her belt one-handed. "Were is he?"

The huge gladiator hesitated only a nonent and swallowed. "Wth the vanpire
worman, |schade." He wiped a trickle of sweat fromhis brow "Not far, but a good
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run. We should hurry. He's been there an hour already."

"Then up, pet." She sent Reyk aloft. H's pinions beat a steady rhythm as he
clinmbed into the night sky and di sappeared. She squeezed the krrf bag once nore.
"Let's go," she called, tapping her friend on the arm in conradely fashion

There was nore than a hint of glee in her voice.

Di smas | ed her down the Wdeway, up the Street of Snmells and al ong a narrow road
she didn't know. The road rutted out; they were in undergrowh denser than any
she'd imagi ned this side of the Wiite Foal. They stopped in a w de ditch.

"There," he whispered.

The w ndows were dark; no light spilled out. Nothing told that anyone was
wi thin. Yet Tenmpus Thal es' huge-nuscled Tros horse was tethered to the gate.

"An hour, you say?" she questioned D smas. "Were's our other partner?"
He pointed silently to the deeper brush

She smled and stole a peek at Tempus's magnificent nount. A very rare breed,
Tros horses. No other steed could match them for strength, endur ance,
intelligence. She had seen only two others in her lifetine. It was a cause for
wonder that Tenpus had |l eft the beast unguarded.

Yes, a rare breed, Tros horses, and she neant to have one.

"Cet Cestus and nmake for Land's End as quick as you can. Have everything ready
at the family stables when | arrive. Have WAl egrin and Rashan there, too."

"But, mstress,"” Dismas protested. "The vanpire and the Ri ddler-you may need our
hel p. "

Chenaya shook her head sternly. "I can handle them Do as you're told and have
everything ready. Discreetly, too. | don't want ny father to know anyt hi ng about
this." She smacked his chest with the flat of her hand and gave hima little
shove. "Go!"

She watched as he faded back into the night, then | eaned back in the shadows and
drew a slow breath. Wth her friends gone she could safely get on with her
little prank. It would have been an insult to two good nen if she had explai ned
why she sent them on. But she knew Tenpus Thal es, and she knew the stories about
I schade. If anything went wong with her plan she didn't want her nmen to pay the
price.

Chenaya took the bag of krrf and sugar from her belt, |oosened the strings that
held it shut, and noved toward the dark house. The Tros horse, she suspected,
had been trained to recognize warriors. She would have trained it to do so, and
she expected no | ess of Tenpus. But she was a wonan and had | eft her weapons at
honme this night. Reyk was weapon enough-and her god-spawned | uck

She approached the beast slowy, nmunbling soft words. The Tros eyed her wth
suspi cion and snorted once. It kept still, though, and that encouraged her. She
reached into the bag and extracted a handful of powder. Holding her breath wth
excitenent, she took the final step that brought her within reach of the horse.

The Tros snelled the sugar but not the raw krrf. He licked it eagerly from her
hand and whi ckered for nore. Chenaya gl adly obliged. There was enough drug m xed
in the sugar to kill several big nen. Enough, she hoped, to make this creature
very, very happy.

Handf ul by handful, the beast consumed the entire contents of the bag. Chenaya
cast cautious gl ances over her shoulder fromtime to time, watchful of the doors
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and wi ndows in |Ischade's hone, ready to bolt if anyone peered out.

The horse's eyes quickly glazed over. It slurped the |ast of the powder from her
fingers and palnms and gave her a |look that alnmost made her laugh aloud. If a
horse could go to heaven, this one was on its way.

Have a good tine, horsie, she thought, grinning, and don't give nme any trouble.

She didn't actually wunderestimte Tenpus or his pride; unguarded as the horse
m ght appear, it wouldn't easily be stolen. Carefully she untied the reins and
stroked the horse along the withers while nuttering in its ear. The Tr6s didn't
move or nmake a sound. She held her breath and |[|ocked her fingers around the
ponmel, levering herself quickly into the saddle. The aninmal trenbled; its ears
twi tched. She paused, then settled herself nore confortably, sniling.

Then her head snapped back, rolled around on her shoulders, threatening to rip
off first tothe Ileft then the right. Her spine folded backward; whipped
forward. Her right leg came free of the saddl e and she kneed herself in the eye.

The worl d spun crazily. Wre those bright stars in the heavens or in her head?
She squeezed with her thighs as tightly as she could, clung to the saddle wth
one hand, to the reins with her other

There was a netallic creaking and breaking. The Tr6s stunbled and |urched,
making a ruin of |Ischade's fence and gate. The beast reared, pounding the
twi sted wought iron with its shod hooves. It reared again, screanmed, raced away
fromthe house, and collided with a good-size tree.

It staggered back a pace; stared with huge, wet eyes at the offending obstacle.
Dazed, confused, it took a side step, then another, and stood still.

Chenaya hesitated, afraidto let go of saddle or rein. Her heart thundered
against her ribs, a trickle of blood ran down her chin; she had bitten her lip.
Finally, she dared to let go of the saddle. Wth her free hand, she rubbed the
smal |l of her back. Breath held nmuch too 1ong hissed between her teeth. She
gl anced back at Ischade's fence, let go a low chuckle, then reached down and
stroked the Tros's powerful neck

"That | ooked like fun. Do it again."

Chenaya knew that voice by now Her gaze rose to find her observer. He | ooked
down at her froma confortable notch in the very tree the Tr6s had struck

"Does the Riddler know you're stealing his horse?" Zip asked sardonically.

She put a finger to her lips and gl anced back at |schade's darkened w ndows. "I
think he's too busy knowing the vanpire wonan, if you get ny neaning," she
answered, matching his lighthearted tone. "Are you doing anything tonight? How
about a date?"

Zip swng his |l egs back and forth absent-m ndedly, nuch as she had done earlier
at the wharf. The simlarity struck her as odd.

He rubbed his chin, a barely visible shadow against the starlit night. "It has
been rather dull. Nothing I'd like nore," he said in his nost affected Rankene.
"You're so easy to follow"

"When | want to be," she acknow edged. "I figured you couldn't keep your eyes
off ne." She stared wupward, craning her neck, guessing what was going through
his mind as he rose to stand in the notch. She admired his daring, if not his
sense, as he bal anced above her

"A date, you say?"
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She stroked the Tros again. "How about a ride?" She put on a big grin. Zip wore
the shadows like a cloak, but she was Ilimed in Sabellia's Iight. She knew he
could see her smle. "You can help me with my prank on Tenpus Thal es. Make up
your mnd, though." She cast another glance over her shoul der at the darkened
estate. It occurred to her to wonder why all the racket had roused no one. She
didn't particularly care to wait around to find out-not on Zip's account. "This
isn"t a very good neighborhood, I|I'mtold, and a lady has to guard her
reputation.”

"You expect nme to ride behind you?" H's voice was incredulous. "After what I
j ust saw?"

Chenaya | eaned forward, scratched the horse between'its ears. "It's all right,"
she assured. "We're good friends now, aren't we, horsie?" The Tros didn't
contradi ct her.

Zip hesitated. She wondered if he had ever ridden before, or if he was daunted
by the fact it was Tempus's horse he was being invited to help steal? In either
case, she couldn't wait around for Zip to find his balls. Di smas had assured her
that Tenpus was inside Ischade's house. At this very nonment he mght be
struggling into his breeches, reaching for his sword...

She blew Zip a kiss. "Sorry, lover," she called. "It's yes or no and no tine to
think about it-that's the way it is with me." She gathered the reins in both
hands. "But how about tonorrow night?" She nudged the Tros with her heels and
clicked her tongue. The horse raced through Shanbles Cross and turned onto
Farmer's Run before Zip could say another word.

Though Lowan Vigeles's properties extended all the way to the Red Foal River,
the major portion of the estate was ringed by a massive, fortified wall. Al ong
the southern ranpart, with gates of their own, stood the stables. It was through
this gate that Chenaya rode. Dismas held it open, hailed her, then |Ieaped
frantically clear before the Tr6s tranpled himinto the dirt.

Chenaya jerked on the reins with all her mght. The war-horse's hooves tore up
chunks of earth. It reared, nearly throw ng her again, then stopped, conpletely
still, trenbling.

She bl ew an exhausted breath, swung one |leg over the Tros's neck, and slid to
the ground. Dismas, Gestus, Wl egrin, and Rashan hurried to her side.

"Dam beast nearly gave it to me!" Dismas mutterred, brushing dust fromhis
sl eeves, looking as if he'd eat the Tr6s if given time to build a fire.

Chenaya pushed the hair back fromher eyes. Her gol den mane was a tangled ness;
sweat and dirt streaked her cheeks. She wi ped her face with the back of her hand
and passed the reins to Gestus. "Put him in the pen with Lowan's nmare. Hurry!
She's in heat, and this one's got enough krrf in himto incite the lusts of an
army." She swatted the Tros's runp as the gladiator |ed himaway. "Rashan,
want you to invoke Savan-kal a's bl essing on this union. The mare nmust concei ve.
I want a strong foal fromher."

The priest's eyebrows shot up. "You want nme to bl ess copul ati ng horses?"

"You're a priest, aren't you, the Eye of Savankal a?" She enbraced him and gave
hi ma qui ck peck on the cheek. Rashan had lived at Land's End while he oversaw
the building of her private tenmple on the shore of the Red Foal. They had shared
many | ate ni ght di scussions, and he had taught her nuch.

"Very well," he agreed, rolling his eyes. "But we nust speak this night before
we part." He turned to follow Gestus, but continued tal king over his shoul der
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"I'"ve had another dream You nust hear the nessage. It was the voice of the
Thunderer hinsel f."

She watched himgo, saying nothing. But his words disturbed her. Hs walk and
bearing were those of a warrior, not a priest, and his body was devel oped as
befitted a Rankan. Yet a priest he was, and first anong Savankal a's hi erophants.
Yet, lately, Rashan had been having dreans, nessages fromthe god, he clainmed,
visions that foretold Chenaya's future and her destiny. Al through the w nter
they'd argued the neaning of his dreans. Not nessages at all, she'd tried to
convince him Just the wishful thinking of an old man who saw his nation
decayi ng around him

She clung to that argunent now as he di sappeared inside the stables with Gestus
and the Tros. There could be no truth to his dreans. She was not the Daughter of
the Sun. That was only a nane, an appellation pinned on her by arena spectators
and fell ow gl adi ators. Not hing nore.

There was novenent on her right side. She had forgotten her other guest.

"Lady," Walegrin said uneasily. "It's the mddle of the night. Your man said it
was of the direst inportance that you speak wth me, that | come dressed thus
out of uniform Because you are Lord Mlin's niece | hastened, but the norning-"

She cut himoff with a curt gesture. "If you canme only because of Uncle Mlin,
Conmander, then you nay | eave again." She | ooked himstraight in the eye, not at
all intimdated by his towering height. "If you cane, though, to enhance vyour

own career or to do good service to your prince, then stay and hear ne out."

H s eyes grew wide in the noonlight, but she turned her back on himand spoke to
Dismas. "There's a sectarius of red wine on a peg in the stables. Bring it."

A sudden din fromthe stables interrupted her. They all |ooked toward the
bui l di ng. There canme a crashing and cracking of wood, the challenging cry of the
Tros horse, the lanentation of the mare. There was cursing from Gestus, and
Rashan's shouted prayers soared over the whol e.

"Bring the wne," she repeated, touching Dismas's arm in conradely fashion
"There's parchnent and ink there as well. Bring them al ong, too."

She turned back to WAl egrin when they were alone. "You command the garrison in
this garbage pit," she said, folding her arms over her chest, regarding him

evenly. "And the closest thing to a police force in Sanctuary is your men. |I'm
not going to hold it against you that vyou' ve been keeping conpany with that
schenming uncle of nmine. W all seek advancenent by the fastest nmeans, after
all."

"If wyour uncle schenes," Wlegrin broke in defensively, "he does so on

Sanctuary's behal f."

Chenaya threw back her head and smiled scornfully. "Mdlin Torchhol der does
not hing except in his own behalf. But | didn't call you here to argue ny uncle's
|l ack of virtue. As you pointed out, it's late." She rubbed her backside. "And
I"ve had a rough night."

Wal egrin folded his arnms, wunconsciously imtating Chenaya's aggressive stance.
He | ooked down at her. "Then what did you call ne here for?"

"You're the police," she said over the noise fromthe stables. "What's the
bi ggest problem you' ve got in the city right now?"

He scratched his chin and considered. "Ri ght now?" He pursed his |ips, put on an
expression of intense seriousness. "l'd say it's finding the thief who stole
Tenpus's horse before he takes the town apart.™

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]%...hieves%20World%20-%2009%20-%20Blood%20Ties.txt (61 of 165) [8/27/03 10:39:07 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %20-%20T hi eves%20Worl d%20-%2009%20-%20Bl 00d0%20Ties.txt

She stared disdainfully at him gave himher back, and headed after her friends.
"Go back to your bunk. Conmmander. | picked the wong nman. I'Il take care of
Kadaki this myself as |'ve al ways done."

He cane after her, caught her by the shoul der. Chenaya whirled, knocked his hand
away. "Wait," he pleaded as she started to leave him again. "Wat about
Kadakithis? If thfcre's sone trouble, let ne help."

She ran her gaze up and down his rangy height, taking his nmeasure. She'd kept an
eye on himduring her time in Sanctuary and generally consi dered himone of the
few honest nmen in the city. Reportedly, he was conpetent wth his weapons,
though not a brilliant fighter. He did seem however, to have the loyalty of his
men, and that counted for rmuch.

She not only needed his help, she wanted it.

"The PFLS," she said at last, drawing a deep, calnming breath. "They started out
murdering Rankans and Beysibs in cold blood. Men, wonen, children-arnmed or
unarned, it didn't matter. They began a reign of terror that ended up carving
Sanctuary into sections like a big pie, and their terrorist activities have
earned themthe aninosity of nearly every citizen in town." She paused, thinking
suddenly of Zip. "Their leader still harbors dreans of Ilsig |iberation, but the
rest kill and kill sinply for the feeling of power it gives themwhen they grind
soneone else into the dirt."

D smas came back bearing the sectarius of wine, the parchment, and the inkpot.
"Keep those," she told him taking the |eather vessel. She unstoppered it,
swal | owed a nout hful, wi ped her lips, and passed it to WAl egrin who foll owed her
exanmple. "How goes it in there?" she asked Disnmas, nodding toward the stables.

The gl adi ator | ooked askance and grinned. "Such a mating as |'ve never seen
Hear for yourself how the mare enjoys her pleasure. | thought they were going to
tear the stalls down, but they've taken nore than a liking to each other."

"l thought | heard Gestus cursing." She took the wine fromWlegrin, offered it
to her man. Though her gl adiators called her mstress, she treated themfully as
equal s.

Dismas lifted the bottle and swallowed. "He got kicked in the hand," he

expl ained. "He tried to unsaddle the Tros, but the mare already had her tail in
the air."
"I"'ve net men who simlarly couldn't wait to undress,” she quipped. "I guess

you're all part horse." She hesitated purposefully, then added, "or sonme part of
a horse." She sl apped her rump and w nked.

"The PFLS," Walegrin rem nded her, trying to remain patient. "And Kadakithis. Is
there some threat?"

The noise fromthe stabl es suddenly ended. A few nonents |later, Rashan energed
and started across the lawn. She waited for the old priest to join them and
offered himthe wine. He drank deeply, then accepted the parchnent and i nk-pot
from Di smas. He gave Chenaya an inquiring | ook

"Temrpus came to ne wth a proposal,” she said to Wilegrin. "One wth
inmplications for all of Sanctuary. You know that Theron has prom sed to return
at New Year's and make this city what he wants nost-a bastion for the Rankan
Empire's southern border." She glanced at Dismas and a silent message passed
between them "You also know that | have no love for Theron."

Wal egrin surveyed the faces of those around him "It was you and your gl adiators
who attacked his barge and killed his surrogate.” He said it with absolute calm
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and certainty.

Chenaya reached up and tapped his forehead exactly as her |ather would have done
to her. She had never attenpted to make a secret of it, just as she had never
thought to fail. |In fact, she hadn't failed, just shot her bolt at the wong
target. The man in Theron's robes hadn't been Theron at all, and the Usurper had
gotten out of town before she could try again.

Her nouth shaped itself into a smrk. "Tenpus was stupid enough to try to
blackmail nme with information that seens to be common know edge. He'll be
| eaving soon with his Stepsons and the Third Commando." Wal egrin nodded. The
i mm nent departure of the two groups was not news. "Well, he had an idea that |

shoul d take control of the PFLS and wuse it to weld the various factions into a
Sanctuary defense force." That much of her speech was the truth, then she added
her own t houghts and plans. "And use it to resist Theron when he returns."

The garrison conmmander rubbed his chin, his nose, an ear, w shing he hadn't
heard that tidbit, thinking about what he'd have to do with it. "You realize
you' re accusing himof a treasonous offense?"

Chenaya shrugged, took another drink of wi ne, passed him the sectarius. "I

wouldn't try to nake it stick," she advised. "Tenpus owes nore loyalties than
you and I can begin to guess. He joins Theron but plots against him Wo can
know his notivations?" She shrugged again. "Anyway, | thought there was sone
merit to the idea-but not the way he fornulated it. Take a |ook around,
Wal egrin. You don't expect this city to becone just another good little

satellite obedient to the Enpire, do you? Something's brewing here. Call it
rebellion.”

Rashan spoke up, passing the wine to Dismas. "If you expect resistance when
Theron returns,” he said softly, "then Sanctuary will need a defense force
Theron is a nmurderer and a usurper. Loyal Rankans should rise up against him™"

Chenaya waved a hand, dismissing his speech. "Loyal Rankans have little to do
with this," she said. "But Sanctuary is a different matter entirely, a nelting
pot of many interests, none of which favor Theron. Yes, Tenpus had the right
i dea, but because he is Tenpus Thales, and a fool, he overestinmates the
i mportance of his Stepsons and commandoes. Even w thout them Sanctuary is far
from def ensel ess. And we don't need the PFLS to take their place, either."

She held up her fingers and began to tick off a few nunbers. "The Beysibs have a
good five hundred warriors; that doesn't include the Harka Bey, who are an

unknown quantity. The garrison houses at |east sixty men-at-arns, alnost all of
them raised and recruited locally. There are the Hell-Hounds, who feel the
Empire has deserted them | think they'Il fight for us. There are Jubal's

m ni ons-they have nothing to gain and nuch profit to lose if Theron should
pacify this region." She tapped her chest with one hand, rapped the knuckl es of
her other on Dismas's shoulder. "Then | have ny twelve gladiators, the finest
arena-flesh in the history of the games. And by the New Year |I'I|l have a hundred
more, the best fighters ever to come out of Rankan schools.”

Wal egrin | ooked thoughtful, seenming to forget that, as he spoke, he was also
committing a treasonous offense. "W could dredge up nore fromthe streets,"” he
observed, "and we have our w zards. Sanctuary is full of w zards."

"What we don't need," Chenaya continued, encouraged by his participation, "is
the PFLS. That group has caused too nuch dissension, actually fostered the
factionalismthat has cost so many lives. The swiftest thing we can do to wunify
those factions is to put an end to Zip and his bl oodthirsty band."

The garrison commander nodded slowy, perceiving the truth in her words. Even
Zip's own people, nost of the Ilsigi population, had turned away fromthe ideas
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espoused by the PFLS when it becane general know edge that the group was backed
by Ni sibisi insurgents who wanted only to stir up trouble on Ranke's rear border
while their denon-spawned sorcerers pushed their conquests from W zardwal l
t hrough the surroundi ng ki ngdons.

"Wthout the Third Commando |iai son, we've never been able to | ay hands on Zp,"
Wal egrin conpl ai ned. "What makes you think that's going to change? They're |ike
rats. And it's not just Ratfall that they <call home; the Maze and Downw nd
belong to themas well."

Chenaya t ook another swallow of wine when it came her way again. "Any rat can be
lured out of its hole with the right cheese," she said. "I've already set the
trap. | only need you to help spring it."

Gestus energed fromthe stables |leading the Tros by the reins. The big creature

seenmed conpl etely bewildered, still in the krrf's enbrace. Chenaya could al nost
swear the beast was grinning. She pointed to the parchnent and the inkpot that
Rashan held. "Wite for ne, Priest, " she instructed. "Use vyour finest
call'igraphy."

Rashan | ooked over his shoulder, located the full nmoon, and positioned hinself

in the best light. He took the stylus fromthe inkpot and held hinself poised
for the first stroke.

"Wite..." Chenaya paused, thoughtful. "Thanks for the stud service, |over." She
| aughed then, renenbering her garden encounter with the Riddler. "Sign ny nane
in big letters.™

Rashan gave her a di sapproving | ook, the kind Lowan Vigeles would have given
her. She paid himas nmuch attention, and he wote. Wen he was done she took the
parchment and gave it to Gestus. "Fix it to the saddle," she instructed, "and
|l et the Tros go."

The gl adi ator | ooked shocked. He was, after all, a thief, and he thought he'd
taken part in a very clever and daring theft. A good thief didn't give back the
booty. "Let go horse?" he munbl ed.

"Let it go?" Walegrin echoed in better speech

Chenaya repeated herself. "lI'mno fool. Commander. Though |I enjoy pricking
Tenmpus's bubble a little, | don't wunderestimate him In a short tinme, the mare
will have a foal, then I'll have a half-Tros of ny own to ride. | can wait a

coupl e of years. Keeping this one could lead to a direct conflict between the
two of us." She glanced up at Sabellia floating serenely in the dark sky. "Wo
knows what cosnic forces that would unleash, what war anbng the gods would
resul t?" She shook her head. "No, when | risk that, it will be for sonmething far
nmore inportant than a horse, even a Tr6s."

Rashan made the sign of his god. "Let us hope Tenmpus has as nuch sense. You know
hi m better than he knows you, child."

Gestus led the Tr6s toward the gate. But before he got beyond it, a penetrating
and high-pitched whistle sawed through the night. Chenaya cried out in pain,
cl apped hands to her ears to stop the sound. Through tear-noistened eyes she
wat ched her conpanions do the sane. The Tr6s reared unexpectedly, jerking the
reins fromher gladiator's hand. It whinnied and sped out of sight, as if in
response to the strange whistle, the sound of its hooves adding thunder to the
shrill, knife-edged keening.

Abruptly, the sound ceased, and Chenaya strai ghtened. Despite the ringing in her
ears, she found strength to smle. "I don't know what that was," she said, "but
I think our living legend finally nissed his mount." She rubbed her ears and the
side of her neck. "I hope the note doesn't fall off."
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A look of utter confusion lingered on Walegrin's face. He whispered to the
priest in an overly loud voice. "Wuat was she talking about? Gods and cosnic
forces, all that? |'mbeginning to think Mlinis right. You're all insane!"

Rashan shook his head, doing his best to calmthe excitable comrmander. "You'l

| eam soon enough," he said, |owvoiced. "Tenpus is hundreds of years old, they
say. Imagine all his power, maybe nore, in the person of such a young wonman." He
made a bow in Chenaya's direction. "She is truly the Daughter of the Sun."

Chenaya ground her teeth. "Shut up, Rashan. | told you, I'"'mtired of that title
and your little fantasy. Now | eave wus. You've done your part this night, and
I"ve got plans to discuss with the conmander.™

Rashan protested. "But the dream" he reminded her. "W've got to speak
Savankal a summmons you to your destiny."

She waved him away, her irritation grow ng. Such talk was di sturbing enough in
private. Before Walegrin, she felt a genuine anger. "I said |eave us," she
snapped. "If I'mreally who you think I am you don't dare di sobey nme. Now go!"

Rashan stared sorrowfully at her, not angry, not disappointed, patient. "You
don't believe," he said gently, "but you wll. He will show you. When you | ook
upon his face, you will know the truth." He raised a finger and pointed at her
"Look upon his face, child. See who you are." He turned, strode toward the gate
and beyond.

She si ghed, her anger turned suddenly wupon herself. Rashan was her friend, and
he neant well. She resolved again not to let his delusions interrupt that
friendship. In such troubled tinmes and in such a city as this, trustworthy
conrades were hard to cone by.

She put fingers to her lips and gave a high whistle of her own. VWile he was
free and unjessed, Reyk was trained to follow wherever she went. The fal con
dropped fromthe sky to perch on her arm She took the jess and a small hood
fromher belt, stroked her pet a fewtines, and passed himinto D smas's care.

Then she took Walegrin by the arm "Cone up to the house. Commander. There's
more wine and a bite to eat." She called back to the two former thieves. "Wke
all the others,"” she instructed. "Daphne, too. They're all involved."

These were treasonous tines, and it was tinme to talk treason

Ei ght nmen. That was all that renmained of the Popular Front for the Liberation of
Sanctuary, Zip assured her. There were no nore. And looking himstraight in the
eye, she believed him

They were a rag-tag |ot, some even without sandals or boots. But they carried
good Nisibisi netal or equally well-crafted weapons recovered from Rankans and
Beysi bs they had nmurdered. They were young, the eight, but as they huddled in
the deep shadows of the old stables off G anary Road, their armanent was cold
remi nder of the treachery and chaos they had inspired.

It was time, though, for her treachery, and she led themswiftly down G anary
Road, past a coner of her own estate to the Avenue of Tenpl es. Noiselessly, they
stole up to the Gate of the CGods, w de-eyed rats, eager for a taste of cheese.

She | ooked at Zip's face, barely visible in the shadows, feeling sonething that
bordered on regret. He, of all these cutthroats, seenmed sincere in his quest for
Ilsig liberation. But he had nurdered Rankans-her people-and so many others,
done such evil in freedom s nane. She turned away from himand rapped quietly on
the sealed gate, glad that Sabellia had not yet risen to shine on this nonent.
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The gate eased open a crack. Frombeneath the metal brimof a sentry's helm
Leyn peered out. He cast a suspicious gaze over Zip's band, playing his part
wel |, and held open his palm "The other half of ny paynent, lady," he whispered
slyly. "It's due now, and the gate is yours."

Chenaya took a heavy purse fromthe place where it rested between her |eather
armor and her tunic. It jingled as she passed it over. Leyn weighed it,
consi dering, frowning, chewi ng the end of his nustache.

Zip pressed forward inpatiently. "Mve it, man, while you' ve still got a hand to
count with!" The others, too, pressed forward, denonstrating that the gate woul d
be breached whet her the guard was satisfied or no.

"You sure it's all here?" Leyn grunted. "Then inside, and damm you all, and damm
the filthy Beysibs." He tugged the gate wide and stood out of the way, waving
themin with a bow full of nockery. "Blood to you this night, gentlenen, nuch
bl ood. "

Chenaya led them hurrying, crouched |ow, across the courtyard toward the
governor's roses, toward a small entrance in the western palace wall. She had
conme here once before, her first week in Sanctuary, to save Kadakithis from an
assassin. By this very way she had cone. She found that a bitter irony.

Because she listened for the sound, she heard the gate close behind them heard
the sturdy iron lock click into place.

Zip heard it, too. His sword slid serpent-quick fromthe sheath as all around
them shadows rose up fromthe ground where they had rested flat in the gl oom

There was horror in his eyes when he faced her, and anger. But worst of all was
the | ook of betrayal. In an instant, he knew her for what she was, and she knew
he knew.

That didn't stop her. Furiously, Zp lunged, his point seeking her heart.
Chenaya side-stepped, drew her gladius. |In the sane back-handed notion she
smashed the pomrel against his brow as he passed her. The rebel |eader fell like
a stone at her feet and didn't nove.

"Sorry, lover," she nmuttered honestly, neeting the nearest nan with balls enough
totry avenging Zip. Blades clashed in a high arc, then she dropped | ow and
raked her edge over his unarnored belly. As he doubled, screamng, she cut
upward t hrough his throat.

A manic yell went up fromthe PFLS as her gladiators crashed into their ranks,
hacking at their foes. The Rankans let out their own cry, a vengeful paean ful
of rage for all their slain kindred. There was no nercy in themand no thought
of surrender in Zip's band. Blades clashed and clanged, throwing blue-white
sparks. Bl ood fountained, thick and black in the night. Cries and groaning and
grunting filled the pal ace ground. Wal egrin's nmen came runni ng.

Then hell erupted. Al around, flame spunmed upward. Wthin the bright geyser a
Rankan screaned, threw his arns up uselessly, and ran like a crazed denon
trailing fluttering fire.

Anot her incendiary exploded. Fire spread like a deadly liquid across the earth.
Rankans and PFLSers alike shrieked and burned. Soneone ran screaming toward her,
swathed in fire. Foe or one of her own, she couldn't tell, but she gave hima
qui cker deat h.

She had thought to stay by Zip, to guard and keep himalive through this
carnage. But now she whirled about, searching for the bonber. He was the
par anount threat.
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She spied himthen, as he |obbed yet another bottle of the strange fluid. The
flash dazzl ed her vision; heat seared the left side of her face. The snell of
singed hair crept mal odorously into her nostrils-her own hair, she realized with
a start. And though she knew she coul d not die thus-Savankal a hinself had shown
her the manner of her death-in that nonment she tasted a snall bite of fear

She gripped her sword nore securely and started toward him

But the bonber's eyes snapped suddenly wide; his nouth opened in a horrible
scream His hands went wup as if to supplicate the heavens. Then, he toppled
forward, dead.

Daphne eyed her mistress across the courtyard, her sword running red with the
bonber's blood, a nad grin spreading over her small face. Know ng Chenaya
wat ched, the Rankan princess threw back her dark-haired head and |aughed
obscenely. Again and again she hacked at the body until the torso was a scarlet
nass.

Chenaya gl anced over her shoulder at the palace. Lights flared in the w ndows
where darkness had been before. Heads peered out at the slaughter. Armed
Beysi bs, barely dressed, surged out to join the tunult.

It ended quickly after that. d adiator, garrison soldier, naked Beysib |ooked
around for new foes and found none. Taciturn as ever, the fish-folk wiped their
bl ades on whatever was at hand and went back to bed. Walegrin gave orders; his
men began to drag away the corpses.

Leyn rushed to Chenaya's side and returned her pouch of gold. He had thrown
aside the sentry's helmor lost it in the conflict. His curly blond hair shone
with the glow of the fires that still burned. "Mstress,"” he said softly, "we
| ost two of our own." He told her the names.

Chenaya drew a deep breath. "Fire or sword?" she asked
Leyn turned his gaze away. "One to each."

She winced, full of grief for the one who had burned. It was no way for a
warrior to die. "If you can, get the bodies fromWlegrin. W'll give funera
rites ourselves at Land's End and scatter their ashes on the Red Foal ."

Leyn noved away to carry out her order. Alone for a nonent, Chenaya fought back
tears of anger. Al of her gladiators were hand-picked nen, all conpletely |oya
to her, and she had led two of themto their deaths. Death itself was nothing
new to her, but this responsibility for other men's |I|ives was. Suddenly, she
found it a heavy yoke to bear.

She gazed up at the sky, wishing Sabellia would cone to brighten up her world.
There were but twelve |inks on her chain nowno, only ten. But soon there would
be a hundred. One hundred bonds to bind her

She went back to Zip's unconscious form Already, a bruise had appeared where
her pornmel had struck him She knelt and felt for a heartbeat, fearing she had
hit too hard.

"Is he alive?"

She | ooked up at Wal egrin. The garrison commander was sneared w th bl ood, though
apparently none of it was his owmn. He was a grisly sight. The color and snell of
it had never bothered her before, but this tinme she turned her gaze away.

It was then she saw her own hands. They, too, were dyed the sane nortal shade.

"He lives," she answered at last. "I neant for him to live." A light breeze
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stirred Zip's black curls. Unconscious, there was al nost an innocence about his
features, so conposed, peaceful. "He should stand public trial for his crines,"
she said, disturbed to the core of her soul. "People nmust know that the PFLS s
| ong night of terror has come to an end. Then we can start putting the pieces of
this town back together."

A |l amb, she thought of Zip suddenly. The sacrificial offer ing that will make us
wel | and whol e again. She took one of his still hands in hers, then pulled away.
For the second tine that night she tasted fear. Zip had fallen on his sword
There was a long cut across his palm It relieved her to find no nmore serious
wound.

Literally now, his blood was on her hand.

She rose, trying to wi pe her fingers clean on her arnor. "Take him" she said to
Wal egrin, "and say this to Kadakithis and Shupansea"-she | ooked at Zip's quiet
face as she spoke, alnmpbst as if her words were neant for him"that Zip is ny

peace offering to themand to this city. | will feud with the Beysa no nore, but
it's they who nmust pull the factions of Sanctuary into one unified whole." She
hesitated, swallowed, went on. "Say also that they cannot do this from behind

the palace walls. It's tine for themto come out into the midst of their people
and | ead as | eaders should."

She | ooked away from Zip's face and surveyed the courtyard. The dead were being
arranged in separate groups: those that <could still be recognized, those that
could not. The stench of scorched flesh perneated the air. Her gl adiators worked
beside the garrison soldiers. Even a few Beysibs who had not gone back to bed
| ent their hands.

"CGtherwi se," she said to Walegrin, "all this will have been for nothing."

She left himthen, and Leyn, who still had the key, let her out through the Gate
of the Gods. Wien no one could see her, the tears at last spilled down her
cheeks, and hating the tears, she began to run. She didn't know the streets she
took, nor did she know the tine that passed before her grief and anger subsided.
She wound up on the wharf again where she had been the night before, sitting,
dangling her feet over the deep water as Sabellia began her journey through the
sky.

She could still feel Zip's eyes wupon her back, watching her as he had |ast
eveni ng.

She shuddered and hugged herself and wi shed for Reyk to keep her conpany. But
the falcon was in his cage, and she was al one.

Al one.

As al one as Tenpus Thal es?

IN THE STILL OF THE NI GHT
C. J. Cherryh

Haught opened the sealed w ndow ever so carefully, in this nightbound room of
shrouded furniture, the hulking, concealed chairs and table |like so many pale
ghosts reverted only then to furniture, pretending in the shadows. He nade no
sound. He nmade no trial of the wards which sealed the place, nor even of the
vented shutters which closed the outside. But a w nd breached those barriers
effortlessly. The first breath of outside that had cone into the mansion in..
very long, stirred the draperies and the sheets and brought a sultry warnth to
the dank, seal ed stal eness in which he had |ived.
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That wind stirred the few grains of dust that were about. (It was an
astoni shingly cl ean house, for one sealed so long, fromwhich servants had |ong
since fled.) It swept down the halls and into another room and touched at the

face of a man who slept... likewise very long. In that darkness, in that silence
in which the nere arrival of a breeze was remarkable, that cold and handsone
face lost its corpselike rigor; the nostrils w dened. The eyes opened, |ong

| ashed, nere slits. The chest heaved with a wi der breath.

But Haught knew none of these things. He was drawn. He felt the exercise of
magics like a trenor in the foundations, a quivering in his bones. He felt the
power coming fromthat ruin across the street, where nost of an entire block of
Sanctuary's finest houses had mngled all in one charcoal ed weckage of tunbled
brick and stone and tinbers; and he felt it rush elsewhere, tantalizing and
horrific and soul -threatening. He bent down to peer through the vents of that
wi ndow, careful to shroud hinself, which was his chiefest Talent, to go
invisible to mages and other Talents. To that, his nmagic had descended. He spied
on the working of magic that he could not presently command. He |onged after
power and he longed after his freedom neither one of which he dared try to
t ake.

He saw the conming together of his enemies out there in the dark, saw | ooks
directed toward the house, and felt the straining of spells which the wtch
| schade had woven about his prison. He shivered, as he stood there and inhaled
that wnd redolent of old burning and present sorceries and exorcisns, of
revenge; he suddenly knew this house the target of all these preparations, and
he felt an overwhelming terror: and trenbled with his hatred. He felt the power
build, and the wards flare with a nmoment's di ssol ution-

And he was paralyzed, frozen with doubt of hinself, even while that dreadfu
force cane all about the house and burst the wards in a great flare of |ight.

He screaned.

El sewhere the sleeper started upright, and convul sed, and snoked from head to
foot, which snoke streaned in a flash toward the hall, and the chimey, and
aloft, in a nmonent that all living flesh in the house was battered with |ight
and sound and pain.

The sl eeper fell back again, slack-linmbed; Haught coll apsed by the window in the
front room and by the time he was conscious enough to lift hinmself on his arns
and assess the danage, all the air seened still and nunb, his hearing blasted by
a sound whi ch never m ght have been sound at all

He gathered hinself up and clung to the sill, and lifted hinself further,
trenbling. He stood there in that condition till it was all quiet again, stood
there till the shadowed figures went their way fromthe ruin across the street,

and he dared finally nove the wi ndow and shut it again.

A hand descended on his shoulder and he whirled and | et out a scream that made
it very fortunate that the party across the street had di spersed.

The cal m handsonme face that stared so closely into his- smled. It was not the

smle of the man who had owned the body. It was not that of the witch who |Iived
there now. Nothing sane was at home within that shell. Haught was a mage, still.
Agai nst anot her threat he mght fling out some power, even with the crippling of
magi ¢ t hroughout the town; he was still form dable.

But what slept behind those eyes, what wandered there sonetines sane and
sonetines not, and sonetines one mind and sonetinmes another... was death. It had
reasons, if it renmenbered them to take a slow revenge; and to hurl nagic
against the wards (he felt themrestored) which held that soul in-
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Haught prayed to his distant gods and cringed against the shutters, nade an
unwanted rattle and flinched again. Ischade had been there. Ischade had been
near enough | ong enough that perhaps this thing that |ooked |ike Tasfalen would
pi ck that up; and renenber its intentions again in some rage to blast wards and
soul s at once.

But the revenant nerely lifted a hand and touched his face, lover's gesture.
"Dust," it said, which was its only word; daily Haught swept up the dust which
infiltrated the house, and sifted it for the dust of nmmagics which mght |inger
init, the remmant of the G obe of Power; with that dust he nmade a potion, and
dutifully he infused it into this creature, stealing only a little for hinself.
He was faithful in this. He feared not to be. He feared a great deal in these
| ong nonths, did Haught, once and for a few not-forgotten nonents, the nmaster
mage of Sanctuary; he suspected consequences which paralyzed him in doubt.
Because he had choices he dared none of them his fear went that deep. It was
his particular hell. "It's all right," he said now. "Go back to bed. Go to
sleep."” As if he spoke to sonme child.

"Pretty," it said. But it was not a child's voice, or a child s touch. It had
found a new word. He shuddered and sought a way quietly to leave, to slip aside
till it should sleep again. It had himtrapped. "Pretty." The voice was clear,

as if some deeper tinbre had been there and now was lost. As if part of the
madness had di spersed. But not all

He dared do nothing at all. Not to screamand not to run and not to do anything
whi ch nmight make it recall who it was. He could read mi nds, and he kept hinself
fromthis one with every barrier he could hold. Wat happened behind those eyes
he did not want to know.

"Here," he said, and tried to draw the arm down and lead it back to bed and
rest. But it had as well be stone; and all hell was in that low and vocally
mascul i ne | augh.

The sl ow hooffalls echoed in the alleyway, off the narrow walls; and another
worran, overtaken alone in this black gut of Sanctuary's dark streets, m ght have
thought of finding some refuge. Ischade nerely turned, aware that some night
rider had turned his horse down the alley, that he still cane on, slowy,
pr ovoki ng not hi ng.

In fact, being what she was, she knew who he was before she ever turned her face
toward him and while another wonan, knowi ng the same, mght have run in search
of sone doorway, any doorway or nook or place to hide or fight, Ischade drew a
qui et breath, wapped her arns and her bl ack robes about her, and regarded him
in lazy curiosity.

"Are you followi ng ne?" she asked of Tenpus.

The Tr6s's hooves rang to a leisurely halt on the cobbles, slow and patterned
echo off the brick walls and the cobbles. A rat went skittering through a patch
of moonlight, vanished into a crack in an old warehouse door frane. The rider
towered in shadow. "Not a good nei ghborhood for wal ki ng."

She smled and it was like nost of her sniles, |I|ike nbst of her anusenents,
feral and dark. She laughed. There was dark in that too: and a little pang of
regret. "Gllantry."

"Practicality. An arrow"

"You didn't take me unaware." She rarely said as nuch. She was not wont to
justify herself, or to conmunicate at all; she found herself doing it to this
man, and was distantly amazed. She felt so little that was acute. The other
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feeling was sinply awareness, a web the quiverings of which were always there.
But perhaps he did know that, or suspect it. Perhaps that was why she answered
him that she suspected a deeper question in that conment than nost knew how to
ask. He was shadow to her. She was shadow to him They had no identity and every
identity in Sanctuary, city of mdnight nmeetings and constant struggle, constant
conni vance.

"l heal," he said, low and in a voice that went to the bones. "That's my curse.”

"l don't need to," she said in the sanme low nmurnur. "That's m ne."

He said nothing for a noment. Perhaps he thought about it. Then: "I said that we
would try them.. yours and mne."

She shivered. This was a nman who wal ked through battlefields and bl ood, who was
storm and gray to her utmpst black and stillness; this was a man always
surrounded by nen, and cursed with too nuch [|ove and too many wounds. And she
had none of that. He was conflict personified, the light and the dark; and she
settled so quickly back to stasis and cold, solitary.

"You m ssed your appointnment," she said. "But | never wait. And | don't hold you
to any agreenent. That's what | would have told you then. What | did, | did. For
my reasons. Wsest if we don't mx."

And she turned and wal ked away fromhim But the Tr6s started forward as if
stung, and Tenpus, shadowl ike, circled to cut her off.

Anot her worman ni ght have recoil ed. She stood quite still. Perhaps he thought she
could be bluffed, perhaps it was part of a dark game; but in his silence, she
read anot her truth.

It was the challenge. It was the unsatisfiable woman. The man who (like too many
others) partly feared her, feared failure, feared rejection; and whose godhood
was put in question by her very existence.

"I see," she said finally. "It isn't your nen you're buying."

There was deathly silence then. The horse snorted explosively, shifted. But he
did not lose his control, or |ose control over the beast. He sat there in
contai nment of it and his own nature, and even of his wounded honesty.

O fended, he was | ess stormand nore man, a decent nman whose self-respect was in
pawn: whose thought now was indeed for the Iives and the souls he had proposed
hinself to buy. He was two nen; or nman and sonet hing nmuch | ess reasonabl e.

"I''"l'l see you hone," he said, |ike sonme spurned swain to the mller's daughter
Wth, at the nonent, that same note of nmartyred finality and renouncenent. But
it would not |ast at the gate. She did not see the future, but she knew nen, and
she knew that it was for his own sake that he said that, and offered that, in
his eternal private warfare-with the storm Man of grays and halftones. He
tornented hinself because it was the only way to win.

She understood such a battle. She fought it wthin her own chill dark, nore
pragmatically. She staved things off only daily, knowi ng that the next day she
woul d not w n against her appetites; but the third she would be in contro
again; so she lived by tides and the rhythns of the moon, and know ng these
thi ngs she kept herself fromdestructive tenptations. This man served a harsher,
more chaotic force that had no regular ebb and flow, this man warred because he
had no peace, and no nonent when he was not at risk

"No," she said, "I'lIl find ny owmn way toni ght. Tonorrow ni ght. Cone tonorrow. "

She waited. In his precarious balance, in his battle, she named him a test of
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t hat bal ance and she knew even the direction his soul was sliding.

He fought it back. She had not known whether he could, but she had been sure
that he would try. She knew the silent anger in him one half against the other,
and both suspecting sone despite. But there was the debt he owed her. He backed
the Tros and she wal ked on her way down the alley unattended.

Anot her worman m ght have suffered a quickening of the pul se, a weakness in the
knees, knowi ng who and what eyes were staring anger at her back. But she knew
equally well what he was going to do, which was to sit the Tr6s quite stil
until she had passed beyond sight. And that he would wait only to prove that he
could wait, when the assaults would cone on his integrity, not knowi ng any tide
at all.

He touched her, in a vague and theoretical way. She respected him She took a
monunent al chance in what he proposed for paynent, not know ng whet her either of
them m ght survive it. Perhaps he knew t he danger and perhaps not. For herself,
she felt only the dinmest of alarms. It was the dreadful ennui again, the sense
of tides.

The fact was that she m ssed Roxane. She m ssed her own household of traitors.
She m ssed themwith the feeling of a body totally enervated, the ancient ennui
the worse to bear because for a little while, so long as there had been an eneny
and a chall enge, she had been alive, for alittle while she had been stirred out
of a still and waking sl eep.

Only her lovers could touch her when the ennui was heaviest. It was not the sex
for which she killed. It was the nonent of anguish, of terror, of power or of
fear or sorrowit never mattered which. It never lasted |long enough even to
identify. There was only the instant that had to be tried again and again, to
try to know what it was.

Per haps (sonetines she wondered) it was the only nonent she was alive

The Tros horse thundered fromthe alley, the rider never |ooking back; and
Straton, Stepson, pressed hinself flat against the streetward wall, staring
after Tenmpus until horse and rider nerged with the night.

And turned abruptly and | ooked down the dark and enpty all eyway, knowi ng that
| schade woul d have gone.

That she would blast himto hell for spying on her business.

He heard runors of her-heard!-gods, he had heard a thousand whispers without
hearing them not truly. Then- then he had taken a bad one, then he had spent
|l ong enough in hell to shake any man fromhis confidence in hinself, in his
choices, in the fool gesture that had sent himblind angry onto a street without
his cautions or his wits. Now for the rest of his Iife there mght be the snall
twi nges of pain, all wunexpected, that shot through his shoul der when he noved
his armat the wong angle, an unpredictable pain that enraged hi mwhen it would
come shooting through and he would stop in a certain reach, at an angle. It cane
so quickly and so indefinably that he could not feel whether it was the pain of
scarred tendons and joint running up against their limt and freezing dead, or
whether it was only the pain that froze the arm in an eyeblink of flinching
that he was not man enough to naster. He tried with exercise and w th dogged
resistance when it did freeze; but still it betrayed himat bad nonents.

It was his confidence that had died in that street, before Haught had ever
gotten his hands on him It was the shattering of a body he had al ways taken
busi nessli ke care of, and treated well, and gotten hale and whole to this end of
his |life when he had begun to | ook on shopkeepers and nerchants and their wives
and their brats with a kind of forlorn envy; nere service was a young man's gane
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and he had begun to think of another kind of life, still with his body and his
wits intact, still with his resources and his experience and his contacts-

Until a single careless act wecked him and flung himdown on a curbside under
the eyes of all of Sanctuary; left a flinch in his shield armand a knotted fear
in his gut-not the nightmares that waked hi m sweating, not that fear. It was the
suspi cion that he had deserved it, and that Crit was right: H s whole world was
a construction of cobwebs and noonbeans.

The woman whose face he saw in the act of |love, the beautiful, dusky face, the
bl ack hair scattered in silk webs across the pillows-the face that nused and
sm |l ed her thoughtful smle above himin the soft light of a fire and candl es-

-he could not equate with the one who wal ked the alleys. Wth the one who took
| over after lover in the nost sordid byways of Sanctuary, indiscrimnate-killer

He foll owed her the way he drove at the arm to find the limts of the pain and
to control it, to exorcise it-like the other evil. He had seen things he could
not forget. He had | eaned toward sanity, toward Crit, and |eaving her when the
St epsons rode out fromthis town; he would not |ook back; he would dream about
it less and less. The arm would heal and he would recover hinself somewhere,
some year.

But this betrayal he had not imagined, this... double ... betrayal, her with his
conmander .

Dam t hem both. Damm them He thought that he had felt all there was to feel. He
had not put together until then, that he had been a real power in Sanctuary even
before she had taken himto her bed. That she had nade him al nost a great one.
But that was changed. He was useless to her, at a critical tine. So she threw
out her nets and gathered in one nore apt for her purposes.

He flung hinmself around the conmer, down the walk, and flinched. It was the sane
street. It was the sane blind rage. Reprise, replayed. The bay horse was waiting
for him it always waited, a nockery of faithfulness, her gift to him that
woul d never leave him He left it stabled. In the nid of nights he heard its
hoof-falls on the cobbles beneath his w ndow He heard it pacing, heard its
breath, the shift of its body in his dreans. And there was this small patch on
its rump which ... was not there. There was nothing of color about it. It was
just a flaw, a place that, if one stared at this coin-sized spot, one imagined
one saw no horse at all, but cobbles, or the wall beyond, or sone shi mrer behind
which the truth might be visible. He began, in his loss of confidence, to find
terror inits faithfulness and its persistence.

He went to it now and gathered up the trailing rein and put his left arm about
its neck, again, his left, to see if it would hurt; and hugged and patted the
sleek warmneck to see if it would turn withits teeth and prove itself some
thing out of hell. There was pain now, a nuddle of ache and anger in his chest
and in his throat and behind his eyes, and he was a damed fool out on the
street where a sniper had found hi m before.

"Strat."

He spun about, a rush of cold fear and then of outrage. "Dam you, what are you
doi ng here?"

H s partner Crit just stood there and |ooked at hima nonent. He had left Crit
down the bl ock, down by the burned houses.

"How d | get this close?" Crit asked him "You don't know. That's what |'m doing
here. "

"I want to find the bastard that shot ne," he said. "I want to find that out.
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There was a connection. Crit could put nost things together. That was what Crit
didinthe world, add little pieces and make big patterns. Crit had nade one
that said he was a fool. That was the man Crit saw tonight. He wanted to show
Crit another one. He wanted to show Crit the old Straton back again, and to take
care of his business and seal up the pain and not let it interfere with his
wor ki ng any | onger.

Take care of his business and finish it so that he could ride out of this
mur der - damrmed town when the Stepsons pulled out, and not go with the feeling
that he was driven.

Go out of town under Tenpus's order, riding in the same conpany, with his nouth
shut and his business all done. That was all he wanted.

The bay horse nosed himin the ribs, lipped his hand with velvet, insistent in
its devotion.

There was no relief, no breath of wind, through the slit of a wi ndow, which
overl ooked nothing but the narrowest of air shafts down to a barren court.
Sonewhere a baby cried. A rat squealed in sone fatal noment, in the jaws of sone
other predator of Sanctuary nights. The loft just above rustled w th w ngs,
di sturbance anong the sleeping birds that cooed and bickered and scratched by
twilight and now ought to have slept. O a sudden they started, all at once, a
great clap of wngs and avian panic; and Stilcho flinched, standing naked at
that windowin the dark. Wngs fluttered, battering at the narrow opening
over head that gave the panicked flock an escape; gray wi ngs took to the night,
day birds put to rout by sonmething that hunted above. He shivered, hands
clutching the sill; and | ooked back at the woman who | ay sprawl ed, coverless on
the ragged sweat-soaked sheet. A body did not so rmuch sleep in this third floor
hel | hol e as pass out; the air was fetid and stank of human waste and generations
of unwashed inhabitants. It was as nuch resource as they had, he and Moria. He
was alive, but barely. Mria had sold everything she had, and plied her old
trade, which terrified him they hanged thieves, even in Sanctuary, and Moria
was out of practice. She stirred. "Stilcho," she murmured. "Stilcho.”

"Go to sleep." If he cane to her now she would feel the tension in him and know
his terror. But she got up, a creak of the rope-webbed underpi nnings, and cane
up behind him and pressed her sweaty, weary self against him her arns about
him He shivered even so and felt those arns tense.

"Stilcho." There was fear in her voice now. "Stilcho, what's wong?"

"A dream" he said. "A dream that's all." He held her arms in place, cherished
her sticky, mserable heat against him Heat of life. Heat of passion when they
had the strength. Both had returned to him along with his life. Only the eye
that Moruth had taken-kept seeing. He had fled Ischade, fled mages, fled the
agencies that used himas their nessenger to hell. He was alive again, but one
of his eyes was dead; and one | ooked on the living, but the other-

A third shiver. He had seen into hell tonight,
"Stilcho."

He put his back to the window. It was hard to do, his naked shoul ders vul nerabl e
to the night air; and worse, his face turned to the room wth its deeper dark
in which his living eye had no power. Then the dead one was nost active, and
what nmoved there suddenly took cl earer shape.

"They' ve | et something |oose, oh gods, Moiria, sonething's gotten |oose in the
town-"

"What, what thing?" Mria the thief gripped his arns in hands gone hard and
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shook himfor the little she could nbove him "Stilcho, don't, don't, don't!"

The baby squal | ed and shrieked, from the wi ndow down the shaft. The poor shared
their violence and their tenpers, lived in such indignities, the noise, the
rai sed voi ces audi ble fromapartnent to apartnent.

"Hush," he said, "it's all right." Waich was a lie. H s teeth wanted to chatter.

"W should go back to Her. W shoul d-"
"No." He was adamant in that. If they both starved.

But sonetimes in not-quite dreams, in that inner vision, he felt Ischade's
touch, plainly as he had ever felt it, and suspected in profoundest unease that
she knew precisely where her escaped servants were.

"We could have a house,"” Mdria said, and burst into tears. "W could be safe
fromthe law. " She burrowed her head against himand hugged himtight. "I cane
fromthis. / can't live like this, it stinks, Stilcho, it stinks and | stink and
I"mtired, | can't sleep-"

"No!" The vision was there again. Red eyes stared at himin the black. He tried
to shift his sight anmay fromit, but it was nore and nore real. He tried to push
it away, and turned to the little starlight there was and clung to the sill till
his fingers ached. "Light the lanp."

"We haven't-"
"Light the lam!"

She left him he heard her rattling and fussing with the tinderbox and the w ck
and tried to think of light, of any pure, yellow golden-white light, of sun in
nmor ni ngs, of the burning sumer sun, anything that had the power to dispel the
dar k.

But the sun he limed in his one living eye, there in the dark, reddened, and
becane paired, and |engthened, winking out in a blink as deep as hell and
reappearing in slitted satisfaction

The lanp glow began slowy, brightened, profligate waste. He turned and saw
Moria's face underlit, haggard and sweaty and fear-haunted. For a nonent she was
a stranger, a presence he could no nore account for than he could account for
that vision which had waked him of a thing launched into the skies over
Sanctuary and hurtling free. But she noved the lanp and set it on the little

niche shelf, and it nmade her body all shadows and flesh tones, her hair al
wi spy gold, all over. The magic that Haught worked had been thorough. She had
still the | ook of a Rankene | ady, however fallen

She needed him in this place. He persuaded hinself of that. He needed her,
desperately. At tinmes he feared he was going nmad. At others he feared that he
was al ready ned.

And at the worst tines he dreamed that she might wake and di scover a corpse by
her, the soul dragged back to hell and the body suffering whatever changes two
years night have wought in it, in its natural grave.

Day, brutal heat in the still air that settled in over Sanctuary since the
rains. Shoppers at market were few and listless; nmerchants sat fanning
t hensel ves and keeping to the shade, while vegetables ripened and rotted and the
remaining few fish did the sane. There was trouble in the scarred town. The
rumor ran up from Downwi nd and down fromthe hill, and all the byways rmnurnured
with the sane nanes, furtively delivered
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High up on the hill an officer of the city garrison met with higher authority,
and received orders to carry el sewhere

In Ratfall there was a certain stirring, and certain nerchants received
war ni ngs.

And a furtive wonan went out on the streets to steal again, in gnawing terror,
knowi ng her skills were not what they had been, and knowi ng that the man she had
taken up with was approachi ng sone crisis she did not understand. For this woman
there must al ways be sonme man; she was adrift w thout that focus, shortsighted,
on sone life that nade hers matter; she wanted love, did this woman, and kept
finding nen who needed her-or who needed, at any rate... and who |acked
sonet hing. Mria knew need when she saw it, and went to that in a man like iron
to a | odestone, and never understood why her nen always failed her, and why she
al ways ended giving away all she had for men who gave nothing back

Stilcho was the best, thus far, this dead man who, whenever he coul d, gave her
more gentl eness than anyone had ever given but a strange doonmed lord who stil
filled her dreans and her daydreams. Stilcho held her gently, Stilcho never
demanded, never struck her. Stilcho gave sonething back, but he took-Shipri and
Shal pa, he took; he drained her patience and her strength, waked her at night
with his nightmares, harried her with his wild fancies and his talk of hell. She
could not provide enough noney to get them out of this misery, and a single
mention of seeking help fromlschade drew irrational rage fromhim made him
scream at her, which in her other nen had ended with blows, always with bl ows.
So she flinched and kept silent and went out again to steal, her bright Rankene
hair done up in a brown scarf, her face unwashed, her body anonynous and all but
sexl ess in the ragged cl othes she wore.

But desperation drove her now. She thought again and again of the things she had
known, the luxuries she had had in the beautiful house, the gold and the silver
that would have nelted in the fire that ended that I|ife. And even anong
Sanctuary's brazen thieves there was a notable reluctance to venture into that
charred ruin; they canme, of course. But none of them knew buil ding from building
or where the walls had stood, or where certain tables had been

So when evening fell she went back again and began her sooty search, furtive as
the rats which had beconme common in this stricken district, hiding from other
searchers. She had never yet found a thing, not the silver, not the gold, which
must exist as a flat puddle of cold netal somewhere bel ow;, but she had tunnel ed
for weeks into the sooty ruin, and searched what had been the hall.

That was why she cane |ate home. And this time-gods, she trenbled so with terror
in the streets that her legs had practically no strength left for the stairs
this time she brought a lunp of netal the size of her fist; and to Stilcho's
anxi ous, angry demand where she had been, why she was besooted (she had al ways
washed before, in the rainbarrel, and wiped it all to general grime on her dark
cl ot hes) and why she had | et wi sps of her yellow hair from beneath her scarf-

"Stilcho," she said, and held out that heavy thing which was, for all the fire
and its changing, too heavy to be other than what it was. Tears ran down her
face. It was wealth she had, as Sanctuary's |lower |evels neasured it. Wiere she
had rubbed it, it gleaned gold in the dim light fromthe Ilanp he had burned
wai ting for her.

Finally, to one of her desperate nen, she had given sonething great enough to
get that tenderness she had longed for. "Ch, Mria," he said; and spoiled it
with: "Oh gods, fromthere! Dammit, Moria! Fool!" But he hugged her and hel d her
till it hurt.
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The river house waited, throwing out light fromone unshuttered w ndow, across
t he weed-grown garden, the trees and the brush and the rosebushes whi ch enbedded
the iron fence and the warded gate.

Inside, in the light of candl es which were never consumed, in a clutter of silks
and fine garnents that |lay forgotten once acquired, |schade sat in her absolute
bl ack, black of hair, of eye, of garnments; but there was color in her hands, a
little lunp of blue stone that had al so known that fire. She had gathered it out
of the ash in a mnonent's distraction-she was also a thief, by her true
profession; and if her hand had suffered buns fromthe ash, the stone had sucked
all the heat into itself, and rested cool in unscarred, dusky fingers.

It was the largest piece of what had been the globe. It was power. It had
associated with fire, and flanme was the elenent of her own nmagic, fire, and
spirit. It was well it reside where it did; and it was best if no one in

Sanctuary were aware just where it resided.

Hoof -fal I s sounded outside, echoing off the walls of the warehouses which faced
her little refuge, while the Wite Foal nurnured its rain-swllen way past her
back door. She closed her hand till flesh net flesh; and the blue stone was
gone, nmmgician's trick.

She opened the outer gate for her visitor and opened the front door when she
heard his steps on the porch. And | ooked around from where she sat as she heard
hi m come i n.

"Good evening," she said. And when he stood there disregarding the invitation
and too evidently in a hurry about their business together: "Cone sit down-like

ny proper guest."

"Magics," he said in his lowest tone. "I'Il warn you, wonan-"
"I thought-" She nade her voice a higher echo of his, and with a taint of slow
mockery: "1 did think you were in better control than that."

He stood there in the mdst of her scattered silks, the littered carpet and
scarf-strewn chairs. And she shut the door at his back, never stirring from
where she sat. He stared at her, and a little spark of reckoning flickered in
his eyes. O it was the disturbance of the candles that sent shadows racing? "I
did think your hospitality was better than this."

The fire was there, inside her, it always was; and it stirred and grew in that
way that, last night, should have sent her on the hunt. "I waited for you," she
said. "I'mquite at nmy worst."

"No dammed tricks."

"I's this how you pay your debts? I can wait, you know. So can you, or you'd be
prey to your enemes. And you've so much vanity." She gestured at the w ne on
the tables. "So have I. WII you? O shall we both be animal s?"

He might have attenpted rape, and then nurder; she felt the tilt in t hat
direction. And she felt himpull the other way. Surprisingly he smled.

And cane and sat down across from her, and drank her wine, in slow silence there
at the enpty hearth. "We'll be pulling out,"” he told her in the course of that
drinking, amd other small talk. "W'IlIl |eave the town to-local forces. 1'll be
taking all of mne with ne."

That was challenge. Strat, he neant. She stared at himfromunder her brows and
|l et her nouth tighten ever so slightly at the corners. Her hand cane to rest by
the base of the wineglass. His covered it, and it was like the touch of fire. He
sat there, his fingers noving ever so delicately, and let the fire growWit,
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then. Enjoy the waiting. Till it was hard to breathe evenly, and the room
blurred in the dilation of her eyes.

"W can wait all night,"” he said, while her pulse hammered at her tenples and
the room seemed to have too little air. She sniled at him a slow baring of
teeth.

"On the other hand," she said, and |l et her leg brush his beneath the table,
could regret it in the norning."

we

He got up and drew her up against him There was no tinme for undressing, no
t hi nki ng of anything nore, but a tending toward the couch close at hand, a hasty

and rough passage of feverish hands. He did not so much as shed the mail shirt;
it resisted her fingers and she clenched her hands into his outer clothing.
"Careful," she said, "slow, go slowy-" when he thrust hinmself at her. Warning

him with the last of her sanity.

The room went white, and blue and green, and thunder cracked, spinning her
t hrough the dark, through warm sumer air, through-

-nowhere, till she canme to herself again, |ying dazed under a starry sky, with
the ranshackl e maze of Sanctuary buildings |eaning above her. She felt nothing
for a while, nothing at all, and shut her eyes and blinked at the stars again,

her fingers exploring what should have been silk, but was instead dusty
cobbl estone. The back of her head hurt where she had fallen. She felt bruised
al ong her whol e back, and where he had touched her she felt a burning |Iike acid.

He never | ost consciousness. For a nonment he was clearly el sewhere, then |ying
stunned on pavement with a curbside against his ribs. He had hit hard, and he
ached; and he |ikew se burned, not |east with the slowrealization that he was
not in the riverside house, that he was lying in a m dnight street sonewhere in
the uptown, and that he hurt |ike very hell

He did not curse. He had |earned a bl oody-m nded patience with the doings of
gods and wi zards. He only thought of killing, her, anything within reach, and
nost i medi ately any fool who found anusenent in his plight.

Wien he had picked himself up off his face and gained his balance again there
was no question which direction he was going.

* * *

It was a long tangle of streets, a long, |inping course hone, in which she had
abundant tine to gather the fragnments of her conposure. Her head ached. Her
spine felt quite disarranged. And for the nbst wurgent disconfort there was no
relief until she rounded a coner and cane face to face with one of Sanctuary's
unwashed and il -manner ed.

The knife-wi elding ruffian gave her no choice and that contented her no end. She

left himin the alley where he had accosted her, likely to be taken for sone
poor sod dead of an overdose of one of Sanctuary's nmanifold vices. Hi s eyes had
that kind of vacancy. In a little while he would sinply stop living, as the

chance within his body multiplied by increments and everything went irredeenably
wong. The poor and the streetfolk died nost easily: their health was generally
bad to begin with, and his was decidedly worse even before she left himlying
there quite forgetful that he had been with any wonan.

She was, therefore, in a nore reasoning frane of mnd when she arrived on the
street by the bridge, and walked up the road which nost ignored, to her hedge
and her fence on this back street of Sanctuary. But she was not the first one.

Tenmpus was already there, walking sword in hand about the perineter, up along
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the fence; and he stopped in his tracks when she canme from beyond the trees,
into the feeble glow of the stars overhead and the light frombetween her
shutters. There was rage in every line of him But she kept walking, |inping
somewhat, until they were face to face. He |ooked her up and down. The sword
inclined its point to the ground, slowy, and hung in his fist.

"VWhere were you?" he asked. "And where in hell is nmy horse?"
"Horse?"

"My horse!"™ He pointed with the sword to the front of the fence and the hedge,
as if it were perfectly evident. In fact there was no horse in sight and he had
ridden in; she had heard him She gathered her forces and |linped on to the front
of the en-hedged fence, where the ground, still soft fromthe rain, was churned
and tranpl ed by | arge hooves.

And where one of her rosebushes was tranpled to splinters.

She stood there staring at the ruin, and the light inside her shuttered house
flickered brighter, glowed with a white incandescence. It died slowy as she
turned. "Agirl," she said. "Agirl is the thief. At ny house. Fromny guest."

"This wasn't your doing."

H s voice was cal ner, restrained

"No," she said in soft and neasured tones, "I do assure you." And drew herself
up to all her height when he reached for her. "l've had quite enough, thank
you."

"It threw you too."

"To the far side of the mage quarter."” She drew in a hissing breath through w de
nostrils. It smelled of horse and mud, tranpled roses, and bitch. And there was
wath and chagrin both in this huge man, wath that began to assune a certain
enbarrassed sel f-consciousness. "Qur curses are not conpatible, it seems. Storm
and fire. And we were so well begun."”

He said nothing. His breathing was rapid. He wal ked past her to the tranpled
ground and gave a whistle, piercingly shrill.

She caught it up for him reached inside and flung it to the winds, so that he
wi nced and faced her in startlenent.

"If that will bring him" she said, "that will carry to him"

"That will bring him" Tenpus said, "if he's alive."

"A young woman took him Her snell is everywhere. And krrf. Don't you snell it?"
He drew in a larger breath. "Young woman."

"Not one | know. But | will. My roses cone very dear."

"A bl oody young bitch." It sounded particular and specific, his eyes narrow ng
in some precise identification

"In frequent heat. Yes."
" Chenaya. "

"Chenaya." She repeated the nanme and stored it away carefully. She waved the
gate open. "A drink, Tenpus Thal es?"
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He slid the sword into its sheath and wal ked with her, a light touch beneath her
arm steadying her as she wal ked up the steps, and wi shed the door open, a bl aze
of light into the dark thicket of the yard.

"Sit down," he said when they were inside; his voice was a marvel of self
restrai ned gentl eness; he poured wne for her, and then for hinself. Then: "I
owe you an apol ogy," he said, as if the words were individually expensive. Then
further: "There's mud in your hair."

She gave out a breath of a laugh, and breathed |arger and w der and found
hersel f awake. It was not a pleasant |augh, as the | ook on Tenpus's face was not
a pl easant one. "There's nmud on your chin," she said, and he wiped at it, with a
hand |i kewi se snudged. They both stank of the streets. He grinned suddenly,
wol flike. "I'd say," Ischade said, "we were fortunate."

He drank off his gl ass. She poured another round.
"Do you get drunk?" he asked, directly.
"Not readily. Do you?"

"No," he said. There was a difference in his tone. It was not arrogance. O
pride. He | ooked her straight in the eyes and it was clear that tonight, this
moment, it was not a man-wonan piece of business. It was simlar perspective. It
was a rare nonent, she sensed, that a man got this close to Tenpus Thales. And a
worman- perhaps it was the first tine.

She recalled himin the alley, on the horse, that something-to-prove manner of
hi s.

But defeated, robbed and of fended, he was being astonishingly sensible. He was
going far to excess init, and again she felt that precarious balance, polar
opposite to the direction black rage insisted he go. He smled at her and drank
her wi ne, issues all forever unresol ved.

One expected a man of vast lifespan to be conplex. O nmad, at least to the
limted perspective of those who |acked perspective. It was vitality of all
sorts which was his curse, healing, sex, inmortality.

Anni hil ati on was hers. And the apposition of their curses was inpossible.

She | aughed, and | eaned her el bow on the table and wi ped her nouth with the back
of a soiled hand.

"What amuses you?" There, the suspicion was quite ready.

"Little. Little. Your horse and ny roses. Us." As distant hooves echoed in the
streets, within her awareness. "Shall we dice for the bitch?"

He had heard the horse coming. He recovered hinself, as she had guessed, becane
the stranger again, and headed for her door

Vel | enough.

She canme out a nonent or two |ater, when the horse had come thundering up, and
brought a cl oak which had | ain underfoot for nonths. It was velvet, soiled, and
a horse which had run the width of Sanctuary was bound to be sweated. "Here,"
she said, joining himat the open gate. "For the horse." Wich was rolling its
eyes and lolling its tongue and reeking of krrf as he worked at the cinch
Tempus snatched the skewed saddl e off, jerked the cloak from her hands, and used
it on the Tros.

"Dam, " Tenpus said over and over
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"Let me." She noved in despite the hazard fromboth, put out a cal mhand, and
touched the Tros's bowed forehead; it was a little exertion. Her head throbbed
and it cost her nore than she had thought. But the horse steadied, and his
breathing grew nore regular. "There."

Tenmpus wi ped and rubbed, walked the horse ina little circle on the |eve
ground. And never said a word.

"He's all right," she said. He knew her magics, that they could heal-others with
sone skill; her own hurts with | ess effectiveness. He had seen her work before.

He | ooked her way. She demanded no gratitude, nor expected any. There was a sour
taste in her nouth for this abuse of an animal. Their personal disconfiture she
could find irony in. Not this.

She stood with her arns folded and her cloak about her while Tenpus carefully,
without a word, threw the sweated bl anket and the saddl e on. The Tros ducked its
head and scratched its cheek on its foreleg, as if abashed.

He finished the cinch and gathered up the reins, |ooked once her direction, and
then swung up.

And rode off w thout a word.

She heaved a sigh, the cloak wapped about her despite the steanmy warnmth of the
ni ght. Hoof beats di m ni shed on the cobbl es.

The wi de focus had disappeared, along with the ennui. Dawn was |ightening the
east. She wal ked back al ong the path and cl osed the gate behind her, opened the
door, arns folded and head bowed.

Her perspective had vani shed, together with the ennui, fromthe tinme that they
had met in the alley. And since that encounter in the ruin, sonething had nagged
at her which said danger, which had nothing to do with human spite. It did have
something to do with what they had carried out uptown, some m sfortune which
enconpassed her and perhaps Tenpus.

Since the N si G obes of Power had dispersed their influence over the town,
surprising things happened. Mages m ssed, sonetines: far nore of chance governed
magi cs than before, and comon folk had nore of luck in their ||ives than they
were wont, ammzing in Sanctuary; but dismaying for the town, nages who worked
the greater magics found their powers curtailed, and sonetinmes found the results
askew.

Therefore she abstained from the greater workings, until she let herself be
talked into an exorcism principally by the Hazard Randal, whose professiona
and personal honesty she counted inpeccable-rarest of qualities, a magician of
few self-interests.

Now she sinply had that persistent feeling of unease, exacerbated, perhaps, by
the experience of being hurled fromone side of Sanctuary to the other, by the
brui ses and the throbbing in his skull. Fool! to have tried such a thing, such a
damed, blind trial of a curse that had been, for a while and in the height of
Sanctuary's power, manageabl e.

The headache was just paynment. It could have been nuch worse.

It would have been worse, for instance, had she kept Stra-ton, had this
bl i ndness and execrably bad judgnent brought himback to her bed, opened that
ol d wound.

And norning seen himdead as that drunken fool in a Sanctuary alley, who was by
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now neit her drunken nor any longer a fool, nor able to see the dawn in front of
his eyes.

"W can't both leave," Stilcho concluded. Sleep eluded themboth. They were
hoar se and bl ear-eyed and exhausted, sitting opposite each other at the rickety
little table. "I can't |eave you here alone with that thing."

"I found it, dammit." Moria wiped back a stringing |ock and brought the hand
hard onto the table. "Don't treat nme like a damm fool, Stilcho, don't tell ne
how to manage! | carried it clean across towmn! W nelt it-"

"What with, for godssakes? On the dammed little firepot we cook on? W just get
a dammed hot lunp of-"

"Hssssst!" Her hand came up out-turned toward his nouth, her face twisted in
fury. "These walls! These walls, dammt, how nmany tines do | have to tell you

keep your voice down! [|'Il steal wus the stuff, how do you think we cone by
anything lately, except / steal it, and you live on it! Don't you tell nme what
to do! I've had it all nmy life, and I"'mnot taking it, I'mnot taking any of it,

not fromyou and not from anybody!"

"Don't be a dammed fool! You go flashing gold bits around this town you'll get
your throat cut, this isn't silver, damrt, listen. Listen! You-" O a sudden,
even in the gray norning light filtering through the wi ndow, the vision of the
lost eye shifted in, stronger than the Iliving one. He stopped, his heart

| aboring in terror.
"Stilcho?" Mria' s voice was higher, frightened. "Stil cho?"

"Sonmething's wong,"” he said. In that inner eye, soiled, filny shapes went
streaming |like snoke through the gates, the gates-the fires, the | ost
reaches.... "Alot of people just died." He swallowed hard, tried to calmhis
shaking, tried to get back the sight of Mdria across the table, and not that
bl ack vi sion where Sonething waited, where by the riverside-in the woods-

"Stilcho!" Her nails bit into his hand. He blinked and tried again to focus,
succeeded finally in seeing her, beyond a veil |ike black gauze.

"Help ne. Mnoria-"

She rose and her chair overset, crashing down so violently she came and grabbed
himand held on to himwith all her mght. "Don't, don't, don't, dammt, don't,
cone back-"

"I don't want to go down there, | don't want to die again -oh gods, Mrial" His
teeth would not stop chattering. He could shut his living eye. He had no such
power over the dead one. "It's in hell, Mria, a piece of neis in hell and
can't blink, | can't shut it, | can't get rid of it-"

"Look at me!" She jerked his head by the hair and looked himin the face.
Another jerk at his hair. "Look at me!"

Hi s sight cleared. He caught her around the wai st and hugged her tight, his head
agai nst her breast, in which her heart beat |ike sonething trapped. Her hand
caressed his head, and she whispered reassurance; but he felt her heart
hamrering fit to shake her small body. No safety. As long as she was with him
there was none for her, and there was nowhere any for him

Get out of here, he would tell her. But he dreaded the day he would slip and
Moria would not be there to pull him back; he dreaded the solitude in which he
m ght then go mad. If he were a brave nan he would tell her go. But not today.
They would clinb out of this pit together; for that nmuch they needed each other
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he needed her skill and she needed his restraint and his protection to use the
gol d; but after that, after she was set up and he had a chance as well, then he
would find a way to let her go

* * *
"Dam!" Crit hissed. The news had come down the hill with the swiftness only bad
news could nmanage; but Straton said nothing at all. Straton headed out the
barracks door and whistled up the bay, which cane; of course it cane. It nmade
trouble in the stables, it cleared the stable fence like a gull in flight, and

nothing held it. It cane to himin this early dawn, and he went to the tackroom
to get what belonged to it.

"Where are you going?" Crit asked him neeting himoutside as he came out into
the dusty vyard, his right hand hauling the saddle, the treacherous |eft
unburdened with anything but the bridle and the blanket. Crit was careful wth
hi m nowadays, uncommonly patient, a perpetual wal king on eggshells.

"Town," Strat said. He cultivated patience, too. He saw Crit's anal ytical [ ook,
the inevitable reckoning what small house lay on his way. And he had not thought
of that till he saw Crit think of it; then it got its claws into his gut, and

the thought began to grow that of powers in Sanctuary which ought to be warned,
whi ch night exert a calmng influence on the town-

-dam, she had contacts in all the right places. Wth Mruth the beggar-Kking;
with the rats in the very walls when it came to that, the rabble that was nost
like to take the slaughter uptown very hard indeed. Zip arrested. That woul d not
| ast long. Best he be arrested till someone had a chance to talk sense to him
Li kel y Wal egrin.

"Stay off riverside," Crit said, and laid a hand on his arm delaying hima
monent. In nonths past that would have gotten a shrug-off, at best a surly
answer. But Crit was fighting for Strat's soul, and Strat had gotten to know
that, in a kind of fey gratitude for a friend with a |lost cause, or at best a
cause that was not worth the effort Crit spent onit. I'mecrippled, danmt, you
got ne back, you risked your dam neck pulling me out, but you have to get
anot her partner, Crit, one who won't let you down in a pinch, and you know it
and | know it. The fire's dying and |'mnot going to be again what | was, when
get the twinges | know that. Tonorrow I'||l tell you that. Wwen we're out of this
dammed city I'Il tell you that. And you'll tell me 1'ma damed fool, but
neither of us is. Tine we split. Leave ne to fend for nyself: you don't have to
go on carrying me, Crit.

Crit's hand dropped. There was a worried | ook on his face. Strat's stares could
put it there, lately. And that usually got Crit's tenper up when other
provocations failed. This tine he just stood there.

"Yeah," Strat said. "I'mgoing to drop out a few hours on the way back, expect
it: I"Il be pulling ina fewcontacts.”" He hung the bridle on his shoul der,
flung the bl anket over the bay's back, not-not |ooking nore than he nust at that
coin-sized patch just by the bay's hipbone. "I may talk to her. Figure | can
wal k out of there, too. It's all cooled down; she's got her choices, | have
mne." He slung the saddl e up, and the bay never offered to nove. It had as well
been a statue that breathed and snelled |like a horse. "She's sl eeping around. W
got corpses to prove it."

"Don't be a damm fool . "

"Hey." He turned his head and | ooked at Crit. "Trust ne to do what needs doing
Al right? You' re not my nother."

Crit said not a thing.
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Dam m stake, Crit. Say it. My mnd' s |like the damed shoul der, on and off, |
never know when. | can't think, | can't know when |I'mon target, can't know when
I"1'l flinch.

She's got herself another lover. One | can't match, can |?

I can neet her and ride away again. You don't know how easy it is. |'ve seen her
in the streets, Crit. Like the rest of the whores. Wth a pox that'll kill you

He slipped the bridle on, cinched up, and hurled hinmself into the saddl e w thout
the least twinge fromthe shoul der. "See you." he said, and rode for the gates.

"Wher e?" Tenpus snapped, just arrived on the hill, just arrived inside MIlin's
offices. It was not a good day for Mlin either, but Tenpus was clearly begun on
a worse one. "Wen and who?"

"About six of the piffs. Zip survived. He's in | ockup, for his own sake. And the
city's. Walegrin's going to have a talk with him"

"Who did it?"

Molin drew a careful breath and told him

The headache had di m ni shed. The nml ai se persisted, and di scouraged attenpts at
phi |l osophy; Ischade kept to her house, her hair immculate, the nud scrubbed
from her person, the sal vageabl e roses off the damaged bush decorating a vase on
the table, not for the beauty of them (they were black and the noisture-beads
which stood on their petals fromtheir watering shone blood-bright red in
certain lights), but as a remnder of a task she did not want to undertake in
her present nmobod and with her headache.

Havi ng power, she set |limits toit; having the ability to blast an eneny, she
refrained fromit for no altruistic notives, but because killing was very easy
for her, and very seductive, and led to untidy consequences which resisted
sol uti on.

She had taken rare inventory of her stores, and tidied up a bit (rarer still).
Haught had kept things in sone order. Stilcho had tried. She missed them m ssed
them today wth outright naudlin nelancholy, which both would have found
bew | deri ng.

Stilcho had fled, vanished. She m ght, she thought, find him

The thought, as she paused with broomin hand, became quite inviting. Stilcho
had shared her bed-many a night.

And di ed and waked. But that had been when her magi c was unnaturally great. To
do it now would risk him And he had been |loyal, he had saved Strat's life, he
had deserved sone choice in his fate, which was patently and sanely not to cone
back to her.

A presence cane near her garden gate. She knew it, alittle thrill along her
nerves, in all the noon com ng and going up and down the street just beyond.

She suddenly knew who it was even before she heard the horse distinctly, or felt
soneone touch the ironwork. She set the broom aside, flung the door open, and
wal ked out onto the porch against her habit, in the full sumrer daylight.

"Go away," she said to Strat, and held the wards against him "Qut!"

"I've got to talk to you. It's business."
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"l have no business with you."

He held both hands in plain sight. "No weapons."

"Don't try ne. | warned you. | told you you'd be no different than the others."
"Fine. Open the gate. | don't want to shout fromthe street. This is trouble.
Hear nme?"

She wavered. The gate gave to his push against it, and creaked open when he
shoved. He cane walking up as far as the porch, his face all sullen and thin
|i pped. "Well?" she said.

"There's been a nmurder uptown. Alot of it."
"I haven't been up to nuch this norning."
"Six of the piffs. You understand ne."

She did wunderstand. Faction-war broken open again. Wth the Enpire's hand
al ready heavy on the town. "Wo?"

"Can | cone in?"

It was not wise. Neither was it wise to ignore the news. O to fail to use the
contacts she had, this one no less than the rest. She turned and went in,
| eavi ng the door open, and he followed her

Ni ght again. A shambling figure staggered anong the reeds and the brush of
riverside, snuffling at times and swatting at the midges and other insects that
thrived here. One who knew Zip mght not have recognized him beneath the
swel ling, the cuts and bruises: one eye was shut and puffed, even the good one
running a trail down his face. H's nose ran: that was the swelling. O perhaps
he was crying. He hinmself had no idea. He sniffed and wi ped his nose on a nuddy
arm the hand of that arm already caked in nud where he had fallen

Run for it, the Stepson escort had told him when they had brought himnear the
bridge, at twilight. He expected an arrowin the back, but he had no third
choice: Walegrin had said they would let himgo. So he ran for his |life when
they gave himthe chance, raking through the wundergrowh and tearing his
| acerated face on thorns and branbl es and branches. He had run until he slipped
and sprawl ed on the slick bank, and run again, till his side hurt too nuch and
he took to wal king in the dark

Man, sonething said to him just that word, over and over, and direction which
was the same as the direction he went, so that he hardly needed keep his good
eye open, only to fend the branches away with his hands and to go toward that
voice that led him Revenge, it said then; and that was, in his deliriumand his
pai n and his blindness, even better

He did not know where he was until he had found the tunbl ed stones of an ancient
altar. He did not know it at first sight, but stood there snuffling and tasting
the thin constant seep of his own blood in his nmouth, blinking at the haze and
trying to focus; but it was his personal place, it was the altar where he had
| aid offerings to vengeance, because he was Ilsigi and the ol d gods the Rankans

| et exist anong the tenples were quislings all. Ilsig had had a wargod once. A
god of vengeance. And if all of themwere dead and the statues only statues, he
had still had a feeling about this old place that no Rankan had ever touched it,

no force but earthquake ever tunmbled these old stones, no Rankan ever knewits
nane to defile it. So he worshiped it, and gave it human flesh: that was the way
he was in those days. It never answered him But in those days it was all he had
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had, till he had ruled a quarter of Sanctuary.

Now Rankans killed his brothers, other Rankans turned him out w th apol ogi es,
and he was here, fallen on his knees back at his beginnings, his ribs hurting,
his face one nmass of agony, his el bows bruised on the stone |ike his knees when
he had hit the pavings in the massacre. He wept, and snuffled and w ped his nose
and his eyes, trying to catch his breath.

Revenge, sonething whispered to him He I|ifted his head and drew in a hoarse
breath, hearing a murnmuring and a runbling in the earth. Sonething was there, in
the dark just across the altar, facing him a horripilating conviction of
presence and a voice in his throbbing skull

He blinked again. Two red slits appeared in that dark, and the sane glow |imed
the flare of hunmanish nostrils and the seamof a humanish nmouth, as if there
were fire inside an utterly dark face. It snmled at him

My wor shiper, it said.

And whi spered ot her things, about power, and how it had been shut in hell unti
it gained its freedom The pain ebbed down. But not the cold.

"I"'mgoing," he told it. "I got to get to ny people, | got to tell them"

Tell themthey have a god. Wat would you give-for Ilsig to rise again? You paid
lives. You' d pay yours. But it's worship | want. None of this business about

souls. | want a tenple. That's all. \Whatever kind of a tenple you want to make
over there on the Avenue. That's where we can begin. Small. Till we have things
i n hand.

Zip wiped his nose and wiped it a second tine. He ought to be running, except
that he had no strength left. Except that this thing was real, and in a world
where nmagery and power ruled, it was talking about Ilsig, and power of a sort
Ranke had had a nonopoly on too dammed | ong.

Me, he thought. Me. Wth this thing. He was not sure what it was. God did not
quite describe it, but it assuredly had anmbitions to be one.

Atemple Ilsigis might build. A priesthood other than those dammed eunuchs and
tenpl e prostitutes the Rankans «called state-approved Ilsigi gods. A priesthood
with swords. And real power.

He sniffed and swall owed down the taste of blood, licked a bruised and swollen
mouth. "If you're a god," he said, "tell ny followers cone to get ne. If you're
a god, you know who they are. If you're a god, you can call themhere for ne."

Do you really want them here, yet? W should talk strategy, nan. W should mnake
pl ans. You nade one expensive mistake. Don't gather all your forces in one
pl ace. Cooperate with these foreigners. Wth everyone. Get your information in
order. Deal only with authorities or use subordinates. You have to learn to
del egat e.

"Prove to ne-"

Oh, yes. The red slits crinkled at the coners, the nouth stretched in a wide,
wide snmle. O course you'd conme to that.

Chenaya screamed, in the dark, in a sudden nowhere as if the world had dropped

away. She fell and fell....

hit a bruising surface that wapped about her and bubbled past her and
folded in on her with a terrible pressure. Water drove up her nose and filled
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her mouth and ears, threatening to burst her eyes and eardruns. Instinctively
she tried to nove her |inbs and swim but the nonentumwas too great, until she
had gone deep, deep, and the pressure nounted.

Asl eep in her own bed, her brain tried to tell her.

But the cold and the <crushing force increased in one long narrow ng rush
downward after the inpact, till she slowed enough to kick and the natura
buoyancy of her body began to hurl her inexorably toward the surface. Salt stung
her eyes and her throat; her lungs burned for air and her stomach was trying to
crawl up her wi ndpipe as she struggled with arms gone weak and | egs kicking
agai nst too nuch water pressure.

not going to make it, not going to nake it, consciousness was going out in
red bursts and gray and her lungs were clogged, needing to expel what they had
taken in, in a spasmwhich woul d suck water in after it, and finish her

Savankal a! she wail ed.

But nothing hastened her rise. She stroked and ki cked and stroked, and her gut
spasned; she forced the Ilast few bubbles out her nose, trying to gain tine,
fought with all instinct demanding to intake air where there was no air: she
woul d faint, was going out, and her body woul d breathe by that instinct-

Her hand broke surface, and she grabbed at it with that hand and the other, one
| ast desperate effort that got her face half clear and a froth of water and air
sl uicing down nose and throat. She coughed and spasned and nailed, trying to
spit up water and take in a clear breath while her tenples ached to bursting and
her gut racked itself in internal contractions. Stroke by flailing stroke she
gained on life, gulped clear air and vonited, swam and gul ped and choked in the
toss of waves. Her sight showed her nothing but dark, abysnal dark

"Hel p!" she yelled, a raw, aninmal sound. And gasped a nix of air and water as
the chop hit her in the face and washed over her. Her voice was snmall in the
wi nd and the night sky.

She gai ned enough strength to cast about her then, and blinked at the lights
that she saw when she turned in the water, the distant line of the wharf, the
Beysi b ships riding at anchor. She had not a stitch of clothing. She was chilled
and brui sed and hal f-drowned, and she had no idea in the world how she had cone
there, or whether she had gone nad.

She started to swim slow, painful strokes, until she renmenbered that there were
sharks in these waters. Then she threw all she had left into the drive across
Sanctuary's very anple harbor, toward the distant |ights.

NO GLAD I N GLADI ATOR
Robert Lynn Asprin

Chenaya shivered, pan from her danp nakedness, part fromfear, as she clutched
the threadbare blanket nore tightly about her. Fear? No, rather nervous
antici pation.

The whole thing so far had a surreal, dreamike quality toit. First the rude
awakeni ng, sans clothes, deep in Sanctuary's |ess-than-fragrant bay, and then
the long swimto shore, worrying all the while about the hunger and size of
aquatic predators lurking bel ow There had been nen waiting for her on the pier,
three of them one bearing the blanket she now wore. Nervousness nade her
declare her identity wunasked, including all her ranks and titles, yet they
seenmed as uni npressed and unnoved by her station as they were by her nakedness.
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The bl anket itself was a silent statenent of friendship, or at |east synpathy,
however, so it seemed natural to follow without protest as they hurried her
through a bew | dering maze of back streets and alleys to the room where she now
sat waiting.

Ignoring the scattering of candles and oil |anps which cast flickering shadows
about, she glanced again at the |l arge chair which domnated the room Al signs
indicated that she was finally going to meet the man she had been trying to
contact since she reached town. Well, her requests had said a tinme and place of
hi s choosi ng.

Her thoughts were cut short by the entrance of a man through a door she had not
seen in the shadows. Although his features were obscured by a bl ue hawkmask, she
had no difficulty recognizing him Tall and lean as he was dark, she had
appl auded himoften in the Rankan arena, and stood near himin the "tribunal"
that Tenpus had convened on Zip.

"Jubal ," she said-nore a statenent than a question

He had been studying her covertly as she waited, and admred her spirit despite
hi nsel f. Naked and al one, she showed no sign of fear, only curiosity. It was
clear to himthat this conversation would not be an easy one to control

Nei t her acknowl edgi ng nor denying his name when she wuttered it, he set one of
the two clay bottles he was carrying within her easy reach

"Drink," he ordered. "It's better against the night chill than your blanket."

She started to reach for the offering, then hesitated, her eyes going to him
again as he settled hinself in the thronelike chair.

"Aren't you supposed to taste this in front of nme? A hospitable gesture to
guar ant ee agai nst poison? | was told it is a local custom"”

He took a long drink fromhis owmn bottle before favoring her wth a mrthless
smle. "I'mnot that hospitable,” he said. "The wine I'mdrinking is of a
notably better vintage than yours. | swore off that slop when I left the arena,
and | don't intend to break that vow just to nake you feel better. If you don't
trust it, don't drink it. It nakes no difference to ne."

He wat ched her quick flash of anger with anmusenent. Chenaya was indeed a Rankan
nobl e, unused to being told that her actions were a matter of indifference to
anyone. Jubal half expected her to throw the wine in his face and stalk off...
or at least try to. The girl proved to be of sterner stuff, though. Either that,
or she wanted this neeting nore than Jubal had realized

Defiantly, she raised the bottle to her lips and took a long pull. It was the
coarse red wine given to gladiators

"Red Courage," she said, using the gladiators' nickname for the drink as she
wi ped her mouth with the back of her hand, letting the blanket slip to expose
one bare shoulder. "Sorry to disappoint you, but |'mnot shocked. |I've had it
before... and Iliked it. 1In fact, 1've developed a taste for it and drink it
often with ny nen."

Jubal shook his head.

"I''m not disappointed. Puzzled, perhaps. Arena slaves drink that swill because
they can't get any better. That or they've never had anything to conpare it to.
Why soneone who is highborn and raised to finer things would choose to drink Red
Courage when there are nore delicate beverages to be had is beyond nme. O
course, you've always been one who preferred being coarser than is necessary."
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H s words were intentionally insulting, but this time Chenaya seened unnoved.

"I bowto the master," she sniled. "Wo knows nore of crudity and coarseness
t han Jubal ?"

Unknowi ng, her riposte stuck Jubal in his nost vul nerable spot: his vanity.

"I was born a slave," he hissed, |leaning forward angrily in his chair, "and in
that station crude living and no norals are a way of life. | learned to lie and
steal and eventually to kill as a neans of survival, not as a sport. | didn't
like it, but it was necessary. Once | won ny freedom | did everything | could
to rise above ny beginnings... not far by noble standards, but as high as | have
been able. I'mtold | have a contenpt for those bel ow ne who have not matched mny

efforts, let alone ny success. That may be so, but | have nore regard for them
than for one who is highborn and wallows in the gutter by choice!"

Jubal caught hinself before he said nore and inwardly cursed his |ack of
control. The purpose of this interview was not to show Chenaya howto get himto
| ose his tenper. Such information could be dangerous in the wong hands.

Fortunately, the girl seened nore taken aback than alerted by his outburst.

"Pl ease," she said in an unconfortably contrite tone, "I don't wish to insult
you or to fight with you. I... | made it known that | wanted to nmeet with you
because | hoped we m ght work together."

This was nore to Jubal's liking. He had anticipated this request when he first
heard that she was trying to get in touch with him

"Unlikely," he replied grimy. "I've had you watched since you arrived in town,
as | do anyone who has the potential of influencing or disrupting the bal ance of
power in this town. So far, your actions have been those of a spoiled brat:
alternating malicious pranks with tantrunms. | have heard of nothing that would
give you value as an ally."

"Then why did you have me brought here?"

Jubal shrugged. "Wen | heard of your predicanent, | thought perhaps the sudden
denonstration of vyour vulnerability mght shock you into thinking. Now that
you're here, however, | see that you're still too full of yourself to listen to

anyone else, or even talk to them instead of at them Your value renmains zero,
however great the potential."

"But | have nmuch to offer....'

"I have no need of a slut or a horse thief. The streets are full of them and
nmost are better at it and smarter about plying their trade than you seemto be."

Jubal expected an angry retort to this, or at |east an argunent as to her value
as an ally. |Instead, the girl lapsed into silence, her thoughts obvi ously
turning i nward before she answered.

"If you are wuninterested in nme as an ally," she said, choosing her wor ds
carefully, "then perhaps | can inpose on you as an advisor. You ve been
nmonitoring ny actions, and know what | have and what | can do. But where | see
strength, you will only acknowl edge potential. Could | ask you to share your

thoughts with me that | might | eamfrom your experience?"

The crimelord studied her as he drank fromhis bottle. Perhaps Chenaya was w ser
than he had given her credit for.

"That's the first intelligent thing you' ve said in this neeting. Very well, if
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for no other reason than to encourage your newfound humlity, I'll answer your
questions."

The girl took another sip from her own bottle as she organized her thoughts,
unconsciously grimacing as if the sour bite of the wine was no |onger pleasant
to her tongue.

"1 have nearly a dozen gladiators under nmy conmand and amcurrently recruiting
more. |'ve always believed that gladiators, such as you vyourself used to be,
were the finest fighters in the Enpire. Am| wong?"

"Yes. "

Jubal cane out of his chair in a fluid notion and began pacing. "Every fighting
force or school sincerely believes that its style is the best. They have to in
order to nuster the necessary confidence for conbat. Your father trains
gl adiators, so you've been raised believing that a gladiator can defeat any
three fighters without simlar training."

He paused to regard her steadily.

"The truth is that there are certain individuals nore suited to conmbat than
others. Poor fighters die early, whether they're gladiators or soldiers. The
survivors, particularly those who survive nunerous battles, are the best by
virtue of the process of elimnation, but it's nore a tribute to the individua
than to the training."

"But ny agents have been specifically instructed to recruit experienced
gl adiators,” Chenaya interrupted. "Professionals who have survived nunerous
bouts. Doesn't that insure that I'Il be getting the best fighters?"

Jubal fixed her with an icy stare.

"I'f you'll allowme to finish, perhaps you wll hear the answer to that
question. | thought you wanted to hear ny opinions, not your own."

Chenaya w I ted under his gaze, and nodded mutely for himto continue.

The crimelord waited a few nore nonents, then resunmed his pacing. "As | was
saying, it is the individual's abilities that dictate how good a fighter he can
eventually beconme. Training prepares him for a specific type of conbat.
G adiator training is fine for arena-style individual conbat, but it doesn't
teach a fighter to watch the rooftops for archers the way he'd need to in street
fighting, or to deal wth maneuvering groups of fighters the way the mlitary
does. Then again, even mlitary maneuvers are useless in sone situations, like
when the nobs were formng during the plague riots. Any training will be of
limted val ue when taken out of its elenent.

"As for your so-called professional gladiators, | don't 1like them and would
never endanger ny nane and reputation by hiring themto represent nme. Regardl ess
of what you might think, being a gladiator is not a desirable profession. A
soldier or a thief can have a | ong and successful career and see little, if any,
actual conbat. By the nature of his livelihood, a gladiator must risk his life
in open conbat on a regular basis. If you are a slave, as | was, it's a dubious
way to earn your keep, but to choose it freely as your 'professional gladiators

do i s unthinkable. They are either fools or sadists, and neither are known to be
particularly controllable."

"So you think I"'mfoolish to hire gl adi ators?”

"If that's your only criterion. At the very least | would advise that you | ook
beyond training and arena records and study the individuals. Sone of the nen
currently in your enploy have questionabl e backgrounds. You might start | ooking
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into that before you place too much trust in them Further, | would suggest that
you find a trainer who can drill your troops in tactics nore suited to the
street than the arena. They'll stand a better chance of w nning."

"I... 1"l have to think on it," Chenaya said slowy. "Wat you say makes sense,
but it's all so contrary to what |'ve been raised to believe."

' Take your time." Jubal smiled. "The time to think is be fore, not after you've
committed yourself. Sending nmen into conbat isn't a ganme."

She |ooked at himsharply. "I think | hear a hidden warning in that |ast
comment. | take it you've heard of ny special talent: the fact that | never
lose. It's not potential, and |I should think it would count heavily in ny favor
as a leader... or an ally."

The crimelord averted his eyes as he sank into his chair.

"I'"ve heard of it," he confirmed. "In ny opinion, it nmakes you both arrogant and
vul nerabl e. Neither of which are traits | would want in soneone |leading e, or
guardi ng ny back."

"But..."
"Let's assune for the nonent that you're right.. . that you'll never lose. [|'ll
contest that later, but for now we'll take it as a given. You'll wn every

contest. So what? Start thinking Iike an adult instead of a child. Life isn't a
game. An arrow out of the dark that takes you in the mddle of the back isn't a
contest. You can retain your perfect win record and still be just as dead as any
| oser.”

I nstead of arguing, Chenaya cocked her head quizzically.

"That's the second tine you' ve nentioned archers or arrows, Jubal. For ny own
curiosity, were you behind the arrow that nicked Zi p?"

Jubal cursed hinmself inwardly. He would have to stop underestimating this girl
just because she was young. Her mind was quick to pick up unrel at ed
conversational points and weave theminto whole fabric.

"No," he said carefully, "but | know who was. The eye behind that arrow used to
work for me, and unless her skills have degenerated badly since her departure,
if his ear was hit, that was the target."

He noted the sudden 1ift of her eyebrow and realized too late that he had
i nadvertently given away the gender of the archer. It was time to steer
conversation back to |l ess sensitive subjects.

"W were speaking of your infallible luck. You seemto feel that if you never
| ose, you'll never fail. That kind of thinking 1is dangerous, both for you and
anyone who sides with you. There is no such thing as an unstoppabl e attack or an
i npenetrabl e defense. Believing in one or the other only | eads to overconfidence
and di saster."

"But if | never fail in battle ..

Li ke your attack on Theron?" The crinmelord sml ed.

"The attack was a success. W just chose the wong target," she argued
st ubbornly.

"Spare nme the rationalizations. Anyone who deals with magic or gods gets quite
adept with excuses. Al | know is that supernatural intervention exacts a price
dearer than nost intelligent people are willing to pay."

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]%...hieves%20World%20-%2009%20-%20Blood%20Ties.txt (91 of 165) [8/27/03 10:39:07 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %20-%20T hi eves%20Worl d%20-%2009%20-%20Bl 00d0%20Ties.txt

"Of course, you speak with the authority of one who has had a w de range of
experience with gods and magic."

In response, Jubal swept his mask off with one hand.

Vanity nmade himconceal his unnaturally aged features fromall but his closest
associates, but at tines like this his appearance could be far nore el oquent
t han wor ds.

"l have had one dealing with magic," he said grimy, "and this was the result.
Years lost off my life was the price | paid to keep frombecom ng a cripple.
VWiile | do not regret the trade, | would think long and hard before entering
into further bargaining. Does it ever occur to you that sooner or later you wll
have to pay for your luck... for ever dice roll that you do so casually to show
of f your so-called talent?"

The denonstration had the desired effect on Chenaya. She shook her head in nmute
adm ssion, averting her eyes fromthe sight of the nowold nan she had once
cheer ed.

"Your noble birth gave you a natural arrogance," the crinelord continued
relentlessly, deliberately leaving his mask off, "and your belief in your own
infallibility has escalated it to proportions that try the patience and the
stomach. You seemto believe that you can do whatever you want, to whomever you
want, w thout regard to consequence or repercussion. Perhaps the nbst arrogant
assunption of all is that you think that your undisciplined behavior is not only
acceptabl e, but admirable. The truth is that people find your antics alternately
amusing and offensive. |If they either tire of being tolerant, or if you ever
actually succeed in putting sonething together that is seen as a genuine threat,
the real powers of this town will squash you like a bug, along with anyone who
stands with you."

Hi s taunting stung Chenaya out of her shock. "Let themtry," she snapped. "I can

Jubal smled, watching her face as she stopped in md-sentence, hearing her own
arrogance for the first tine.

"You see? And that's while you're sitting there in a blanket after being dunped
inthe mddle of the bay. M guess is that whoever did it to you was nerely
annoyed. If they had been really nad, they would have dropped you farther out.
Yet still you persist in feeling that it doesn't matter who you offend."

Chenaya was hunched forward now, hugging the blanket about her as if it could
ward off words and ideas as it had the chill. "Am1 really that disliked?" she
said without | ooking up

Jubal felt a noment of pity for the girl. He had al so gone through a period when
he wanted friends desperately, only to find that his efforts were ignored or
msinterpreted. A part of himwanted to confort Chenaya, but instead he bore on
rel entl essly, taking advantage of her saggi ng def enses.

"You' ve given people little reason to |like you. There is new wealth in town from

our new Beysib residents, but the citizens still remenber how hard noney is to
cone by. You flaunt your wealth, deliberately inviting attack fromthose who are
still desperate, then wuse your skills or your luck to kill them Wre one of
themto succeed in slitting your throat sone dark night, | doubt there would be
much synpathy expressed anywhere. Mst would feel that you deserved it, were
asking for it in fact. | would hazard a further guess that there are even those
who are secretly hoping it will happen, to teach an object |esson to Rankan

nobl es who underestimate the dangers in this town. Then, there is your sexua
appetite. The tastes in this town are varied and often jaded, but even the
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| onest whore wal king the streets near the Prom se of Heaven can approach a nan
wi t hout grabbing his crotch in public.”

"You're just saying that because |I'ma woman," Chenaya protested. "Men do it-"

"That doesn't nake it adnmirable," Jubal interrupted firmy. "You consistently
take the worst nodels for your behavior. You' ve chosen to ignore the subtleties
of femninity in favor of the blunt coarseness of nmen. What's nore, you've tried
to pattern vyourself after the worst of nen. | assume you' ve watched the
gl adiators when they're given wonen the night before they enter the arena.
Renenber that gl adiators are viewed as aninmals by nost, including thenselves.
What's nore, they knowthere is a good chance they will not |I|ive through the
next day, so they have little concern for thinking of the future or naking a
good inpression on their partners. Then again, there's the mnor detail that a
gladiator's usually dealing wth inprisoned whores or slaves. If he tried his

pre-fight advances on a free wonan in a tavern, | doubt he would find them
acceptable to the lady or the other patrons. If you want soneone to |like you or
admre you, you don't do it by enbarrassing themin public... or in private, for

that matter. Rape isn't admrable, no matter which sex perpetrates it."
"But Tenpus is respected, and he's a known rapist."

"Tenpus is respected as a soldier, in spite of... not because of his ways wth
worren. | have yet to hear anyone, including his own nen, describe his sexua
habits as admirable. Renenber what | was saying about paying a price for dealing
with magic? If nmy information is correct, part of the cost Tenpus pays for being
"favored of the gods' is only being able to take a womman by force. At |east,
that's the excuse he gives for his conduct. What excuse do you have for yours?"

Jubal had tine as he spoke to reflect on the irony of himdefendi ng Tenpus.
"Forgive ne if | seemto harp on ny criticismof arrogance,"” he said, "but I
firmy believe it's the nbost dangerous characteristic one can have in Sanctuary.
You asked a nonent ago of ny experience with magic. Well, arrogance is something
I amvery experienced with; I've had to learn of its dangers the hard way."

Unbi dden, images fromthe past rose up in his mind. Inmages that usually confined
thensel ves to his dreans.

"Once, before your cousin canme to town, | and ny hirelings ran Sanctuary. The
governor and the garrison were corrupt and ineffectual, and the power was there
to be had by anyone strong enough to seize it and hold it. W were strong
enough, but it led us, and ne in particular, into believing that we wer e
invincible. Consequently, we swaggered through the streets, flaunting and
occasi onal |y abusi ng our power, eager to have everyone acknow edge our strength.
The result was that when Tenpus arrived in town, we were the obvious targets,
first for his individual attention, and then for the Stepsons when they joined
him M hol dings were seized, ny force scattered, and | was |left with the wounds
that cost me so nmuch to have healed. Al that fromone nman, the sane one you are
so willing to provoke with petty ganes."

"Yet you respect Tenpus and are willing to ally with hin?" Chenaya wondered out
| oud.

Jubal was suddenly aware of how far astray his nenories had | ed him

"You miss the point," he said brusquely. "The fault was nine. It was nmy open
arrogance that brought attention of a sort | neither expected nor wanted. |If you
willingly lay your hand in a trap, do you hate the trap for snapping shut, or
curse your own stupidity for placing your hand in jeopardy?"

"l should think you' d want to avenge yourself on the one who cost you so ruch."
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"I''"l'l admit that | have no great love for Tenpus. |f at sonme point in the future
| have the opportunity to pay himback, 1'll probably take it," Jubal observed,
allowing hinself a brief flash of the hatred he fought so hard to suppress.
"What | won't do is devote ny life to it. Revenge is a tenpting side street
which usually turns out to be a dead end. Al it does is lure you farther away
fromyour original path. You would do well to renenber that in your schenes to
deal with Theron."

"But he had ny fanmily nurdered!"

"Isn't that part of the risk of being a noble?" he said, raising an eyebrow.
"Renmenber what | was saying about everything having a price? Your fanmily led a

confortabl e existence, but the price was |inking your future to the existing
power structure in the Enpire. Wien it fell, so did your famly. It was a
ganble. One you lost. Do you really want to spend the rest of your |life hating

and pursuing the w nner?"

"But - "
The crimelord held up a hand to still her protests. "I still haven't finished
tal ki ng about nmy own arrogance. If you'll indul ge ne?"

Chenaya bit her |ip but nodded.

"I thought | had |l earned ny | esson. Wien | rebuilt my force, |I contented nyself
with covert operations and naintained a low profile to avoid attention. To a
| arge extent it worked, and the various factions in town turned their energies
on each other. | watched them stacking bodies and licked ny lips... vyes, and
even worked to keep them at each others' throats. It was ny thought t hat
eventual ly they would grow so weak that | could again rule Sanctuary."

He paused to take another sip of wine, a part of himwondering what there was
about this girl that led himto confide his thoughts and plans to her.

"I't wasn't until | was criticized by someone, an old nman whose opinions |'ve
grown to respect, that | realized that | had again fallen into the trap of
arrogance. The Enpire has changed and Sanctuary has changed. Things w Il never
be as they were, and | was foolish to think otherwise. I wll never again

control this town, and all ny machinations to weaken ny rivals have only made it
nmore vulnerable in its inevitable confrontation wth Theron. That's why | was
willing to go along with Tenpus's plan to negotiate a truce anbng the warring
factions. There is nore at stake here than personal vengeance or anbition."

He noticed Chenaya was | ooking at himstrangely. "You really care for this town,
don't you?"

"It's a hellhole, or a thieves' world if you listen to the storytellers, but I'm
used to it the way it is. | wuldn't like to see it changed at the whimof a new
enperor. To that extent, I'mwlling to put my personal ambition and pride aside
for a nonent, for the good of the town."

Chenaya nodded, but Jubal suspected that his attenpts to make |ight of his
feelings for Sanctuary had not deceived her in the slightest.

"Tenpus wants ne to organize the town's defenses once he and his forces |eave
town. "

Jubal grimaced at her statenment as if soneone had pl aced somet hi ng unpl easant on
his pl ate.

"Unlikely. As shrewd as he may be militarily, Tenpus still doesn't know the
heart of Sanctuary. He is an outsider as you are. The townspeople resent your
comng in and clanging the mssion bell to tell themhow to solve their problem
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Even his own nen are beginning to rebel against his high-handed ways after so
Il ong an absence. The truce was agreed to because it nade sense, not because
Tenmpus proposed it. | doubt you could effectively unite the |ocals because you
are an outsider. Any cooperation you got woul d be grudging at best."

He considered pointing out that her betrayal of Zip made her decidedly
untrustworthy in the eyes of any who knew of it, but decided against it. They
were closing on one of the nain reasons he had granted this audience, and he
didn't want the conversation to veer off on unwanted tangents.

"Who, then? You?"

"I told you before that I'Il never control this town again," he said, shaking
his head. "I'ma crimnal, and an ex-slave to boot. Even if those difficulties
were overcone, too nany of the factions have old grievances with nme and nmine.
No, they might fight beside ne, but they'd never willingly follow nme."

"Then in your opinion, the best |eader would be ..

She let the question hang in the air. Mentally, Jubal took a deep breath and
crossed his fingers.

"Your cousin. Prince Kittycat. He's been here |long enough to be considered one
of the locals, and he's very popular with those common folk who've had any
direct contact wth him Mre inportantly, he's probably the only figure of
authority who has not directly opposed any of the necessary factions. If that
isn't enough, he has <closer dealings with the Beysib than anyone in town with
the possi bl e exception of the fishermen. The town will need the support of the
fish-eyes, both financially and mlitarily, if we're going to stand against
Theron. The proposed betrothal between Kadakithis and Shupansea will cement that
all'iance better than-"

"I know. | just don't have to like it."
Chenaya was on her feet and Jubal knew he was cl ose to | osing her

"My cousin will never nmarry that bare-breasted freak! But gods, he's of roya
birth-"

"... As is she,"” he snarled, rising to his feet to match her anger with his own.
"Such an arrangenment would not only be for the good of the city, it might well
be necessary. Think on that, Chenaya, before you let your childish jeal ousies
rul e your tongue. |If you continue to oppose the wunion, you m ght just becone
enough of a danger for the powers of Sanctuary to test your invulnerability.”

"Are you threatening me?" Fear and rebellion mxed in her voice as their gazes
| ocked.

"I'"'mwarning you... as |'ve been trying to do through this entire neeting."

For a monent the rapport between themteetered on the brink of disintegration
Then Chenaya drew a ragged breath and exhal ed noisily.

"I don't think I could give nmy blessings to the narriage, no natter how good it
m ght be for the town."

"I'"'m not suggesting that you have to encourage it, or even approve," Jubal said
soothingly, trying not to let his relief show "Sinply cease opposing the
marriage and | et events take their natural course."

"I won't oppose it. But | have much to think on."

"Good," he nodded. "You're |ong overdue for sone thinking. |I think you' ve had
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enough advi senent to fuel your nmind for one night. My nmen outside will see you
back to your estate ... and tell them| said to find sonme clothes for you. It's
not seenmly for soneone of your station to parade through the streets in a
bl anket . "

Chenaya nodded her thanks and started to go, then turned back

"Jubal, could I... will you be available in the future for additional counsel?
You seemwilling to tell me things that others avoid or overlook."

"Perhaps you are sinply nore wllingto listen to ne than to your other
advi sors. However, |'msure our paths will cross fromtine to tine."

"But if | need to see you at a specific time instead of waiting... ?" she
pressed.

"Shoul d anything urgent arise, |eave word at the Vulgar Unicorn, and I will find
a way to contact you."

It was a sinple enough request, Jubal told hinmself. There was no reason at al
that he should feel flattered.
"So, overall, what do you think of her?"

Sal i man had j oi ned Jubal now, and they were sharing the wi ne, the good vintage,
as they discussed Chenaya's visit.

"Young, " Jubal said thoughtfully. "Even younger than | had anticipated in many
ways. She has much to |l earn and no one to teach her."

The ai de cocked an eyebrow at his enpl oyer
"I't woul d seemthat she inpressed you."
"VWhat do you nean?"

"For a nmonent there you sounded alnost paternal. | thought you were out to
apprai se a potential ally or eneny, not |ooking for soneone to adopt."

Jubal started to snap out an answer, then gave a barking | augh instead.

"I did sound that way, didn't 1?" he grimaced. "It nust be my reaction to
m sgui ded youth. So little could nake so nuch difference. But you're right, that
has nothing to do with our goals."

"So | repeat the question: Wat do you think of her? WI| she be able to provide
| eadership in the future?”

"Eventual | y, perhaps, but not soon enough to be of imediate use."
"Whi ch | eaves us where?"
Jubal stared at the wall silently before answering.

"W cannot afford to have Tenmpus and his troops |eave Sanctuary just yet.
Sonething will have to be devised to keep them here. If we cannot arrange it
through others, we nay have to commit ourselves to the task."

Saliman sucked in his breath through his teeth. "Ether way, it could be
expensi ve. "

"Not as expensive as an ineffectual defense. If the town opposes Theron, it wll
have to win. To try and fail would be disastrous."”
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"Very well,"” the aide nodded. "I'Il have our informants start checking as to
who's available and if their price is gold or anger.”

"The other thing | haven't nentioned regarding Chenaya," Jubal said casually,
"is that 1've agreed to advise her in the future. | felt it would be wise to be
sure that her devel opnent followed patterns suitable to our goals."

"Of course," Salinman nodded. "It's always best to plan for the long term"

They had been together a long tine, and Saliman knew better than to point out to
Jubal when he was using logic to try to hide his own sentinentality.

THE TI E THAT BI NDS
Di ane Duane

Pillars of fire and other such events notwi thstandi ng, people in Sanctuary have
routines, just as they do everywhere else in the world. Dawmn cones up and
thi eves steal home fromwork, slipping into shanbly buildings or into early
opening taverns for a bite and sup or sone early fencing. Brothel-less whores
sl ouch out of the Promi se of Heaven, or nake their way up fromthe foggy streets
by the river, to go yawing back to their garrets or cellars before the sun
makes too nuch nockery of their paint. And people of other wal ks of life
fullers, butchers, the stallkeepers of the Bazaar-drag thenselves groaning or
sighing out of their beds to face the annoyances of another day.

On this particular sumrer norning, one fragment of routine stepped out of a door
in a much-rundown house near the Maze. People who lived in the street and were
going about their own routines knew better than to stare at her, the tal
handsome young worman with the oddly fashioned linen robes and the raven hair.
One or two early travelers, out of their normal neighborhoods, did stare at her.
She glared at themout of fierce gray eyes, but said nothing-nmerely slamed the
door behind her.

It cane off in her hand. She cursed the door, and hefted it lightly by its iron
knob as if ready to throw the thing down the filthy street.

"Don't do it!" said a voice frominside; another fenale voice, sounding very
annoyed.

The gray-eyed woman cursed again and set the door up against the wall of the
house. "And don't kill anyone at work, either!" said the voice frominside. "You
want to | ose another job?"

The gray-eyed worman drew herself up to full height, producing an effect as if a
statue of sonme angry goddess was about to step down from her pedestal and wreak

havoc on sone poor nortal. Then the nmarble nelted out of her, leaving her
| ooking nerely young, and fiercely lovely, and very tall. "No," she said, stil
wrat hful. "See you at lunchtine."

And of f she went, and the people in the street went about their business, going
home fromwork or getting up for it. If you had told any of themthat the woman
in the linen chlanys was a goddess exiled fromw de heaven, you would probably
have gotten an interested inquiry as to what you had been drinking just now |If
you had told that person, further, that the woman was sharing a house with a
god, anot her goddess, and sonetines with a dog (also divine)-the person would
probably have edged away cautiously, w shing you a nice day. Druggies are
sonet i nes danger ous when contradi ct ed.

O course, every word you would have said would have been the truth. But in
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Sanctuary, who ever expects to hear the truth the first tinme... ?

"She hates the job," said the voice frominside the house.
"I know," said another voice, nale.

The house was one of those left over froman earlier time when sonme m sgui ded
dem - nobl e, annoyed at the higher real-estate prices in the nei ghborhoods close
to the palace, had tried to begin a "gentrification" project on the outskirts of
the Maze. Sensibly, no other menber of the nobility had bothered to sink any
money in such a crazed undertaking. And the people in the mean houses all around
had carefully waited until the nobleman in question had noved all his goods into
the townhouse. Then the nei ghbors had begun carefully harvesting the house-never
so many burglaries or so large a loss as to drive the nobl eman away; just many
careful pilfer-ings made easier by the fact that the neighbors had bl ackmail ed
the builders into putting some extra entrances into the house, entrances of
whi ch the property owner was unaware. The econony of the nei ghborhood took a
distinct upward turn. It took the nobleman nearly three years to becone aware of
what was happeni ng; and even then the neighbors got wind of his inpending nove

through one of his servants, and relieved the poor gentleman of all his plate
and nost of his liquid assets. He considered hinself lucky to get out with his
clothes. After that the property fell into genteel squal or and was occupi ed by

shift after shift of squatters. Finally it became too squalid even for them
whi ch was when Harran bought it, and noved in with two goddesses and a dog.
"Whose turn is it to fix the door?" Harran said. He was a young man, perhaps
ei ghteen years of age, and dark-haired... a situation he found odd, having been
born thirty years before, and blond at the time. H's companion was a lean little
rail of a wonman with a tangle of dark curly hair and eyes that had a touch of
madness to them which was not surprising, since she had been born that way, and
sanity was nearly as newto her as divinity was. They were standing in what had
been the downstairs reception room and was now a sort of bedroom since the
upper floors were too befouled as yet to do anything with at all. Both of them
were throwi ng on cl othes, none of the best quality. "Miga?" Harran said. "Huh?"
She | ooked at him w th an abstracted expression. "Wose turnis it to fix the
door?... Ch, never mind, I'll doit. |I don't have to be there for a bit."

"Sorry," Miga said. "Wen she's angry, | get angry, too.... | have trouble,
still, figuring out where she |eaves off and | begin. She's out there wanting to
throw t hunderbolts at things."

"This is wunusual ?" Harran said, picking up a much-worn shirt and shaking it
hard. Rock dust snapped out of the folds.

"It should be," Miga said rather sadly. She sat down on one of their pieces of
furniture, a large bed with multiple sword hacks init. "l renenber the way
things were for her when she was a goddess for real. A thought was all it took
to nmake the best things to wear, anything she wanted to eat, a god's house to
live in. She didn't have to be angry then. But now .." She | ooked rat her
wistfully to one side, where a huge old nural clung faded and noul dering to the
wall. It was a scene of Us and Shipri creating the first harvest from nothing.
Everywhere there was a wealth of grain and flowers and fruit, and danci ng nynphs
and gauzy drapery and ewers of outpoured w ne. The wood on which the nmural was
pai nted was warped, and Shipri had wornholes in her, in enbarrassing places.

Harran sat down beside her for a nonent. "Do you regret it?"
Miga | ooked at himout of big hazel eyes. "Me nyself? O she and | ?"
"Both. "

Miga put out a hand to touch Harran's cheek. "You? Never. | would becone a
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goddess a hundred tinmes over and give it up every tinme, to be where | am now.
But Siveni..."

She trailed off, having no answer for Harran that he would want to hear. Perhaps

he knewit. "We'Ill make it work," he said. "Gods have survived being nortals
before. "
"Yes," Miga said. "But that's not the way she had it planned."

She | ooked at a bar of sunlight that was inching across the bare wood fl oor
toward the other piece of furniture, a table of blond wood with one |eg shorter

than the three others. "Time to be heading out, Ilove. Do we all eat together
t oday?"
"She said she m ght not be able to nake it... there's sonething going on at the

wal | that may take extra time. An arch of some kind."

"W shoul d take her sonething, then."

"Al ways assuning that | get paid."

"You should hit themwith lightning if they renege on you."
"That's Siveni's departnent.”

"I wish it were," Miga said. She kissed Harran goodbye and left as he was
| ooking for a hasp to rehang the door

Miga walked slowy toward her own work, threading the streets with the
unconscious care of alifelong city dweller. It had been a busy year for all of
them... for her in particular. One day Miga had been just another nadwonan...
Harran's bedwarner and house servant, good for nothing but nindless knife
sharpening and mindless sex. The next, she had been awake, and aware, and
di vi ne-caught in the backwash of a spell Harran had performed to bring back
Siveni from whatever oblivious heaven she and the other Ilsig gods had been
i nhabi ting. Harran had been one of Siveni's priests, the heal er-servants of the
di vine patroness of war and crafts. He had thought he would remain so. But the
spell had caught him too, binding himand Siveni and Miga together through
life, past death. That was no nere phrase, either, for the three of them had
been in hell together, and had cone back again to what should have been a
cheerful, delighted Iife together... long years rich with joy.

Miga stepped over the sewer runnel in the nmiddle of a street and reflected that
even the gods were sonetinmes caught by surprise. The trouble had started wth
Stonnbringer's pillar of fire; the banner of a new power in Sanctuary, one that
was going to dimnish all others that were already there. She could stil
remenber the night she woke in terrible shock to Siveni's angui shed screans, and
to the feeling of something fiercer than life seemingly running out of her
bones, as godhead wavered and sank within themboth like a snothered fire. And
then the d obes of Power were destroyed, and what little innate power was |eft
to the three of them began to go awy. She and Siveni had said they were willing
to be nortal, to die, for Harran's sake. Now it appeared they would have a
chance to find out just how wlling. Meantinme, a god (or goddess) wi thout a
tenpl e needed a place to live, and food to eat...

Miga wal ked across the bridge over the Wiite Foal (briefly holding her breath
agai nst the norning snmell) and headed into the Bazaar fromthe south side. Mst
of the stall-keepers were setting up their canopies, muttering to one another
about prices, whol esal ers, arguments at home: the usual norning gossip. She made
her way over to the side near the north wall.

There was Rahi, her stallmte, setting up as usual... a large, florid, corpulent
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man, fighting with the canopy poles, sweating and swearing. Rahi was a tinker
who did a snall side business in small arms, knives, and the |ike. He boasted
that he had sold knives to Hanse hinself, but Miga doubted this; anyone who
really had would be too cautious to cry the man's name aloud. At any rate, apart
fromhis boasting, Rahi was that astoni shing phenonenon, an honest tradesman. He
didn't mark up his wares nore than a hundred percent or so, he didn't scrape
true gilt off hilts or scabbards and substitute brass, and his scales had
trustworthy weights to them Wy he chose to be such an exception, he usually
refused to explain ... though one night, over a stoup of w ne, he whispered one
word to Miga, looking around himas if the Prince's nen were waiting to take
himaway. "Religion," he had said, and then imredi ately drank hinsel f drunk

Their association, odd though it mght be, satisfied Miga. Wen she had been
job hunting and had passed through the Bazaar one day, Rahi had recognized her
as the crippled forner idiot-girl who used to sit there and hone broken bits of
metal on the cobbles until they could split hairs, until Harran took her hone to
sharpen Stepsons' swords and his surgical tools. Rahi had offered her a spot in
his stall-for a small cut of her profits, of course-and Miga had accepted, nore
than willing to take up her old trade. Swords got dull or notched quickly in
Sanctuary. A good "polisher" never starved... and Miga was the best, being
(these days) an avatar of the goddess who invented swords in the first place.

"*Bout tinme you got here," Rahi bellowed at her. Various people close by,
sweet neat sellers and clothiers, winced at the noise, and off in the cattle pens
various steers |ifted up their voices in mournful answer. "Day's half gone,
where you been, how you gonna make your nut, | hafta kick you out, best spot in

the Bazaar, eh |ady?"

Miga just smiled at himand unslung her pouch, which contained all her tools:
oil, rags, and five grades of whetstones. Gthers in the city worked with nore
tools, and charged nore, but Miga didn't need to. "There's no one up but us and
the birds, Rahi," she said. "Don't nmake ne |augh. Who's been here with a sword

this norning that |'ve mssed?"

"Eh, laugh, sure, sonmetine some big guy from the palace, you'll |augh then
charge himbig, but no, he'll be uptown and you, not a copper, out on the stones
again, you be careful!" He rammed the | ast canopy pole into its spot and glared

at her, sweating, smling.

Miga shrugged. Rahi traditionally spoke in a long gasp with a | augh at the end,
and dropped out words as if he was afraid to run out of them sone day. "Hey,
Rahi, if it gets slow over here | can always go over to the wall and sharpen the
chisels, eh?"

Rahi was shaki ng out the canopy, a six-foot rectangle of |ight cotton with sone
| ong-faded pattern just barely visible in the weave. "No good' Il come of that,
mark," he said, "didn't need the wall until now, what for? But to hold out
armes, or hold people in. Put a lock on a door and people start thinking
there's things to steal, sure. That-the Torch-" He was plainly unwilling to say
Molin Torchholder's nane aloud. That was no surprise; many people were.
Sanctuary was full of wears, and there was frequently no telling who they
bel onged to. "Playing kingnaker, that one. |If he doesn't get us burnt in our
beds ..." Rahi trailed off into grunbling. "Your man, how about him eh?"

"He's doing all right. Word's been getting about that there's a good barber to
be had in the Maze. W haven't even been robbed yet.... They let us be, seeing
as how it mght be Harran that has to patch one of themup sone night after a
j ob goes sour."

"Doesn't do to have the barber nmad at you, no indeed; pots! Pots to sell!" Rahi
shout ed suddenly, as a housewife with a thunbsucking child in tow went by the
stall. "Qther lady, the tall one, she leans that too? No? 'Spose not, doesn't
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seemthe 'prenticing type, too proud, she.

Miga silently agreed. Wile still active in the 1lsig pantheon, Siveni had
invented many a craft and passed themon to mnen. Medicine, the sciences, the
fine arts, the making and using of weapons, all had been hers. Trapped in the
worl d Siveni mght be, but what she knew of the spells and arts of medicine was
far more than the best of her priest-healers had known; and Harran had been only
a mnor one of those. "No," Miga said, "she's on the wall. She does well
enough. "

She took out a favorite knife, a little black-handled thing already fine-edged
enough to |l eave the wind bleeding, wiped it with oil, and began absently to whet
it. More people were conming into the Bazaar. |In front of them Yark the fuller
went by with his flat cart. On top of it one of the Bazaar's two big calked
straw pi sspots lurched precariously, making om nous sl oshing noises. "Any | ast
m nute contributions?" said Yark, grinning.

Miga shook her head and grinned back. Rahi nade an inprobable remark about
Yark's mother, the last part of which Miga lost as a young man passing by
paused to watch her work. She lifted the knife, a friendly gesture. "Have
anyt hing that needs sone work, sir?"

He | ooked dubi ous. "How nuch?"
"Let's see."

He stepped closer, reached under his worn tunic and pulled out a shortsword.
Miga | ooked at himcovertly as she turned over the sword in her hands. Young,
in his md-twenties, perhaps. Not too well dressed, nor too poorly. Wll, that
m ght be a relief. People had been doing better lately; the Beyfol k's noney was
maki ng a difference. The sword was of a steel that had forge patterns |ike those
in Enlibrite, and it was dark-bladed wth rust, and had notches in it. Miga
tsked at the poor thing, while sorting other inpressions ... for even though
swat hed in flesh and trapped away from heaven, a goddess has senses a nortal has
not. A dubious blade, this, with the nmenory or the intention of blood on it. But
in this town, what weapon hadn't killed soneone?... That was after all what they
were for. "Dark or bright?" she said.

"What ?" The young man's voice was very raw and light, as if it mght still tend
to crack at tinmes.

"I can polish it bright for you, if it needs to be seen," she said. "O leave it
dark in the blade, if it needs not." She had |earned that delicate phrasing
qui ckly, after accidentally scaring away a few potential custoners whose work
required that their blades be inconspicuous. "Either way, the edge is the sane.
Four in copper.”

"Two. "

"You think you're dealing with a scissors grinder? The Stepsons brought their
bl ades to ne, and the Prince's guard do still. The thing'll be able to slice one
thought fromthe next when |I'mdone wth it. A ways assuming that you can Kkeep
it out of the tables at the Unicorn after this." That got his attention; that
much Miga had been able to pick up fromthe blade itself, though it wasn't
tal kative as steel went. "Three and a half, because 1 like your |ooks. No nore."

The young man screwed up his face a little, slightly ruining those |[|ooks. "All
right, do it dark. How | ong?"

"Hal f an hour. Take mne," she said, and handed him her "leaner," a plain,
respectabl e | ongknife with quillons of browned steel. "Don't 'lose' it," Miga
said then, "so | don't have to give you a denonstration with this one."
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The young man ducked his head and slipped into the growing crowd. Rahi said
sonething not in a bellow, and it got lost in the increasing noise of people
crying fish and cloth and ashsoap

"What ?"
"You ever have to denpbnstrate?" he wheezed in her ear

Miga sniled. Siveni, so long unprayed-to by nortals, had been |osing her
attributes. And as such things will, one attribute-the affinity for things wth
edges-had slipped across into nortality and into the person best equipped to
handle it: Miga. "Not personally," she said. "Last tinme, the knife did it

itself. Just lost its balance all of a sudden... slipped out of the thief's hand
and stuck her right-well, whatever. Wrd got around. It's not a problem now "
Yark the fuller went by wth the cart again. This one was sloshing. "Last

chance!" he said.

"Pots," Rahi bellowed beside her, "pots! Buy pots! You, nmadaml Even a fish
sorry-even a Beysib needs a pot!"

Miga rolled her eyes and began to whet the new knife.

* * *

When Mblin Torchholder let it be known that he was going to conplete the walls
of Sanctuary, the noise of nerrinent about the new jobs that would becone
avail abl e was alnost as loud as Stornbringer's fireworks had been. There were,
of course, quieter conversations about what the old fox was up to this tine.
Sone dared to say that his sudden industriousness on the Enpire's behalf had
less to do with his desire to keep Sanctuary safe for the Inperials, as to keep
it safe from them Sone day, not too far off, when Sanctuary's own trade was
wel | enough established, when it had enough of its own gold, and was secure in
its gods again... then the gates could swing shut, and Molin and others would
stand on the walls and laugh in the Enmpire's face...

O course those who said such things said themin whispers, behind bolted doors.
Those who did not |ost the tongues that had spoken them Mlin didn't bother
hinsel f with such small business; his spies tended to it. He had too many things
to take care of hinmself. There was his new god to placate, old ones to assist
out of existence, Kadakithis and (in a different fashion) the Beysa to nanage.
And there was the wall

As an exercise in logistics alone it was trouble enough. First the plans, argued
over for weeks, changed, changed again, changed back; then ordering the stone,
and having it quarried; then hiring people enough to nmove such weights, others
to work on the roughed-out stones, trimring them to size. Overseers,
stonemasons, nortarers, caterers, spies to nake sure everything was working...
Money was fortunately no problenm but time, all the things that could go wong,
were riding on Molin's mnd. The vision of what it would be if all went well
security against enemes, against the Enpire, power for hinmself and those he
chose to share it-that vision was barely enough to counter the nurderous work of
it all. He took any help he could find, and didn't scruple to use it to the
ut nost thereafter.

He hadn't scrupled on the norning several nonths or so back when the first
courses of stone were being laid on the southern perineter, and there was
trouble with the foundations, dug too deep and uneven to boot. The plans were
spread out on a block on undressed northern granite, and he was speaking to his
engineers in that soft voice that made it plain to themthat if they didn't set
things to rights shortly, they would be very dead. And in the nmiddle of the
qui et tirade, he had becone aware of sonmeone | ooking over his shoulder. He

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]...ieves%20World%20-%2009%20-%20Blood%20Ties.txt (102 of 165) [8/27/03 10:39:07 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %20-%20T hi eves%20Worl d%20-%2009%20-%20Bl 00d0%20Ties.txt

didn't nove. The someone snorted. Then a slender arm poked down between his
shoul der and the chief architect's and said, "Here's where you went wong. The
ground's prone to settling all along this rise; wusing that for your | eve
strings threw all your other neasurenents off. You can still save it, wth
cenent enough. But you won't have tine if you stand here gaping. That ground
dries out, a whole city's worth of cenment on top of it won't hold firm And mind
you put enough sand init."

He had turned around to see the ridiculous, the |aughable. It was a tall young
worman, surely no more than twenty-five, with cool clean features and I ong bl ack
hair, and a nost peculiarly draped white Iinen robe with a goatskin slung over
it. He |l ooked at her wth annoyance and amazenent, but she was ignoring him
whi ch was al so ridicul ous; no one ignored him She was |ooking at the plans as
if they had been drawn in the nud with a stick. "Wo designed this silly heap of
bl ocks?" she said. "It'Il fall down the first tine an arny hits it."

Beside him Mlin's chief architect had turned a ferocious shade of red, and
then began shifting fromfoot to foot as his gout started to trouble him Mlin
| ooked at the gray-eyed womman and said, in the deadly soft voice he had been
usi ng on the engineers, "Can you do better?"

The wonman flicked eyebrows at himin the npst scornful expression he had ever
seen. "OF course.”

"If you don't," he had said, "you know what w |l happen."

She gave hima look that nade it plain that his threats anused her. "Parchnent,
pl ease," she said, knocked the plans aside into the nud, and sat down on the
bl ock like a queen, waiting for the witing naterials to be brought her. "And
you' d better do sonething about that cenent right now, before the ground dries.
That nmuch of your wall "Il keep. You-" She pointed at one of the engineers

"Send soneone to the biggest glassmaker in town and ask for all the cull they've
got."

n QJI I ?Il

"Broken glass. Pound it up fine. It goes in the cenent.... Wiat's it for?! You
want rats and coneys tunneling under and undermining the wall? Leaving holes for
people to pour acid in, or something worse? Well, then!"

The engi neer in question glanced at Molin for perm ssion, then hurried away. He
turned to her to say sonething, but the parchnent and silverpoint had already
been brought, and the woman was sketching with astonishing swiftness on the
snoot h side of the skin-drawi ng perfectly straight Iines without rulers, perfect
curves without tools. He had to fight to keep the scorn in his voice. "And who
m ght you be?" he had said.

"You may call ne Siveni," she had said, not looking up, as if she were royalty
doing a beggar a favor. "Now |ook here. That curtain wall was all wong; it
woul d never bear crenella-tions. And of course you are going to crenellate at
some point...."

He entreated her politely, for the nonent, to speak quietly; crenellation was
forbi dden by the Enpire except under very special circunstances, and he had been

planning to do it... just not now, when it was inportant to seemnot to be
havi ng any thoughts of autonony. Even as he entreated her, though, he found
hi nsel f beconmi ng uneasy. It was not as if Siveni was an uncomon nane in

Sanctuary; it was not. But every now and then he was troubled by the nmenory of
how t he abandoned tenple of the goddess of that nane had had its bronze doors
torn right off and thrown in the street a while back; and fromall indications,
they had been broken out fromthe inside.
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Si veni, of course-knowing all these thoughts of Mlin's, in a goddess's fashion,
as if fromthe inside-was amused by the whole business. It anmused her, the
i nventor of architecture, to be building for nortals; to be building for the nman
who had cast her priests out of Sanctuary; to be confusing him and unnerving
him and at the sanme time doing sonmething worthwhile with her tinme. Like many
gods, she had a flair and taste for paradox. Siveni was indulging it to the
poi nt of surfeit.

Such i ndul gence was one of the few pleasures she had these days, since she and
Miga and Harran had cone back fromhell. Harran had been dead, killed by one of
Straton's people in the raid on the Stepsons' old barracks. The two of them
with Harran's little dog Tyr, and Ischade as guide on the road, had gone down
and begged his life of hell's dark Queen, and (rather to their surprise) had
gotten it.

The arrangenent was peculiar. Harran (playing the barber even past death) had
picked up the wounded soul of a mnd-dead body, so that his own soul had
somewhere to live again. The Queen had let them all out of hell on condition
that fromnow on they should divide Harran's hell-sentence anong them and take
death in shifts. Tyr was in hell presently, enjoying herself a great deal, to
judge by the vague inpressions Siveni occasionally received. Hell's Queen had
made a pet of her. But how the rest of the arrangenent would function now -even
if it was still intact-Siveni had no idea. Hell's gate was closed. The magics
that had nmade Ischade free of the place were severely curtailed since the |oss
of the d obes of Power.

And heaven's gate, it seened, was closed, too; the IlIsig gods were |ocked away
fromthe world by Stonnbringer's sudden terrible assertion of power. Oiginally,
Siveni's plan and Miga's had been to take Harran straight back to heaven with

them to her tall, fair tenple-house in the country beyond the world's tinme. But
they had dallied too long in the nortal world, while Harran got his bearings and
got used to his new body... and then one night had awakened to find that

heaven's gate was shut on them and no way back. They were marooned.. .

So Siveni wal ked the nmortal world w thout her arnor, without her arny-conquering
spear, and built city walls, and pondered vengeance on Mlin Torchhol der. Some
ways, this was all his fault. Harran would never have been noved to sunmon her
out of the terrible calmof the Ilsig heaven had not the Torchhol der bani shed
her priesthood from Sanctuary. And now, she thought-Iooking down between the
fourth and fifth courses of new stone at a little tunnel being built between
them now he would pay for it. O perhaps not now, but as gods reckon tine, soon
enough.

"Yai there, Gay-Eyes," cane a shout up to her from one of the stonemasons
"We're ready for the next one!"

She grinmaced, a | ook she was glad the nmason couldn't see through the kicked-up
dust of the hot day's work. Gray-eyes, they all called her; but it was a joke.
There was no telling themwho she was. It hadn't been too |ong ago that she sat
cool and calmin her house in heaven, hearing her nane called in reverence,
smel ling the uprising savor of good sacrifices, stepping down in power to help
those who called on her. No nore of that.

Love she had now, vyes; she had never had that before- certainly nothing so
i medi ate. But was it as good... ?

"Right," she shouted back. "Kivan," she shouted in another direction, "get the
crane around, man, the nortar's wet! It's three in a row here. Yes, those three.
Get themup on the hoist. Were the hell are the draggers?"

She watched themhaul the stone in question into place and wap the crane's
ropes around it. Wile they were grunting and straining she let herself go
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unfocused for a monent, and |istened. Knife-grinding, she "heard"; and soneone
screami ng, while sure hands worked over them and ot her hands held them down; and
more faintly than the first two inpressions, a clear sense cane of being rubbed
in the good place behind the ears. Siveni smled to herself. She had al ways been
a single goddess, being too busy inventing things to bother splitting of f
al ternate personae, dyads and trinities and whatever. Now, after Harran's spell
and their trek past hell's gate, she was not only a trinity, but one wth four
menbers. Interesting, it was. And very unsettling.

And was it worth it... ?

A shadow fell over her as she | eaned on the last-laid stone. "Mdlin," she said.

"How do you do that, mstress? Know how soneone's coni ng behind you, | mean."
She stiffened a bit. "In sun like this," she said, "it would take a blind woman
not to see your shadow s shape. Has that new stone cone in yet? W'll need the

softer stuff for the arrowshot wall."
"It's in. Conme take a cup of sonething cold with nme."

She stepped down from the stone, wondering about the odd tone in his voice,
schooling herself to show no reaction. Carelessly she walked in front of him to
the tent he'd had set up at the site, so that he could watch the workers, and
her, in confort. She flung one flap on its door aside. Silk, she thought. And
not because it nakes the best tents, either

There were only two chairs, too close together for her taste. She took the
better of the tw and sat waiting for Mdin to pour for her. Massive and
spl endid, he sat down in the other chair and |ooked at her for a |ong nonent
before reaching out to the decanter and glasses on its table between the chairs.
Alarm his mnd sang to Siveni. Curiosity growi ng. Thought w nding around
itself, choking like ivy growing up sheer cold stone...

"Why do you live inthat Ilittle hole in the Maze?" MIlin said, pouring, and
passing her the cup. "You could certainly afford better, with what |I'm paying
you."

She took the cup and |ooked at him unsniling, w shing she had her spear with
the lightnings sizzling around it; he would not be daring to ask her questions.
"I't'"d be too much bother to nove in the niddle of a work like this," she said.

"Ah, yes. Another question | w sh you would answer, w th your obvious expertise.
What ot her jobs have you done?"

Better ones than you're doing now, Siveni thought as she lifted the cup and
snel l ed, very deep in the bouquet of the wine, an herb she recogni zed. She had
invented it; and this was one use for it that she had never approved. "Stibium"
she said, answering his question and namng the drug, both at once.
"Torchhol der, for shame. The preparation has to be started weeks in advance if
you intend to have soneone drink it and then spill out their life's secrets to
you. Though perhaps you just nean ny next flux to be painless. A kind thought.
But | manage that for nyself. And |I'm pained that you don't trust nme."

"You |live with a coombn barber and a wonman who was an idiot once," said Mlin.
"She's whole now. How did that happen?"

"Good comnpany?" Siveni said. OCh, for ny lightnings; oh, for one good crack of
thunder out of a clear sky, to back this inpertinent creature down! "I'mno
sorceress, if that's what you're thinking. Even if | were, what good would it do
me these days? Most nmgicians are lucky if they can turn mlk into cheese now
Your problem" she said, "is that | seemto have cone out of nowhere, and you
have no hold over me ... and at the sane time, no choice but to trust me; for
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|'ve saved your wall fromthe rotten ground it stands on four tines now, and
will keep doing so until it's whole."

He gazed at her as levelly as he could, and made a point of drinking fromhis

own cup. "You' ve taken arthicum | imagine," she said. "M nd that you don't eat
anything nade with sheep's mlk for the next day or so; the results would be
unfortunate. At least, inconvenient, for a man who has to spend nore than an

hour wi thout running off to ease hinself."
"Who are you?" he said, very conversationally.

"I ama builder," Siveni said. "And the daughter of a builder. If it pleases ne
to do a masterwork while living in a slum that's ny business. Think, if you
like, that I'mnmaking this city safe for ny famly tolive inin future years.
Have you had anything to conplain of about nmy work so far?"

"Not hing," said Mlin. He sounded as if he would rather have had conpl ai nts.

"And have you not been checking the actual building against the plans each day
and each night? And have you or your spies found one stone out of place, or
anything not just as it should be?"

Mol in Torchhol der stared at her

"Then let me do nmy work and take ny wage in peace." She | ooked at him nerrily.
"Which reminds nme," she said; "there are stones out there waiting for our
attention at the laying. Cone on." And Siveni drank off the cup and set it down
appreci atively.

"It does add sonmething to the flavor," she said, and got up. "Cone, sir.

She went out into the bright hot day, Mdlin following. Alarmwas still singing
in his mnd; and now in hers, too.

He suspects something... even though there's nothing to suspect. He'll do Harran
and Miga some harm if he nust, to find out the truth. Wetched nortal! Wy
can't he | eave off meddling?

I nmust think of sonething to do
I never had these problenms when | was single!
"Yai, G ay-Eyes! You ready?"

"Comi ng, Kivan," she called, and headed down al ong the stone course, feeling the
Torchhol der's eyes in her back, |ike spears w thout |ightning.

"I"'msorry | couldn't have let you sleep through that," Harran said to the nan
he had been cutting. "But with the wound so deep in the hand, if you were asl eep
and | hit a nerve, we would never have known it, and the hand m ght have been
usel ess an hour later, though the poison was out."

The joiner-Harran had forgotten his nane, as he always forgot his patients'
nanes-groaned a little and eased hinself up to sit, his wife helping him Harran
turned away for a noment, busying hinself wth cleaning his tools and not
noticing his surroundings. He had been a priest, wused to clean, open tenples,
fresh air, scrubbed tables, light. Cutting soneone on a kitchen table that unti
five minutes ago had had chicken dung on it was not unusual -not anynore-but he
woul d never like it.

The few chickens in the nean little hut wal ked about the floor, scratching and
singing, oblivious to the blood and pain of the last half hour. The joiner had
driven a nail through his hand while working, and had yanked the thing out and
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thromn it away, going on wth what he had been doing. Then the wound had
festered, and there were signs of the beginning of |ockjaw when Harran had
finally been called in. He had had to run |ike a madman down to the flats by the
river for the plant to nmake the |ockjaw potion; luckily, even now, the snall
medi ci nal magi cs seened to work-and then, once that was in the joiner, and the
poor man was flushed and sweating fromits effects, then cane the cutting. He
had never been terribly fond of that part of any surgery, but the suppurating
wound had to be drained. It was drained, though it nearly turned his stonach,
whi ch was sayi ng sonet hi ng.

Now t he hand was bound with clean linen, and Harran's tools were <clean and in
their satchel. The nman's head was lolling to one side, an aftereffect of the
| ockjaw renmedy. Timdly, his wfe came to Harran and offered hima handful of
coppers. She tried to be nonchalant about it, but it was too plain fromher eyes
that they were all she and her man had. Harran consi dered, took one, for forms
sake, and then professed great interest in one of the chickens, a rather scrawny
red hen that |ooked good for soup, if nothing else. "How about her, eh?" he
said. "Looks like there's nice pickings on her."

The joiner's wife sawinstantly what Harran was trying to do, and began
protesting. But the protests were feeble, and after a while Harran wal ked out of
the hut with a copper, and a copper-colored chicken, and bl essings raining on
his back. He walked as fast as he could out of that particular comer of the
Maze. It was always the bl essings that enbarrassed himthe nost.

The only good thing about them Harran thought as he nade his way toward the
Bazaar, was that they made it unnecessary for himto cry his wares |like a
streethawker. In the old days, as Siveni's priest, people had known where to
cone for healing, and had done so w thout any fuss. Even in the Stepsons
barracks, they had known. It had galled him after the return fromhell, to have
to go hunting the sick and injured |ike sone grave robber in a hurry...

Gaves.... It was a thought. There was an old friend he had not seen since
shortly after he got back fromhell. He began a detour, and stopped in a wne
shop for a pot of cheap red, then headed across town toward the chamel house.

The day was | eaning toward noon; the sun buned down and the streets stank under
it. What did | ever see in this foul place? he wondered as he went. The answer
was pl ain enough; Siveni's priesthood, which had been all the Iife he wanted.
But then the priesthood was bani shed as Mdlin Torchholder went systematically
about nmaking the smaller |1lsig gods unwel come. Then he had started naking the
best of things, working wth the Stepsons, and wth their poor replacenents,
until the real ones cane down on the stand-ins' barracks and sl aughtered them
whol esal e.

And Harran with them

Alive again now, in a new body, he had rather hoped that the nmenory of being
dead would go away. Instead it got stronger. Inmages of hell laid thenselves pale
and chill over daylight Sanctuary-the cold-snmoking river, the silences broken

only by the abstracted noaning of the sleepwal king dammed. More renotely,
through the bond he shared with Siveni and Miga, and even with Tyr, he saw
things he had never seen hinself. The great black pile of the palace of hell's
rulers; hell's gate burst inward by a spear that sizzled with I'i ght ni ngs;
Ischade the terrible, coolly |leading themdown the path into darkness; Tyr
flying in splendid rage at the throat of a nonster ten times her size. And one
i mge, brief but clear, of the cold black marble floor of that dark pal ace seen
as if by one who groveled upon it... while just out of eyeshot, Siveni's bright
helmrolled on the floor where it had slipped off her as she bowed her proud
power down, begging for Harran's life.

For him.. all that done for him He could never get used to it. And no matter
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how many times Miga and Siveni protested that it was nothing, that they would
do it again, he could not believe them OCh, they believed it when they said it.
But their faces fromday to day, as Siveni came hone | ooking drawn and grimfrom
the job she had made for herself, as Miga |ooked at her goddess-sister with
pity, and at Harran with hel pless, slightly sorrowful |ove-their faces betrayed
them They were exiled fromthe heaven where they belonged, and condemmed to
this wetched hole of a town, for his sake.

There nust be sonething | could do, he thought.

The breath went out of himin annoyance as he sighted the enanel house not far
away. He had been sonething of a sorcerer once; nost of the priests of Siven

had been, since there was as nuch use for nmagic in the healing and building arts
as anywhere el se. But since Stonnbringer arrived, all other gods' powers were
di m ni shed-that was half his problemand after the gl obes were destroyed, spells
tended to fall to pieces or produce unlikely results.

Just ahead of him a small ragged man crouched in an alleyway, wearing a furtive
| ook. He glanced up at Harran, |ooked very cautiously around him and whi spered,
"Dust? You want sone dust, mister?"

Harran stopped and glared at the dustnonger, who shifted uneasily wunder the

stare. "I don't want anything of Stormbringer's,” he said. "As if that stuff
does anything ... which it doesn't." And he brushed past and nade for the chanel
house.

The amazing snell of the place briefly drove everything, even his annoyance at
the dustnonger, out of his head. Farnmers cane fromall over to get at its
muckheap, and barbers and surgeons cane here for corpses to practice on. Harran
had ot her reasons. He choked his way through the long |ow building and prayed
for his nose to turn itself off quickly.

Close to the end of the building, by the big pickling vats where innards were
thrown wuntil they could be buried, he found Gian. Gian had worked with
Siveni's priests in the old days, supplying corpses for their anatony classes,
and he knew the last of Siveni's priests in Sanctuary rather better than Harran
wanted to admit. He | ooked Harran up and down, noted the wi nepot under one arm
and the chicken under the other, and a |ook of dull delight came into his eye.
He tossed the paunching knife he was using to the slab where his present project
lay, and said, "Lad, where you been this nonth and nore? Thought you'd died.
Again."

Harran had to laugh. "Not sure | could."

Grian noved his big red-headed bulk over to a bench where jars wth secondhand
stomachs and intestines were waiting for the sausagenakers. He pushed the jars
off to the side, and Harran sat down next to himand offered himthe wi nepot.
The chicken, released, fell to scratching with great interest in the straw on
the floor.

They spent a little while just drinking in conmpanionable silence. Finally: "Hone
I'ife keeping you busy?" Gian said

"Not home so nmuch. Work. There are too many sick people in this town, and only
one of me." He took another drink. "Same as usual. You?"

"Busi ness, business." Gian waved around him where ten other nen and wonen were
handling the day's supply of dead bodies. "Had to hire on nore help for the
summer. Putting in a new nuckpit, too, 'n" a new ossuary. Od one's full up
Muckpit kept overflowi ng. Neighbors conplained." Gian | aughed, a rough cheerfu
sound, though Harran noticed that his friend didn't breathe too deeply in the
process. "They piffles, they're ruffling about trying to get the better of
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thi ngs again. No good. They kill somebody now and the noble-fol k, the Inperials,
everybody 'n' his brother comes down on "emlike bricks. Half the people in here
are piffles this norning. Arrowshot, knifed, vyou nane it. People inthe city
gettin' tired of them About time, | say."

Harran agreed, passed the wi nepot back. Gian took a long one. "This new body,"
he said, elbowing Harran genially in the ribs, "working OK? Eh? Be interesting
to get inside it one day, see what makes it tick."

Harran smled again. Gian's hunor never strayed far fromhis work. "I wonder
nmysel f, sonetines."

"Don't hold with such things nyself," Gian said in cheerful disapproval
"Magi c, eh, who needs it? Hear it's gone sour, and good riddance to it. So many
magi cians in this towm, man can't spit without hittin' one. Unnatural. Cty
shoul d have done sonething long tinme ago. But now they don't have to, eh? They
got other problenms." Gian swigged at the pot again. "They puttin' less in these
than they used to. Your gray-eyed | ady-hear she and Mlin are getting friendly.
Work crew brought down sone nore heart-seizes from the Wall today, saw her
sitting there in his fine tent, drinking his wne."

Harran's heart turned over in him Not jealousy-of course not-but concern
Through the bond anobng themshe could feel, too often, a clear cool regard
turned on Molin Torchholder, a sense of vast anusenent, vast satisfaction. And
Siveni held a grudge better than anyone else alive. "Eh," Gian said, nudging
hi m again. "You be careful, huh? Life's hard enough."

"Grian," Harran said, surprising hinself-perhaps it was the w ne-"have you ever
been in a situation where you got everything you wanted, everything-and then you
found out it's no good?"

Grian looked in mild perplexity at Harran and scratched his head. "Been so |ong
since | got anything | wanted," he said softly, "I couldn't say, |I'msure. You
got trouble at hone?"

"Sort of," said Harran, and held hinmself quiet by main force for severa
m nutes, letting Gian drink. He had started this whole thing. The thought of
bringing an Ilsig goddess back into the world to set things to rights, that had
been his idea. And the later, crazier idea of serving that goddess personally
the stuff of fantasies-had been his idea, too. Hs idea it had been to bring a
little knife-whetting idiot-stray home fromthe Bazaar as servant and casua
bedwar mer. Now the idiot was sane, and not very happy; and the goddess was here,
and nortal, and even |less happy; and his dog was in hell, and though she was
fairly happy, she missed himand he m ssed her fiercely. And Harran hinself was
not conpletely nortal any nore, and was al so the cause of all of them having the
promi se of heaven snatched out from under their noses. His fault, all his fault.
In this world where death wins all the fights and things run down, his fantasies
had acconpli shed thenmsel ves and then pronmptly turned into nuck

Sonet hing had to be done.

Sonet hi ng woul d be done. He would do it.

"I have to go," he said. "Keep the wine."

"Hey, hey, what about these cord-twins here | been saving in pickle for you?
Fast ened together in the funniest place, now you conme | ook a nonent-"

But Harran was al ready gone.

"Here now," Gian shouted after him rather hopelessly,
chi cken!"

you forgot your
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Gian sighed, finished the wi ne, and picked up his paunch-ing knife again.

"Ch, well. Soup tonight. Eh, chickie?"

The three did not neet at lunchtinme, and dinner turned out to be very late. It
was mi dni ght when Siveni canme in, all over dust and grinme, and sat down at the
table with one short leg and stared at it noodily. Miga and Harran were in bed.
She i gnored them

"Eat something, for pity's sake," Harran said from under the covers. "It's on
the kettl ehook."

"I amnot hungry," Siveni said.
"Then do cone to bed," said Miga.
"l don't want that either."

Harran and Miga | ooked at one another in nmld astonishnent. "That's a first."

Siveni shrugged off her goatskin and threw it over a chair. "Wat's the use of
losing ny virginity," she said, "if | keep getting it back every norni ng?"

"Some people would kill for that," said Miga.

"Not ne. It hurts, and it's getting to be a bore. If 1'd known what being a
virgin goddess was going to nean down here, | would have gone out for being a
fertility deity instead."

Miga sat up in bed, wapped a sheet around her, and swng her |egs over the
edge. "Siveni," she said, very quietly, "has it occurred to you that naybe we're
not really goddesses anynore?"

Si veni | ooked up, not at Miga, but at the poor nouldering nural, where Eshi
danced in her gauze, and Us was godly-splendid, and everything was youth and
| uxury and divine merrinment. The | ook was deadly. "Then why," Siveni said, just
as quietly, "do we share this wetched heartbond, like good trinities do, so

that all day | can hear you both thinking how unhappy you are, and how sorry for
me you are, and how you miss the dog, and how we're trapped here forever?"

Harran sat up, too, tossing the other end of the sheet across his lap. "W're
sonmething new, | think," he said. "A nmxture. Divine without being in heaven,
nmortal without-"

"I want to go back."

The words fell into silence.

"After this job," she said. "Harran, I"'msony. I'm not one of those dying-and
rebom gods who nakes the corn conme up, and shuttles back and forth between being
nmortal and divine; I'mjust not! It's not working for ne! |1've been fighting it,
but the truth is that | was nade for a place where ny thought becones fact in a
second, where | shine, where |"'mworth praying to. | was nmade to have power. And

now | don't have it, and you're all suffering for nmy lack." She sat down agai nst
the table. It shifted under her weight, and the broken bit of dish propping the
short | eg crunched and broke with a sound that made themall start.

"I'"ve got to go back," she said; Miga | ooked unhappily at her. "How?" she said.
"Not hi ng's working. You can't nake so nuch as heat |ightning these days."

"No," Siveni said. "But have we tried anything really |arge?”

"After what happened to Ischade..."
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Siveni shrugged, a <cold gesture. "She has her own problenms. They don't
necessarily apply to us."

"And Stornbringer..." Harran said.

Si veni cursed. The dust on the table began to snoke slightly with the vehenence
of it. Siveni noticed it and smiled, approving. "Cone on, Harran," she said.
"The situation was no different when you called ne out of heaven, and Savankal a
and the wetched Rankene gods were running things. You brought ne out in their
despite. This new god is too busy chasing Mdther Bey to care a whit about us
hedge-gods." The snile took on a bitter cast. "And why should He care what we're
doing? We'd be leaving his silly city, not nmeddling with it further. | think
He'll be glad to see the back of us."

"We," Harran said, and | ooked sober all of a sudden

Both Miga and Siveni |ooked at himin shock. "Surely you'd be conming with us,
Miga said.

Harran said nothing for a nonent.
"Harran!"

"There is nothing here for you," Siveni said. "You' ve thought it a hundred
times, you've cried about it when you thought we don't notice. You've seen hell
you' ve glinpsed heaven through us; how can nortal things possibly satisfy you
anynore? Any nore than they satisfy me? O you," she said, |ooking at Miga.

Miga stared at the floor

"Come on!" Siveni said, sounding a touch desperate. "You were boma cl ubfooted
idiot, you went through a whole life being used as a slave or a pincushion,
living like a beast-and what do you do that's better now? You grind knives in
the Bazaar as you always did, and take a little copper for it, but where's the
joy in that? Were's the life you were going to lead with himin the Fields
Beyond? All the peace, the joy? You expect that in Sanctuary?"

Harran and Miga | ooked at each other. "There's sonmething to be said for life,"
Harran said, as if doubting the words as they came out. "In heaven everything
bends to suit you. Here, you bend-but you cone back stronger sonetines-"

"Or you break," said Siveni

Silence. The firelight and candl elight wavered on the nural; Eshi seened to sway
alittle.

"I'"mgoing back," Siveni said. "I know the spells. | wote them And you two-are
you going to sit here and be miserable for all your short lives, on the off
chance that it'll nmake you stronger?"

Miga let out a long breath. "Harran?"

H s eyes were for Siveni, as they had been so many tinmes before, in statuary or
the flesh. "I wanted you," he said.

They wai t ed.

"I't does seem selfish towant it all my way,
it."

" he said. "Al right. W'll try

Miga sat back down on the bed. Siveni shifted her weight again, and again the
tabl e crunched and sagged.
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"When will the Wall be done?" Harran said.

"Weeks yet," Siveni said, |ooking thoughtful. "It nust be done before the frost
sets in, or the nmortar won't set. But they have the plans. They hardly need ne
to conplete them" And she began to |l augh softly, so that the table creaked.

Harran and Miga exchanged | ooks. "You have to have known," Siveni said. "There
are passages hidden in those walls already, alterations | nade in the building

that don't showin the plans. The wall is as full of holes as a bubble-cheese.
No one knows-not even Mdlin. | was nost careful. He'll think hinmself all secure,
and until | choose to put the word in sonme oracle' s ear, he will be. But that

day-l et Sanctuary look to its walls."

"Well," Harran said, "one thing only. Wat about Tyr? She's in hell. No one can
go there anynore, fromwhat | hear."

"But people can cone out," Siveni said. "She's of us. Wiere we go, she'll go
also, if she wants."

It seenmed |ikely enough. "At any rate," said Siveni, "I shan't wait for the
walls. Al the work that | needed to handle nyself is done. Let's get together
the things we need and be gone tonorrow night. Not the mandrake spell, Harran
The ol der one, that you didn't have materials for the last tine- the one that
uses bread and wine and a god's blood. There'll be no accidents this tinme. W'l
storm heaven, and settle down once and for all, and |l eave this poxhole to its

own devices."
Harran shudder ed once.

Miga sighed and clinbed back into the bed. "Cone and get sone rest, then," she
sai d.

"Ch, all right," said Siveni, looking at themboth with a |ighter expression. It
becane apparent that rest was suddenly not on her nmind.

Harran's ironic young face got lighter, too. He slid under the sheet and said,
"Well, since it is nmy last night on earth..."

Si veni threw her chlamys over his head and put the candl es out.

The ol d Tenple of Siveni G ay-Eyes, near one end of the Avenue of Tenples, was
not what it once had been. Its brazen doors, struck down by its annoyed
patroness's spear, had been taken away and nelted down as scrap. Its old
storeroons had been looted, first by its last priest, then by everyone in
Sanctuary who could not resist an open door. Even the great gold-and-ivory
statue of Siveni, armed and arnored in splendor, had been stolen. Gass lay in
bright shards on the dirty floor, fallen fromthe high w ndows; spiders wought
in every coner, and rats rustled here and there. There were fire-scorches in the
conmers fromsquatters' fires, and the bones of roast pigeons and cats.

Al so still there, visible by the light of their one shuttered | anp, was an old
round diagramtraced on the floor in something black-bitunen, to judge by the
scrape marks where curious feet had kicked at it through a year's time. Curious
signs and letters and nunbers in old | anguages were scribed snudgily there, and
there was a brownish mark in the nmiddle on the white marble, as if blood had
been shed.

Harran put the |lanp down, being sure its shutter was open no nore than a
hai rsbreadth, and turned awnay fromthe street. "I w sh the doors were stil
here," he said.

Siveni sniffed, putting down the bag she had been carrying. "Late for that now "
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she said. "Let's be about our business; it will take a while as is."

Miga stepped up behind them and put down another bag, quietly beginning to son
through its contents. "The wi ne was something of a problem" she said. "Siveni
you owe ne two in silver."

"What ?"

"I thought we were splitting this expense three ways." Siveni somehow nmanaged to
| ook indignant, even when there was no light to do it in. "You goose, we don't
need noney where we're going! |I'lIl make you a whol e house out of silver when we
get there."

"Deadbeat . "

Harran began to | augh softly. "Stop it. Wat kind did you get?"

"Wzardwal | red," she said. "A half-bottle each of wine of our age. Enough?"

"Plenty. The wi neseller say anythi ng?"
"I told himit was for a birthday party. Wat about the bread?"

"I't rose. You needn't have worried about the yeast. The worst part was grinding
the wetched stuff. | think it's going to have pebbles in it fromthe flints."

The gongs of one of the tenples down the way spoke midnight, a sonmber word that
echoed in the sumer-night stillness. There was no breath of wind tonight, and
the heat seened to have gotten greater after the sun sent down, rather than
less. A fat bloated noon, gibbous and a day from full, was riding high, its
pallid light slanting down through the shattered wi ndows and striking gemights
fromthe broken glass on the floor. Echoes tinkled down fromthe high ceiling as
Siveni kicked the stuff aside.

Harran | ooked up, brushing away a piece of glass that Siveni had kicked at him
"Siveni-are you really sure this is going to work?"

She | ooked at himhaughtily. "All those spells that have gone awy have been

done by nere practitioners of magic. Not authors of it. | helped Father Us wite
this spell; | taught the bread and wine what to nmean. Al the dying gods who
conme back to heaven on a regular basis swear by it. Really, Harran, we'll never

make a decent mage out of you if you don't learn to trust your materials."

"Have you ever actually done the spell? Yourself?" Miga said under her breath
as she got a rag out of her bag and began scrubbing some of the old markings off
the floor.

"Not nyself. | gave it to Shils to test; it worked all right. In fact, they
started to wish in heaven that I hadn't given it to him He's a terrible bore,
and now there's no getting rid of him Throw himout of heaven and a second
| ater he's back."

They worked in silence for a few minutes, Harran |laying out the bread, Miga
finishing her scrubbing, then wuncorking the w ne and setting out the various
cups into which it would have to be poured by thirds and mixed with bl ood,
Siveni witing with a bit of yellow chalk inside one of the areas that Miga had
cleaned off. At one point she stopped and I|ooked critically at one gracefu

phrase. "I never did like that letter after | invented it," she said, "but after
Us sent it out to nen, it was too late to call the wetched thing back."

Miga sat back on her heels and | aughed at her alnost-sister. "Is there anything
you didn't invent?"
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"The rotgut they distill in the back of the Unicorn. That's all Anen's fault."

A few minutes' nore work and they stood wup, finished. "Well enough,” Siven
said. "Are you sure of the words?"

They could hardly avoid it, being in sone ways Siveni thenselves, and hearing
her mind nearly as clearly as their own, at the nonent.

"Then let's be about it. The sooner | see the inside of nmy house again, the
happier 1'Il be."

"Qur house," said Miga, in a warning tone.

Si veni began to laugh. "Harran, we used to have the best fights-the house would
change its nature every other minute. How the neighbor gods stared...." Her eyes
flashed, even in that Ilight so dimas to nake expression inpossible. For a
monent Harran |ooked at her and saw again the crazed hoyden goddess he had
fallen in love with; and Miga smled, renmenbering nmany fights won best two
falls out of three, while the noise scandalized the divine neighbors. "If this
works..." she said.

"I f?" Siveni reached out for the bread. "Gve nme that."

They took their places. The diagram was a triangle wthin a hexagon wthin a
circle, and other lesser figures were traced in the apertures. At each point of
the triangle they stood, each with a cup and a small round |oaf of bread in
front of them the cup washed in wine and upended, the bread baked in a fire
struck by the same flints that ground its grain. In the center stood an enpty
cup, this one of glass. If all went well, at the end of all this it would be
cracked and they woul d never hear the sound; the heavens woul d have cracked open
for themat the same nonent.

"I call, who have the right to call,"” Siveni said, not too loudly. "Powers above
and bel ow, hear ne; powers of every bourne; shapes and strengths unshapen. N ght
and Day Her sister; steeds of nomand evening, you forces that <clip the great
wor |l d round about; all thoughts and know edges that live in elenents; hear now
my words, the law laid down, the rule enforced, the bal ance set aright..."

Harran was beginning to be upset. He knew this spell by reputation, though it
was one that the younger priests had never been | et near. He knew perfectly well
that even now, at the first invocation, terrible quiet should have fallen around
them all light should have been extinguished, even the cold nmoonfire falling
t hrough the wi ndow should have hit the en-sorcelled marble and gone dark. But
none of that was happen-ing.

" new | aw, part with the Wrlds and parcel; for | that was of tines beyond
and fields beyond, now go again unto my own. Death has taken hold on me, and
failed; life has run ny veins, and fail ed; and having conquered both, now | will

to journey once again where time noves not, where the Bright Mansions stand, and
my place is prepared me anong the Deathless as of old..."

There were rats watching themfromthe walls. No living thing outside the circle
shoul d have been able to be so close to the wards without falling unconscious.
Harran sweated harder. Did | put too rmuch honey in the bread? Did one of them
m sdraw sonething... ?

and all Powers | call to witness as | open the gates for ny going, by the
means ordai ned of Themof old. By this bread baked in its own fires, as nmy body
lives and is fueled of its own burning, | do call Themto witness; that by its
eating, it beconmes of ne, and nyself of it, inthe old circle that is the way of
gods, and both becone i mortal forever nore..."

They all three took up their |oaves of bread and began to eat them Harran
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reassured hinself that there was not too nmuch honey in the bread. In fact, it
had risen rather nicely. In the great silence left after he had eaten the little
cake, he noticed abruptly how very silent it was getting-

"And |ikewi se behold ye this wine of nmy age, burning under the sun in the grape
as ny blood has burned in lifelight in ny veins all ny days of this world, and
turned to wine of its own virtue as the blood and thought of nortal kind tuneth
to the divine of its virtue and in its time. Now do | drink and make it so part
of me, and nyself part of it, both alike imortal "

Harran drank the lovely old vintage, reassured, feeling it slide down his throat
like velvet fire as the spell took, nmade it nore than wine, in token of his and
the others being nore than nerely nortal. Across the circle, Siveni made a face
at the taste of wine only nine nonths old; Harran was hard put not to grin and
spill his own. The silence was thick. At the sides of the great room frozen
eyes shone dulled in the spell-light that was rising about them Harran's heart
grew fierce inside him It was going to work. Those bright fields that he had
glinpsed, that |ong peace, that eternity to love in, to work in, to be nore than
nmortal in-his, theirs, at |ast-

"... and these tokens offered up, these rites enacted," Siveni said, her voice
becom ng tenfyingly clear though she had not raised it a whit, "as last sign of
my intent | offer up ny blood, conme of gods in the olden tine, returned to them
at last; wherein godhead resides past tine or loss, and wherein it may be
regai ned..."

They stepped forward, all three. The night held its breath as Miga picked up
the cup, half full of a mxture of the three wines of their age. Fromher belt
she slipped out her leaner knife. It gleamed like a live thing in the spellfire,
and throbbed as if it had a heart. Siveni put up her arm

"... that we may drink of it, as the |law has al ways been, as | have nade it, and

so be restored to our owmn. By this token | et gates be opened to us..." She never
flinched as the knife slit her wist the short way, as the blood ran down and
into the wine. "... let night and day part for us, let tinme die for us; let it
be done!"

She passed Harran the cup. He drank, thinking to ignore the taste, and finding
that it was nore as if the taste ignored him the liquid in the cup was full of
such power that his senses drowned in it. He staggered, seeking Ilight or
bal ance, finding neither. He felt as transparent as its glass. Blindly he
reached out, felt Miga take the cup fromhim He felt her own drowning as if it
were his. Then Siveni took it, and drained it; the great uprushing clarity that
|l eapt into her mind was a blinding thing, and Harran nearly fell to his knees.
He thought he had seen the heavens. He saw now how wong he was. Sonething
clutched at him Miga. He held onto her slender arnms as if she were the |ast
connection to reality. He was seeing things now, though not with the eyes. O her
eyes there were, that watched themall fromwthin the circle; not dull beasts

eyes like the stupefied rats', but eyes that danced and were glad, and glowed in
a small dog's head, waiting for themto break through to touch the owner-

"Let all be open," Siveni cried, "let the way be prepared for us; we pass! W
pass!" And Harran felt her lift the cup, to dash it against the witten marble
and open the way; and he felt her hesitate; and he felt her sway.

Hi s eyes were working again, much against their will. There was noonlight where
there should not have been, and Siveni stood benused, |ooking at her wounded
arm wat ching the bl ood run down.

"It's wong," she said. "It shouldn't hurt."

And she fell to the floor, and the cup went flying out of the circle and crashed
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in the wong spot, all its virtue spilled in a black pool under the mnoon.

Harran fell down beside her. The edges of the wound were dark and inflamed. He
| ooked at Miga in horror. "The knife..."

"Poi son," she said, her face in anguish. "But it never left nme all day-"
"Yest erday," Harran said.

In Miga's shocked m nd he saw the young man, with his knife with death in it.
One of the Torchhol der's spies.

They started up in horror together, neither sparing nore than a look for the
fair young form of Siveni, that had |I|ived thousands of years as an Ilsig
goddess, and had now had those thousands of years catch up with her in one
wi t hering second.

That was when the silvertipped arrows cane whistling in, and feathered them
both. They fell.

When t he backwash of the spell had died down a bit, in behind his nen came Mlin
Tor chhol der, who nissed nothing in this city, especially nothing done by those
whomnmere silly love made careless. Stornbringer, too, was not quite settled
yet, and had spoken a word in his ear about rogue deities clinbing over his
walls, in one direction or another. Mlin carefully broke the circle, kicked the
shattered gl ass of the cup of blood and wi ne about, and nudged with his toe the
ski n-and- bones body of his erstwhile architect.

"I do wish people wouldn't try to cheat ne," he said. "ldiots, anyway, trying
spel s anynore. Nothing of this intensity works right."

Wth a sigh he turned. "Clean up this ness," he said to one of his nen, and

tonorrow detach a work detail and raze this place. W can use the stone."

Then he went away to get sonme sleep. He had a long day tomorrow, on
St ornbri nger' s busi ness.

His men took the bodies away to the chanel house and | eft the place in darkness.
One thing they did not take: one small form wholly there now, in the darkness
of the shadows beyond the noon; a shape like a small delicate dog, with too many
lives sitting behind her eyes.

Tyr snarled, and got up, and walked out into the night to consider her
vengeance

SANCTUARY NOCTURNE
Lynn Abbey

Wal egrin had his back to Sanctuary-vul nerabl e, unconcerned. One foot rested on a
broken-off piling; his folded forearns rested on his upraised knee. H s eyes
were enpty, staring at the still, starlit harbor, watching for the faint ripple
that m ght nean a breeze coning up

A thick blanket of sun-steaned air had clung to the city these |ast four days.
Last winter they-the powers in the palace-had told himto paint false plague
signs along the streets. Then, in a dry spring, pestilence had erupted from the
stagnant sewers and only luck, or divine intervention, had saved Sanctuary from
a purging. Now, as the dank, foul air |leeched vitality from every living
creature, plague season had cone in earnest and the nabobs were worried. Wrried
so much that they fled fromthe palace and their townhouses to outlying estates,
some no nore than Ilsigi ruins, to await a change in the wind. Inprovenents to
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the city's long-neglected ranparts had ground to a halt, as stone, brick, and
wor k- gangs were openly diverted to providing confort and security to those rich
enough, or powerful enough, to afford it.

But if plague did break out, their walls, atriums, and shaded verandas wouldn't
protect them So they told him the garrison comander, to keep the guards out
and alert. His men grunbled, preferring to slouch over a desultory dice gane in
the barracks, but he welconed a chance to get away fromthe walls that trapped
the heat of summer as surely as they did the frigid danpness of wi nter

Sanctuary itself was quiet. No one was movi ng an unnecessary nuscle. The Street
of Red Lanterns, which he had patrolled, had been al nost deserted. Few nmen woul d
pay to touch sweat-slicked flesh on a night Iike this.

It was ironic, in a way, that after a year or nore of w zard-w tched weather,
the Street talk was about the failure of magic. Most of the brothels-the big
houses |i ke the Aphrodisia, anyway-usually bought cool night breezes fromthe
journeynen up at the Mageguild, but this sumer (a summer that was really no
worse than any other) the big nagic-banded doors stayed shut and the Hazard
mages, when they were seen at all, were sweating through their robes |ike any
common | aborer.

Runor said the worst was over and the nmagi ¢ was coni ng back, though only to the
strongest, or the cursed, and as yet too unpredictable to sell at any price.
Runor said a lot of things, but Walegrin, who did Mlin Torchholder's direct
bi dding, got the truth of themsometimes. Stornbringer's pillar, which had
purged Sanctuary of its dead and deadly, had sucked away the ether that nade
magi ¢ work. It would be a dog's year before Sanctuary's Mageguild sold anything
but charlatan spells or prestidigitation regardl ess of the hazardous ranking of
its residents.

The bl ack harbor water diffracted into dianmonds of starlight; a breeze noved
whi sper-weak across the wharf. The ragged-eared cats with slitted sickly green
eyes were stretched out along the damp planks. A nmouse, or young rat, skittered
up a nmooring rope past a cat that didn't care enough to twitch its tail. If a
man held still, like the cats-breathing slow, keeping his nmnd as calm as the
wat er-he could forget the .heat and slip into a tinmeless daze that was al nost
pl easant .

Wal egrin sought that oblivion and it eluded him He was a Rankan soldier, the
garrison commander, self-charged with patrolling the city. Such pride as he had
stermed fromhis ability to fulfill his duties. So his mind churned forward,
pursui ng the thoughts he'd |ost before sunset. He had an appointnent to keep
the true reason why tonight, nore than any other, he rather than one of his nen
was nmeki ng the rounds of Sanctuary's alleys.

The summer had seen a change in the city's social fabric that was as profound as
it had been unexpected: O ficial protection had been extended to, and accepted
by, the besieged remmants of the PFLS after their |eader was betrayed and nearly
killed within the palace walls. Gutter-fighters like Zip, whose |lives had been
measured in hours and minutes at the season's beginning, nowdwelt in the
St epson barracks beyond Downwi nd and sweated hot and cold under the tutel age of
Tenmpus's |ieutenants.

And the cause of this change? None other than Prince Kadakithis's once-favorite
cousin and Mdlin's never-favored niece: Chenaya Vigeles, a young woman of
considerable talent and Ilittle sense. A young worman who had propositioned him
with treason and upon whom w th the know edge and perm ssion of his superiors,
Wal egrin now spi ed.

Once, not so | ong ago, he had discounted the influence of wonen both in his own
life and in the greater realities of the universe; then he had returned to
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Sanctuary. In this gods- and magic-cursed place, the worst always cane from a
woman's hand. He'd learned to hold his tongue and his liquor with wonmen whose
naked breasts stared back at him wonmen whose eyes glowed red with immortal
anger and wonen whose love-play left a man dead in the dawn |Ilight-and all of
them wer e saner than Chenaya.

Runor said, and the Torch confirned, that she was favored of Savankal a hinself.
Runor said she couldn't |ose, whatever that nmeant, because she and the few
frightened remants of an unlamented Inperial dynasty had fled the Rankan
capital after Theron's takeover and wound up here in Sanctuary which had never
been known to attract anything or anyone but losers. But it meant something
Wal egrin knew that personally. And out at the Land's End estate, where she lived
with her father, a small horde of gladiators, and the disaffected nenbers of
what had been the city's Rankan upper crust, there was a god-bugged priest who
was determ ned to make a nmortal goddess of her.

He'd seen the shrine Rashan was building, with stones pilfered not only fromthe
ranparts but from |ong-neglected, best-forgotten altars. He'd passed the word
along to Molin and watched his nentor seethe with rage, but he hadn't managed to
pass al ong the danger-the awesoneness-he felt when Rashan nade his Daughter - of
t he- Sun speeches or when Chenaya took himinto her confidence and arns.

The water diffracted again, broken as a school of nminnows scattered through a
| arger, slowspreading circular ripple. Walegrin shed his reverie and stretched
hinsel f erect. His leather baldric, all he wore above the waist, slined across
his spine; the illusion of equilibrium between his flesh and the air vani shed.
He wi ped the sweat-sheen fromhis forehead then wi ped his hand on the linp
homespun of his kilt. A nya-fish spread its fins, arching above the water to
outrace the fleeing mnnows. WAl egrin slid the baldric into position and turned
back to the city.

If there was an afterlife, if Sanctuary wasn't hell itself, then naybe he'd
spend eternity as a nya-fish chasing mnnows. At |east fish didn't sweat.

The narrow, convoluted streets of the Maze held the heat. Turning down Odd Bin's
Dodge, Wal egrin passed through invisible walls of hot, stagnant air. He sniffed
the air, thought about plague, and knew he'd have to send nen in here to check
the alleys for bodies cone norning. Fromup on the rooftops, he heard the sounds
that said love, or lust, had gained a nonentary victory over the weather, but
ot herwi se the Maze was uncommonly quiet for this hour

Hand on his sword, he backed into a portico and put his shoul der agai nst the
hal f - hi nged door. Picking his way across the rubble-strewn floor of what had
been, until recently, one of the PFLS safe-houses, he approached the w ndow
casenent, leaning away from the gray starlight, and tried to guess what route
Kama woul d use to reach their rendezvous.

Kama.

Buoyed by the heat, Walegrin's mind drifted back in tinme and a few hundred yards
deeper into the Maze; back to Tick's Cross and another night alnost as hot as
this one when he'd taken the mdnight patrol. The night he'd agreed to let Zp
live-at least until Tenpus had ridden beyond Sanctuary's new gat es.

He'd heard the horse first, noving too fast through the rutted muck that passed
for paving stones hereabout, and made his way to the cross in time to see its
rider go ass over elbow to the ground. The horse was well-trained and came to a
shanme-faced stop not five paces fromits notionless rider. Wal egrin grabbed the
| oose reins and led it back to the noonlit intersection

Kama | ay on her back, knees splayed and angled up-a posture nore becomng a
whore than a 3rd Conmando assassin. Walegrin had | ooked only |ong enough to be
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sure it was her before turning discreetly, unconfortably, away.

"It would be you. That's twi ce-damit all," the husky voice had said, rem nding
himof the tine his men had haul ed her out of a mal odorous cistern. "lI've killed
better nen for |ess."

He had stared at her, knowi ng the absolute certainty of her claimand yet, for
one wild, reckless nonent able to see the absolute absurdity of her position

"Better for less?" he'd repeated in a bantering tone he used infrequently, even
with his own nen. "Better for |ess? Kamm, either I'mthe best or you'll have to
kill me right now'-and i medi ately wi shed that soneone had taken the trouble to
cut his tongue out |ong ago.

But Kama, absorbing the picture she presented, had thrown her head back and
| aughed heartily at sone private joke. She'd extended her filthy hand toward him
and, using himas a brace, junped to her feet.

"Buy me a drink, Walegrin; buy me a tun of the sourest wine in the Maze and you
can be the best."

They said nmagi ¢ had vani shed from Sanctuary, but there was a cold, bright spark
of magic that nonment as they led the lane horse fromTick's Cross, Kama |listing
agai nst his shoul der-her | aughter a quaver short of hysteria.

Mol i n Torchhol der trusted her, including her in any strategy session her other
duties allowed her to attend, and frequently accepting her opinions about
Sanctuary's darker byways wi thout question. She had been the one to convince
themto go along with Tenpus's PFLS schenes when he, Mdlin, and half a dozen
others had dermanded Zip's |ast drop of blood. But she was also Mlin's wonan.
She shared his bed-and not sinply because the Torch's betrothal offer had gotten
her out of a tight spot wth the Stepsons. There was genui ne passion between
themas well as a nmutual understanding of intrigue that gave anyone who had
known either individually a shiver of apprehension whenever they were seen
talking intensely to each ot her.

So Walegrin used his privileged position as a keeper of Sanctuary's peace to
wing not sour wine, but carefully aged, w cker-wapped flasks of brandyw ne
fromone of the town's better-off innkeepers. Then, still |eading her horse,
they' d hi ked beyond the walls to an abandoned estate, now occupi ed by one of the
Beysa's innunmerabl e fermal e cousins. She'd sluiced the worst of the nuck off her
leathers in a still icy stream while he got started on the first flask and
rem nded hinself ten tinmes over that she was nore dangerous than beautiful

They' d tal ked until dawn: braggi ng, swappi ng anecdotes, and finally exchanging
the stories they'd sworn no other living soul would hear. Toward dawn, when she
was |ying on her back again, watching the stars fade, nmmgi c passed between them
again; Walegrin could have set aside his baldric and undone the danp |aces of
her tunic. He forbore, contenting hinself with one agonizingly chaste kiss as a
red-gold sliver of sunlight flashed above the eastern horizon

"I always wanted a brother,"” she'd said in a whisper he wasn't sure he was
supposed to hear.

There was a flicker of notion on the rooftops; nothing he could focus on,
not hing that was repeated, but he knew she was comng in from above. Mnents
|ater the stairs creaked softly and she stood opposite himin the starlight. The
suppl e | eather of her tunic hung |oosely fromher shoulders and her face was
mat t e- shadowed.

"Puttering gods bel owyou're not even sweating!" he greeted her

"There are places worse than Sanctuary-and |'ve lived in nost of them"
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"I spent five years with the Raggah on the Sun's Anvil-it wasn't as bad as this
and | still sweat like a pig."

Kama | aughed and slid down the wall until her spine settled against the floor.
"Say it's sonething | get fromny father."

WAl egrin, having once acknow edged that Tenpus at his best was a heavier burden
than his own father had been at his worst, redirected his conversation to the
reason for their nmeeting. "It's getting bad at Land's End, Kama. Since they
fished her out of the harbor Chenaya's |ike one of those damed Beysib fire
bottles. She's got herself a head full of schenes and any one of themwould rip
us apart. The Torch's going to have to do sonething."

"He's going to have to wait his turn, isn't he? Ischade's not satisfied yet;
neither is Tempus and the rest haven't even |aunched their attacks. | hear it
was Jubal's men that fished her out and that he gave her a lecture that dried
the water right off her. You know Molin; He's not one to waste energy when so
many others are willing to-"

"It's not just Chenaya, Kamm, it's Rashan, that pet priest of hers. Rashan and
his crawling little altar out there. He sits out in the heat for hours and
stares at Savankala's shadow. He's god-bugged-and he's got no love for the
Torch. "

" CGod- bugged?" she asked, her body ti ghtening.

Wal egrin stammered. It was his own phrase; one he'd first used for Mlin hinself
when Stornbringer had been after him He used it to describe a nan's face after
the gods had been in his mnd-when he went about his business as if a nest of
fire-ants raced wunder his skin. Wien he was not only unpredictable but nigh
i nvincible. Walegrin had witnessed those changes nore than once and had only one
word for them god-bugged.

"Yeah, god-bugged,"” Kana repeated after he had |lapsed into silence. "Crit'd like
that; maybe I'Il tell himsonetine. You think Rashan's god-bugged, too?"

"Even if he isn't, he's doing a good job of convincing Chenaya that she's got
the gods' own work to do in Sanctuary."

"Savankal a's not all-powerful down here, you know," she rem nded WAl egrin.

"I didn't say Savankal a. The frogging priest's god-bugged. It could be any one
of them He's going out in the mddle of the night stealing old stones from who
knows where and piling them against his altar."

"You're starting to sound like Mlin," Kama nmused. "All right, 1'll try to
convince Mlin to take Rashan seriously. Anything el se?"

She pulled her legs in and started to ri se.
"If he doesn't listen, we'll have to do sonething... ourselves."

Kama stopped in md-ascent, her weight perfectly bal anced on one bent |leg, then
sank gently back to the floor. "Like what?"

Wal egrin swall owed hard, the tension in his throat bringing pain to his ears.
"Like... take himout."

“Shit."

She stared past him He hoped he had judged her right and she'd cone to the sane
conclusion he'd already reached; hoped her affection for and loyalty to Mlin
Torchhol der was strong enough. She |aced her fingers through her hair and,
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unconsciously, brought it around as a curtain to hide her face as she thought.
"Yeah, if it comes to that. If."

Her hair fell back fromher face which reflected that faint starlight. She was
sweat i ng now and needed to tug her tunic away fromsticky skin |ike any other
nort al

"How s your sister, Walegrin?" she asked, sitting beside himin the casenent
now, seenmingly eager to place sone other thoughts in the front of her m nd.

"The same, | guess."

Illyra had recovered from her wounds better than they had dreanmed possible. A
qui ck glance at her sitting under the shade of the forge awning and no one woul d
suspect that she had lain near death for over a week with a suppurating gouge in
her belly where the PFLS ax which had slain her daughter had come to rest. But
her spirit-that was another matter.

"She never smles, Kama. There's only two nenories in her mnd: the day Lillis
died and the day the ship sailed for Bandara with Arton on it. It's gone beyond
nmour ni ng. "

"I tried to tell you both that in the spring.”

The tension went out of Walegrin's neck; his chin slanted toward his breastbone.
It was a delicate subject anong them Mblin had used his own fortune to provide
for Illyra's healing and when the seeress's nind proved nore injured than her
body he'd prevailed upon Kama's near-|legendary talent for dissimulation to
provoke the S danzo's recovery. No one wanted to discuss it but it seenmed likely
that Illyra's damaged mind had both started and then mercifully aborted the
spring pl ague out break

"And we didn't listen." His voice was as despairing as his half-sister's ever
was.
Kama twisted her hair through her fist. "Look, | wasn't sure, either. It

bot hered ne that one wonan, who wouldn't ever hurt anybody, was suffering nore
than anyone else in this whole filthy, stinking town. Gods below, man, the |ast
thing | ever want to knowis my destiny-but 1'd belt nyself into one of
Rosanda's ol d gowns again and stand outside that forge in the mdday heat if |
thought it'd nake a difference-"

"But it won't. She's heal ed wong-like Strat."

"Maybe another child," she nused, ignoring Walegrin's remark about the stiff
shoul dered Stepson. "It wouldn't nmake her forget-but she'd have one to care for,
to keep her going fromone day to the next until she didn't feel the pain so
sharply."

The ebony-haired fighter stared out the wi ndow as she spoke. WAl egrin knew what
had passed between herself and Critias. Knew about the unborn child she'd I ost
up along Wz-ardwall and her secret fear that now there could never be another
one.

"Gods bel ow, her husband's a big man. He's thought about it but she's too soon
recovered," Walegrin said, trying to force hunor into his voice

It worked better than he'd expected. Kama's lips twisted into a |ewd, |opsided
smle. "There're other ways than that, ny man."

Wal egrin was grateful that such light as reached down into the roomfell on her
rather than him H's face burned and his groin tensed. He hadn't always known,
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hadn't really suspected much one way or another until recently. Chenaya took far
greater pleasure fromher ability to astound and stupefy himthan she did from
any of his own exertions.

Sensing either his enbarrassnent or his detachnent, Kana nade ready to | eave the
room "I'lIl talk to him Walegrin, but you're still his only eyes and ears out
at that place and he won't want to |ose you. Maybe we'l| take the priest; |I've
got the stomach for that, but we can't touch her. Even if she didn't have sone
sort of divine protection, she's still Kada-kithis's cousin and he'll crucify
anyone who rids himof her.”

"I knowthat. | tell it to nyself over and over whenever |I'mwth her. She's
using nme all the while she pretends to listen or care. Wen we're alone there's
hate and disgust. It's unnatural."

Kama paused at the foot of the stairs. "The only thing unnatural about it is
that she's a wonan and you're a man- otherwise many nen think it's a nost
natural, and satisfactory, arrangenent."

Bitterness and anger had pushed the taste of bile into his nmouth. He al npst
asked about the men of the 3rd, or the Stepsons, or her father who could not lie
with a woman, only rape one. In the end, though, he swall owed and stared out the
casenent, away from her.

"It helps, sonetines, to bathe, to scrub yourself wth a coarse cloth unti
you' ve shed your own skin," she added in a gentler voice as she disappeared up
the stairs.

He waited wuntil he was certain she was gone before naking his own way back
through the twisted streets. There was an old Ilsigi bathhouse between the
garrison barracks and their stables. Cythen nade use of it frequently,
regardl ess of the season, often getting his |lieutenant, Thrusher, to help her
build the fires and haul the water. He had generally ignored them indul ged
them if the truth be known, because they were shy about the tinme they spent
together. Perhaps he would join them.. no, not that, but eamhow the fires
were built and follow Kana's usually wi se advice

The narrow streets of the Maze gave way to the Street of Smells, which nore than
merited its name these days. He crossed it and nade his way into the Shanbles
where the chanel houses, infirmaries, and butchers plied their trades. A year
ago this had been where the dead dwelt: an area of Sanctuary given over to magic
and other worlds. For a while, after the spring plague, the Shambles had been
al most conpl etely abandoned, but they were occupi ed again.

Theron had proclained his command to rebuild Sanctuary's walls throughout the
Enpire. Singly, in pairs and in small groups, nen had begun to cone to the
I mperial anus to nmake their fortunes. Roustabouts, seventh sons, and exiles from
the ongoing Wzardwal | skirm shes took over the enpty buildings of the Shanbles
and took their places on the work gangs. They drank, whored, and otherw se
i ndul ged thenselves in ways that nmade longtine residents smle unconfortably,
for these nmen had great expectations that, so far, Sanctuary had not beaten out
of them

They had their own taverns as well-the Broken Mallet, Tunker's Hole, and
Belching Bili's-laid out in arow, spilling sound and I|ight onto Offal Court
despite the night's heat. Walegrin watched as a man staggered out one bright
doorway and relieved hinself in the street before choosing another route. The
newconers didn't get into much trouble-yet.

The chanel houses were busy. Sacks of |ime were stacked hight against the
bui | di ngs. Moonlight turned the dust a glowing, yellowgreen. It reflected off
the carapaces of the night-flies, the jewel-colored insects which had recently
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appeared here and which were too beautiful to be vermin. He'd heard the Beysib
gl assnmakers were having sone success instilling the colors in their work and
that traders were taking egg cases to aristocratic gardens all over the Enpire.

Wal egrin watched their swirling dance. |Its ethereal beauty took the stench and
the heat fromhis mnd, but spared him enough awareness to know he was,
suddenly, not alone. Tensing inperceptibly, he located the sound and let his
fingers hook casually over his belt-and his sword hilt. He spun around into an
arnmed crouch as the intruder hailed him "Woa! Conmander?"

He recogni zed the voice and wished to the gods he didn't. Wth his sword stil
at the ready, he straightened up. "Yeah, it's ne. Wiat do you want. Zip?" The
Rankan waited while the PFLS | eader cane down the street. There was an ugly
shadow across the young man's face-courtesy of the treachery he'd found at
Chenaya's hands. He'd been proud that Sanctuary had never marked him Those days
wer e probably over.

"You keepin' your prom ses. Conmander ?"

Wal egrin shifted his weight nervously and with evident distaste slid his sword
back into its scabbard. "Yeah, |I'm keeping prom ses. You got a problemyou can't
handl e?"

There was no | ove | ost between these nmen. Zip had w el ded the ax that had hacked
Illyra's gut open and broken her daughter in twd. They'd neant to fight to the
death that day-only Tenpus's accidental intervention had stopped them Walegrin
judged it extremely likely that he'd finish the job soneday; soneday after
Tenpus was gone and Zip's absence woul dn't rai se enbarrassi ng questi ons.

"Not nme personally-unless you lied to your priest and the Riddler both. Well
you coning with ne?"

Liking it not at all, Walegrin fell in step behind Zip and followed himinto the
all eyways. The truth was, and the garrison commander knewit, that Zp's
feelings were never very personal. He and Illyra had had a run-in nore than a
year ago and he'd stabbed her then-but that had had nothing to do with his
attack on her daughter and neither had nmeant that Zip felt any nore strongly
about her than he felt about anyone. Tenpus's Ratfall farce had probably secured
Zip's loyalty and good behavi or about as well as it could be secured.

There wasn't really any reason for Walegrin's sweat to go cold as they tunnelled
t hrough anot her cellar and he knew he'd not get back to a street he recognized
wi t hout hel p before

sunri se

They were at another of the PFLS safe-houses, an old, uninviting structure whose
only doorway opened on a blind courtyard. dancing at the rooftops, Walegrin
knew they weren't a stone's throw fromthe Wdeway-but he'd never inmagined this
house and its courtyard existed. He wondered how many other boltholes like this
the PFLS retained and if even Tenpus truly had them under control

"It's upstairs,” Zip called and vani shed through the hal f-rui ned doorway.

It took a few nonents for Walegrin's eyes to adjust to the faint-shadowed
darkness of the house. By the time they had, he'd heard the groaning and
flailing about in the upper room the roomto which Zip was |eading him The
Torch had offered to keep Zip and the two other piffles who had survived
Chenaya's anbush in sanctuary at the palace until their wounds had healed. Zip
had refused for both himself and his men; Walegrin figured he regretted it now.

Certainly the snell of blood was strong enough in the airless room they were
crowded into. A lunp-tallow candle provided sputtering, snoky light. Walegrin
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took the sconce fromthe wall and studied the place. He shoved a snaller man
asi de and headed for the coner where the whinpering was coming from then
brought hinmself up short.

"It's a wonman!"

"It usually is," Zip replied. "She's been like this for three days. Around
sunset we thought she was going to have it, finally. But it's only gotten worse.
You gonna hel p?"

Wal egrin knelt down and had his worst suspicions confirmed. This was no hell-cat
PFLS fighter; this wasn't even the result of a private quarrel; no, this was a
girl, achild really, Iying on the filthy wood, her clothes long since torn and
di scarded, laboring to get a child out of her belly.

"Sweet Sabellia's tits," he swore softly.

The girl opened her eyes. She tried to say sonething to himbut the sounds that
came fromher were too ragged for himto understand.

"I could stitch wup a cut, maybe. Maybe get Thrush.... Shit on a stick. Zp-I
can't do anything for her. I'mnot a goddammed midwi fe." He stood up and took a
step away.

"She needs a midwi fe," another voice told him the man he'd pushed aside who was
no nore a man than the girl in the comer was a wonan.

"She needs nore than a mdw fe. She needs a bloody nmiracle!"

"We'll settle for a midwife," Zip countered.

"You're crazy. Zip. Three days she's been here? Three days? Maybe two days ago;
maybe even at sunset she needed a midwife. You can't possibly nove her; she's
hal f - dead al ready. "

"She's not!" the youth shouted, his outrage turning to tears. "She needs a
mdw fe-that's all." He turned to Zip, not Walegrin. "You said-you said you'd
find soneone. "

The PFLS |leader's facade of uncaring arrogance cracked a bit-enough so the
garrison commander could recognize a famliar despair. You made your nen trust
you so you could ask themto do the inpossible and get results, but then they
turned around and asked you to do the inpossible as well. Walegrin didn't need
to like, or even respect. Zip to synpathize with him

"What about it? You know anyone?" Zip asked.
"Who' d cone here? At this hour?"

Walegrin twisted his bronze circlet free, pushed the Iloose hair off his
forehead, and blew a lungful of air through his teeth. The unborn baby chose
that nonent to send its nother into a back-wenching arc of pain and terror. As
she thrashed about Wl egrin saw nore than he wanted to see: a tiny leg dangling
below the girl's crotch. Even he knew babes were supposed to enter the world the
ot her way around.

He | ocked stares with Zip and racked his nenory for a conpetent, but fool hardy,
m dwi f e.

Mol in Torchholder had told him back when he'd begun taking orders fromthe
priest, that in the Rankan Enpire a place's popul ation was usually about fifteen
times its tax roll. Until the comng of the Beysib, the Prince had collected
taxes, or tried to collect taxes, fromsonme four hundred citizens: Say 6,000
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people in the city, not counting Beysibs and newconers, and Wal egrin knew, or
coul d recogni ze, nost of them

He had a nmenmory for faces and names; had made a hobby of it since his chil dhood
right here in Sanctuary: Mreover his nmnd was sufficiently flexible to
recogni ze people years after he'd last seen them He'd recognized Zip,
remenbering him as a street tough about his own age-always surrounded by
foll owers, always fighting, never wi nning. He'd recogni zed another not |ong ago:
a lady living in noderate style and confort near Weaver's \Way.

"Maybe, " he told them and headed for the door
"Il be going with you," Zip countered and preceded hi mdown the stairs.

They left a different way than they'd cone, squat-wal king through a gap Wal egrin
woul d not have noticed without Zip to lead him The safe-house shared a wall
with a dil api dated war ehouse. A warehouse whi ch shoul d have been enpty, judging
by the way Zip recoiled when they confronted the burning lanps and the little
man comng toward t hem

"Muznut!" Zip shouted and the bald little man cane to a shanme-faced stop

Dressed in drab Sanctuary rags, it took Walegrin a nonent to realize he was
actually looking at a Beysib who was well-known to, if not exactly friendly
with, the PFLS | eader. He didn't recogni ze the foreigner, but he'd know him the
next tine they crossed paths.

"W share with them for a price," Zip tried to explain. "Some fish want to get
out of the water." He turned to the Beysib and snarled: "Get back to your tub
boat, old man. You've got no business here after sundown!"

The man's eyes went w de and gl assy, like he'd seen a ghost, then he turned and
ran. Zip stood staring after him

"Um" Walegrin said, pretending disinterest. "I thought we were in a hurry. |If
this is your shortcut to Weaver's Wy, | don't think much of it." He sniffed
di sdainfully, as the |ocals expected the Rankans to do, and took note of the
snells in the air. Only one was worth renmenbering: distilled light oil such as
he had snell ed when Chenaya anbushed the PFLS and they'd retaliated with their
fire-bottles.

"Can't trust those fish," Zip said as they approached the door the Beysib had
left open in his haste to | eave the warehouse.

"Ain"t that the truth,” Wilegrin agreed, and wondered if Zip were truly
preoccupi ed enough to believe that a Rankan soldier hadn't figured out where the
oil and glass for his fire-bottles was com ng from

The PFLS | eader set a good pace along the Wdeway. Sweat cane up and clung to
the both of them Once they crossed the Processional, though, and ent er ed
Sanctuary's better neighborhoods, Wlegrin took comand with Zip walking
nervously beside him

"You sure about this place?" the dark-haired man denanded.
“Yeah. I|'mno fool. You'll owe me one."

Zip stopped, touching Walegrin's armas he did, so the two men stood facing each
ot her.

"Pork all, Walegrin. It's for the girl back there, not nme."

"That's part of the job. You owe ne for keeping quiet about your warehouse back
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there and your fish gl assbl ower."

"They're shit-dumb, man. He thinks we own the place, so we charge himrent."

"It's not going to wash. Zip." Walegrin watched as the other man went white and
furious in the noonlight. "Now | ook: You're dealing with the guy who brought
Enlibar steel to this hole. You got yourself a nice advantage there, but right
now you don't need it, correct? Everybody's at peace; you're one of us. And, now

that |'ve got the pieces in ny head- well, | can get to better Beysib than your
Maznut .
"But let's say | don't want to. Let's say | don't trust sonme of ny allies any

nmore than you do, but the tine cones, maybe, that | need a fire-breathing hero,
then you cone running, Zip-or Shalpa's cloak itself won't hide you from ne.
Under st ood?"

Zip weighed his options in silence.

"Maybe you can find another warehouse," Walegrin bantered easily. "Maybe
sonething will happen to ne before it happens to you. | renenber vyou fromthe
Pits, long before Ratfall, and |'mbetting you want to be a hero just once in
your life. But you don't swear right now, and vyou'll tear Waver's Wy apart
| ooking for her... and you won't find her." He smiled his best triunphant snile.

"What do you get out of it?"

"Maybe 1'm going to need a hone-grown, fire-breathing hero," Walegrin replied,
thi nki ng of Rashan and the altar out at Land's End and hoping that Kama woul d
approve.

Zip gave his word and they continued in silence, alone on the streets, unti
they reached Waver's \Way.

"Keep out of sight," Walegrin told his conpani on before he clinbed the steps to
rap loudly on the door.

"Be gone wi' you!" a voice called frominside
"It's the Prince's business! Open up or we'll break through the door."

There was a long silence, the sounds of two heavy bolts being drawn back, then
the door cracked open. Wl egrin snmacked the heel of this hand against the upper
part of the door and threw the weight of his hip against the lower. It gave
anot her few i nches but not enough for Wlegrin to enter. He | ooked down at the
house guard.

"I want to talk to the Mstress zil-lneel. Call her." He enphasized his request
wi th anot her shove, but the house guard was braced as securely as he was and the
door didn't budge.

"Conme back in the norning."
"Ww, fat man."

"Let himin, Enoir," a woman called fromthe top of the stairs. "Wat's Eevroen
done now?" she asked wearily as she descended.

Wal egrin gave the hapless Enoir a leering smle and pushed his way into the open
room "Nothing unusual," he told the woman. "I'm here to see you."

"I haven't done anything to warrant a midnight visit fromthe garrison," she

retorted with enough fire to convince Walegrin that he had indeed cone to the
ri ght house.
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He softened his stance and his voice. "I need your help. O, rather, a young
girl in the Shanmbl es needs your help."

"I... | don't know what you're talking about."

"You're Masha zil-lneel; you were Mashanna sumPeres t'lneel until your uncles
went bankrupt and married you off to Eevroen. You lived on Dry Well Street in
the Maze until sonmehow you got |ucky, disappeared for alnbst a year, and cane
back to buy this place."

"I came by ny good fortune the hard way: honestly. |'ve paid ny taxes."

"When you lived in the Mze, Masha, you worked as a mdwife-with a doctor

present east of the Processional, w thout one the rest of the tine. The girl in
the Shanbl es- she's been in |labor for three days, in this heat. Once upon a tine
visiting the Shanbl es was noving up for vyou; |I'm hoping you won't be afraid to

go there tonight."

Mash sighed and | et her |lanp rest on the handrail. "Three days? There won't be
much | can do."

But she woul d cone-the answer showed on her face before she said anything. Enoir
protested and insisted he acconpany her but she ordered himto remain at the
house and retreated wupstairs to dress. Walegrin waited, politely ignoring
Enoi r' s barbed gl ances.

"You have an escort in the street?" Masha asked when she returned, one hand
pulling a prim but al nost transparent, shawl around her shoul ders and the other
carrying a battered | eather chest.

"OF course,” Walegrin replied without hesitation as he, rather than Enoir, held
t he door open.

He called for Zip as soon as the door had shut behind them "That is your
escort?" Masha sneered, the edge in her voice trying to cover her disconfort and
fear.

"No, that's our guide; |I'mthe escort. Let's get noving." \Whatever Masha zi

I neel was doing now that she had noney, she hadn't let it soften her. She |let
the shaw drape |oosely fromher shoulders and kept pace with them along the
Pat h of Money. The heavy chest seened not to slow her at all and she refused to
let either man carry it. The noon set; Wl egrin bought a brace of torches from
the Processional night-crier and they continued along their way, avoiding the
Maze though all of themknew the secrets of its dark passages. They cane into
t he Shanbl es and hal t ed.

A knot of torch fires was headed toward them bobbing, even falling, as their
bearers shouted into the still, hot air. It renminded the three native
Sanctuarites of the riotous plague nmarches that told the city's better-off
citizens when death had erupted in the slunms. Silently Zip nelted back into the
shadows, pushing Masha and her white shawl behind him Walegrin slipped the
straps off his green-steel sword and shoved the stunp of his own torch into a
gap in the nearest wall.

A gang of newcomer worknmen energed from the darkness. They staggered and
stunbl ed into each other and their shouting proved to be the once-tender chorus
of a love ballad. Wilegrin shrugged a good deal of the tension from his
shoul ders but held his ground as they took note of himand lurched to a halt.

"A whorehouse, off-sher, where the wimen're pretty?" their ersatz |eader
requested, drawing the outline of what he considered an extrenely attractive
worman in the air between them His cohorts broke off their singing to whistle
and | augh their agreenent.
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Wal egrin rubbed the | oose hair fromhis forehead and tucked it under his bronze
circlet. If he waited a few nore nonents at least two of the newconers were
going to pass out in the dust and their whol e expedition would come to naught.
But the nmen who worked on the walls were being paid daily in good Rankan coi nage
and the Street of Red Lanterns was suffering fromthe weather. He did his civic
duty and pointed themout of the Shanbles toward the Gate of Triunph where, if
they did not fall afoul of Ischade, they would eventually find the great houses.

Zip was at his side before he had the torch pulled fromthe wall.

"Forking, loud fools," he snarl ed.

"Maybe we shoul d give up our respective trades and build walls or unload barges
for a living," Wl egrin nused.

"Listen to them They nust be halfway into the square and you can still hear
them They'll get eaten alive."

The garrison commander raised one eyebrow. "Not while they're traveling in packs
like that," he challenged. "You backed off quick enough."

And Zip stood silent. There were big nen in Sanctuary. Tenpus was about the
bi ggest; Walegrin and his brother-in-law, Dubro, weren't exactly small-boned
either. But, save for the Stepsons, the newconers were the biggest, best-fed nen
Sanctuary had seen in a generation or nore. Even if they were only comon
| aborers, another man-a native man |like Zip -would have to think seriously
bef ore bot hering them

"They're ruining the town," the PFLS | eader said finally.

"Because they work for their bread? Because they pay fairly for what they need
and save to bring their famlies here to live with then?' Masha interjected. "I
t hought you were bringing ne down here to see a wonan."

Wth a half-glance back toward the square, where the newconers were stil
singing. Zp grabbed the torch fromWle-grin's hands and plunged into the
Shanbl es backways.

The saf e-house was om nously quiet as Zip doused the torch and led the way to
the deeply shadowed stairway. He stopped short in the doorway to the upper room
Wal egrin bunped into him The girl was still Ilying in the comer silent and
nmotionl ess. Her young lover squatted beside her, his face shiny with unmanly
tears. The garrison comuander scarcely noticed as Masha shoved him aside. Her
movenents did not interrupt the invective he privately directed to such gods and
goddesses as should have taken a care in these matters. Like many fighting nen,
Wal egrin coul d understand the sudden death that cane on the edge of a weapon but
he had no tolerance for the sinpler sorts of dying that «clained ordinary
nortals.

He wat ched, and was faintly curious, as Masha took a glass hom from her kit and,
with the solid stemof it to her ear and its open bell against the girl's skin,
performed a swift, but precise, exam nation.

"Get the torch over here!" she commanded. "She's still breathing; there's hope,
at | east, for the babe.™

None of the men responded. She stood up and grabbed the nearest, the young nman
who had been crying.

"There's hope for your child, you fool!" She shook his tunic as she spoke and a
glimrer of life returned to his eyes. "Find a basin. Make a fire and boil ne
sonme water."
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"I... we have nothing but this.'
room

The young man gestured at the crudely furnished

"Well, find a basin... and clean rags while you're about it."
The young man | ooked at Zip, who stared bl ankly back at him

"Your fish-eye, Miznut-next door," Walegrin suggested. "He'll have all that,
won't he? Even the rags, | inmagine."

Zip's face twisted unpleasantly for a nonent, then, with a sigh, he turned back
to the stairway, and the warehouse. The other nen foll owed.

Masha hung her delicate shaw over a huge splinter in one of the wall beans and
began unl aci ng her gown. There was nessy work to be done and no sense to ruining
her own clothing as well. She tore off the bottom panel of her shift and used
one strip to bind her already dripping hair away fromher face. Wth the rest
she nopped up as nuch of the blood as she could and plotted the tasks before
her .

They built a fire in the courtyard using sone of Miuznut's fine charcoal and such
bumabl e rubbl e as was scattered about. The flanes turned the ruined gardens into
an inferno but the nmen stayed close by the fire, returning to the upper room
only when Masha demanded fresh water or cloths. They said nothing to each other,

choosing positions wthin the courtyard that allowed a clear view of the
mdwi fe's flickering shadow and yet shielded them fromeach other's casua

gl ance.

Toward dawn the bats returned to their normally deserted lairs, their shril
peeps echoing off the walls and the nen thenselves as they protested the
occupation of their hones. The day-birds took flight as well and the snall
square of sky above themturned a dirty gray that betokened another round of
oppressive heat. Walegrin wanted a beaker of ale and the limted confort of his
officer's quarters in the palace wall, but he remained, rubbing his eyes and
wai ting until Masha was through.

"Arbold!'" she called fromthe w ndow.

The young man | ooked up. "Water?" he asked, giving the neglected fire a prod.

"No, just you

He headed into the house. Walegrin and Zip exchanged glances before follow ng
him Masha had expected them and was at the doorway to bl ock their entrance.

"They've only got a few nonments," she said softly.

The midw fe had washed the new nother's face, smoothed her hair, and surrounded
her with the last of Miznut's fine-woven fuse-cloth. Her eyes were bright and
she was smiling at both her swaddled child and her |over. But her lips were
ashen and her skin had a mlky translucence in the dawn light. The nen in the
doorway knew Masha was ri ght.

"The baby?" Zip whi spered.

"Agirl child," Masha replied. "Her leg is twi sted now, but that may cone right
with time."

"If she has-" Wl egrin began.

A final spasmracked the girl's body. A red stain spread swiftly across the
cloth as she closed her eyes and gasped one nore tine. The child she had cradl ed
with her waning strength slipped through her linp arms toward the floor; Arbold
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was too stunned to catch it.

"I't killed her," he explained, his hands balled into fists at his sides, when
Masha tried to place the infant in his arns. "It froggin' killed her!" H's voice
ascended to screaning rage.

The infant, which had been sleeping, awke wth the short-breathed cries
peculiar to the just-bom Masha held her protectively against her own breast as
the young man's rant-ings showed no sign of abating.

"Killed her!" she shouted back. "How should an innocent <child be held
accountable for the chances of its birth? Let the blame, if there is any, fal
on those fit to carry it. On those who |left her nother here without care for
three endl ess days. On the one who fathered her in the first place!"

But Arbold was in no nood to consider his own part in his lover's death. H's
rage shifted fromthe infant to Masha and Zip noved swiftly across the room to
restrain his conrade.

"I's there one you trust to care for this child?" Masha asked Zip. "A nother? A
sister, perhaps?”

For a heartbeat it seenmed there might be two irrational nen in the cranped,
death-ridden room then Zip enmtted a short, bitter |augh. "No," he answered
simply. "She was the last. No one's left."

Masha continued to hold the infant tightly, rocking fromside to side across her
hi ps Iike an animal searching for a bolthole. "What then?" she whispered, nostly
to herself. "She needs a hone. A wetnurse-"

Wal egrin chose that noment to step between them He | ooked down at the infant.
Its hands were red and inpossibly small-scarcely able to circle his forefinger;
its face was dark-nottled as if it had taken a beating just in entering this
life-which it probably had.

"I'"ll take her with me," Masha concluded, daring Zip or Arbold to chall enge her
"No," Walegrin said-and they all stared at himin surprise.
"I's the garrison commandeering babes-in-arms now?" Zip sneered.

The blond man shrugged. "Her nother's dead; her father refuses to acknow edge
her: That nakes her a ward of the state-unless you' re thinking of raising her
yoursel f."

Zip | ooked away.

"Now, Mstress zil-Ineel's an upstandi ng wonan-but she's raised her own children
and's not eager to raise another."

His ice-green eyes bore down on the mdw fe until she, too, |ooked away.

"I know a woman whose chil dren have been taken fromher. You know her too. Zip
know her very well."

"Gods. No." Zip inhaled the words so they were barely audible.
"You' d gai nsay nme?" Walegrin's voice was as cold as his eyes.
"What ? Who?" Arbol d interrupted.

"The S danzo. The one in the alley. You remenber: the pillar of fire and the
riots afterward?" Zip replied quickly, never taking his eyes away from Wl egri n,
whose hand rested on the exposed hilt of the only sword in the room
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"What would a S' danzo want-" the young man began

"You'd gainsay nme. Zip, now or ever?" Wl egrin repeated.

The PFLS | eader shook his head and extended an arm across Arbold's chest, pre
enpting any untoward response fromthat coner.

"Say goodbye to your daughter, pud," Walegrin comranded, lifting his hand from
the sword-hilt and funbling through his belt pouch instead. "This is for you,"
he dropped a silver coin in Masha's hand, "for the birth of a healthy child. And
this is for her," he gestured to the dead worman before dropping sinmilar coins in
Zip's palm "to buy a shroud and see her properly buried beyond the walls."

Hi s hands were enpty now, he reached out for the infant. Masha had al ready
assessed his determination and placed the squirmng bundle gently in the crook
of his of f-weapon arm

"Shipri bless you," she whispered, pressing her thunb against the child's
forehead so it left a white mark when she lifted it, then she spun her shaw off
the splinter and tucked her |eather chest under one arm "lI'mready," she told
WAl egri n.

They left before the two piffles could say another word. Walegrin was nore
nervous about dropping the child than about having Zip at his back. He could
feel it struggling against the bands of cloth and the awkwardness with which he
held it. Once they had clanbered through the courtyard and warehouse to the
W deway, he offered to swap burdens with the nidw fe

"Never held a hungry newbom before?" Masha guessed as she settled the infant
under her breast. Her conpanion grunted a noncommtal reply. "I certainly hope
you know what you're doing. Not every nman's nistress is eager to take a
foundling."

Wal egrin adjusted the sweaty hair under his circlet and glanced at the rising

sun. "We're taking the child to nmy half-sister in the Bazaar. |Illyra the
seeress-her own child was slain and she took Zip's ax in her belly in the fire
riots last winter. And | have no idea if she'll want to keep it at all."

"You are a bold one," she aveired, shaking her head in amazenent.

The heat was affecting the Bazaar as it affected the rest of the city. Mst of
the daily stalls were shuttered or deserted and the vendors who nmade their hones
in the dust-choked plaza were standing idly by their wares, making little effort

to confront potential custoners. Lassitude had even touched Illyra's husband,
Dubro. The forge was still banked although the sun was well above the harbor
wal | .

The smith saw themcom ng, took another bite of cheese, then cane forward to
meet them The nonths since Illyra's injury had seen a nellowi ng of the uneasy
rel ati onship between the two nmen. Dubro, who blanmed his half-brother-in-law not
only for the absence of his son but for all the flaws of the Rankan Enpire, had

been forced to admt that Walegrin had done all any man could do to save his
wi fe and daughter. He nissed his son, mourned his daughter, but knew that he
cherished Illyra above all else. He greeted Walegrin and Masha with a puzzled
smil e.

"I's Illyra about?" Wal egrin asked.

"Abed, still. She sleeps poorly in this heat."

"WII|l she see us?"
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Dubro shrugged and ducked under the Ilintel of his honme. Illyra energed nonents
| ater, squinting against the sun and | ooking nearly twi ce her natural age.

"You said you were patrolling nights until this heat broke."
"I was."

He explained the night's events to her-at |east those that accounted for his
presence with a mdwi fe and infant. He said nothing about his conversation wth
Kama or the anger that had swept over him when he saw the newbomgirl's life
being bartered anong unwilling patrons. Illyra listened politely but rmade no
nmove to take the infant from Masha's arns.

"I"'mno wetnurse. | can't care for the child, Walegrin. |I tire too quickly now,
and even if | didn't-1'd |look at her and see Lillis."

"I know that; that's why |I've brought her," her half-brother explained, with a
sincere tactlessness that brought fire to Dubro's eyes and a sigh t hr ough
Masha's |ips.

"How coul d you?"

They were all staring at him "Because her mother's dead in some stinking room
in Shanbl es Cross and no one wanted her. She didn't ask to be born any nore than
Arton asked to becone a god or Lillis asked to die."

"No ot her baby can replace ny daughter, don't you understand that? | can't take
her in ny arms and tell nyself that all's well with the world again. It isn't.
It won't ever be."

The el egance and sinplicity of logic that had allowed himto face down Zip and
the child's father ceased to support Walegrin as he stared back at his half
sister's face. Wrds thenselves failed himas well and a crinson flush spread
qui ckly from his shoulders to his forehead. | n desperation he grabbed the infant
hinsel f and thrust it into her armse as if physical contact and the sheer force
of his will would be sufficient.

"No, Walegrin," she protested softly, resisting the burden but not backing away
fromit. "You can't ask this of nme."

"I'mthe only one stupid enough to ask it of you, Illyra. You need a child,
Illyra. You need to watch soneone | augh and grow. Gods know it shoul d have been
your own children and not this one...." He turned to Dubro. "Tell her. Tell her
this mourning's killing her. Tell her it's not good for any of wus when she

doesn't care about anything."

So it was that Dubro, after a long nonent's hesitation, put his arns under
Il'lyra's to support the <child. The girl <child did not imrediately stop
struggling within her swaddling nor did the oppressive weather vanish, but,
after she sighed, Illyra did snile at the infant and it opened its blue-gray
eyes and sniled back at her

SPELLMASTER
Andrew O futt and Jodie O futt

Wear weapons openly and try to | ook nmean. People see the weapons and believe the
| ook and you don't have to use them

- CUDGET SWEAROATH

One thing led to another and swords cane scraping out of their sheaths. Fulcris
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knew he was in trouble. The two nen facing himwith sharp steel in their fists
had |eft the caravan yesterday afternoon when it halted here, just outside
Sanctuary. They had gone on down into the town for a little of the partying he
had denied themen route from Aurvesh. Now, just after midday, they'd cone the
short distance back out here to the encanpnent. Looking for trouble.

Fulcris wasn't the sort to pretend not to see themand be somewhere el se,
however wi se that would have been. They had obvi ously been drinking their |unch
That was bad; these two, still cocky adolescents at thirty or so, were nmean as
sat-on spiders to begin with.

He spoke quietly and calmy and everything he told themwas true. They chose not
to accept any of it. Furthernore, they chose to push it. Al three nen knew t hat
part of the reason was the sword-arm of caravan guard Fulcris. Only a few days
ago he had taken a wound, high up near the shoulder. It still bothered him The
armand its nuscle were weakened, a little stiff. That nade hima good nan for
two nmen to pick a fight with. O a good victim

Now t heir sword-hands had nade it clear that they were through talking and he'd
better be, too. Hi s choices were two: he could run or he could defend hinself.
The fact that it was not fair because of his armwas not inportant to them and
it had better not be to Fulcris. Besides, the choice did not exist for him He
couldn't run. He was a caravan guard. To flee from attackers, whether two or
four, days-old wound or no, would ruin his reputation and the life he hoped for
in this new town.

Wth only the slightest of wi nces, well hidden behind clenched teeth, he reached
across his belt buckle. He made sure that when he drew his sword, the bl ade
swi shed audi bly and blurred as it rushed across himinto readiness.

The man in the green tunic blinked at that and his armwavered. Fulcris
remenbered his nanme: Abder.

Hi s conpani on kept coning, though, and so Abder did, too.

Just feint at the green tunic, Fulcris told himself, going high, and try to get
the nmore dangerous one on the backstroke, down. Abder will waver. If | can hurt
his crony, it will be over.

If I don't, they'Il kill ne.

Dam. What a way to end a good life. And just when | was thinkin' about trying
to settle down. He whipped his sword back and forth, strictly to make a bright
flash and an inpressive whup-whup noise that should give third thoughts to
Abder, who had al ready had second ones about this encounter

Uh. The exertion started the wound |eaking. He felt the trickle of blood, warm
on his upper arm

"You son of a bitch,"” snarled the one in the grayi sh honespun tunic.

One nore step, Fulcris thought, knowi ng the nane-calling stage was about to end.
The honespun man was worked up just about enough. For the first tine in a long
while, Pulcris knew fear. One nore step. Then either 1 end it or they do.

"Yo!"
Fulcris ignored the hail. He kept his gaze on his assailants. They glanced
toward the source of the call. A solitary traveler was pacing his |arge dun

colored horse toward them trailing a pack-aninmal. H's hair was invisible within
the odd fl apped cap he wore, leather left its natural shade. Fulcris could have
taken out both of them then. He didn't.
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"You two fellows need help with this nmean-1ooking crimnal?"

"No business of yours,"” homespun said, while that big dun-colored horse kept
com ng at him just pacing.

"That's true," the newconer saidin a quiet voice, staring levelly. Not
menaci ngly, or with a nmean expression; it was just a steady | ook

Fulcris allowed hinself a glance. He saw what they saw a big nman with a big
droopy noustache, sort of bronzey-russet. A great big saddl e-sword, and anot her
sheathed at the man's left thigh. A shield, |ooking old and worn and bearing no
mar ki ngs whatever. His dusty, stained tunic was plain undyed honmespun with an
unusual |y Iarge neck. Its sleeves were short enough to show powerful arnmns.

A horseman com ng al one, with seem ng consummate confidence, fromthe northeast
Aurvesh? A man of weapons. He kept his nount pacing easily, while his cal m gaze
remai ned on the two nen before Fulcris. He never glanced at Fulcris at all

An experienced man of weapons, Fulcris thought.

"Just interested," the quiet voice said equably. "No bl ow s been struck but his
armjust started | eaking. Got yourself a man with a recent wound, hmm Two of
you. You calling hi mopponent or quarry?"

Abder of the green tunic said, "Huh?"
Honespun said, "Listen, you-"

And then he had to back a couple of paces, because the big-dun colored horse
paced right in between himand Fulcris. Fulcris was on the horse's left. The
mount ed man stared down at honmespun. Abder tried to be unobtrusive about backing
two nore paces.

"Canme here to ask a favor. You with the caravan?"

The two nen exchanged a |ook, honespun having to turn a little because his
conpani on had backed farther away. Honespun |ooked back up at the interfering
newcorrer .

"Naw. He is."

"Mnd if | tock with him then?" He had said "talk," but part of his accent was
that the aw sound canme out as short o.

Abder noved away from his conpanion. H's arm hung straight down; the one with
the sword in it. Honespun exchanged stares with the nosy newconer a while, then
gl anced at Abder. He was surprised to see that the latter was several paces
behind himand well to his right.

"Huh! Leaving ne al one, huh, Ab?"

"Pardon wus," the nounted nan said, "while we lock." On Fulcris's side the
newconer's left hand moved in a little waving gesture.

When the dun horse began pacing forward again, between Fulcris and his
accosters, Fulcris paced too. He noticed that the newconmer never so much as
gl anced at him They took about twenty steps wi thout anyone's saying a word. By
that time, the other two were well behind them The newconer |eaned back to
swing a big-thighed | eg over the pormel of his saddle, which was nolded in the
shape of a turtle's head. He dropped to the ground a foot from Fulcris.
Surprisingly blue eyes |Iooked into the very brown ones of the caravaner. They
were about the same height. The travel er was bi gger.

"You a caravan guard?"
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"Aye. Those two-"

"Mean on strong drink. You took a wound a few days ago?"

"Aye. You just-"

"l could sure use some wotter, and your arm could use sonething."

Not much for talking, Fulcris thought, and nodded. "Right. Just over here."
"Unh. Wait here. Jaunt."

Ful cris assunmed that was the nane of the big man's horse. He tried not to talk
as they wal ked toward his old tent of faded blue and dull yellow stripes, but
just now that was inpossible.

"I started with the caravan in Twand. Those two joined us in Aurvesh. Just a
little trouble the first night, and me'n another guard had to forbid them
anything stronger'n water. Caravan stopped here to break up; sort ourselves out.
You know. They went right on into Sanctuary |ast night |ookin' for what we Kkept
fromthem They obviously had sone nore this noming."

"Urn. "
Sure not a tal ker, Fulcris nused. "Oh-nane's Fulcris."
"Strick."

Guess that's his nanme, Fulcris thought. And didn't this man speak quietly and in
an unusually matter-of-fact voice, no matter what he was saying or talking
about! "The armis not bad, but it could ve nade a difference. Thanks, Strick.
Here."

His gesture indicated the interior of his tent; the flap was open and fastened
back.

Strick glanced back to see the two nen, swords sheathed, heading toward the
city's wall. He nodded. "Saw it all. Noticed the arm" Ducking his head, he
ent er ed.

"Uh- huh. You notice a lot, don't you."

"Only one of 'em was dangerous. | never glanced at the other. He cot that:
contenpt. Wien | called, you kept your eyes right on them You know what you're
doing, Fulcris. Mght want to be careful, in Sanctuary."

"Cot" was "caught," Fulcris realized. "You too! They don't |like either of us,
now. Here you go." Fulcris started to pass Strick the cloth-wapped water skin,
then changed his mnd. He decanted cool water into the tin cup he had carried
for years. The cup showed it. "You didn't think | was a 'nean-lookin
crimnal'?"

Strick shrugged. He drank, uttered the predictable "ahh," and drank sone nore.
"I wanted to interrupt and that was sonmething to say. Didn't want to cone
gal l opi ng and enbarrass you. Let's see about that arm™

"It's all right."

"Whul dn't have started leaking if it was all right. Cotted now Hmm" Strick
had pushed up the other man's sleeve and bent a little closer to peer at the
wound. "Spear cut. Not one of those two?"

"No. Little trouble just this side of Aurvesh, four days ago. Six idiots thought
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we | ooked attackable and played bandit. Two of them got away. One of the dead
ones gave ne this. It's all right."

"Looks all right. Gve me some wi ne, though, so | can give you a sting."

After Strick had re-reopened the wound and treated it with wne-it stung-he
rearranged and re-tied the bandage. "It will be fine in two days,"” he said wth
casual confidence. "Wn't |eave a scar, either."

More |ike another week, and there will be a scar, Fulcris nused, but certainly
didn't say it. Instead: "Saying 'thanks' is getting to be a habit. Wat about
putting sonme of that w ne on the inside?"

"I wouldn't mnd."

Fulcris filled the tin cup. Noticing that Strick asked no questions, he decided
to emul ate that, though naturally he wondered where the big fellow was from and
why he'd cone here. Fromhow far, alone? He even managed not to volunteer his
own business. After a couple of mnutes he renenbered: "Ch. You nentioned a
favor."

Strick |ooked at him lowering his cup. The lines around his eyes, Fulcris
t hought, put the big man up in his thirties. Mwybe forty, depending upon how
much of his life he'd spent traveling. Fulcris was thirty-eight, but years of
escorting caravans had lined his face so much that he could pass for forty-nine
or fifty.

"I"'d like to |l eave ny horse here, along with the shield and saddle-sword." His
eyes gazed straight into Fulcris's and his moustache withed in a smle it
conceal ed. "Don't want to ride into a town |looking |like a dangerous nan of
weapons. "

"Who rode here alone, from.. soneplace that gave you an accent | can't place."

Strick shrugged. "True. WIIl you name ne a charge for keeping ny horse for a few
days?"

"You | ooking for work as a-for weapon work? There's a nere canp not too far from
here, and another in the city."

"No, that's not what | want to do. You know a few things about this town."

"Just a few," Fulcris said, thinking that the man was not telling the truth but
that he even lied well, in that same matter-of-fact way. "You |leam things from
peopl e you pass on the road, and | listened, up in Aurvesh. This town's had a
real mess in the past year or so. Fire, flood, a war anong witches trying to
take over and the Stepsons-nercenaries under soneone nanmed Tenpus who has sort
of taken over 'defense' and peace-keeping; and all the while the towmn's really
been taken over by sonme odd invaders from oversea. The Enpire's not as strong as
it was."

" Ranke?"
"Ri ght . "

"So | heard. Odd invaders?' Even "odd" sounded odd; this nman's short o was
extrenely short.

"Freaks, or half-humans, or sonmething. Guess we'll find out. Listen, you know
I"mnot going to charge you to take care of your gear and horse for a few days.
But here's a thought, unless you're in a hurry. A man and a couple of wonen are
riding into town later, and they' ve already asked my caravan master if he'd give
them an escort. He asked me. Sure; that trio' s rich!"™ Fulcris flashed a smile
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and noticed that the other man only nodded. "Anyhow, if you care to rest here
while | see to a fewthings | have to do, the five of us can ride in together
You'll be a lot less noticeable-people will take you for another from the
caravan."

"Fulcris, well met and | thank you. | can waste sone tinme knocking the dust off
and | eaving the shield and big sword- here?"

"OF course. Just consider the tent yours while | take care of business. Have
sone nore of that, if you want."

"l don't."

I didn't think so. Fulcris thought, and left the tent.

* * *

He was surprised, a couple of hours Ilater, at sight of his new friend. Fulcris
had seen himan hour ago, putting his stripped pack-aninmal into the tenporary
encl osure the cara-vaners had set up

Now Strick's tunic of drab, undyed homespun had given way to a considerably
nicer one in medium blue wol. He had buckled on his sword again, an
unr emar kabl e weapon with a brass-ball ponmel in a worn old sheath, but he had
replaced his worn old belt with a newer one, black with a silvered buckle. Never
m nd the dagger. That was an everyday utensil no one saw as a weapon until one
came at him Strick's was plain of handle and pormel. Merely utilitarian; a
working man's tool. The stained |eather |eggings were gone, replaced by snugly
fitting cloth, dun-colored. Wat calves and thighs the man had! Hs light boots
wer e nedi um brown, and wel |l worn.

Aside fromhis bronze-red noustache and ruddy face, a quite drab man despite the
handsonme tunic of Croyite blue. He still wore that odd, napped skull-covering
cap, too

Jaunt stood nearby, saddled and bridled anew-with worn old | eather that had been
unremar kabl e even when new and wearing a smaller version of the traveler's pack
Shield and the big sword were not in evidence.

"Left a fewthings inside," he said, so quietly and half apol ogetically.
"Good," Fulcris said, and introduced the wealthy man and the two wonen.

Al three of them | ooked dressed for court. The not-unhandsone man in matching
tunic and | eggings of yellowgreen silk wore a fine cloak of a blue so pale it
was nearly white-not from age or wear. Strick was polite, greeting each woman
with a little inclining of his head, speaking quietly as ever. The bosony,
st eat opygous one in pink to the collarbones, along with garnets set in silver,
was the wife of this Sanctuarite nobleman. Chest on her like a shelf for
di splaying fine glassware, Fulcris thought. The |l|ean, dinply young blonde in
blue, Fulcris saw, was interested in Strick. Despite both his and Strick's
efforts to avoid it, she rode beside the big man with the bronze noustache as
they wal ked their horses the sixth of a |eague or so to the city walls.

"VWhere are you from Strick?" Her voice was girlish and her dinples glorious.
"North."

She shot hima look. "Ch. Do you intend to settle in Sanctuary?"

"M ght."

After a few nonents of silence, she tried again: "WII| you, uh, go into business
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here, Strick?"
"I"mconsidering it."

Riding in front of thembeside the wealthy Noble Shafra-lain of Sanctuary |just
back from a lengthy stay in Aurvesh, Fulcris snmiled. The Noble Shafralain's
doubt | ess noble wife was chattering away about what son of shape the house night
be in. The | ean young bl onde had gone silent, doubtless wacking her brain for a
way to get Strick to converse. Politeness forbade her pursuing any of the
previous questions, since he apparently was not nminded to volunteer any
i nformati on on those subjects.

At | ast her voice piped again: "Do you know where you plan to stay, Strick?"
"I don't know, my |ady. Perhaps-"
"Ch goodness, Strick, do call ne Esarial!"

A glance to his left showed Fulcris how Nobl e Shafralain's well-nolded face went
grimin disapproval. Frombehind them the quiet voice spoke as if Strick had
seen that expression: "Perhaps you could suggest an inn, my lady Esaria. It need
not be the city's fanciest!"

"Ch. Father-would you recormend an inn to this traveler from afar?”

"My dear," the silken-cl oaked nan beside Fulcris said stiffly, "we do not know
this foreigner's neans. The prices of Sanctuary's inns vary as greatly as the
quality of their food. The Golden Qasis, | should say, is our best."

"Ch darling, it's been so long-let's do take dinner there tonight!"

"A moment, Expimlia," Shafralain said, with mld inpatience.

"I amfromFiraga to the northwest. Noble Sir, and hardly of your neans. Wat
are second- and third-best?"

Fulcris sml ed.

"Could we do that, darling? | really don't relish opening the house just in time
to have to eat there! Who knows what the servants have done with the place-and
what shape the larder's in!"

Fulcris's smle broadened at Lady Expimlia' s inportun-ings.

Her husband continued to stare straight ahead, chin nobly high. Wthout turning
so much as his head in replying to the man riding behind himwhere Shafralain
doubt | ess thought he bel onged, he nanmed two ot her inns.

"A grateful foreigner's thanks," Strick said, with only the hint of stress on
the third word.

"Are we going to sup at the Golden Gasis, Father?"

"For all we know," Shafralain said, this time with a slight turning of his head,
"the ol den Qasis has been destroyed, or sadly daneged."

"I'd be glad to ride straight there and have a 1oo0k," Esaria said. "I'd be
perfectly safe, too; Strick would ride with me, wouldn't you, Strick?"

"That," her father said, "will not be possible."

They rode in silence, approaching the wall of Sanctuary. Abruptly the nobleman's
nobl e wife turned partway around and spoke in a determ nedly pleasant voice.
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"Well, Strick of Firaga, will you please escort me to the Golden Qasis? Yes,
Esaria, you may cone along. Aral," she said to her husband in a different voice,
"we will be fine and will join you later at hone."

The Nobl e Shafralain gave his wife a long, slow stare
"My lady," Strick said softly, "I regret that | already have other plans."

"Ch-h!" Esaria said, in clear exasperation. Cbviously Strick had chosen
di pl omacy and deference to her father over touching off famly problens.

For the first time, Shafralain turned to give the foreigner a fleeting glance.
It was not an unpl easant | ook

"Firaga," he said, turning back. "Firaga... oh. That where the pearls cone
frone"
"Aye. "
"Freshwater pearls,” Expimlia exclaimed. "O course! Firagan Souls of the

Oyster!" Abruptly she half-turned to look at the quiet man. "You didn't cone
here to sell any of those beauties, did you?"

Shafralain snorted. Strick made a chuckling noise. "Sorry, ny |ady."

They entered the city and within a few hundred feet were accosted by two young
men. Each wore a cloth band of the sane color around his upper armand bore a
crossbow in addition to sheathed sword.

"Wl cone to Sanctuary! You will need a pass in this area, gentle travelers," one
glibly told them "W offer five arnbands for two pieces of silver."

"A pass!" Shafralain snapped. "Likelier you'll be ridden down! Since when does
the Noble Shafralain need to wear a dirty patch of cloth in order to nove
through his own city?"

The faces of their accosters underwent unpleasant changes. The one who had not
spoken stepped back and showed that his crossbow was cocked. Passershy were
carefully not-seeing the tense encounter. Mst wore brassards matching those the
two youths wore and offered for sale.

"Since quite awhile, Noble," the spokesman said. "Maybe you left town when
things got nasty |last year and're just com ng back, hm? See, citizen security
is sort of divided up am dst serveral pertection groups, and we just can't
gantee yer safety here without but you' re wearing onea these handsone arnbands.”

"Ch, | think they're quite pretty arnbands really," Esaria said.

Her nother said, "If it's what people are wearing this season

Shafral ai n, however, was Shafralain: "You threaten us, fell ow?"

"Here is a piece of silver," a quiet voice said. "It should suffice. See that
not hi ng happens to these people, whether they consent to wear your arnbands or
no. I wll."

"So will I," the surprised Fulcris heard hinself say, even as they heard the
ring of silver off a thunbnail and saw the young nan before himthrow up a hand
to catch Strick's coin.

He exam ned it. "Huh! Never seen onea these before. Wiat's this onit, a fire?
Wiur's it fromat?"

"Firaga," Strick told him "Way up northwest. Not part of Ranke's Enpire. Mnts
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its owmn coins, with the sign of the Flane. It will spend; it's silver."

Imedi ately after his last word came the sound of his clucking to his horse.
Ful cris swal | omed, but at once nade the same sound in his cheek. That worked;
the horses noved forward and the two accosters stepped back on either side. The
speaker extended a nunber of armnbands.

"Pl easure doi ng business with you," he told Strick, as the latter accepted the
"passes. "

"Fulcris," Strick said, and passed one to the caravaner. "Noble Shafral ai n?"

The nobl eman woul d not turn or glance at the proffering hand. "I had far rather
chop the armoff that arrogant snot than put one of his dirty rags on nmy arm"

"Me too," Strick said, equably as ever. "But while we did that, the other would
have flicked his trigger and sent a crossbow bolt into... one of us."

"Those boys?! Likelier he'd have m ssed!"
"Father-r..."

"Agreed," the quiet voice said frombehind stiff-backed Shafralain, "and al one,
Fulcris and | mght have taken that chance. |'mvery aware of being in the
presence of a noble of this city-and of two wonen."

The only way out of that one was for Shafralain to take offense by pretending to
have been accused of cowardice. Either he chose not to do or he didn't think of

it. "Hmp," he nuttered. "What has becone of ny city while | have been out of
it?"

Coi nci dence or that goddess known as Lady Chance chose to let Strick and mlady
answer in chorus: "We had better find out," and she went on, "and be careful the
while."

"Good advice, ny Lord," a nervous Fulcris said. He was beginning to wonder how
soon a caravan m ght be headi ng east and need a guard. O north, or west either
O even south, right into the sea.

Abruptly Shafralain's arns tightened. "Woa," he said, and turned-with stiff
dignity-in the saddle to |ook back at the big man beside his daughter. After
studying himfor a nonent, the noble asked, "Can you use that sword, foreigner?"

"Name's Strick. FromFiraqga."

The two nmen gazed at each other, each nmaintaining a practiced serene |00k from
wi de- open eyes that each had |earned obtained this or that result. The nonent
stretched on, with four people watching the | ean, thin-noustached face of Noble
Shafralain with its high cheekbones and sculptured brows. Suddenly those
features noved in a small smle.

"I was hoping you would answer ny question. Can you use that sword, Strick of
Fi raga?"

Stick shrugged and made a depreciatory gesture. "Wen | nust.”

"Until we know nore about the situation in ny city," Shafralain said, "we shal
not be going to the Golden Casis or anywhere el se save our hone. My fanmly and
can not stoop to giving aught to scum who demand 'protection' noney with
crosshows. | would like to double what you gave that scumif you would ride with
us, Strick of Firaga."

Strick nodded.
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"CGood, then. Let us-"

"Perhaps you could change a few of these Firaqi coins for ne," Strick said, just
as Shafralain started to turn back to face front. "Collector's itens for you,
and | attract less attention as a foreigner. |If we exchanged ten for ten, |
believe 1'd owe you a difference; a few coppers.”

Shafralain clicked in his cheek while jiggling his reins of shining red | eather
Hi s horse paced a few feet before being reined about so that its rider could
face the man from Firaqga

"Difference! A few coppers! | just heard astonishing honesty! Certainly you are
not a banker! But... do you have ten silver coins, Strick?"

Strick nodded |l azily.

"W will exchange ten for ten as soon as we reach ny hone, sir!"
"Your pardon. Noble, but-let's do it now Just in case."

Shafral ain cocked his head. "Just in case of what?"

Strick tapped the arnband he had slipped on. Even below his elbow, it was snug.
"Just in case your honme is in another area of protection."”

" Dam! "
"Agreed."

Wil e Fulcris watched, nore astonished than nervous now, the two nen solemly
exchanged ten coins of silver, while sitting their nounts on a street in
Sanctuary. At least they were as discreet as possible about what they were
doing. In daylight, in the street. In the tow called Thieves' Wrld!

Shafralain turned to Fulcris. "Caravaner," he said, "thank you and good
fortune.”
Since that was an obvious dismssal, Fulcris touched a finger to his forehead,

nodded, and started to rein away.

"Meet you at the Golden Qasis at noon tonorrow for a cup of sonething," the by
now fam liar voice said quietly, and Fulcris nodded and sniled as he rode on
into a city suddenly sinister. Wearing a cloth brassard as "protection."

Strick was right about the city's "security" zones. By the tinme they reached the
inmposing mansion on its walled estate, they had collected another set of
arnbands and the noble owed nore silver to the quiet nman from Firaqga.

That was how it cane about that on his first night in Sanctuary the foreigner
dined with the Noble Shafralain and fanmily in their fine big manse, waited upon
by silent servants in beige and maroon. He did an amazingly superb job of
telling little about hinmself and wandering around the outskirts of questions and
answers, and he would not stay the night. Shafralain was glad of that,
considering his marvel ously di npl ed daughter's fascination with this unusual and
quite nysterious fell ow

Strick knew that. It was precisely why he declined the invitation and departed
to wal k al one through the darkness of that divided city.

Al t hough Fulcris walked into the Golden Qasis before noon next day, he found
Strick there before him The reason was sinple: Strick had spent the night here.
He had risen relatively early to descend for breakfast. Since then he had done
no tal king, asked few questions, and done a lot of listening. Seated privily at
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a small, shining table in the well-kept main room the two newconers sipped
wat ered wi ne and shared new- gai ned know edge of a dammed city.

The place was a nmess. Too nmany people had grabbily tried to treat it as their
own and, greedy for power and control, indiscrimnately introduced too many
random factors. Meanwhil e supposed rul ers, anointed and otherw se, took no firm
stand and failed to exercise the control they were supposed to have and wi el d.

"Sanctuary," Fulcris said, "is ruled by King Chaos."

"Bl ack magi c,
i nhumanity. "

Strick said norosely, looking ill. "The bot-tommess of humanity's

Sanctuary had not even recovered from or grown accustoned to Rankan rule before
the seaward invasion of the folk called Bey sins. Both nmen had by now seen
exanpl es of that strange womani sh sea-race wth the unblinking eyes equipped
with nictitating menbranes.

They nerely turned up one day "in about a mllion boats," as a nan had told
Strick at breakfast, and after that it was essentially "Hello: Wl cone to the
Beysib Enpire!" That turned the city on its ear-on its rear, as Fulcris put it.
The Beysin gynecharch, the Beysa, noved herself right into the palace. No one in
power did anything. About ten mnutes later, out of the gutters craw ed
sonething called the Popular Front for the Liberation of Sanctuary: a rabble
organi zation of the unorganizable led by a feisty-swaggery street-|ord-and-dolt.
Hi s avowed dedication was to throwi ng out the invaders and their (god-rel ated?)
| ady boss with her twining snakes and bare jigglies, along with her people's
ghastly habits with small, preposterously |ethal serpents.

What he and his PFLS acconplished was a great deal of mischief and nmurder and
di sconfort anong his fellow Ilsigs. The fish-fol k nouri shed.

"Ilsigi," Strick corrected Fulcris. "It's plural and possessive both. No s."
Next cane still another group, this one with the unlikely nane of the Rankan 3rd
Conmando, whatever that neant. By then the staggering town was di vided sonme four
ways and none of the rival groups could claimto be in charge.

Al did.

Meanwhi | e gods wr angl ed and rassl ed, peopl e mur der ed each ot her
i ndi scrimnately, and consunption of alcoholic spirits increased dramatically.
An apparently brutish fellow named Tenmpus and his herd of nomadic wormanl ess
warriors-for-hire stayed just |ong enough to nake things worse for the people
they despised as "Wigglies." Then they decanped, to | eave behind a vacuum that
led to nore struggling and nmore nmurder of guilty, guiltless, and innocent alike.
Decent, normal citizens cowered about their daily business. As a matter of fact
so did indecent and abnormal «citizens. Daily business had cone to nean a
striving to continue living.

To what purpose, none could be sure.

Speaki ng of the abnormal and indecent, the next advent was of a vanpire witch
and a necronmant-or naybe it was a necronmant and a vanpire witch; everyone was
confused because it was all too mnuch-along with acres of wal king dead. The two
witches juggl ed people and Balls of Power and did everything but dice for poor
pitiful Thieves' Wrld. The rule of females in Sanctuary became absolute. The
founder-god seened to have abdicated. Tale-tellers tried using femal e names for
their characters, even when they were transparently male. That did not work; the
storytellers bogged down and received fewer coins because reality was beyond
their imaginative abilities.

Dead nen wandered about and acted and a dead horse cl op-cl opped the streets of a
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city surely forsaken by all gods. Meanwhile intelligent natives, snart people
such as Shafra-lain, got the hell out.

Fifteen or so minutes ago Fulcris had | earned why the ruler -the youthful Rankan
governor-wasn't ruling; he was busy playing house with the fish-eyed snake-I|ady
with the naked turrets. Even his fellow Rankans sneered at this Kadakithis,
calling himby a contenptuous nicknane.

Al right, so she wore her turrets partially covered these days. Because of the
i nvasion of her striding dykish females, decolletage was very much in vogue.
Sanctuarite breasts were bared just short of the nipples-while skirts were |ong
and fl ounced and saddl ebagged.

"I've no-tisssed," Strick said, and Fulcris chuckl ed.
"Me too. The skirts are stupid and ugly but | do love all the jiggle above!"
A denoni ¢ nonoceros had run ranpant, goring people and w ecking real estate.

"They have a low inn or dive called the Cbscene Mnoceros," Strick said, shaking
hi s head.

Fulcris stared for a noment, then fell back laughing. "Vulgar Unicorn!" he
corrected.

Strick shrugged. "Bl ackest magic," he nuttered, staring into his cup. "This city
is dammed and abhorred by all gods, surely.”

"Yet why do gods or people allowit," Fulcris said, and drank. "You heard about
the dead (?) warrior-god-female, of course-sonme fool revived to terrorize
streets and citizenry?"

Strick countered with the fact that another soneone had broken into the pal ace,
i mpossibly, and (inpossibly) made off with the head snake-lady's wand or
somet hi ng, and she had done not a bl oody thing about it. I|ncredible!

A nasty adol escent boy in a femal e body was goi ng about in the garb of a Rankan
arena-fighter, insulting and threatening everyone in sight, including the ones
she whorishly lay with. Five well-trained soldier-bodyguards from Ranke were
reduced to guarding cattle or goats or orchards, while a street tale-teller was
in the palace, wearing silk robes. The Rankan highest priest was apparently
giving nore tine to personal ronmance-despite his being married-than priesting.

And Ki ng Chaos waved his scepter over Sanctuary.

Street skirm shes erupted into street war. Blood flowed in the gutters and
someone started a fire that burned a good bit of real estate-nostly the hones of
the poor, of course. After that Sanctuary was assaulted by a few years' worth of
rain, all in a few days. Every creek, river, and sewer decided to back up

"Sorcery," Strick nuttered. "Abhorrent black magi c. Ashes and enbers, what poor
pitiful people in need of help!"

A burned town was washed off and hoisted off its foundations on swrling flood
waters. Somewhere in there the high-civilization bisexual meres of Tenpus had
come back and barbarously massacred a band of nmen in "their" barracks. Mre
i nnocents had of course perished in that private war. Meanwhile in Ranke soneone
did anay with the enperor and the new one-up fromfield general, hurrah!-dropped
over to Sanctuary to say hello. Apparently he did naught el se.

Yet perhaps it was he who pushed it al ong: the war agai nst the
wi t ches/ vanpi res/ Thi ngs had grown, and a whol e fine estate-mansion had burned in
a towering pillar of fire for days or maybe it was weeks. Wen the fire went out
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the place was still there but no one dared go near it.
"Still is," Fulcris said. "Furthernmore, one of the wtch-wonmen-Things is stil
about, living peacefully just outside town, and none of these poor excuses for

humanity is doing a bloody thing about it."

"Black magic," Strick nmuttered, staring into his cup. "All black magic, on and
on. By the Flame, but these people need relief, help, an advocate! Alittle
surcease from agony and bl ackness in their lives!"

Wiile Fulcris was still blinking at that strange utterance, their attention was
drawn to the door. It had opened to admit a good-sized fellow in a light tan
tuni c whose skin- and sl eeve-hens were decorated with naroon bands, and with a
mar oon bar running over each shoul der and down his torse. H s high buskins were
dark red. He bore a sword and long dagger in nmaroon sheaths, and he | ooked
conmpetent. Just inside, he swept the commbn roomwi th a bl eak gaze. It |ingered
for a nonent on Strick and Fulcris before passing on. He backed a pace, nodded
to soneone outside, and stepped in to stand to the door's left. Rather stiffly,
in the nmanner of a sentry.

Through the doorway, all bright and sumrery in white and vyellow, bustled a
beam ng Shafral aina Esaria. Smiling and dinpled, she cane straight to the two
men. Strick continued |ooking past her long enough to note the other nan
outside, also in her famly's livery.

"Strick! Fulcris! well nmet!"
"What a coincidence," Strick said drily, as both nmen rose.

"Don't be silly! | came here to see you! |1'd have been here earlier, but first I
had to convince father that | needed to shop, and then | had to wait while he
gave detailed instructions to no less than two 'escorts' to acconpany nme. \Wat's
in those cups?”

She had a breathless, girlish way of talking that Strick could not despise. The
tallish, lean girl with the pale hair was too fresh, too charni ng. Soon she was
seated with them also with a cup of water-weakened wine. Well net indeed,
Strick soon | earned, when he nentioned that he wanted information as to where he
m ght "open a place of business."” Flashing those bemazing dinples, Esaria was
delightedly able to help. A cousin of her father's, it seened, was a civi
servant whose custons job had remai ned secure t hr ough the wvarious
adm nistrations. That was partially because of his sideline: he renenbered
everyt hing and conducted scrupul ously private investigations.

An hour later Fulcris was on his way back to the remmant of the caravan and
Esaria was introducing Strick to her second cousin. Then she took her |leave to
buy sonmething or other to prove to her father that shopping had i ndeed been her
goal .

"And what about the report those dangerous-| ooki ng bodyguards give hinP" Strick
asked, smiling a little.

"Ch, they tell him what | tell them to tell him They do exactly as | tel
them "

Strick thought this an opportune tinme to say, "I am not that sort of man,
Esaria."

White teeth flashed and dinples sprang into bold evidence. "Can't | just see

that, 0 Mysterious Foreigner!" And with a wave, she was gone.

Still smling that close-mouthed smle of his, Strick turned to her Second
Cousi n Cusharl ai n.
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"Second Cousin Esaria is ... taken with you, Strick."

"I know. That's why you just heard ne warn her. | am being careful, Cusharlain,
and not encouragi ng your noble and wealthy cousin's dotter, believe ne. Now |et
me tell you a little about ny plans, and the sort of information | need."

Confident that Cusharlain was working on his behalf, Strick wandered. Passing
snat ches of conversation infornmed a tourist who used his ears as well as his
eyes.

Carrying a bag formed of a dirty sheet trailing dirty laundry, he studied the
pal ace while Beysin guards studied himwith l[ittle interest. He went on his way,
and soon bought a third arnband. Wen it would not fit around his upper arm he
was apol ogetic about returning it. The "protectors" chuckled after himas the
foreigner, apparently chicken-hearted for all his size, went on his way. Having
strolled to the very end of Governor's Walk, he had a | ook at Sanctuary's nmain
tenples. He noted destruction, and the busy work of reconstruction. No, he
| earned, there was no Tenple of the Flane or any kind of fire in Sanctuary.
About every other deity inmaginable was represented here, though, including a
little chapel to Theba.

The foreigner nodded. The death goddess was of no interest to Strick of Firaga.

He took the Street of Goldsmiths down to the Path of Mney, noting anong the
wel | -of f citizenry nore decollete dresses too busy bel ow the waist. He found the
moneyhandl er Cusharl ai n had recomended.

They held a bit of converse, during which both men Ilearned this and that of
interest to each. Then, in private, Strick opened the dirty-sheet bag to revea
its other contents, carefully pressed together and snugly wapped to prevent
their clinking.

The banker was delighted to make the acquai ntance of Torezalan Strick tiFiraga
and his foreign gold.

Strick left in possession of several docunents and carrying the bag that now
held only dirty laundry. Two doors down and across that showily clean street, he
entered the establishment of the second noneyhandl er Cusharlain had nmentioned.
Wil e that individual mght have been uninterested in a foreigner with so little
taste as to carry his soiled clothing along the street called Mney, he was
experi enced enough to know that eccentric people came to himwith treasures in
eccentric disguises. He acceded to a private interview and was rewar ded.

From hi s underwear the foreigner in the strange skullcap took a small felt bag.
It did not jingle, but it did contain two gl eanming exanples of the | argesse of
Firaga's Pearl River. They were worth over twenty horses, or nuch gold.

Strick departed with several nore docunents, |ess weighty underclothing, and
carrying the bag that now held only dirty |aundry.

He stopped in at the Golden QOasis to get something done about the latter and to
visit his horse. He left bearing a snaller, cleaner bag. It contained food and
wi ne. Ever l|istening, he wal ked down the Processional to Wdeway. Here he noted
that nost damage to the ever-imnportant docks had been repaired. He saw worknen,
fisherfolk and their boats, and Beysib ships. Anbling easily, keeping his face
wi de open and his eyes |arge, he observed, l|listened, asked carefully unpointed
questions, and listened. He noted sone flood damage, rather |ess decolletage
anong these working people, and some damage fromfire.

Three worknmen were astoni shed at the offer of the strange big man who spoke so
quietly. Naturally they accepted: They joined himon a |oading dock for a bite
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and a bit of wine. This tine he learned the |ocation of the dive called Sly's
Pl ace; two of these nen knew of it. He was in the wong section of the city,
though close. He was advised to stay out of that area of town, and he thanked
the advi ser.

Only after he had nmeandered off on his way, leaving the rest of the wine, did
they realize that they had learned little fromhimwhile he had | earned much. No
matter. What a fine nice fellow he was, with his funny accent!

Strick, nmeanwhile, was wandering sone nore, observing and |istening.

"Well. Here's a new face! I'm Quleh. Buy a girl a cup, good-I|ookin'?"

Strick | ooked up at the worman who materialized beside his coner table in this
noi sy place. She was a "girl" of thirty or so, wearing a canary yellow bl ouse
scooped deeply to display a great deal of her head-sized breasts. Her long skirt
was w t hout flounces or adornnent other than its positively manic striping.

He said, "At the bar."
"HmP?" She cocked her head on one side and tried to | ook sweet.

"Go to the counter, tell Ahdio |I'm buying you one, and to look this way. | will
nod. "

"Ni ce man! Be right back."
"No. | drink here, you there."
" O,]. "

Wthout further coment aside froma shrug that inparted massive novenment to her
bl ouse, she jiggled back to the counter. Strick saw her point, saw the big nmail
coated man look at him Strick held up one finger and nodded. So did the big nman
in the coat of |linked chain. A nonent later Quleh was naking expostulatory
noi ses and gestures while Ahdio headed for the comer table, bearing a blue
glazed mug. Strick heard the jing-jing of the arnor as the other |arge nan
appr oached.

Is he the focus? Strick could not be sure. He read three separate spells in this
pl ace. Two involved Ahdio's assistants, the extra-honmely woman and the young
fellowwi th the |linp. The other was in back, and seened to have to do with an

ani mal .

Soneone called, "Takin' that poor innocent stranger another nmug o' cat-pee,
Ahdi o?"

"Nah," the dive's proprietor called back, turning his head that way. "Sweetboy
Special is what's in your cup, Tervy. Newconers get the good stuff." Arrived at
Strick's table, he went on in a |l ower voice: "Quleh said you said you' d buy her
one and would nod to prove it. Overhung Quleh's an old friend and this place's
favorite blowze, but for all | know she told you to nod hello to ne when I
| ooked this way. Brought you one, though."

Strick decided to stand. Patrons stared. They seldomsaw a man as big as
Ahdi ovi zun, even one an inch or so shorter

"She told it right. And she's to stay over there. | have a nessage for you."
When the other man instantly shifted the mug to his left hand, Strick backed a
pace. "Easy. | just canme here fromFiraga. Nane's Strick. Along the way | nmet a

young nan and wonan. Boy and a girl, naybe. He asked ne to tell you that the big
red cat with themfollowed them even out across the desert-and to swear that he
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did not take it."

Ahdio stared for a nonment, then sniled. "You get the next one," he said, and
drank half the contents of the cup in his left hand. "Dark fell ow, hawki sh nose,
medi um hei ght and wiry? Waring anythi ng unusual ?"

"Kni ves. "

Ahdi o | aughed. "That's Hansey! Thanks, uh, Strick. |I've been wondering about
Not abl e. Hanse is the first person that cat ever took to. Be damed. \Were was
t hi s?"

"Hey Ahdi o, how about onea them sausages over here?"

Ahdi o glanced that way. "Suck your finger, Harnmy! This is an old war crony.
Thr ode? Sausage for Harmocohl. Oh, and fill a cup for Quleh before she stares a
hole in ny back."

"Up in Maidenhead Wod, other side of the desert," Strick told him "A day or
two this side of Firaga. They were headed there."

"They were? You know, |'ve never even net anyone fromup there. You just arrive,
Strick? Mouving to Sanctuary? Got a place to stay?"

"Aye. "

Ahdio grinned. "All three. Al right. I won't ask any nore. Thanks again. You're
not staying here in the Maze?"

"No. "
"Thought not. The cat |ook all right?"
"Large and well-fed. Stared at ne the whole tinme we | ocked."

"That's Notable!" Ahdio nodded, beaming. "Uh-Strick. Because you bought Quleh
one, Avenestra will be over here next. She's a mghty unhappy little girl, and
taking too nuch nouth fromtoo nmany of the boys here. You did Hanse and ne a
favor. Wsh you' d do her one. They' d | eave her alone when she's with a man as
big as you-who is also an old war crony of mine," he added, with a new grin.
"Maybe just talk with her a while, or just let her talk. She's all right. M xed
up pretty bad. A round for you both is on nme."

"All right. Gve her what she wants and suggest that she bring it over here with
a mug of sonething weak for me. Ahdio: any nen in here |ooking for work? Anybody
you trust?"

Ahdio smled. "That narrows the choices! Wat kind of work? Beg pardon, but you
| ook I'i ke a weapon-man to ne."

"No. Need a guard, when | open a shop. And a-oh, a |ackey who knows Sanctuary
and can | ook and act decent."

"I"ll give it some thought and tell you later, Strick. GCh- and thanks, for al
of it. The girl too, | nean."

Strick nodded.

Ahdio returned to the counter. Strick didn't see what he did, but a few nonents
later a girl-this one really was, an angular girl in her md-teens-was noving
toward his table. Her black singlet fitted her like a coat of paint above a
violet skirt slit up both sides to her big black belt. Looked as if she had a
wai st neasurenent to match her age and a chest maybe eight inches |I|arger. She
bore two nugs. Soneone said sonething she didn't |ike and soneone el se sl apped
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her bottom and that quickly she turned to dunp the contents of one of the nugs
down his front. Men | aughed, but not that one, and two big nen converged on the
troubl e spot.

The man in the soaked tunic, on his feet with his hand raised to slap her |ess
intimately but nore painfully, glanced up to his Ileft. Massive chest and
scintillant mail, chin at a level with his eyebrows. Then up to his right. Big
broad chest and arnms in an undyed tunic big enough to fit himtwice, and a chin
on a level with his eyel ashes. The butt-sl apper sat down.

"When a girl wants her tail slapped, Saz, that's one thing. Wen you know she
doesn't, that's another. You want to stay?"

Saz nodded. Ahdi o nodded. "Throde! Saz needs one, and so does ny old war crony
oh no! Now Avvie, damm it, why'd you go and do that? You have two nugs-why'd you
have to throw the qualis on him'stead of the beer?"

That brought nore laughter, while both Saz and Avenestra kept their heads down.
Ahdi o said sonething, and Strick did, and the girl went to sit with Ahdio's old
war crony.

Conversation began slowy. He knew at once that Avenestra was unhappy and
def ensive. She kept darting curious/ suspicious |ooks at himfrom black eyes
under jet brows that indicated her hair had help in being gold-blond. She
gl ugged her qualis, set the cup down rather sharply, and stared at him He
signed for nore. It cane. He told her little and said none of the things a male
m ght be expected to say to a female in her apparent profession. He asked
questions and shrugged when she didn't answer or was evasive. He even said
"Sorry; not prying," a couple of tines, and he did not ask her age. He studied
her, but |ooked away when she acted unconfortable. He did |eamthat Avenestra
was infatuated with Ahdio, and that the homely woman was his wife. Never m nd
his age; he'd been kind to Avenestra. She told Strick what qualis was and
assured himhe would like it; she offered hima taste. He shook his head and she
knocked back the expensive wi ne. He signed for another round.

Avenestra put her gaunt-faced head on one side. "You trying to get nme drunk?"
"No. You had your limt?"

"You rich?"

He shook his head. "Are you an orphan, Avenestra?"

Her eyes clouded. "How d you know? Oh, Ahdio told you!"

"No. If I'd known | woul dn't have asked, believe me."

"Why should | believe you?"

"Because you know you can and because | don't want a damed thing fromyou."
"Huh! That's a first."

He said nothing and neither did she. She drank and let himsee that her cup was
enpty. He | ooked at the enpty nug, |ooked at her, and signed for another. Again
she put her head on one side and gave hi mthat dark, dark suspicious | ook

"You're hardly drinkin' anyth' but you Kkeep or'erin' f'me. You sure you not
tryina get ne drunk?"

"Do you need hel p?"

Avenestra put her head down and wept for the next ten m nutes.
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Strick sat silently. He did not touch her. Ahdio's wife came, but Strick raised
a finger to his Ilips. He gave her mponey. "Tell Ahdio to tell Cusharlain." She
did not understand, but gave himhis difference and went away. Good woman, spel
or no, Strick thought, while Avenestra kept weeping. After another five or eight
m nutes she raised her head, |ooking horrible and pitiful. She watched him
thrust a big hand down into the outsize neck of his tunic and come out wth a
white cloth. He handed it to her.

"Wha' m | sposed to do wi' this?"
"W pe your eyes and face, and bl ow. "

She sat staring, blinking, oozing kohl fromher eyes. Then she wi ped her face
and eyes, and bl ew She | ooked at the kerchief and shook her head.

"Avenestra: let's go."
"Wan' ‘'nother cup first."
"If you have another qualis you won't be able to go."

"So?" She nmade a feisty face and used a matching voice: "You said you didn't
want anything fromne."

"So you'll be here, drunk and unable to wock, and then what?"

She didn't have to translate his "wock"” to "walk." She wept for ten nor e
m nutes. After that, they left. Ahdio watched. H s fingers were crossed.

The Gol den Lizard was hardly golden and hardly conparable to the Golden Qasis,
but it was not a hole and aye, a roomwas avail able. No eyebrow was rai sed when
Strick laid down coins for two days and three candles, and took a candle and a
silent Avenestra, her |legs alnost functioning, upstairs. He was careful to
secure the door and inspect the window He turned to the girl slouching
unprettily on the edge of the bed.

"Avenestra, | want you to give nme something."

"Uh- huh. How you wan' it?"

"No, | mean an object. Sonething of yours. A coin. Anything."
"Huh! Think you're that good? You give nme soneth'."

He handed her a silver coin. "That's yours. | want nothing fork."

She stared at it, held it up closer, stared, and slid off the bed. Sitting on
the floor, she wept for the next ten or so minutes. Wen at |ast she | ooked up,
he bade her use his kerchief. She did. He repeated his request. She stared, head
on one side. At last, wiggling | oosely, she gave himher broad black belt.

"Thank you." He squatted and put his hands on her narrow and neatl ess shoul ders.
"You think fondly of Ahdio as an wuncle. Since you have no reason to drink, you
just stopped.”

"You," she advised, "are so full of shit your blue eyes are turning brown."

Ginning hel pl essly, he whipped back the tired old spread and i nspected the bed.
He found nothing alive. He picked up the slunping girl with preposterous ease,
and stretched her on the bed. He took off his weapons belt, thinking about the
new arnmband he'd been forced to buy. He sat on the floor with his back agai nst
the wall. The candl e he set to one side.
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When Avenestra awoke five or so hours |later, headachy as always, he was not in
the room The silver coin was. She was certain that she had done nothing for it.
And she renmenbered what he had told her. Crazy, she thought, and was thinking
fondly of that nice fatherly Ahdi o when she slipped back into sleep

Cusharlain arrived in the conmon room of the CGol den Qasis shortly after noon and
Esaria shortly after that. She was bright and summery and pretty in a long sky
bl ue dress cut dazzlingly |low. She was also babbly, and her cousin put a hand
over her nouth.

"I have two good prospects as places of business and | odgi ngs, Strick, and Ahdio
suggested four names. A fifth he is not totally certain about. Said he had
seven, but you specified decent and honest. You can interview themwhere and
when you wi sh. Unh! Stop licking my palm brat!"”

"Let's go look," Strick said. "Stop giggling, Esaria, and you may conme al ong
with the big boys."

They went. Along the way Esaria told them how niserable her nother was because
of the new bosom di spl aying style.

"Beard of Us!" Cusharlain said. "Wth those nmelons? She should be pleased and
proud to display all that bounty of the gods, nuch less half!"

"You don't understand. Second Cousin. Never tell her | told you, but nother has
a large hairy nole rather high up on her left, uh, bounty. Right on top. That's
why she has stayed covered to the collarbones, always. Noweither she reveals
it, or everyone whose opinion she cherishes will sneer at her for being so
ridiculously out of style."

Cusharlain laughed. Strick did not, and Esaria noticed. She took his arm and
snhugged it to her. Her bodyguard anbl ed al ong behi nd, aware that he was snaller
than Strick.

By mdaftemoon that quiet man with the accent had |eased three roonms, two
upstairs over the ground-floor one, and had optioned another. His shop and
dwelling were on the street called Straight, between Chokeway and the
Processional and thus not at all far fromthe Golden Casis. By the follow ng
afternoon, with the help of Cusharlain and an eager Esaria, he had acquired nost
of the furnishings he needed.

He paid Cusharlain and returned Esaria's hug.

"I will visit Sly's tonight and observe the men Ahdi o reconmends,” he told her
cousin. "But as to Harnocohl: no, in advance."

"Surely | can be trusted by now, Strick. You have a carpet, drapes, some chairs
and a desk, and beds. What sort of shop is this to be? Wiat do you plan to do
her e?"

"Hel p people," Strick told him and after a while Cusharlain went his way,
having | earned no nore. Strick turned to Esari a.

"Esaria: you nust get your nother here as soon as you can. | don't care how many
bodyguards she brings. You've just got to get her here."

She | ooked at him "It isn't going to do ne any good to ask why, is it?"
“Not yet. Try."

"Try! I'lIl doit! Are you going to take nme to that dreadful dive back in the
Maze?"
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"A bunny in the lions' lair! Never!"

"What about to bed? Are you ever going to take me to bed?"

He repeated his previous utterance.

No, Strick was told, Avenestra was not in the Golden Lizard. No, she had not

drunk anyt hing and she had not stayed the second night. But she had been in four
times, asking after him She had bidden the proprietor nention... Uncle Ahdio?

Strick smled, paid for two nore days/nights and nade his thoughtful way back to
the Golden 0. There he was confronted by a certain caravan guard. Solemly
Fulcris turned up the sword-arm sl eeve of his tunic.

"The wound is fine," he said. "And by the very beard of Yaguixana, |'d wager
there will be no scar, either!"

"Told you, Fulcris. | know a good wound when | see one. \Wat are your plans for

"It's not going to be that easy, ny friend. Wat did you do? Wat have you
done?"

"In addition to which," a new voice asked, "what are you, Strick?"
Strick | ooked at him eyes large. "Hello, Ahdio."

"You might as well call ne Uncle Ahdio. Avenestra does. And now | have a non
drinker cluttering up ny place!"

Strick didn't laugh. "You know what | am Ahdio. Just understand this: It is
what Sanctuary needs nost. It's all white."

"All, Strick? A ways?"

Strick net his eyes and put force into his gaze. "All, Ahdio, always. It's a
vow and don't question ne that way again."

Ahdi o returned the gaze, his head noving alnost inperceptibly in the mere hint
of a nod. "I believe you. | even apol ogi ze. "

Strick smled and squeezed his arm while their exchanged | ook | engthened.
"Do... do | dare ask?" Fulcris asked nervously.

"Fulcris ny friend, I wll tell you. Not just now | repeat, though: what are
you going to do? Stay? Go? Find work here, or on the next caravan out?"

"I will tell you," Fulcris said with dignity, "but not just now " And he turned
and wal ked away.

"That's interesting,"” Ahdio said. Wien Strick said nothing but only gave him a
questioning look, he said, "He's the fifth nman. The one | told Cusharlain I
couldn't be sure about because he isn't a Sanctuarite and | don't know enough
about him™

Strick smled and |ooked at the door that had closed on Fulcris. "I do," he
said, so quietly. "Proud fellow, isn't he!"

"Un That's three of us. Strick-you said 'you know when | asked what you
are..."
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Strick | ooked at himagain, into the other big nman's eyes. "Aye. Three spells in
your place, none dark-though | can't be sure about the cat |I've never seen.
doubt ed coi nci dence. "

"You can ... see spells?!™

Strick nodded. "Usually. Oten, anyhow. Not always. It's an ability."
"Cod-it's a talent! A marvelous talent!"”

"No, Ahdio. An ability. | paid. | paid for all of it."

Ahdi o net the gaze of those large blue eyes for quite sonme tinme before he said,
"I won't ask, Strick."

"CGood. | won't either. Tell Avenestra she has a roomat the Lizard tonight and
t omorrow ni ght . "

"I'"Il tell her. And I won't ask, Strick."

The man naned Frax arrived clean and nilitary-looking for his interview He had
been a palace guard. Then the Bey sins cane. Now Beysibs guarded the pal ace.
Frax had yet to find enploynent. Strick sat thinking about that for a while,
chewing the inside of his lip. Suddenly he stared past Frax, his eyes going
wi de. He had not finished his "Look out!" when Frax had spun to face the door,
crouching, poised. Each fist had grown a dagger. He saw nothing; no one and no
nenace

"You're hired,” Strick said, and Frax turned to find him still seated
confortably. "A partition will divide the roomdownstairs: an entry hall and
your room Your bed will be in it, and your bel ongings. You'll consider yourself

on duty at all tines, starting on the norrow. \What paynment did you receive, as
pal ace guar dsman?"”

Still in partial shock, Frax told him
"Hrp! The Prince is no less inportant than | amyet. Sanme wage, Frax."
"You-that was a trick! You tested-"

Frax blinked down at the swordpoint at his chest. H's new enpl oyer had stood and
drawn and set it there as fast and snmoothly as any nan Frax had ever seen

"You had to be alnbst as good as | am Frax," he said in that equabl e way, eyes
| arge and serene. "I won't be wearing a sword." And Strick swng the sword up
and back, touched his shoulder with it, and sheathed wi thout glancing down. "Do
you know anyt hi ng about a sort of over-age street urchin named W ntsenay?"

"Not nmuch, Swordmaster. He's a-"

"You definitely are not to call ne that, Frax! W'll-" He paused, listening, and
smled. "I have a guest, Frax. If I'mlucky, two guests. In the norning, Frax?"

Frax was nodding, working at finding a respectful title for his astonishing
enpl oyer, when Esaria bubbled into the room

"I eluded ny 'escort' for once! Hurry, Strick," she said, and, triunphantly:
" Mot hahhh awaits your pleasure in the Golden O"

Strick smled. "Good. My guardian Frax wll acconpany you." He unbuckled his
weapons belt and passed it to the other man. "Hand nme one of your daggers, Frax;
there's a good one in that sheath. Frax will escort you. Noble Shafra-laina, and
will escort your nother back. This is ny place of business."”
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"I will do anything for you. Lord Strick!"

"Do not call nme lord and do not be silly, Avenestra. Your infatuation with Ahdio
is ended and so is your nightly drunk-enness, that's all. You are right back
where you were. An orphan of fifteen who hangs about a low tavern every night
and survives by selling her body-for what little poor nen can afford to pay!
It's a rotten life and will only rot you. Besides, there is the trade, or
reverse effect. The Price. What effect is your new craving for sweets going to
have on the body you peddl e?"

Avenestra | ooked at the floor and began |eaking tears. "What-what else can | d
do-o0?"

"What woul d you like to do? Think, girl! For once, think!"
"B- b-be you-you-ourss!"

Strick slapped the desk cover, a huge piece of deep blue velvet trailing gold
tassels on her side. "My dotter, you nean."

"Daughter? Uh-"
"Look at ne and consider ny age and forget the other, Avneh!"

She did look at him from unkohled eyes all soft and misted with tears that
traced glistening tracks down her gaunt cheeks. She bit her |ip. She nodded.

"What - what does your daught-your dotter do?"

"Strangely enough, she 1is called niece rather than dotter, <calls ne Uncl e

Strick, and lives in the roomacross the corridor. | amhelping to relocate the
present tenant. My niece | earns decent behavior and decent things to do, wears
decent clothing, and will | hope becone aide and receptionist."

"I-1-1 don't even know what that neans..."
"In the neanwhil e, she nmarkets for ne and cooks for ne."
"Ch, oh M Mot her Shipri-yes, yes, | will cook for you!"

Strick smled. "My niece also stops watering this nice carpet wth so many
tears."

She smled. "Oh nmy lor-Uncle Strick! How did you cone by your ability?"

"The power of the Ring of Foogal ooganooga, far west of Firaqa, Avenestra.
Wnts!"

The door opened and a thin man appeared. He was freshly barbered and shaven,
wearing a nice new tunic of Croyite blue. "Sir?"

"Take ny niece around to a few places and introduce her, Wnts. You and she will
be buying sone food. At Kalen's, tell him she is to have a tunic fromthe sane
bolt as yours. Wiite broidery at the neck and-umm Length just above the knees.
Avneh: it is not to be tight!"

"Y-ess, Uncle," she said, trying not to weep in her joy.

"All right then, be on your way-what's all that dammed noise!" Then, "Easy,
Wnts. Don't be so fast to draw that dagger!" Strick strode to the door and
stared at the stairwell. "Frax! Wat's all that n-oh. Noble Shafralain. Cone in.

My aide and ny niece were just leaving. Wnts: despite his stride and fiercely
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determ ned | ook, this man and | are friends."

He gestured. Wde of eye, Wntsenay and Avenestra departed while the silken
tuni cked nobl eman strode into the roomthat Strick called his "shop." Shafral ain
paused to regard the other nan, who was nost wunusually attired. Strick's calf
I ength tunic of medi um blue and oddly, unfashionably matching | eggi ngs made him
seem |l ess big and yet nmore inmposing, in a different way. A matching skull cap,
enconpassi ng nost of his head, had replaced the odd |eathern cap of the same
desi gn.

"What are you, Strick? First | saw a big man with a sword and few words. Anot her

caravan guard, | thought, probably looking for nercenary enploynent. Then
di scovered you had character and consideration-and silver. In ny hone | was
struck by your conportnent-aye, and deportrent: the manners of a man well born

Nonet hel ess | was nervous about my daughter's uh seem ng fondness for you. Yet
Cusharlain assured nme that you were not encouraging her; strange way for a nan
to behave, with a highborn girl who shows himattention! Soon | |earned from her
that you had taken these roons, in a good |ocation, and purchased furniture.
Next | discovered that you have real nobney; we share a banker, Strick. Ah, don't
| ook that way! He is close-mouthed as he should be; it is just that | amone of
his partners. Now ny w fe-gods of ny fathers, Strick! Wat are you?"

"Sit down. Noble," Strick said, as he did so. "It's no secret, now. | am open
for business. | recognize nost spells, and | possess a snallish ability to
redirect... problens. Call it an ability to cast nminor spells. | also have
rules. | help people, but by what nost would call "white magic' only. | wll

have nothing to do with the other kind, but would fight it."

"That is the nost | have ever heard you say!" Shafralain had slid down into the
confortable chair across the handsonely draped desk from the quiet man
"Whence... whence came this ability?"

"From Ferrillan, far north of Firaga. Froma woman now dead. | am unbound by
gods and locale, or by spells or anti-spells. Partners with ny noneyhandl er,
eh?"

"Never mind that. The wunsightly nmole on my wife's... chest has been there for
over ten years. Now it has vanished without a trace, because she cane to see
you. She is ecstatic -and she says you did not even touch her."

"Not quite true," Strick told him "I did see the nole, and later | did put nmy
hands on her shoulders. It was sufficient."

Shafral ai n shook his head. "Such power-and can you heal? Are you a physician
mage, is that it?"

"Not really. Can't raise the dead and wouldn't strike dead an eneny of yours,
not for all your fortune. Couldn't heal a dagger wound in your belly either,
Shafral ain."

Shafral ain made a face at the inmage that brought to mnd. "My lady wife is the
happi est of women, and yet you took fromher a single piece of silver. Now"

"No. | asked for sonething of value, in advance, and a silver coin was what she
my third client here-chose to give nme. Another gave nme water and w ne; another a
worthl ess belt. But it was of value to her, you see.”

"Now ny wife tells ne | should give you a hundred nore!"

"I have what | want of her and of you, Shafralain,"” Strick said, omtting the
other man's title for the second tine. "How many of high station has she told?"
He smiled. "I hope she exaggerates the anount paid but not ny ability! Because
of her, others will <come. |I will have ny hundred pieces of silver! But-is she
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totally happy? There is always another Price; a Trade. | paid mine. A person who
was infatuated with one much older and driven to drunkenness now has a craving
for sweets that w Il becone trouble. Fulcris's wound healed swiftly wthout a
scar. | had only alittle to do with that, but he will have sone snall conpl aint
by now. The reverse effect; the Price."

Shafralain stared. "Expimlia' s tooth! You are telling me that the suddenly
pai nful tooth my wife had to have drawn is an additional price she paid for your
hel p?"

"Probably. It was not in front, | hope. Ah, good. Doesn't show? Good. Has she
any other recent conplaint?" Wen the other man shook his head, Strick shrugged.
"The pai nful ab-cess was probably the Price, then. Not a terrible one. That is

beyond ny control. It mght have been gentler, and it could have been worse.
Still, sonme people prefer the original problemto the Price."
Shafralain sat studying him "I amnot sure | believe all you say, Strick. Easy

to admt that 1'd like to! Wiite nmagic only, eh?"

Quietly and in an equable tone, staring, Strick said, "Snarl and sneer at street
urchins. Nobl e Shafral ain, but do not question me."

Shafralain stiffened and his knuckles paled as he gripped the arms of the
confortable chair Strick provided for his visitors. Strick's eyes never wavered
fromthe nobleman's stare. At |ast Shafralain's hands and body | oosened.

"Strick, ny famly existed in ancient Ilsig since before Ranke was. My fanily
has been here since Us the All-seeing |led ny people out of the Queen's Mountains
and here to Sanctuary. The city of the children of Us has been beset by bl ood
| usti ng Rankans and weavers of the darkest spells. For a tine it seemed that the
Al -father had turned our city over to His son, the Naneless One who is patron
of shadows and thieves. For a tine some of us thought we saw promise in the
young prince whomthe enperor-the nurdered enperor, now sent out from Ranke. He
is nollsig, but damm it we thought he was a man. Now we have the sea peopl e.
New conquerors. And that sanme young prince, who has a Rankan w fe, consorts
openly with one of those... creatures."

He cane to painful pause rather than a halt, but Strick said, "All this | know,
Aral Shafralain t'llsig."

Shafralain nodded. "1 said that | want to believe you, Strick. Wite Mgic is

the Od way. W need it. Sanctuary needs hope." Abruptly he rose. "I was not
questioning you, ny touchy friend. |I |ove Sanctuary and hope you do."
Strick rose. "My vow is long since made, Shafral ain, and bound about. | am what

I say. A minor weaver of spells; spells for good and that only."

"You said that you paid a price," Shafralain said, after gazing at himfor a
time. "I would dare ask what price you paid for your... abilities. A tooth?"

Strick shook his head. He reached up and brushed his hand over his skullcap,
wiping it backward fromhis head. Shafralain stared at the other man's head, and
at |last he nodded. He extended his hand. Strick took it, and again their gazes
met. Then Shafralain departed amd a rustle of silk. The big man carefully
repl aced his skull cap.

Nobl e Shafral ain could guess at the rest of the Price Strick had paid for the
ability, but probably would not. Strick didn't care.

H s nanme was Gonfred and he was a goldsmith with a reputation for honesty. No
shavi ngs, no scrapings or drippings remained in his possession when he worked
with the gold of others. He hiccoughed as he entered Strick's shop and again by
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the tinme he was seated and laying a silver coin on the desk's blue cloth.
"I's this of value to you, CGonfred?"

The goldsmith gazed at him smled shyly, and added another silver coin. And he
hi ccoughed.

"How | ong have you had the hiccups, Gonfred?"
"Six days. | work with my ha-uh!-hands. Can't work."

"I want you to sit back and take about three deep breaths. Hold the third as
long as you possibly can. |If you hiccup during that process, do it again.
Avenestral ™

Sucki ng up great breaths, Confred saw the bl ue-tunicked young girl who appeared.
"Sir!l"

"Please fetch an ounce of Saracsaboona for this honest goldsmith, with two
ounces of water."

She departed. Gonfred hiccoughed and started the deep breathing again. He
succeeded in holding the third. Avenestra returned fromthe adjoining room In
bot h hands she bore a goblet of translucent green glass. It contained an ounce
of ordinary wine, an ounce of water, and an ounce of saffron water for color
She set it before Strick. Taking it in both hands, he rose and cane around to
the seated goldsmth. Gonfred accepted it and | ooked questioning; he was stil
hol di ng, barely.

"Let the breath out," he was told. "Drink, and try to do it in such a way that
it all goes down at a gulp."

When Gonfred took the goblet, gasping, Strick put his hands on the seated man's
shoul ders. "Your hiccups are going, CGonfred..."

Hurriedly Gonfred knocked back the contents of the goblet. He gasped sonme nore,
wat ching the other man return to his chair behind the cloth-draped desk

"Your hiccups are gone, Gonfred ny friend. There is always a trade, a Price
beyond this silver, over which |I have no control. If it is unbearable, return."

CGonfred sat staring. H s hiccoughs were gone. "Thank you, Spellnmasier!" He was
at the door when he turned, paced back to the desk, and retrieved both silver
coins. In their place he laid down a plain, drilled disk of pure gold. Then he
depart ed.

He entered carrying a sack. H's nanme was Jakob and he was called Blind Jakob
Strick's face was sad as he watched Wnts guide the fruit pedlar to the chair.
Jakob's hand found the desk and he set the sack upon it.

"I am Strick, Jakob, and | have fear that | cannot help you."

"It-it is-you think it 1is permanent, sir?" The blind man | ooked stricken. "Ah
gods. But it is so troubl esonme-so enbarrassing."”

Strick blinked. "Enbarrassing?"

"The roiling inside is bad enough, but when | break wind in public, particularly
when a woman is exanmining ny fruits..."

Strick clanped both hands over his nmouth to hold back all sound of |aughter. The
poor fell ow was accustoned to his true affliction. But gas disturbed him it was
socially enbarrassing! Strick rose and noved around the desk
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"I amcoming to put nmy hands on you, Jakob. G ve me something of value.”

The blind man leaned a little forward to touch the sack. "Three people have
insisted on buying those in the past hour, sir. They are the npbst valuable |
have had in a long while."

Strick's hands were on him now. He was relieved to feel no death here, and he
knew at once that the offering was of value to this nan. Then he felt the
tensi on, and was sure that Jakob's gas was not dietary. He must be careful. This
man did not live or work in a truly dangerous area. Yet relieve himof all
tensi on and he mght be left so conplacent that he really would be in the danger
that now he nostly imagined. Strick did what he could, to the extent he dared.

"Your gas is gone, Jakob ny friend, save when you overindulge in food or drink
Radi shes and cucunbers are your enenmes, Jakob. Mnd now there is always a
trade, a Price beyond this sack, and over that I have no control. If it is
unbear abl e, return.”

Jakob arose, made his request and heard it granted, and traced out the lines of
the other man's face with his fingers. He departed with his sack, now enpty. The
two nusknel ons were superb, indeed things of val ue.

"Bad breath, yes. Wuld you open your nouth and |l et nme see the source, please?"
Bent close to look, Strick was half overcome by the foul odor that was his
client's conplaint. He turned his head aside, took a deep breath, and | ooked
closely into that nouth. He straightened. Shaking his head, he went to give
Wnts quiet instructions. Strick returned to stand over this friend of
Shafral ain, | ooked sternly down at him

"Nobl e Vol mas, you nust have nore |ove for both gods and self. The gods gave you
those teeth. You have not cleaned themfor years. Do so, nan! In the neanwhile
ah, thank you, Wntsenay. In the meanwhile. Noble, take this cup. Note the five
seeds in its bottom The cup also contains salt water. Aye, nmake a face-and
drink! See that you swallow the seed. The Seeds of Ml asaconooga are the source
of ny abilities.”

Strick remai ned standing, sternly watching, while the poor fellow drank off the
salt water. Finished, he nade choking noises and a dreadful face. A stem Strick
hel d out his hand for the cup. He peered within. A seed renained. He heaved a
m ghty sigh, sent it back to be filled with water, and gave the finely dressed
man with the great belly even sterner instructions. The noble drank. The fifth
seed went down.

"Now. That foul breath that has cost you friends and alienated your wife is not

gone, but will go, steadily. | amonly a maker of small white spells. Noble, and
sometinmes | nmust have hel p. Keep that cup. Use it. Clean your teeth twi ce daily,
after you eat. Get in there with cloth and soap. Yes, it wll taste terrible;

you' ve been told there is a Price here, beyond those ten silver coins you claim
to find dear. After you have cl eaned, add a goodly measure of salt to that cup,
fill with water-not-w ne, and rinse. You heed not drink. Swirl it about in your
mouth and spit, until all is gone. Remenber all this! It is inmportant. If in two
weeks your breath is not inproved fivehold, return to nme."

After Volmas had left, Strick stood shaking his head. Charlatan, he told
hi nsel f. Yet he had done good for everyone who had to cone in contact with that
stupid swine, to whomten pieces of silver were as naught. That cup was one he
had never |iked, and he had known he'd find a use for sone of the seeds from
blind Jakob's nel ons!

"My dear, you are under a spell. | cannot see whose, and | amsorry. You need

file:/lIF|/rah/Robert%20Asprin/Asprin%20[Ed.]...ieves%20World%20-%2009%20-%20Blood%20Ties.txt (157 of 165) [8/27/03 10:39:08 PM]



file:///F|/rah/Robert%20A sprin/Asprin%20[ Ed.] %20-%20T hi eves%20Worl d%20-%2009%20-%20Bl 00d0%20Ties.txt

the aid of powers beyond mne. Go to Enas Yorl. Here now, take back your gold. |
have not earned it. If he does not or will not help, return and we will try."

Smoke of the Flane, he thought in anger and true pain, watching her unhappy
departure. Abhorrent black magic again. After two weeks here | have done so
little for these poor pitiful people with their misery and their w cked
sorcerers!

The | ady of wealth was forty-eight and showi ng about one gray hair for every six
bl ack. The dyes she had tried made an ugly ness, deadening her hair. He
considered her, her wvanity, and her offer of three golden disks bearing a
i keness of the new Enperor.

"It is a natural process. Lady Amaya. The problemis that presently it's
streaky. If it grayed faster, or went white, you would be both beautiful and
striking."

"Ch-oh my."

She went away and he waited an hour before sending her golden coins to her

She returned next day. "Show nme silver," she said, setting a |argeish dinky bag
of purple cloth on his desk, and he showed her. He al so "cheated." She did | ook
magni ficent with silver hair, and he added a small spell so that she and her
vanity agreed with the fact.

"Ch! Oh ny!" she said, staring at the mrror, turning her head this way and
that. "Oh, Spellweaver! You are a genius! My husband will love it and all the
girls will-oh ny. What shall | tell thenf"

"That you have been dyeing it for two vyears or so, and are so happy to be over
your vanity!"

Amaya | aughed in delight. "A genius! They will be filled with both shane and
envy!"

Wthin the next two weeks he had five requests for silver hair, although none of
these others, of varying stations in life, gave himfifty pieces of silver. Not
to nention the chain of gold Amaya's husband sent as "token of his pleasure.”

"So. It's been a nonth, and you are staying busy. Tell me about your day,"”
Esaria said, |ooking so bright and sunny across the little table fromhim They
were taking dinner in the Golden 0, while her guard and Frax sat across the
room visiting. He wore his odd blue "uniform" including the plain gold disk on
a gol d chain about his neck

He spoke to the pepper pot with which he toyed. "I was asked for a |love potion
She said she just knew he was fond of her but when he's up close he | oses ardor,
unto al oof ness. | gave her what she needed. A vial of colored wotter with a bit
of wine and canonmile for aroma, and soap nmade green by sinple herbal coloring.
bade her bathe daily and well, putting a bit of each into the bath wotter and
drying thoroughly."

Esaria | ooked very skeptical indeed. "That's a | ove potion?!"

"It is what she needs. She stinks. If he doesn't respond to her better aroma

someone will; she's attractive. For that | earned two coppers. Stop |aughing,
brat. My business is help for the people. | had to turn away a clubfoot. | can
do nothing about that-by the Flame, how | wish |l couldl A forner client
returned. Looked good: | had indeed renoved his acne, but his Price took the
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formof diarrhea he could not bear. | renoved the spell and returned his two
coppers. So-he has acne and a settled stonmach." Strick shrugged. "He's
seventeen. The acne will go. Mne did."

"So has nost of mine," she said. "But at this rate you could
starve!™

He shook his head. "Hardly. A certain friend of your mother's is very sensitive
about her scraggly hair. | put alittle spell on it and nade her promise to wash
it at least every other day. For that, she left fourteen silver |Inperials-old
Inperials. Said it is her nagi c nunber."

"Is it?"

He smiled. "No. Must be mne, though,” and they chuckled together. "Too, a
messenger arrived from Vol mas. Hi s nessage was a nice fat gold piece.”

"I's that what happened to his foul breath! Ah, ny hero!" Casping her hands
under her chin, she gazed at him "Wat else. Hero of the People?"

"I spelled a wart off a finger. Ten coppers! Accepted a sack of decent wine for

still another head of silver hair. | think it was nore than she could afford, at
age thirty. A worman asked nme to cast a spell on her neighbor, who is after her
husband. Third request for punitive spells this week. | refuse themall. The

very next client asked ne to make her nore attractive to her husband. See the
difference in the mnds of the two individuals? | told her she would be, as soon
as she gets himto come to ne. The spell, you see, needs to be on him so that
he perceives her as nore attractive!"

"How | ovely! You might put one on a certain man for ne," she said, tracing a
finger idly along his forearm

"I'f you were nore attractive no one in Sanctuary could stand it," he said, and
rushed on before she could say what he did not want to hear. "This is
interesting. The man and the wonan cane together. Their neighbor's dog barks
every night and disturbs their sleep and that of their infant. He said he wanted
the dog dead and I told himno. He came back with alnmost a command: ' At | east
puni sh ny nei ghbor! The sw ne sleeps right through that beast's noise!'" Strick
sighed. "That was tenpting!"

"l should think so! Sounds |ike justice to ne," Esaria said.

"True. But it's beyond what | will do. Wen he settled down and she begged for
any sort of relief, | promsed that the dog would not bother their sleep again.”

"Ch how wonderful, Strick!" She squeezed his arm "You put a sleeping spell on
t hen?-or one on their ears?"

"No! Never that; | couldn't make such a spell selective. They could perish in
their sleep because they heard nothing. No, but if you' d like to take a Ilittle
ride with me "nmorrow afternoon, we will visit their neighbor's dog. Sinple:

merely see to it that he makes no sound between late twilight and

dawn. "
She | aughed al oud. "How nmarvelous! And yes, |I'd love to go!" She squeezed his
armat the elbow After a few nonents she sobered: "Oh. But suppose soneone

tried to break in at the hone of the dog's owner? Wn't you have done bad al ong
with the good?" Now her |eg had found his, under the

t abl e.
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"A dog that barks at night without real cause is of no value, and better off on
a farm sonepl ace. Besides, its owner sleeps right on, renmenber? Else he'd have
got rid of the dog |long ago. O beconme its naster as well as nerely owner."

"Ah. | should have known better than to question you. Oh Strick you're so w se
and so sensitive! You care so, about

peopl e!

Strick responded to conplinments no better than nost, and chose not to respond to
that. "Do you know soneone call ed

Chenaya?"
"Yes. Uh-not well. | amnot interested in knowi ng her
wel | ."

"Un Neither is much of anyone el se, apparently. Cane in yesterday. First she
chal  enged Frax and sneered at him then made a sexual suggestion to Wnts and
then a nasty remark, said another nasty to Avnheh and cane swaggering in. Rem nds
me of an adol escent boy with a lot to prove. Challenged ne -not to a passage at

arms, | mean, just by remarks and attitude. A thoroughly poison personality. She
had persuaded herself to come, but had trouble stating her problem A very, very
defensive... person. Demanded to know the source of ny ability. | told her the

eneral d Eye of Agronoto and-"
"That's not what you told ne!"

"No, but it's what | thought of yesterday; today | told a fellowit cane from
the Hoary Head of the Hawk of Horus. | asked this Chenaya for sonething of val ue
and she sl apped down a dagger. Nice sticker, with a jewel or two. She wondered
aloud what's wunder ny cap and | only stared, waiting. She kept hedging and
meandering verbally. | nade the signal for Wnts to interrupt and tell ne
soneone was waiting. 'Get out of here, |ackey!' she snapped at him and
quietly told her that | would give orders to ny people, thanks, and never to
hers. She glowered for a while, then | ooked away, nentioned needi ng privacy, and
told me what she perceives as her problem"”

Strick paused to shake his head. '"1'd like to-to do better with people,' she
said. 'No one-|I mean, sone people don't uh er seemto uh like me.""

Esaria made a nasty noi se

He went on: "At last she'd got it out, but she continued |ooking at the wall
Enbarrassed and defensive. Ready to challenge, snap back, fight, argue. Wat a
rotten job her parents did with her; how defensive and unhappy she is! I told
her that | could help her, but that she would not like the solution -and only
her gods could know what the Price might be! She |ooked at ne, then, and

t hought how sad it is that she has such genuinely pretty eyes."

He shook his head. " 'Wiat would you do that would be so terrible? she wanted
to know, and | told her: Lock your tongue. Render you unable to speak. That and
some real counseling."

Esaria giggl ed.

"Her glare got worse," he said, ignoring her. "She called ne charl atan, snatched

up the dagger, and stalked to the door. That didn't surprise ne; it j ust
saddened nme. Then she surprised ne: she turned back and nade a sexua
suggestion. | said no. Unfortunately she denanded a reason. | told her | did not
find her sexually attractive. | don't, and stop |ooking that way. She seens bent

on couching every male in the city-as if, Wnts says, her creator nandated it.
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Not this one. | amnore than disinterested: The idea is abhorrent."
"Gdad to hear it," Esaria said. "Does that vow enconpass all wonmen?"

He shook his head and |eaned back, smling to cover disconfort. "No. Just
Chenaya, girls such as Avneh, and the daughters of wealthy nobl enen."

"Bigot!"

In his mind Strick identified his bankers as the Pearl One and the CGold One.
Amaya was the wife of the Pearl One with the sinple nane: Renn. The Gold One was
Mel ar shai n- probably another ancient Ilsig and relative. After three nonths in
Sanctuary, the quiet man had a considerable amobunt on deposit with each; far
nmore than the pearls and gold that had established his credit here. It was
Mel ar shain who asked himto come in this afternoon for a "discussion." Wthout
aski ng questions, Strick went. First he changed cl ot hes.

The floor on which he paced into the chanber was of rich tile, alternating a
warmrusset with a nicely contrasting pale cream yellow Handsonely painted
scenes decorated the walls; one centered around an intricately fitted nosaic.
Entering with his lightweight beige cloak flapping at his ankles, Strick saw
that the furnishings were designed sinultaneously for show and for confort-rich
confort.

He was surprised at the collection of men who awaited him but did not show it.
They showed their surprise that he did not wear the "Strick wuniform of
unfashi onably long tunic over unfashionably matching blue |eggings. Today he
bol dly di splayed | arge bare calves and big bare arms in the undyed tunic with
the extra-short sleeves and extra-large opening at the neck. He had chosen to
appear as colorless as he had been when he arrived in Sanctuary, three nonths
agone. The cl oak, however, was no inexpensive garnment.

"So the noneyhandlers of Sanctuary are not enemes, hmP" he asked, | ooking
bl andly at Renn. And at Vol mas, and Shafral ain, and another man he did not know,
and then at Melarshain. "A nonent, please.”" He turned back to the doorway.
"Fulcris? It seens that | have not been invited here to be nurdered after all
Cone and take this, will you, and find sone aide of Melarshain's to go dowmn and
tell Frax he can relax his guard."”

Wiile five nen of wealth sat staring, an arned man Shafral ain recogni zed cane
into the chanber. He wore a blue tunic with darker bands at hens and over both
shoul ders. Wthout so nuch as a glance at them he accepted the weapons belt
Strick unbuckl ed, and took it away.

Strick turned to face the seated men, who were staring and exchangi ng | ooks of
surprise or worse. These five represented a fifth of the wealth of Sanctuary.
Strick nodded to them and sat. He gazed at Melarshain with a nildly questioning
| ook and an expectant air.

"This is Noble |zanel, Strick."

"Hel l o, Noble Izanel. You probably know why you are here. Melarshain, | have
cone as asked. Tell me why."

lzamel, a quite old man around whose skull remained only a halo of white hair,
chuckl ed. "I have been told considerable about you, but | had not realized how
direct you would be, Spellnmaster."

"I amin the conpany of wealthy nmen who can afford an afternoon off. I ama
wor ki ng man who can ill afford the luxury."

"You are hardly a poor man, sir.
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"I did not say that | was poor. Noble. Since it is you who speaks and not mny
moneyhol der Mel arshain who invited ne, | repeat to you: | have cone as asked.
Tell me why."

Mel arshai n gl anced at Renn, but it was Shafral ain who nade an inpatient gesture
and rose. He paced as he spoke.

"W are nmen who |ove Sanctuary. W believe that you do. We have heard that you
consi der | eaving."

Strick's face was open, his eyes large. He said nothing. He had started the
r unor .

"You have done good in Sanctuary; for Sanctuary," Shafralain resuned, when it
becane obvious that Strick would not comrent. "For four of us here directly, but
what is nore inportant, for the city. For the people. For us of Ilsig, for Ran
kans-even the Beys. W wish you to renmain, Strick."

"I amnoving into the city from ny villa, sir," lzamel said. "The villa is for

sale. W wish you to purchase it."

"You. . . flatter and please ne," Strick said, even nore quietly than usual
"Too, | appreciate bluntness. Noble lzanel. Yet while | have prospered here,
amsure | cannot afford your villa."

At |ast Melarshain got hinself together. "Strick, what you see here is a new
cartel. W have discussed. The five of us |love Sanctuary and wel cone anot her who
has only her good in mnd. W propose to |oan you the npney to purchase the
villa of Noble lzanel, at no interest, and to sell you as well an interest in
the glass manufactory two of us own. You nmay specify the ternms."

Strick | ooked about at them The ancient aristocracy and wealth of ancient,
long-dead Ilsig. Five nmen who genuinely cared. Cared. These were |IIsigi
Wigglies, to some who did not care. He saw five men wth their arns
outstretched to a foreigner who had cone to act as advocate for the people- for
their people.

"You seek to whel mne, and you succeed. In fact, you quite overwhelmne. | have
not seen your villa, lzanel, but | accept. Yet we all know that | amnothing if
I do not <continue to see anyone and everyone who conmes to ne." He | ooked at
Shafral ain. "You know pan of the Price | paid, my friend. The other pan is that

| Care. | nust. | Care, unto agony. This is not always what | have been. There
was a tine when | cared about nothing save ne. | was a swordman. Then | made a
bargain, and | nade the demanded trade, paid the Price." He paused, |ooked away
fromtheir eyes. "I may have been happier before.... But there is no going back

This is what | am | accept your offer, provided you realize that | nust

mai ntain nmy shop in an accessible area, with nmy same people.”

"W had thought that you would nove the-the shop to the villa, Spellnaster."”
That was Renn, noneyhandl er.

"No. | amnot the toy of Sanctuary's aristocracy. | amall people's advocate."
In a low, |ow voice he added, "I have to be."
Mel arshain only glanced at the others. "Then we accept that, Spellmaster. The

chances are excellent that we insist on, say, two nore bodyguards. You enploy
them we shall pay them™

"No. | pay ny people well. They are loyal to ne. | shall not have themloyal to
you. "
Shafralain said, "Still the mstrustful swordsman, Strick?"
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"Who am | to dispute the judgrment of Nobl e Shafral ai n?"
Vol mas and | zanmel |aughed al oud, in chorus.

Strick rose. "The loan will be open-ended. | wish to pay interest; one-half the
going rate for such men as you. Prepare the docunents. Renn: | w sh one of ny
pearls back. The other goes to Vol mas as down paynent. And gentlenmen, gentlenen
all: I wish to see the Prince."

CGood then, Strick thought as he wal ked back to his shop. Nowit's time to begin
work toward my true purpose in Sanctuary.

AFTERWORD
C. J. Cherryh

I have two sayings about Thieves' Wrld: one of whichis that we live there.
It's amazing how the witers, sitting at one restaurant table, tend to sound
|'i ke the council-in-the-warehouse.

ASPRI NV JUBALYHAKI EM Wl |, | think we have to get a consensus here.
CHERRYH | SCHADE/ STTLCHO.  Look, | haven't forgotten the ten bodies that got
dunped on ny doorstep. | can't stand still for that. |It's a question of

pr of essi onal pride.

ABBEY/ MOUN/ | LLYRA WALEORBM We want the streets quiet.

MORRI S/ TEMPUS/ CRIT: Hell, it's just a couple of buildings we want to take out.
OFFUTT/ SHADOASPAVWN: Can | take care of Haught?

ASPRI NV JUBAL/ HAKI EM  (as appalled silence falls at nearby table) Hey, those
peopl e are | ooking at us.

The other maxim (one Asprin is fond of quoting) is that you wite your first
Thi eves' Wrld story for pay. You wite your second for revenge.

I got intothis project as a result of a panel at a convention, in which the
remarks fromone end and the other of the table ran

ASPRIN: | asked C. J. here to wite for Thieves' Wrld and she turned me down.
CHERRYH: You did not.

ASPRIN: (feigning puzzlement) | didn't?

CHERRYH: You never did.

ASPRIN: (nmore and nore innocent) | thought | did.

CHERRYH: Never.

ASPRIN: (with predatory smile, playing to two hundred w tnesses) Hey, C. J., how

would you like to wite for Thieves' Wrld?

As neat an anmbush as any in Sanctuary. Thieves' Wrld was already a couple of
vol umes along, and dropping in on atown with this much going oninit is a
ticklish business. So | played ny opening ganbit very carefully, deternmined to
of fend no one.
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After alienating the gods of Ranke and Sanctuary, Shadow spawn, and Enas Yorl,
as well as the clientele of the Vulgar Unicorn, and discovering there was war
brewing in town, all in nmy opening story, nost of my characters decided to
withdraw to somewhere |l ess trafficked for the second round. Madhon Vis went to
Downwi nd, where absol utely nothing could go wong, right?

Wong. It turns out Tenpus is noving into this side of tow and Stepsons are
riding back and forth through Downw nd |i ke nad, feuding with the hawknasks, two
of which, thanks to a gift fromAsprin, are mne.

We don't plan these things. W just wite our pieces and we try to mind our own
busi ness until soneone drops a real nmess in our |aps, whereupon we sit in our
living roons |ike Ischade ticking off the town nmadmen on her fingers and
deciding that she has quite well had it-

You get the picture. Live and let live is not quite the motto of the town; and
any tinme you becone tenpted to let a round pass, you realize that no one else is
going to pass, that your people are going to be sitting targets, and you are
going to have to make some preenptive strikes or discover yourself in an
i nsol ubl e ness.

Then there are the phone calls.

MORRI S/ TEMPUS/ ROXANE: Look, there's this little matter | couldn't get taken care
of.... Could you get rid of the denon?

DUANE/ HARRAN: Can | schade go to hell?
CHERRYH | SCHADE: Maybe we could silt in the harbor?

PAXSON LALO | don't know, the painting just sort of grew on ne.

Witing is a profession practiced in |ocked roons, in manic solitude. At |east
we try, between ringing telephones and solicitors at the door. Rarely do witers
get the chance to practice their art in groups, or to wite each ot hers

characters, or interfere in each others' plots and plans; so part of the success
of Thieves' Wrld is that it's a challenge and a new kind of art form for the
witers. Asprin and Abbey have invented an entirely newliterary form and an
envi ronment which has regularly surprised even the seasoned participants, who,
you woul d i nagi ne, ought to know what is going on and what turns the story wll
t ake.

Well, the honest truth is that we have very Ilittle idea what will happen
Unpl anned war breaks out in the streets. It lurches and falters in settlenents,
just the way it does in real life, ny friends, because certain people in it have

to get certain things or believe there is a way out, or they go on fighting.
Feuds break out between characters and resolve thenselves the way they do in
life-with sone change in both characters. Characters nutate and grow and turn
out to have apsects that surprise even their creator. Mria of the streets has
become Mria the Rankene lady; Mor-am is in dire straits and nay never recover
-or may, who knows, end up well off?

What snags us into this nadness? It's those phone calls which arrive and inform
you that |schade has gone to hell, but will be back in time to neet schedule in
your section, or that tell you there's sonething nasty Ilying in your back
garden, or that Strat has this terrible conpulsion to come back to |Ischade's
house even know ng what she is.

We have our peculiar rhythns, too. Mrris always noves first; she sends me what
she's done, and then | know what |'mgoing to do. | amoccasionally tenpted to
ask her where she gets her ideas, because try as | will to get started, nothing
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happens for me wuntil | hear from Mrris. Duane and | occasionally discuss
things. And Abbey and Asprin and 1. And Abbey and Asprin and everybody el se,
some of whom probably consult with each other and don't tell ne or Mrris or
Duane. As in real-world politics, we don't know all the alliances that exist in
this town.

Then the organi zation happens. Abbey and Asprin fling thenselves under the
wheel s of the juggernaut, witing last, bringing the whole schem ng mass of us
to coherency and making it sound as if we had always known what we were doing
and where it was going, all of which is illusion. Usually we know the season of
the year, and the situation at the start. Period. The rest works by runmor and
i nspiration.

Revenge is part of what makes it work. And partnerships and pair-ups. Witers
are a curious lot, with expertise in the eclectic and the esoteric: You want to
know how M noan pl unbi ng worked? Ask nme. You want to know sonet hing nedi cal ? Ask
Duane. Hittites? Ask Mirris. And so on and so on. Together we nmake quite an
encycl opaedia. And renenber -we have to wite everyone else's characters,
sonetinmes fromthe inside, with all their opinions and their expertise- soldiers
and w zards and kings and bl acksmths and thieves, oh, yes, thieves. There are
only a couple of professions | can think of where you need to know how to pick a
lock or jimy a window. one is witing. Likewise we have to know what a
| egi sl ative session sounds |ike or what goes on behind the closed doors of a
head of state's office, or inside the head of a painter or a doctor. Al of
whi ch neans that we have to | eam sonmething as we go, because we don't know who
we may suddenly need to wite from the inside, or when we will need the skills
of a nountain clinber or a sailor. Some of those phone calls we nake are fast
exchanges of technical information, whether or not, for instance, Sanctuary has
a wel | -devel oped gl ass i ndustry, and what technol ogi cal advances it inplies, how
hot a fire has to get, how pure the gl ass can be, what a gl assblower's tools are
made of and whether this mght inply sonme military devel opnent as well that we
m ght wish not to | et happen-al so what oil they bum and where it cones from and
what trade routes, and how they light their roons and what provision there is in
town for firefighting.

"Well," | say, |ooking at the White Foal River, "that |ooks like a fault line to
me. Has this place ever had earthquakes?"

"Sure | ooks suspicious," says soneone w th geol ogi cal expertise,

"WAit a minute," says Asprin, with the evident feeling that things are slipping
out of control

Bei ng The Authority, he inforns us that whatever it is, it is quiescent and wll
remai n that way.

Across the table, several witers exchange thoughtful |ooks. Now, none of us
would violate that rule. After all. The Authority could toss wus out. On the
other hand, recall that this particular assenbly of individuals can pick |ocks,
pl umb M n-oan buil dings, set bones, and negotiate a ceasefire. So can Asprin,
who built this place, and who probably knows nore about its underpinnings than
we do; and Abbey, who has connections to the gods, is already thinking of ways
to head this off which are capable of distracting all of us.

Not a good idea, we decide

Later.
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