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CHICKS IN CHAINMAIL

Esther Friesner

EN GARDE.

I'll bet you're wondering about the title of this book. Well, I'd like to make one thing perfectly clear right
from the outset: It's all my fault.

When I told people the concept I wanted to use for this anthology, the reaction I got everywhere was
not just favorable, it was downright enthusiastic (viz: "Cool!").

When [ mentioned thetit/e I wanted to use, the reaction I got everywhere—from editor, publisher, and
potential contributors alike—was: "Are yousure you want to call it that?"

But we called it by that title anyway. All my fault. No one else to blame so don't try.

FEINT.

I've never been one to leave sleeping stereotypes lie. It's been my humble opinion for a while now that
the Woman Warrior in today's crop of fantasy literature has gone beyond stereotype all the way to
quadrophonic. She's strong, she's capable, she's independent, and she'sserious . She's more than a
match for any fighting man. But mostly, alas, she's got a posture problem, either from that chip on her
shoulder or from toting around the full weight of an Author's Message.

(Granted, this beats the heck out of her venerable Woman Warrior ancestresses, whose posture
problems all came from physiques that made them look like they'd been hit from the back by the
proverbial brace of torpedoes. You can still view this less-than-endangered species by opening the pages
ofSpandexina! Mutant Babe of the Parallel Universe.)

Now I'll be the first to admit, today's crop of Ladies Who Lunge (and Parry and Thrust) has it all over
their predecessoresses in one department: Wardrobe. In the olden days, when comics still cost a dime
and licorice whips wasn't the name of an X-rated movie, if you did have a Woman Warrior she would
almost invariably be clothed in some variation on the chain-mail bikini. Like the U.S. Postal Service,
neither snow nor rain nor heat nor gloom of night would be enough to get her to change into something
more sensible, less drafty, and less likely to cause certain strategic areas of the anatomy to freeze or fry
on contact. (To say nothing of the unjustly ignored problem of the armored wedgie.)

Indeed, the one advantage of the chainmail bikini was how easy it was to slither out of when the Woman
Warrior finally found the one Unspoiled Barbarian Swordsman who could make her area/ woman.

(I think they sell the kit for that at Wal-Mart.)



It is this image of the Woman Warrior as bimbo-with-a-blade that has caused the stampede in the other
direction among fantasy writers. Ana a very nice stampede it has been, too, except for the fact that once
we chucked the chainmail bikini, we also chucked the chance to create a fighting woman who can let
down her guard once in a while and just be human instead of an Image.

THRUST.
When I pitched this book, the super-compact capsule description I used was Amazon Comedy.

Amazon Comedy. Yeah, right. What are you, Friesner, some kind of sexist? Oh sure,you can get away
with this because you're a woman, but just let some man try to write Amazon Comedy and watch him get
reduced to a puddle of Politically Incorrect puree!

(This is the same phenomenon that allows members of one ethnic group to tell Those Jokes and use
Those Words to one another, but heaven help the outsider who tries.)

Wake-up call time: Not all comedy needs to be cruel. Not all humor depends on ridicule. Most of the
best relies on holding up the mirror to our fallible human nature. It lets us laugh at ourselves without
making us feel belittled, hopeless, disenfranchised, or dumb. We make mistakes, we laugh at them, and
we learn.

All of us. Even strong women. Even Warrior Women.

PARRY.
I once met two dogs.

If you took the SundayNew York Times and dropped it on top of the first one, you could probably
squash him flat. If you heard how this tiny little flea-with-fur yapped his fool head off at a pitch and
volume guaranteed to raise the dead every time anyone trespassed on his Personal Space, you would go
right out and buyfwo copies of the SundayNew York Times just to be sure you got him good.

The other dog was big and strong enough to play Australian rules football—as his own team—and win.
His teeth could punch holes in sheet metal. When his owner played Frisbee with him, this dog got
confused and fetched the hubcap off a Monster Truck. With the truck still attached.

This second dog lets babies massage strained peaches into his fur, allows little girls to use his hair and
nails when they play beauty parlor, and did not so much as say "Woof!" when his owner's child dressed
him up like a clown for Halloween. He really looked silly. Everyone laughed at him. He just sat there with
one of those big doggy grins on his face and laughed too.

Try to lay one hand on his food or his family and that's one hand you won't be seeing again in this life.
My point? We're secure enough to take a joke, we're smart enough to tell a joke from a jab, we're

human enough to enjoy a good laugh, and we're not going to kill you if you laugh along with us. But try to
walk all over us and you're history.



We being the real Women Warriors and our friends.

We do exist, you know. We may not have the chain-mail and the swords, but we've got the challenges
and the quests and the battles. We can handle them, too.

Remember: It takes a stout heart to hold off a horde of beer-crazed trolls in a dockside tavern, it
demands guts of steel to face hand-to-hand combat with the Dark Lord of the Really Ugly in his very
citadel. Still, that ain't nothin' compared to the raw courage it takes to be stuck in a car for a four-hour
drive with a two-year-old and her favorite Barney tape that she wants to hearagain or the sheer heroism
required to be trapped at an Official Family Function and cornered by a well-meaning relative who
demands to know "Why aren't yousettled down yet, dearie, is somethingwrong with you?"

Come to think of it, maybe wecould use those swords.

SALUTE.

Now, now, you know what good manners teach us:
Gentlemen first.

LADY OF STEEL

«»

Uttering a curse in his well-practiced falsetto, Cora swung his blade and cut down the opposing
swords-woman. His contoured breastplate emphasized features which were not truly present.

Simultaneous then, attacks came from the right and the left. Beginning his battle-song, he parried to the
left, cut to the right, parried left again, cut through that warrior, parried right, and thrust. Both attackers
fell.

"Well done, sister!" shouted Edwina, the aging axe-woman, from where she stood embattled ten feet
away. High compliment from a veteran!

Smiling, Cora prepared for another onslaught, recalling when he had been Corak the cook but months
before. He had had a dream then, and now he was living it.

He had thought of being a great warrior, laying about him in battle, famed in song and story for his
prowess. How he had practiced with the blade! Until one day he realized he need also practice his walk
and his speech—as well as shaving closely and clandestinely every day—if he were ever to realize that
dream. So he did. And one day he disappeared, Cora appeared weeks later, and a legend was born.
Several months into the campaign now, and he was not only accepted but celebrated—Cora, Lady of
Steel.



But the enemy, too, had heard of him, and all seemed anxious to claim the glory of reaping his head.
Perspiration broke out on his brow as five warriors moved to engage him. The first he took out quickly
with a surprise rush. The others—more wary now—fought conservatively, seeking to wear him down.
His arms ached by the time he had dealt with the second. His battle-song broke as he dispatched the
third and took a cut deep in his right thigh from one of the others. He faltered.

"Courage, sister!" shouted Edwina, hacking her way toward him.

He could barely defend himself against the nearer warrior as Edwina took out the fourth. Finally, he
stumbled, knowing he could not rise in time to save himself from the death-blow.

At the last moment, however, an axe flashed and his final assailant's head rolled away in the directions of
her retreating sisters.

"Rest!" Edwina ordered, taking up a defensive position above him. "They flee! We have the field!"

He lay there, clutching his thigh and watching the retreat, fighting to retain consciousness. "Good," he
said. This was the closest it had ever been...

After a time, Edwina helped him to his feet. "Well-acquitted, Steel Lady," she said. "Lean on me. I'll
hero you back to camp."

Inside her tent, the fractured leg-armor removed, she bathed the wound. "This will not cripple you," she
said. "We'll have you good as new shortly."

But the wound extended higher. Suddenly, she had drawn aside his loincloth to continue her
ministrations. He heard her gasp.

"Yes," he said then. "You know my secret. It was the only way for me to distinguish myself—to show
that I could do the work as well or better than a woman."

"I must say that you have," Edwina admitted. "I remember your prowess at Oloprat, Tanquay, and Pord.
You are a most unusual man. I respect you for what you have done."

"You will help me keep my secret then?" he asked. "Let me complete the campaign? Let me make a
record to show the world a man can do this work, too?"

She studied him, then winked, pinched his fanny, and smiled.

"I'm sure we can work something out," she said.

And you thought you had tax problems...
AND LADIES OF THE CLUB
Elizabeth Moon

™



"But you don't tax jockstraps!" Mirabel Stonefist glared.
"No," said the king. "They're a necessity."
"For you, maybe. How do you expect me to fight without my bronze bra?"

"Men can fight without them," the king said "It's far more economical to hire men, anyway. Do you have
any idea what the extra armor for the women in my army costs? I commissioned a military
cost-containment study, and my advisors said women's uniforms were always running over budget." The
king smirked at the queen, on her throne a few feet away, and she smirked back. "I've always said the
costs to society are too high if women leave their family responsibilities—"

"We'll see about this," said Mirabel. She would like to have seen about it then and there, but the king's
personal guards—all male this morning, she noticed—Ilooked too alert. No sense getting her nose broken
again for nothing. Probably it was the queen's fault anyway. Just because she'd been dumped on her
backside at the Harvest Tourney, when she tried to go up against Serena the Savage, expecting that
uncompromising warrior to pull her strokes. .. the queen gave Mirabel a curled lip, and Mirabel imagined
giving the queen a fat one. As the elected representative of the Ladies' Aid & Armor Society, she must
maintain her dignity, but she didn't have to control her imagination.

"Six silver pence per annum," said the king. "Payable by the Vernal Equinox."

Mirabel growled and stalked out, knocking over several minor barons on the way. In the courtyard,
other women in the royal army clustered around her.

"Well?"

"It's true," said Mirabel grimly. "He's taxing bronze bras." A perky blonde with an intolerably cute nose
(still unbroken) piped up.

"Just bronze? What about brass? Or iron? Or—"

"Shutup , Kristal! Bronze, brass, gold, silver... 'all such metal ornaments as ye female warrioresses are
wont to use—"'

"Warrioress!" A vast bosomy shape heaved upward, dark brows lowered. Bertha Broadbelt had strong
opinions on the dignity due women warriors.

"Shutup , Bertha!" Kristal squeaked, slapping Bertha on the arm with all the effect of a kitten swatting a
sabertooth.

"Warrioress is what the law says," Mirabel snapped. "I don't like it either. But there it is."
"What about/eather 7" Kristal asked. "Chain mail? Linen with seashell embroidery?"
"KRISTAL!" The perky blonde wilted under the combined bellow.

"I was only thinking—"



"No, you weren't," Mirabel said. "You were fantasizing about those things in theDark Knights catalog
again. This is serious; I'm calling a meeting of the Ladies' Aid & Armor Society."

"And so," she explained that evening to the women who had gathered in the Ladies' Aid & Armor
Society meeting hall, "the king insists that the extra metal we require in our armor is a luxury, to be taxed
as such. He expects we'll all go tamely back to our hearths—or make him rich."

"T'll make him sing soprano," muttered Lissa Broadbelt, Bertha's sister. "The nerve of that man—"

"Now, now." A sweet soprano voice sliced through the babble as a sword through new butter. "Ladies,
please! Let's have no unseemly threats..." With a creak and jingle, the speaker stood... and stood. Tall
as an oak (the songs went), and tougher than bullhide (the songs went), clad in enough armor to outfit
most small mercenary companies, Sophora Segundiflora towered over her sister warriors. She had
arrived in town only that evening, from a successful contract. "Especially," Sophora said, "threats that
impugn sopranos."

"No, ma'am."

"He is, after all, the king."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Although it is a silly sort of tax."

"Yes, ma'am." A long pause, during which Sophora smiled lazily at the convocation, and the convocation
smiled nervously back. She was so big, for one thing, and she wore so much more armor than everyone
else, for another, and then everyone who had been to war with her knew that she smiled all the time.
Even when slicing hapless enemies in two or three or whatever number of chunks happened to be her
pleasure. Perhaps especially then.

"Uh... do you have any... er... suggestions?" asked Mirabel, in a tone very different from that she'd
used to the king.

"I think we should all sit down," Sophora said, and did so with another round of metallic clinkings and
leathery creakings. Everyone sat, in one obedient descent. Everyone waited, with varying degrees of
patience but absolute determination. One did not interrupt Sophora. One would not have the chance to
apologize. Whether she was slow, or merely deliberate, she always had a chance to speak her mind.
"What about other kinds of bras?" she asked at last.

Mirabel explained the new decree again. "Metal ornaments, it said, but that included armor. Said so.
Called us warrioresses, t00." Sophora waved that away.

"He can call us what he likes, as long as we get paid and we don't have to pay this stupid tax. First things
first. So if it's not a metal bra, it's not taxed?"

"No—but what good is a bit of cloth against weapons?"

"I told you, leather—" Kristal put in quickly.



Sophora let out a cascade of soprano laughter, like a miniature waterfall. "Ladies, ladies... what about
something like my corselet?"

"He was clever there, Sophora. He doesn't want to tax the armor men wear, and of course some men
do wear mail shirts or corselets of bronze. But he specified that modifications to the standard
designs—marked in diagrams; I saw them—count as ornamentation, and make the whole taxable."

"Idiot!" huffed Sophora. Then she jingled some more as she tried to examine her own mail shirt. "These
gussets, I suppose?"

"Yes, exactly. We could, I suppose, wear men's body armor a size larger, and pad it out, but it would
be miserably hot in summer, and bulky the rest of the time. There's always breast-binding—"

"I hate binding my breasts," said someone from the back of the room. "You gals with the baby tits can
do it easily enough, but some of us are built!" Heads turned to look at her, and sure enough, she was.

The simple thing is to get rid of our breasts," said Sophora, as if stating the obvious. The resulting gasp
filled the room. She looked around "Not likethat , she said. "I have no intention of cutting mine off. I
don't care what anyone says about heroic foremothers, those Amazons were barbarians. But we live in
an age of modern marvels. We don't have to rely on old-fashioned surgery. Why, there's a plastic wizard
right here in the city."

"Of course!" Mirabel smacked herself on the forehead. "I've seen his advertisements myself. Thought of
having a nose job myself, but I've just been too busy."

"That's right," Bertha said. "And he does great temporary bridges and crowns, too: our Desiree had the
wedding outdoors, and he did a crystal bridgeacross the Sinkbat canal, and a pair of crystal crowns for
Desiree and the flower girl. Lovely—so romantic—and then it vanished right on time, no sticky residue."

"Temporaries! That's even better. Take 'em or leave 'em, so to speak."

"Let's get down to business," Sophora said. "Figure out what we can pay, and how we can avoid paying
it."

"What?"

"Come on in the business office and I'll show you." She led the way into the back room, and began
pulling down scrolls and tomes. Mirabel and a couple of others settled down to wait. After peering and
muttering through a short candle and part of a tall replacement, Sophora looked up.

"We'll need to kick in two silver pence each to start with."

"Two silver pence! Why?"

"That's the ceiling in our health benefits coverage for noncombat trauma care. It's reimbursable, I'm sure,
but we have to pay it first," Sophora said. She had half a dozen scrolls spread on the desk, along with a
thick, well-thumbed volume of tax laws. "We might have to split it between a reimbursable medical

expense, and a deductible business expense, if they get picky."

"But how?" Mirabel had never understood the medical benefits package anyway. They should've paid to



have her nose redone, but the paperpushers had said that because she was a prisoner at the time, it didn't
qualify as a combat injury. But since she'd been in uniform, it wasn't noncombat trauma, either.

Sophora smiled and tapped the tax volume. "It's a necessary business expense, required to comply with
the new tax code. The chancellor might argue that only the cost related to removing the breasts is a
business expense, but the restoration has to count as medical. It's in the law: 'any procedure which
restores normal function following loss thereof.' Either it's reimbursable or it's deductible, and of course
we aren't paying the tax. With a volume discount, we should be able to set the job done for two silver
pence. Bertha says he charged only three for that entire wedding celebration."

Mirabel whistled her admiration. "Very good, dear. You should be a lawyer."

"I will be, when I retire." Sophora smiled placidly. "I've been taking correspondence courses. Part of
that G.I.T. Bill the king signed three years ago: Get Into Taxpaying. Now let me get the contract drawn
up—" She wrote steadily as that candle burned down; Mirabel lit another. Finally she quit, shook her
hand, and said, "See that the wizard signs this contract I've drawn up." She handed over a thick roll.
Mirabel glanced down the first part of it.

"It'sheavy —surely we don't need all this for a simple reversible spell..."

"I added a little boilerplate. And yes, we do need all this. You don't want to wake up with the wrong
one, do you?"

"Wrong breast? Ugh—what a thought: Although I expect some of our sisters wouldn't mind, if they
could choose which one."

"They can pay extra for full reshaping, if they want. I'm not going to have my children drinking, out of
someone else's breast, even if it is on my body."

""You want a reversible reduction mammoplasty?" the wizard asked. His eyebrows wavered, unsure
whether to rise in shock or lower in disapproval. Mirabel could tell he didn't like her using the correct
term for the operation. Wizards liked clients to be humble and ignorant.

"Yeah," Mirabel said. She didn't care if the wizard didn't like smart clients; she wasn't about to let the
sisterhood down. "See, there's a new tax on breast-armor. What we need is to lose 'em when we're
headed for battle, but of course we want to get 'em back when we're nursing. Or... whatever."
Whatever being more to the point, in her case. Two points.

"L... see." The steepled fingers, the professional sigh. Mirabel hated it when wizards pulled all this high
and mighty expert jazz. "It could be... expensive..."

"I don't see why," Mirabel said. "It's not like we're asking for permanent changes. Isn't it true that a
reversible spell disturbs the Great Balance less? Doesn't cost you that much. .. of course I can find
someone else..."

"Wheredo you people get your idea of magery?" the wizard asked loftily. Mirabel held up the Ladies'
Aid & Armor Society's copy ofOur Wizards, Our Spells . He flushed. "That's a popularization... it's
hardly authoritative—"



"T've also read Wishbone and Peebles'dltering Reality: Temporary vs. Permanent Spellcasting and
Its Costs ."

"You couldn't have understood that!" True, but Mirabel wasn't going to admit it. She merely looked at
the wizard's neck, thinking how easily it would come apart with one blow of her sword, until he
swallowed twice quickly and flushed. "All right, all right," he said then. "Perhaps you soldiers should get a
sort of discount.”

"I should hope so. All the women warriors in the kingdom. .. we could even make it exclusive..."
"Well. Well, then let's say—how much was the new tax?"

"Irrelevant," said Mirabel, well briefed by Sophora. "We can pay two silver pence apiece per year."
"Per year?" His fingers wiggled a little; the knew he was trying to add it up in his head.

"As many transforms as needed. .. but we wouldn't want many."

"Uh... how many warriors?"

"Fifty right away, out there might be more later."

"It's very difficult. You see, you have to create an extradimensional storage facility for the... the... tissue,
so to speak. Until it's wanted. Otherwise the energy cost of uncreating and creating all that, all the time,
would be prohibitive. And the storage facility must have very good—well, it's a rather difficult concept,
except that you don't want to mix them up." But what he was really thinking was "a hundred silver
pence—enough for that new random-access multidimensional storage device they were showing over in
Technolalia last summer."

Still, he was alert enough to read the contract Mirabel handed him. As she'd expected, he threw up his
hands and threatened to curse the vixenish excuse for a lawyer who had drawn up such a ridiculous,
unspeakable contract. Mirabel repeated her long look at his neck—such a scrawny, weak neck—and he
subsided. "All right, all right. Two silver pence a year for necessary reversible mammoplasties..." He
signed on the dotted line, then stamped below with the sigil on the end of his wizard's staff, as Sophora
had said he should. Mirabel smiled at him and handed over two silver pence.

"You can do me first," she said. "I'll be in tomorrow morning. We'll need proof that it's reversible."

The operation took hardly any time. The wizard didn't even need to touch the target area. One moment
the breasts were there, then they weren't. The reversal took somewhat longer, but it worked smoothly,
and then they were again. A slight tingling that faded in moments—that was all the side effects. Mirabel
had gone in with her usual off-duty outfit on, and came out moments later with considerably more room in
the top of it. The other women in the palace guard, who had come to watch, grinned happily. They would
all have theirs done at once, they agreed.

Mirabel thought it felt a bit odd when she stripped for weapons practice, but the look on the king's race
was worth it. All the women in the palace now displayed an array of admirably flat—but
muscular—chests above regulation bronze loin-guards. At first, no one recognized them, not even the
sergeants. But gradually, the men they were training with focussed on the obvious—Mirabel's flat nose,



Kristal's perky one—and the necessary, like the sword tips that kept getting in their way when they
forgot to pay attention.

The king, though... the king didn't catch on until someone told him. "That new draft..." he said to the
sergeant. ""Shaping well."

"Begging the kings pardon, that ain't no new draft," said the sergeant.
"But_"

"Them's the ladies, Sire," the sergeant said "Haven't got no thingies anymore." He knew and had already
used all the usual terms, but felt that when addressing the king in person, he ought to avoid vulgarisms.
"They's fightin' better than ever, your highness, and that's better'n most."

"Women!" The king stared. Mirabel, in the first row, grinned at him. "And no tits!"

"Uh... yes, Sire. No... er... tits." Not for the first time, the sergeant felt that royalty had failed to adhere
to standards.

"No tax," Mirabel said cheerfully, as the king's eyes flicked from her face to her chest and back again.

"Oh... dear," said the king, and fled the courtyard. Minutes later, the queen's face appeared at a high
window. Mirabel, who had been watching for it, waved gaily. The queen turned her back.

The prince glared at himself in the mirror. The spell was definitely wearing off. The wizard insisted he'd
simply grown out of it, but the prince felt that having a handsome throat did not make up for having a...
face. He left a blank, there, while staring at the mirror. Face it was, in that it had two eyes and a nose and
mouth arranged in more or less the right places. Aside from that, he saw a homely boy with close-set
eyes under a sloping brow, a great prow of a nose, buck teeth, and a receding chin, all decorated with
splotches of midadolescent acne. And even if he had outgrown the spell, it was still wearing thin—Ilast
week his throat had been handsome, but this week his Adam's apple looked like a top on a string. This
spell should have been renewed a month ago. If only his father weren't such a cheapskate. .. he had his
own spells renewed every three months, and what did he need them for, at his age. Everyone knew the
important time of life was now, when you were a young prince desperately trying to find a princess.

She was coming next week. Her parents had visited at Harvest Home; her aunts and uncles had come
for Yule. Now, at the Vernal Equinox, she was coming. The beautiful Marilisa—he had seen pictures.
She had seen pictures of him, they said: the miniature on ivory done by their own artist. But then the spell
had been strong, and so had his chin.

He had to get the spell renewed. His father had said no hurry, but suppose her ship came in early?

"I think we should return to normal for the Equinox," said Bertha. "Think of the dances. The parties. The
prince's betrothal... the wedding, if we're lucky."

"But that's when the tax is due," Mirabel said.



"Only if we're wearing breast-armor," Sophora pointed out. "We can manage not to fight a war for a
week or so, | hope. Just wear civilian clothes. Some of you are pulling castle duty then—I suppose you'll
have to stay flat, at least for your duty hours but the rest of us can enjoy ourselves again—"

"Yes," said Kristal. "I like that idea..." She wriggled delicately, and Mirabel gave her a disgusted look.
"You would. But... after all... why not?"

They presented themselves at the wizard's hall. "All of you reversed at once?" he asked. "That will take
some time—the reverse operation is a bit slower, especially as [ now have so many in... er... storage.
And I do have other appointments..."

"No," Sophora said. "You have us. Look at your contract." And sure enough, there it was, the
paragraph she had buried in the midst of formal boilerplate. She read it aloud, just in case he skipped a
phrase. "Because that the Welfare of the Warrior is Necessary to the Welfare of the Land and
Sovereign, therefore shalt thou at all times and places be Ready and Willing to proceed with this
Operation at the Request of the Warrior and such Request shall supersede all Others, be they common
or Royal. And to this Essential shalt thou bind thyself at the peril of thy Life at the hands of the Ladies'
Aid & Armor Society."

The wizard gulped. "But you see, ladies, my other clients—the ladies of the court, the chancellor's

wife—"
Sophora pointed tobe they common or Royal . "It is your sworn word, wizard, which any court will
uphold, especially this court..."

The wizard was halfway through the restorations when the royal summons came. "I can't right now," he
told the messenger curtly. He had just discovered that the newly installed random access multidimensional
storage device had a bug in it and for the fifth time in a row, he'd gotten an error message when he tried
to retrieve Bertha Broadbelt's breasts. He was swearing and starting to panic every time he glanced at
her dark-browed lace.

"But it's the king's command," the messenger said.

"I don't care if it's the king's personal spell against body odor," the wizard said. "I can't doi now, and
that's final." He pushed the messenger out the door, slammed it, and tried to calm himself. "Sorry about
the interruption," he said to Bertha, who seemed to be calmer than he was. Of course, she had the
sword.

"That's all right," she said. "Take your time. Nothing's wrong, is it?"

"Nothing at all," said the wizard. He tried again. No error message in the first part of the spell, at least.
He felt the little click in his head that meant the transfer had been made, and glanced at Bertha just as she
looked down.

And up. He knew his mouth was hanging open, but he couldn't say a word. She -could. "These aren'tmy
boobs," she said without any expression at all. "These are Gillian's." He wondered how she could
recognize someone else's breasts on her chest just as he realized he was having trouble breathing because
she had a vast meaty hand around his throat.



The prince hated being in the throne room with his outgrown spell leaving the most visible parts of
himself at their worst. But he'd been summoned to wait for the escort that would take him to the wizard
for the spell's renewal, so he'd slouched into the room in a long-sleeved hooded jerkin, the hood pulled
well forward and the sleeves down over his awkward hands.

"Standup , boy," his father said.
"Don't wear your hood in the house," his mother said.
"He won't do it," the messenger said, bowing his way up the room.

"Won't do it!" King and queen spoke together, danced at the prince in unison, and then glared at the
messenger. The king waved the queen silent and went on alone. "What do you. mean, he won't do it.
He's our subject.”

"He's busy," the messenger said. "That's what he told me. He said even if your majesty's personal
body-odor spelt—"

"Silence!" bellowed the king. His face had turned very red and he did not glance at the queen. "Guards!"
he called. The prince's escort looked up, with interest. "Co arrest us this pesky wizard and bring him
here."

The wizard's shop, when the guards arrived, was open and empty but for the usual magical impedimenta
and the mysterious black box with a red light that was humming to itself in the key of E-flat minor. A
soldier touched it, and it emitted a shrill squeal and changed to humming in the Lydian mode. "Fatal
error," said a voice from the emptiness. The soldiers tumbled out of the shop without touching anything
else.

"If you're looking for that there plastic wizard," said a toothless old woman on the street, "one of them
there lady warriors took him away."

The soldiers looked at each other. Most of them knew where the Ladies' Aid & Armor society met. A
few of them had been guests at the Occasional Teas. But no man went there uninvited. Especially not
when Sophora Segundiflora was leaning on the doorframe, eyeing them with that lazy smile. They had
started off to the meeting hall in step, and come around the corner already beginning to straggle... a
straggle that became a ragged halt a few yards out of Sophora's reach. They hoped.

"Hi, guys," she said. "Got business with us?"

"Umm," said the sergeant. And then, more coherently, "We heard that plastic wizard might be around
here; the king wants him."

"Probably not," Sophora said. "Not now." She glanced suggestively at the door behind her. No sounds
leaked through, which was somehow more ominous than shrieks and gurgles would have been.

"Ummm," said the sergeant again. No one had asked his opinion of the new tax code, but he had one.
Anything that upset Sophora Segundiflora and Mirabel Stonefist was a bad idea- Still, he didn't want to

be the one to tell the king why the wizard wasn't available.

"Anything else?" Sophora asked. She looked entirety too happy for the sergeant's comfort; he had seen



her in battle. The sergeant felt his old wounds paining him, all of them, and wished he had retired the year
before, when he'd had the chance. Too late now; he'd re-upped for five. That extra hide of land and a
cow wouldn't do him much good if Sophora tore him limb from limb. He gulped, and sidled closer,
making sure his hands were well away from any of his weapons without being in any of the positions that
might signal an unarmed combat assault. There weren't many such positions, and his wrists started aching
before he'd gone ten feet.

"Look—can we talk?"

"Sure," said Sophora. "You are, and I am. What else?"

He knew she wasn't stupid. Word had gone around about that correspondence course. She must be
practicing her courtroom manner. "It's. .. kind of sensitive," he said.

"Got an itch?" she inquired. "Down two streets and across, Sign of the Mermaid..."

"Not that," he muttered. "It'sstate business. The prince—"

"That twerp Nigel?"

"It's not his fault he inherited that face," the sergeant said. It would have been disloyal to say more, but
everyone had noticed how the prince took after his uncle, the chancellor. "Not a bad kid, once you know
him."

"T'll take your word for it," Sophora said "So what about the prince?"

"He's... that princess is coming this week. For the betrothal, you know."

"I heard."

"He... er... needs his spells renewed Or it's all oft."

"Why'd the king wait so long?" Sophora asked. She didn't sound really interested.

"The gossip is that he felt it would be good for the prince's character. And he thought with enough
willpower maybe the prince could hold on until he was full-grown, when they could do the permanent
ones, and a crown at the same time."

"I see. But he needs a temporary before the princess arrives. How unfortunate." Without even looking at
him, she reached behind her and opened the door. The sergeant peered into the hall, where the wizard
could be seen writhing feebly in Bertha's grip. "We have a prior contract, you see, which he has yet to

fulfill. And a complication has arisen."

A slender woman jogged up the street, and came to a panting halt at the door. "Got here as soon as I
could—what's up?"

"About time, Gillian," Sophora said. "Bertha's got a problem with our wizard and your—" she stopped
and gave the sergeant a loving look that made his neck itch. "Go away, sergeant. [ have your message; |

will pass it along."

The sergeant backed off a spear length or so, but he didn't go away. If he stayed, he might find out what



happenedto the wizard. Better to return to the palace with a scrap of the dismembered wizard (if that
happened) than with no wizard at all. So he and the others were still hanging around when a grim-faced
group of women warriors, some flat-chested in armor and others curvaceous in gowns, emerged from the
Ladies' Aid & Armor Society hall.

The sergeant pushed himself off the wall he'd been holding up and tried to stop them. "The king wants
the wizard," he said.

"So do we," Sophora said. Her smile made the sergeant flinch, then she scowled—a release of tension.
"Oh, well, you might as well come along. We're going to see that the wizard corrects his errors, and you
can report to the king."

She led the way back to the wizard's house, and the others surrounded the wizard.

Inside, itstill looked like a wizard's house, full of things that made no sense to the sergeant.

"Someone touched this," the wizard said, pointing to the black box.

"How can you tell? And who could've touched it?" Sophora asked. But they all turned to look at the
hapless soldiers.

"We were just looking for him," the sergeant said. "He wasn't here... we were just looking for
evidence "

"FATAL ERROR," said the voice from the air again. Everyone shivered.

"Can't you shut that up?"

"Not now. Not since some hamfisted boneheadedguardsman laid his clumsy hands on it." The wizard
looked particularly wizardly, eyebrows bristling, hair standing on end... Mirabel noticed her own hair
standing on end, as the wizard reached out his staff and a loud blue SNAP came from the box.

"SYSTEM OVERLOAD," said the voice from the air. "REALLY FATAL ERROR THIS TIME."

"Code!" said the wizard.

"A..." the voice said, slowly.

"B!" said the wizard. "B Code. B code run." Mirabel wondered what that was about, just as a shower of
sparkling symbols fell out of the air into the wizard's outstretched palm.

"NO TRACE," said the voice; the wizard stared at his hand as if it meant something.

"I need a dump," the wizard said. Then he muttered something none of them could understand, nonsense
syllables, and a piercing shriek came from the black box.

"NOOOOOOO0000." Out of the air came a shower of noses, ears, toes, fingers, and a pair of
particularly ripe red lips.

"Aha!" said the wizard, and he followed that with a blast of wizardese that made another black object,
not quite so boxy, appear shimmering on the desk. Without looking at any of them, the wizard picked it



up and spoke into it. "I want technical support," he said "Now."

The small demon in the black box enjoyed a profitable arrangement with others on various
extradimensional planes. Quantum magery being what it was, wizards didn't really understand it, and that
kept the demons happy. Nothing's ever really lost, nothing's wasted, and the transformational geometry
operated a lot like any free market. It was a Tot easier to snatch extra mammaries than to create them
from random matter. Demons are particularly good with probabilities, andi? had calculated that it need
keep nomore than a fifth of its deposits on hand, while lending the rest brought in a tidy interest income.

"And I didn't do nothin' wrong, really I didn't," it wailed at the large scaly paw that held it firmly. Far
beneath, eyes glowered, flamelit and dangerous.

"Subcontractors!" the universe, growled, and the small demon felt nothing more as it vanished in
universal disapproval.

"It's under warranty," the wizard insisted.
"Shipping replacement storage device..." the voice said.
"But my data..."

"Recovered," the voice said. "Already loaded. Please stay on the line and give your credit card
number—sorry, instruction error. Please maintain connection spell and give your secret name—" The
wizard leaned over and said something through cupped hands.

With a flicker, the miscellaneous body parts disappeared, and a black box sat humming in the key of A
major, its light was green.

"Me first," said Bertha. "I want Gillian's boobs back on Gillian, and mine on me." "But the prince—" the
sergeant said. "Can wait," said Bertha.

The royal accountant lagged behind the chancellor, wishing someone else had his job. The chancellor
had already given his opinion, and the accountant's boxed ears still rang. It wasn't his fault anyway. A
contract was a contract; that's how it was written, and he hadn't written it. But he knew if it came to
boxing ears, the king wouldn't clout the chancellor. After all, the chancellor was the queen's brother.

"Well—what is it now?" The king sounded grumpy, too—the worst sort of grumpy.

"Sire—there's a problem with the treasury. There's been an overrun in the military medical services
sector."

"An overrun? How? We haven't even had a war!" Very grumpy, the king, and the accountant noticed
the Dig bony fists at the ends of his arms. Why had he ever let his uncle talk him into civil service

anyway?



"A considerable increase in claims made to the Royal Provider Organization. For plastic wizardry."
The king leaned over to readthe details. "Plastic wizardry? Health care?"

"Sire, in the reign of your renowned father, plastic wizardry to repair duty-related injuries was added to
the list of allowable charges, and then a lesser amount was allocated for noncombat trauma—"

The king looked up, clearly puzzled. "What's a reversible reduction mammoplasty?" The chancellor
explained, in the tone of someone who would always prefer to call a breast a bosom.

"Those women again!" The king swelled up and bellowed "GUARDS! FETCH ME THOSE
WOMEN!" No one, not even the accountant, had to ask which women.

"But your majesty, surely you want the women of your realm able to suckle their own children?" Mirabel
Stonefist, serene in the possession of her own mammae, and surprisingly graceful in her holiday attire,
smiled at the king.

"Well of course, but—"

"And you do not want to pay extra for women's armor that will protect those vulnerable fountains of
motherly devotion, isn't that right?" She had gotten that rather disgusting phrase from a sermon by the
queen's own chaplain, who did not approve of women warriors. Rumor had it that he had chosen his
pacific profession after an incident with a woman warrior who had rendered his singing voice an octave
higher for a month, and threatened to make the change permanent.

"Well, no, but—"

"Then, Sire, I'm afraid you leave us no alternative but to protect both our womanhood, and your realm,
by means of wizardry."

"You could always leave the army," said the queen, in a nasty voice.

Mirabel smiled at her. "Y our majesty, if the king will look at his general's reports, instead of his
paper-pushers' accounts, he'll find that the general considers us vital to the realm's protection." She
paused just that necessary moment "As our customized armor is necessary to our protection."

"But this—but it's too expensive! We shall be bankrupt. Who wrote this contract, anyway?"

"Perhaps I can explain," Sophora Segundiflora strode forward. In her dark three-piece robe with its
white bib, she looked almost as impressive as in armor. "As loyal subjects of this realm, we certainly had

no intention of causing you any distress, Sire."

The king glared, but did not interrupt. Perhaps he had noticed the size of the rings necessary to fit over
her massive knuckles.

"We only want to do our duty, Sire," she said.

"Both for the protection of the realm, and in the gentler duties of maternity. And in fact, had it not been
for the tax, we might never have discovered the clear superiority of this method. Even with armor, we



had all suffered painful and sometimes dangerous injuries, not to mention the inevitable embarrassment of
disrobing in front of male soldiers while on campaign. Now—our precious nurturing ability stays safely
hidden away, and we are free to devote our skills to your service, while, when off-duty, we can enjoy
our protected attributes without concern for their safety."

"But—how many times do you intend to switch back and forth?"

"Only when necessary." Sophora Segundiflora smiled placidly. "I assure you, we all take our
responsibilities seriously, Sire. All of them."

"It was the tax, you say?" the king said. He glanced at the queen. He was remembering her relationship
to the chancellor.

"We'd never have thought of it, if you hadn't imposed that tax," Sophora said. "We owe you thanks for
that, Sire. Of course, it wouldn't be practical without the military's medical assistance program, but—"

"But it can't go on," the king said. "Didn't you hear me? You're not paying the tax. You're spending all
my money on this unnecessary wizardry. You're bankrupting the system. We can't spend it all on you.
We have the prince's own plastic wizardry needs, and the expenses of statevisits ...."

"Well." Sophora looked at Mirabel as if she were uncertain. "I suppose... it's not in the contract or
anything, but of course we're very sorry about the prince—"

"Get to the point, woman," said the queen. Sophora gave the queen the benefit of her smile, and Mirabel
was glad to see the queen turn pale.

"As long as the tax remains in effect, there's simply nothing else we can do," Sophora said, looking past
the king's left ear. She took a deep bread) that strained the shoulders of her professional robe. "On the
other hand, if the tax were rescinded, it's just possible the ladies would agree to return to the less efficient
and fundamentally unsafe practice of wearing armor over their... er... original equipment, as a service to
the realm." She smiled even more sweetly, if possible. "But of course, Sire, it's up to you."

n

"You mean, if I rescind the tax, you'll go back to wearing armor over your own... er...

"Bosoms," offered the chancellor. The king glared at him, happy to find someone else to glare at.

"T am quite capable of calling a bosom a breast," he said. "And it was on advice fromyour accounting
division that I got into this mess." He turned back to Sophora. "If I rescind the tax, you'll quit having these
expensive wizardry reversals?"

"Well, we'll have to put it to a vote, but I expect that our proven loyalty to your majesty will prevail."
"Fine, then," the king said. The queen stirred on her throne, and he glared at her. "Don't say a word," he
warned. "I'm not about to lose more money because of any parchment-rolling accountants or Milquetoast

chaplains. No more tax on women's armor."

"I shall poll the ladies at once, Sire," said Sophora. "But you need not worry."

"Aboutthat" growled the king. "But there's still an enormous shortfall. We'll have to find the money
somewhere. And soon. The prince must have his spells renewed—"



"Ahem." Sophora glanced over her shoulder, and the wizard stepped forward. "As earnest of our
loyalty, Sire, the Ladies' Aid & Armor Society would like to assist with that project." She waved the
wizard to the fore.

"Well?" the long asked.

"Sire, my latest researchers have revealed new powers which might be of service. It seems that the
later-ally-reposed interface of the multidimensional—"

"His new black box came with some free spell-ware," Sophora interrupted before the king's patience
shattered.

"Not exactlyfree ," said the wizard. "But in essence, yes, new spells. I would be glad to donate the first
use to the crown, if it please you."

"Nigel!" the king bellowed. The prince shuffled forward, head hanging. "Here he is, wizard—Ilet's see
what you can do."

The small demon is the new black box received the prince's less appetizing morsels with surprising
eagerness. In a large multitasking multiplex universe, there's always someone who wants a plague of
boils, and a wicked fairy godmother who wants to give some poor infant a receding chin. Available at a
reasonable price on the foreign market were a jutting chin, black moustache, and excessive body hair,
recently spell-cleared from a princess tormented by just such a wicked fairy. It spit out those
requirements, causing a marked change for the better in Prince Nigel's personal appearance. A tidy
profit, it thought, and turned its attention to retrieving the final sets of mammary tissue.

The princess in the rose garden was as beautiful as her miniature; Nigel could hardly believe his luck.
Her beauty, his handsomeness. .. he kept wanting to finger his new black moustache and eye himself in
any reflecting surface. At the moment, that was her limpid gaze.

"I can hardly believe I never met you until this day," the princess said. "There's something about you that
seems so familiar..." She reached out a delicate fingerfo stroke his moustache, and Nigel thought he
would swoon.

Across the rose garden, Sophora Segundiflora smiled at the young lovers and nudged Mirabel, whose
attention had wandered to her own new nose job.

Mirabel was bored, but Sophora didn't mind chaperoning the young couple. Not with the great gold
chain of chancellor across her chest. The previous chancellor had made his last confession the day the
wizard tried out his new spells—the other had been a Stretched Scroll, which highlighted certain
questionable transactions, such as the withdrawals to the chancellor's personal treasure chest. The fool
should have known better. To embezzle all that money, and then choose women watrriors as the group to
make up the revenues. .. she hoped the wizard had done something to enhance Nigel's wits. Certainly his
mother's side of the family hadn't contributed anything.

Meanwhile, the Ladies' Aid & Armor Society would continue to flourish; other older warriors had
decided to follow Sophora's example andstudy law. Girls who hitherto had hung around the queen



pretending to embroider were now flocking to weapons demonstrations. Even Kristal had been seen
cracking something other than a whip.

After reading this, [ will never look at politics or opera in the same way. provided that I can tell them
apart.

EXCHANGE PROGRAM
Susan Shwartz

"y

A headache the size of her healthcare plan—no, better make that the size of the national deficit—was
turning Hillary Rodham Clintons skull into the local percussion section. One moment, she and her staff sat
reviewing policy notes as theWashington /New York Metroliner rattled along. There'd been some
grouching that ice had grounded Air Force One, but the benefit at the Metropolitan Opera couldn't very
well be called on account of weather.

Her gown was hanging up, ready for her to put on about the time the train reached Trenton; and her
hairdresser was heating the rollers in what was probably another futile attempt to soften her image, if not
her chin line. It wasn't as if shecared , mind you, but she had enough troubles without adding yet another
Media Bad Hair Day to them. So far, so good. But, in the next moment, aWHAM that had to nave
shattered every noise-pollution ordinance in the country and probably every bone in her body jolted the
club car off the tracks.

In one horrible moment, she had time to review all the crazies who might want her out of the picture.
Someone who probably wasn't Secret Service snatched her up./f I see Rush Limbaugh's puffy face ,

I'llknow!'m in hell . On that encouraging note, she blacked out.

"Do you think she needs something to drink?" Unmistakably, the voice was female, concerned, very
young, and with a lilt in it that reminded her of the president oflceland .

"Let her wake up first, why don't you?"

"Why'd you have to bringher ? You're going to get us all in trouble again!"
"No one put you in charge,so there!"

"Stop pinching, or—"

"You can't draw that in here!"

Sounds of a scuffle followed. Hillary suppressed an undignified groan—no one from Marilyn Quayle to



Empress Michiko should see her at a loss, thank you very much—and opened her eyes in time to get a
face full of water, dribbled onto her by a girl hardly older than Chelsea.

Thank god it was an opera, not a ballet Hillary had been scheduled to attend at the Met, or Chelsea,
ballet-mad, would have pleaded to come along, and Bill would probably have leaned on her to allow it
Her eyes filled with relief. At leastChelsea was safe. She struggled to sit up. Even a whole White House
staff wouldn't be able to keep the worst of the stories of the accident away from her daughter.Chelsea
would needher . Maybe she hadn't been hurt that badly.

"Lie still," said the first voice.

Hillary's vision cleared. Now she would watch the scuffle—no, thescrum . She hadn't seen that many
husky, fair-haired young women. .. very young women... fighting sinceWellesley and intramural field
hockey. The undergraduates had worn short, pleated skirts and hacked violently at a ball with wooden
sticks. These women, just as painfully energetic and noisy, had swords, not hockey sticks. And what was
that thing the youngest girly had on? A bronzetraining bra?

There might be some dignity in being kidnapped by terrorists, Hillary Rodham Clinton decided. But she
was damned if she'd be kidnapped by the Society for Creative Anachronism. She remembered them
fromWellesley : even longer hair than hers, a fondness for garish costumes, and not a sensible pre-law
major in the bunch.

"Stop that! Can't you see she's awake?"

What had to be the weirdest field hockey team she had ever seen amused itself with a few last shoves
and some nervous laughter. Having had Quite Enough of this, Hillary fixed them with the Look she had
devel oped, perfected on her husband those painful years when he tiptoed late into the Governor's
Mansion, and used to advantage on Congress. As she expected, they subsided into whispering attention,
waiting for her to speak.

She sat up. Thank you very much, she was not about to perpetrate the cliche of "Where am 1?" She
found her back resting against a pine tree; and wouldn't that just snag hell out of her pinkSt. John jacket?
The countryside reminded her other visit withChelsea to the Olympics. How had she gotten from
theWashington corridor toScandinavia ?

Horsehooves stomped the snow-covered ground. A gust of wind, laden with salt, made her raise her
head. She was near the sea, was she? Not too far away, rocks jutted out into great cliffs. She could not
see the water of the sea, or the fjord, or whatever, for the giant rainbow that dominated the horizon.

She remembered the medievalist fromMaine in her dorm, senior year. The woman's notion of student
activism had stopped at the Children's Crusade, and she read a lot of Tolkien, but she had made junior
Phi Bete and could spin a fine yarn when everyone was already giddy from pulling all-nighters. She had
even conned Hillary into going to Boston Symphony Hall to hear that improbable woman with a face like
Hillary's own heroine Eleanor Roosevelt and a voice like nothing on earth.

If the tact that the Met was going to put on Wagner—Das Rheingold, her itinerary had said—had sunk
in, she'd have thought three times about going to this damned benefit. She could just see having to explain
this to the FBI. "I'm not making this up, you know!" she'd tell them. That is, if she got the chance; and a
terrible chill in her stomach made her realize that she wouldn't.

If place and people reminded her of Scandinavia, her old classmate, and hearing Anna Russell retell the



Ring Cycle, these noisy girls had brought her toValhalla ; and that was strictly a one-way ride.
Maybe Bill could win a second term on a sympathy vote. While that was nice, the idea of not getting to
see Chelsea grow up hurt worse than the train crash that put her into this mess; and the possibility that he

might set some smoking bimbo in her placereally ticked' her off.

Give me a minute, she wished at the seated Valkyries, who looked as if they were in their early teens./t
isn't every day that you wake up dead .

"Those noisy girls," Anna Russell had described the Valkyries. But they weren't noisy now. They
watched her with what she identified as apprehension. Chelsea had looked that way when she a made
her pitch to keep Socks after her dog had been hit by a car, even though Chelsea knew that she and Bill
were both allergic. Hillary was a sucker for kids in trouble, and these kids looked as if they'd bought
themselves plenty.

How? By rescuing her? She'd be glad to go back; she had policy to push through. But there was no way
she wanted to go back if it meant reconstruction in Walter Reed, or a sheet pulled over her face.

Hillary Rodham Clinton stood up, pulling the cloak on which they had placed her up around her
shoulders. With the ease of years in public life, she smiled and gave each of them a handshake—firm

enough, but careful of her fingers, which had to last the whole campaign.

"I thought your choices had to be strictly single sex," she remarked, to put them off-balance and see how
they'd react. As she recalled,Valhalla bore a remarkable resemblance to Dartmouth Winter Carnival.

The girls looked down at their booted feet. One or two fiddled with her weapons. One kicked at the
SNOW.

The soprano chorus erupted again.

"It's happened before," one of them said.

"Brunnhilde. .. she brought in..."

"Oh, do you remember how she could sing?"

"They could both sing..." The youngest girl was crying.
"She looked nice, that Sieglinde. I liked her."

"She was going to have a baby, and Brunnhilde took pity on her. Even if she was supposed to bring in
her brother instead."

"Wasn't he our brother too?"
"Quiet. He'll put you in a ring of fire too if you talk about that!"

"What does it matter, anyhow? It's been years since spring anyway. The hall's crowded, and do you see
how Loki grins?"

Hillary almost raised a hand for quiet, but the chorus was winding up dismay loud enough to reach the



highest rows of an opera house.
"If Allfather punished Brunnhilde, and she was his favorite. .."

Hillary couldn't quite remember what happened next. She'd been too busy laughing at Anna Russell's
words. But there was nothing funny about the tears in the youngest Valkyrie's eyes.

Hillary put her arms about the girl. Why, tor all her primitive militaristic trappings, she was scarcely older
thanChelsea .

"It's all right, honey," she said, glad that her time inArkansas had softened the flatness of her Midwestern
birthspeech into something more lite comfort. ""You just cry it out, you can tell me, I have a daughter, too.
Maybe I can help."

The girl gulped and looked up. "Oh,could you?"

Hillary removed the child's absurd helmet (at least it didn't have those preposterous phallic horns on it)
and smoothed the tumbled blonde hair, even thicker and untidier thanChelsea 's after a soccer game.

Bad enough she'd found herself in an eternal version of the Ring, notPeter Pan; and she was the last
person on Earth (only she wasn't on Earth now, was she?) to play Wendy to a bunch of lost boys. But
these were lost girls, and she really rather thought that the Valkyries had saved her in defiance of
orders—of unjust, sexist orders—to stand in for Brunnhilde, their exiled sister.

She promised herself that she would do her best. After all, how much harder could the Father of the
Norse gods be to deal with than a Republican Congress?

Heimdall wound his horn, and Bifrost glittered as Hillary Rodham Clinton marched intoValhalla . Her
borrowed cape trailed behind her, and her Ferragamo pumps squished on the floor. Skillful questioning
of her adolescent witnesses and memories of her college classmate had produced more
information.Valhalla was a long hall, wrought of wood, its beams intricately carved with beasts gripping
and biting each other. Feasting boards running the length of the building were crammed now with hungry
blond men. They ate with an appetite that positively made Bill look picky. Despite all the meat they were
washing down with ale, they hadn't started to acquire the gut her husband was getting on him, and it
didn't seem to hurt their arteries any. Maybe it had something to do with a warrior hero's metabolic level,
or you didn't have to worry about cholesterol once you were dead. She had never given the matter much
thought, and she didn't think Colin Powell had, either. At least they had stacked their weapons outside.
One or two slammed horns down on the board.

"Uh oh," said the oldest remaining Valkyrie. "It was my turn to serve. See you."

"Stay right here, young lady!" commanded the First Lady. Only women were serving, and she was

certain that the trays they carried exceeded OSHA weight regulations. Besides, the Valkyries were
clearly underage—or, being immortals, were they? She noticed that the men did not harass the girls.
That, at least, was something.

Valhalla's central firepit cast its flame up into a kind of atrium (okay, so that was Roman, not Norse, but
she was a lawyer, not some SCA weirdo). Nevertheless, the hall still reeked from fatty foods and
secondhand smoke.



At the opposite end of the hall from the entrance where she stood, Wotan Allfather, ravens on his
shoulders, slumped on his throne. Well, thank goodness, they were ravens, not spotted owls. Still, Hillary
wondered if he had a permit to own wildlife. Leaning near him sat a man or god or whatever with red
hair. He grinned and winked at her in a way that made Hillary wonder if he'd heard the latest Foster
jokes.

Hillary handed her cloak to the youngest Valkyrie and strode forward. With no Chief of Protocol
around, she'd have to wing it. She remembered how Jacqueline Kennedy had curtseyed to Prince Philip
after JFK's assassination. What was the protocol for greeting gods if you were the wife of a head of
state?

Seeing a grown woman who wasn't a Valkyrie and underage and who wasn't a goddess, one of the
warriors reached out and made a grab at her. Hillary grabbed up a drinking horn and brought it down
firmly on me man's blond head. Pity he had nothing between the ears but testosterone poisoning. He was
rather a hunk, otherwise, and she had a definite yen for light-haired men.

"Straighten up, soldier!" she snapped, relishing the unfamiliar speech. "You think you're at Tailhook? This
isValhalla , not the Las Vegas Hilton!"

The man shook his head. Too many blows on the skull, Hillary decided, and too much ale or mead or
whatever had made him punchy. She walked toward Allfather, nodded formally, then advanced with her
best candidate's-wife smile and handshake. The girls clustered in behind her. How sad that they were
afraid of their father. Hillary only wished that she were able to see her own father again, now that she had
apparently Crossed Over. She made a tart mental memo to add, in her prayers, that this was hardly her
idea of heaven.

"I am Hillary Rodham Clinton, First Lady of theUnited States of America," she announced.

"Fine. You're not supposed to be here, but grab a pitcher and give the girls a hand," said Loki. "After
dinner, we can discuss what to do with you. I've got some ideas." He leered.

The man was worse than Clarence Thomas. Hillary flared her nostrils in disgust.
"Sir, [ want to talk to you about your daughters," she said firmly. "The President and I relieve that
children are our most precious gift. I am very concerned about your daughters' welfare. Where is their

mother?"

"Erda?" Under the hat he had not removed in the Ball, Wotan focused a bleary eye—he only had the
one—upon her. "Oh, here and there. Mostly underground."

"Are you divorced?"
Somehow, Hillary couldn't see Wotan having married an activist. Ever.
She stood and waited to be offered a seat. When no such offer was forthcoming, she waited Wotan out.

"Their mother... yes... we never quite got around to making things legal. But I just talked to her before
the Fimbulwinter started. More bad news. She always was a downer."

"Is there a stepmother?"



Wotan grimaced. "Not so loud, lady, please! Or we'll have another fight on our hands. Nag nag nag.
The goddess's alwaysright ! I tell you, it's enough to make a god pray for Ragnarok."

Asgard trembled underfoot. Hillary heard the lashing of branches as the World-Ash creaked.When the
bough breaks, the cradle will fall; and down will come Asgard, Wotan and all .

"[ didn't mean it!" Wotan shouted. "Everybody eat, drink, whatever. I didn't mean it!"

The feasting warriors pounded on the boards, waiting for the gins at Hillary's heels to serve them. Hillary
turned and shouted at them.

"Gentlemen, you're not homeless, and this isn't a soup kitchen. Help yourselves or take turns serving."
The ravens squawked at her. "Oh, nevermore to you, too," she retorted.

Behind her, a Valkyrie giggled. Wotan merely blinked.

"Siddown, lady," said Wotan. "Loki, get up and give the lady your seat."

"She can sit on my lap."

"like hell she wilt" said Wotan. "You want me to call my sister?"

Loki got up fast and disappeared from the hall.

"He's probably going to run straight to the Frost Giants and tell mem I'm losing it."

"Foreign policy isn't my strong suit, sir," said the FirstLady . "Butif might be possible to send Secretary
of State Christopher out here—wherever here is—or establish diplomatic relations. Maybe NATO..."
She was out of her depths, she knew it. However squalid this Allfather was, he was a god,the god here,
and therefore her only chance to return to her world.

Again, a Valkyrie giggled. Launching itself into the smoky air, one of the ravens pecked the girl on the
face, returned to Wotan's shoulder (his cloak was white with traces of the bird's tenancy), and began to
preen its ruffled feathers. The young Valkyrie cried out as much in anger and shock as in pain.

And Hillary lost it. "This is no fit place to bring up innocent girls," she said. "Child labor, an awful
environment tor their self-esteem, and too much alcohol consumed while their father abuses them and has
already driven their eldest sister away."

"That's not all," whispered the youngest Valkyrie. She scratched at the rim of her bronze training bra.

"If I were their mother's lawyer, I'd advise her to sue you for custody."

The raven uttered a shrill cry. Was it Huginn or Muninn, thought or memory—and how had Hillary
rememberedshat ? Wotan leaned forward, setting down his drinking horn.

"You'rea lawspeaker? You?"

"Yale Law," said Hillary Rodham Clinton. "I taught at theUniversityofArkansas . And I was a partner in



the Rose Law Firm,Little Rock,Arkansas ."
"I can use a good lawspeaker," said the Allfather.

Hillary thought of mentioning her hourly rate, then wondered if the Arkansas Bar had reciprocity with
Asgard.

"Girls," Wotan spoke to the Valkyries who had huddled behind Hillary for protection, "I think we can
overlook this little oversight on your part. In fact, here!"

From the depths of his dark cloak and garments, he produced rings and bracelets that he tossed, one to
each girl. They squealed in gratitude, then oohed and aahed over each other's trinkets.

"You'rebuying those girls' affection!" Hillary accused Wotan. "They need your care, not trinkets!"

"Woman, don't you ever shut up? The last woman with a mouth like yours, I married, and I've been
sorry ever since."

Inappropriate words slipped from Hillary's mouth. "Life's a bitch, and then you marry one." She flushed,
appalled at herself.

But Wotan roared with appreciation. "Here's to you, lady! You can teach the girls some of your spunk.
Oh, they're good enough on a battlefield, but can any of them tell a saga or unlock the wordhoard and
produce a well-wrought verse? Not a bit of it."

He detached the gold torque from about his neck and tossed it to her, "Consider this as your retainer."

Hillary caught the torque, hefted it, considered the current price of gold, and set it down. She'd only
have to account for it anyhow, and Al D'Amato was enough of a pain as is. Still, she nodded thanks. No
point in being rude. Or, she thought, with the beginning of inspiration, ruder. If she couldn't think of a way
out of here, she was stuck for good; and judging from Wotan's comments about Frost Giants, an endless
winter, and the twilight of the gods, goodness had nothing to do with it.

Wotan toasted her with his drinking horn and motioned one of his daughters to fill one for her.
Fastidiously, she sipped.

"Good, isn't it? An, it's not the mead of knowledge, but good, strong brown ale..."

An idea blossomed in her head. The Valkyries pressed closely around her, basking in their father's
approval and in their success in acquiring Hillary to tend them. Well, they would just have to learn
otherwise. She'd bet that this Wotan wouldn't even file his 1099s, let alone the forms that a U.S. citizen
with foreign income must file; and she was in enough trouble without being on either side of a Nannygate
scam. They seemed like nice enough girls. But she didn't want to be their mother. She wanted to
beChelsea 's mother. And Bill's wife. And a policy honcho and a law partner and all the other things that
made her the person she hoped to be.

To her horror, her eyes filled. She wanted to be home, or at least atCamp David !
The Valkyries, bright in their new ornaments, took over the job of serving in the hall. One plied her with

beef and lamb, with never a bit of broccoli; another filled her drinking horn, and Hillary forebore to ask
for mineral water or decaffeinated iced tea.



Temporarily, at least, she was at a standstill. Time to regroup, she thought, and thank goodness she'd sat
in on the military briefings that his staff had insisted Bill attend. What a useful, sneaky way of thinking.
Almost like being a politician.

"Tell me about your daughters, Wotan," she purred with the smile that had won her applause when, in
this very suit, she had testified on Capitol Hill. "They seem like such healthy, pretty girls. One of them's
away, you said..."

"Brunnhilde." Wotan leaned his chin on his hand. His one eye drooped, but not before Hillary saw the
sorrow in it. "She. .. disobeyed me. Brought a woman here, too. But it was a family matter, and we're
keeping it in the family."

Hillary decided to table that for the moment.

"Now, you mention that the younger girls cannot write poetry. Considering that you yourself are a
poet..." no, what was the word? Askald . "... What arrangements have you made for their education?"

In the days—this being eternity, time was flexible—to come, she pushed Wotan as hard as she could,
but Allfather resisted admirably. The Valkyries' stepmother must have more brass about her than her
breastplates; most men caved in long before this under the sort of pressure that Hillary could bring to
bear. But he agreed that she could spend time with the Valkyries. They grew more and more assertive,
laughing when the warriors they had rescued protested at KP. Hillary had to mediate one minor crisis
when Rossweise called the goddess of love and beauty a bimbo—and then defined the word. (Memo to
self: Speak somewhat more discreetly.) Just because Hillary said she looked like Gennifer Flowers, only
with real blonde hair. Egil sneered, wanting to know how Hillary knew Ms. Flowers was areal blonde,
so Hillary had to threaten a slander action. She'd had hopes of that, but Wotan only laughed.

Still, no one would tell her about Brunnhilde. Hillary started to rack her brains. What had happened to
the eldest Valkyrie? Damn, she wished she had listened to that medievalist her senior year; but who
would have thought Old Norse would have proved at all relevant? Wotan said something about a family
problem. That could cover a lot of things, including child abuse—which in this family wouldn't surprise
her one single bit.

The Valkyries coaxed her out of her knitwear into a gown. Nothing could be done about her hair, and
she hoped to be gone before it grew.God in heaven, how long have I been here? She would wake in
the darkness before Bifrost's glow shone down on Middle Earth and worry about that. Maybe weeks
here were but the twinkling of an eye back in her world. The idea made her break into a cold sweat and
work even harder for a way back.

Gradually, she got the Valkyries to exchange their kirtles and wholly unsuitable metal bustiers for the
homespun equivalent of jeans. Now they looked more like teenagers than some fascist soccer team.
Maybe, if they worked out a trade agreement (Norwaymight have turned down European Economic
Union, but Hillary knew there would turn out to be more reasons why GATT was a godsend), she'd be
able to get the girls running shoes. Those greaves had to be uncomfortable. She didn't anticipate much
trouble on the trade front: Vikings seemed to have specialized in free trade, didn't they?

Give her a couple weeks, and she'd present Wotan with a plan for task forces on the Fimbulwinter.



Weather mapping might give NASA something to do, and Asgard clearly had enough gold to pay for
some satellites. That looked hopeful: NASA would drive a hard bargain, but if Wotan sentker , she
would use what influence she had...

Medicine didn't look hopeful at all as a grounds for getting home. The Swedes had superb socialized
medicine, and Hillary rather thought Wotan was a skilled healer himself Damn.

She anticipated a little more success as the Valkyries grew more and more assertive. Egil, in the apron
they insisted he wear to protect his cnainmail, made her choke on her ale. To. her horror, she realized she
was beginning to enjoy its taste. By contrast, Rutger—the hero with the gray eyes, the cheekbones, and
the buns she had covertly admired—had taken a certain amount of pride in cooking the stag he had slain,
then carving it. She rather thought Rossweise had brought him in. Now, the two of them spent a lot of
time nudging each other and whispering; and Hillary kept her eyes on both of them. If this went on, she'd
have to get the Surgeon General to talk with them. Must be the Asgard air. Exercise had never made Bill
look that good.

She had her elbows on the table, leaning over a draft of a plan on how to postpone Ragnarok by means
of shuttle diplomacy, reviewing the plan with Wotan, when thunder pealed.

"After all," she told Wotan, "there is simply no reason for Sleipnir just to lounge around on his eight less
eating his fool head off when someone like Heimdall could ride him across Bifrost and talk with the Frost
Giants. It's not as if he requires an inordinate amount of fuel, not like Air Force One." (If only she had
waited for a flight, rather than taken Amtrak! She wouldn't be here. She'd be home and alive. Better not
think of that.)

"Now, I'd suggest," she said, "Heimdall to go speak to the Frost Giants. I take it that Loki..."
"He's likelier to betray me, if he hasn't already," said Wotan.

"For Niflheim," she went on, "I'd suggest sending me. I think I could work very effectively with Hela.
rather that she represents a sovereign state?"

In the next moment, Hillary realized how stupid she had been. Hela probably ran a theocracy. Religious
zealots: oh joy.

Wotan rubbed beneath his eye patch as if his scar hurt. Then he turned and looked up. His gaze traveled
to his daughters, then to Hillary.

At that moment, Heimdall blasted his great horn. At least it wasn't a saxophone. The warriors feasting in
the hall set down horns, knives, and flagons, then looked up at Wotan. Was this the summons to mortal
combat they had been brought here to await? Where were theGeneva observers? That was what Hillary
wanted to know. She had no desire to participate in a Dark Age Bosnia (which, come to think of it, was
redundant; and she was damned if she'd let Wotan's daughters fight either. After all, she was pretty sure
that the Army still didn't allow women in infantry or cavalry positions, and she didn't think the Valkyries'
horses qualified as fighter planes.

A rapid pounding made the doors of the halls shake. Thunder pealed out again, then subsided. As
Hillary grew more apprehensive, the warriors grinned. Even Wotan's face brightened, which took
considerable doing when you realized that he considered himself and his whole cosmology to be living on
borrowed time.



The doors burst open. Wotan's ravens cawed in welcome, and the god himself jumped up, knocking
over a bench that a serving woman was entirely too quick to replace. In walked a one-man parade of a
man, bigger and blonder than any opera heldentenor would even dream of becoming. The newcomer
wore a red silk tunic that would have drawn wolf whistles onChristopher Street , until the whistlers had
seen the cold gray eyes above his jolly, just-one-of-the-guys grin. Even as he marched in, he flexed his
muscles unconsciously, making Rutger look like a wimp. A huge, phallic-looking hammer hung at his side.
Carrying a thing like that on a belt would have pulled anyone else sideways. Thor wore it as easily as
Chelsea would have hung a Swiss army knife at her belt, assuming Hillary and Bill would have let her
have one, which they wouldn't.

"Thor!" bellowed Wotan. "My son!" Hillary narrowed her eyes at the disgusting display of family
favoritism as father and son tried to crack each other's ribs in the most macho hug she'd ever seen, and
Thor's sisters scurried to bring him enough food and drink to have fed an entire homeless family for a
week. It was positively archaic, especially after she'd shown them better.

To her annoyance, she found that she too had gotten to her feet, drawn, she told herself, by the desire to
examine the torque, wristlets, and belt buckle that Thor wore and that were obviously not museum
replicas.

He detached his hammer from his belt and laid it on the table.

"I thought they were supposed to stack all weapons except eating knives outside," Hillary allowed
herself to be heard to remark.

Thor glared at her.Oho . She had seen that before, on the Marine recruiter who had preferred not to
answer her questions on the judge advocacy program in the Marine Corps in favor of giving her the bozo
treatment, letting his eyes scan her from glasses to heels, then fill with contempt. What? Do you think I'd
actually let agir/ into the Corps? Do you think I'd even be civil?

She'd told the story at aWellesley reunion, and a classics professor had snickered and said something
rude about the Sacred Band of Thebes. As homophobic as the remark was, Hillary's own ox had been
gored (oops—better not say that around Tipper, assuming Hillary got lucky enough ever to get back to
D.C.) sufficiently that she had snickered rack.

Hillary allowed herself to examine Thor the way the Marine Corps recruiter had eyed her. Obviously,
she decided, he was a parody of a hero, overcompensating for a lost or distant mother by deeds of
heroism and hostility to women.

As Wotan watched him fondly, Thor drained his drinking horn, saw it refilled, then leaned massive
elbows on the table.

"What in Niflheim is going on here?" he demanded politely of his father. "I'd been practicing throwing my
hammer at the Midgard Serpent when I ran into Loki, who looked as cheerful as if he'd gotten soused on
my grave-ale. He laughed and said he didn'tneed to go to Jotunheim to start trouble; you already had
more of it here than you could get out of, this side of Ragnarok."

The earth shook at mention of the fatal word. Thor brandished his fist at the offending Middle
Earthquake. "Stop that!" he yelled. "It's not Ragnarok until we say it is."

He glared at his father. "I have a mind to try pest control on that Nidhogg. If it keeps on gnawing the
World-Ash, that tree's going to die."



"That's the point," Wotan said.

Hillary pursed her lips. As she recollected, wasn't there justone Midgard Serpent? Then this overage,
hypermasculine juvenile delinquent was persecuting the last member of an endangered species.

Allfather passed a hand over his bearded lips, forestalling her next protest. "Fru Clinton here is
attending," he said with suspicious mildness, "to your sisters' education."

"You got those brats ananny ?" Thor sounded as if he wanted to spit up all the ale he had already drunk.
Hillary braced herself. Alcohol abusers frequently turned to family violence, and this one didn't look as if
he needed much encouragement.

"They already know how to ride and choose and fight, if they have to, and to serve at table. What do
Valkyries need with more knowledge, unless you give 'em a good hiding so they know how to obey?
Look at Brunnhilde. You actually talked to her and taught her to read, and what happened? She started
trying to use her judgment—that's a laugh, and wound up asleep on a mountaintop surrounded by fire
and waiting for the first hero with the balls to come and claim her."

Hillary suppressed a hiss of pure rage (after listening to Phyllis Schlafly, Randall Terry, Jesse Helms,
Orrin Hatch, and the other Neanderthals, you got good at that) because of an exultation that suddenly
washed through her, making her feel taller and stronger than Thor.

Buddy boy, she thought,/ think you just gave me my ticket home .

"You just pass me that gavel, mister," she demanded suddenly. "You're not chairing this meeting. Y our
father delegated it to me."

She pointed assertively at Thor's hammer. The girls watched, eyes round, appalled, but somehow
hopeful.

HNOW!"

He passed it over, so reluctant to have her touch it that you'd have thought it was Lorena Bobbitt's
knife—or what it cut.

Wotan shrugged his shoulders. "She's good with the girls," he admitted. "They like her."

Hillary leaned forward, planting small fists on either side of Thor's hammer. "You bet they like me. I'm
the only one around here who listens to them. Maybe you can tell me what happened to their oldest
sister.7hey just cry. You didn't even let them grieve."

Thor glared at Hillary. "Gods don't grieve," he said.

Hillary glared back. "Tell it to the Marines," she suggested.

"Askhim ," he grunted.

"Himis hardly a polite way to refer to your father and Allfather, I believe he's called," she informed him.

"The girls. .. I mean, your sisters. .. told me that Brunnhilde was your lather's favorite. Never quite
forgiven her for that, have you? And that she disobeyed him and brought a woman intoValhalla . So



what?/'m here, aren't [?"And I wish [ were home ! Dammit, if she kept that lament up, she was going to
sound like E.T.

"It wasn't just any woman, woman," Thor snarled. "It wasSieglinde ."

Hillary waited him out. "I wouldn't know Sieglinde from Jessye Norman," she told him. Since she Knew
very little about Jessye Norman and Thor knew nothing at all, the score in this particular game of
one-upmanship was tied.

"She ran away from her husband Hunding. Honestly, I don't know what Middle Earth's coming to," Thor
grumbled.

"Did Hunding abuse her? If he did, I think your sisters did a very brave thing in giving her refuge." Hillary
might not know how to embroider, but she certainly knew how to needle.

"You just don't get it, do you, woman? She ran off with her own brother Siegmund Walse's son, whom
she hadn't seen for years. Hunding followed them and killed him. Very properly."

"That poor woman. And you stood for this?" She flashed a Look at Wotan with both eyes, and he
deflected it with his one. Then, to her astonishment, he looked down, ashamed and saddened.

"My wife insisted. Uh..."

Hillary hadn't led her class atWellesley for nothing. "Ah," she said. "You go in for a spot of wandering
around among mortals from time to time, do your And maybe under an assumed name like Walse? In the
name of god, Wotan, how could you allow your children to suffer like that?"

"It gets worse," Rossweise put in from the dubious shelter of Rutger's arm. "Sieglinde was going to have
a baby."

"You get away from him!" Thor bellowed. "Just because your sister's tying out on the hill for the first
comer—" Hillary managed not to laugh in a way that might have distracted him "—doesn't mean you're
not stiff a virgin goddess. Does it, missy?" Hestrode over to the Valkyrie and her chosen hero. The two
of them, standing together, were enough to face up to him. Barely.

Adultery, two generations of it. Incest. Murder. This wasn't an afterlife, Hillary decided, it was a
Scandinavian soap opera! And it had just gotten Worse: Brunnhilde abandoned on a hill until some rapist
in chainmail decided to step through a fire and grab her; Rossweise and all the others forbidden
education, autonomy, control even of their own bodies, just because somemen decided for them what
they should do about them.

"This didn't have to happen," she said with a tone that even to herself sounded nauseatingly
self-righteous, "if you had decent birth-control centers for women to go to."

"You!" she flared up at Wotan. "You stuck your eldest daughter on a rock because she disobeyed you
to protect her own half-sister. You're keeping these poor girls ignorant, violent, and noisy. You
encouraged your son to become an arrogant, bullying brute, and you even feast with a man you know is
going to betray you. Call yourself a god, let alone the father of the gods here. You're a poor excuse for it.
I've got a good mind to start Ragnarok just to give this place a good cleaning."

Where, oh where, was Newt Gingrich when she needed him? Let him get his teeth into a scandal like



this, and he'd never have time for the White House.
"Woman, you go too for!" Thor bellowed.
"I haven't gone far enough!" Hillary shouted back. "Now, you're out of order."

Whereupon she picked up the hammer and brought it down sharply on the table for order. That is, she
would have brought it down sharply on the table if the thing hadn't been so heavy it weighed her shoulder
down and she dropped it.

Boom! The earthquakes that accompanied each mention of Ragnarok were nothing to the crashes that
followed as the hammer broke the table, broke through the floor, and probably the sound barrier, as it
emerged outside the hall. Thunder pealed again, and from the rain and lightning that lashed down outside,
you'd have thought Hurricane Andrew had come again. Most likely, a couple branches broke loose from
the World-Ash.

Do you suppose Wotan budgeted enough for disaster relief? I'msorry!But all I want to do is get out of
here .

Thor whistled and raised his hand. The hammer flew back to him, and he brandished it at her.
But Hillary was drunk on adrenaline. "Co ahead," she challenged him. "Make my day."

To her astonishment, she heard footsteps, felt the support of the Valkyries at her back Post-feminism be
damned, she thought. Sisterhoodwas powerful.

"I told you before," she said to Wotan, "you havefine daughters, and you don't deserve to have custody
of them."

"Enough!" Thor roared. "You get her out of here, Allfather, or so help me, when Naglfar sets sail and
Ragnarok begins, you're going to be fighting without your chief of staft."

Unmistakably, Wotan's eye closed at Hillary in a wink. She thought of her own father, of his pride in her.
She thought of how she and Bill went rushing toChelsea 's defense in anything from a gang of reporters
tormenting Socks toSaturday Night Live making jokes about her. And here was Wotan, facing up to his
own mistakes as he faced up to the end of his world It was too late for Brunnhilde, just as it had been too
late for Sieglinde and probably a host of other women he had lost. But these girls might yet have their
chance.

"Are you going to let your generals boss around the commander in chief?" Hillary demanded. "Truman
fired MacArthur when he tried that."

"Get herout of here! Out! Out!"

"He sounds like the Fenris-wolf, yelping," whispered Rossweise. She giggled. Thor turned the red of
imminent apoplexy.

Wotan stood up. He swirled his cloak back from shoulders that, despite his age, were still massive.
Unerringly, he reached behind him for his spear and banged upon the floor for attention and order. The
ravens mantled, then subsided.



"Where shall I send her?" Wotan asked his son. "The girls brought her here, and you know what that
means."

"Send her to Niflheim for all I care."

"You know I can't do that to Hela, son. And have you thought what might happen if the two of them
liked each other?"

"Then send herback ."

"You know that breaks the pattern. And anything that breaks the pattern..."

"... brings Twilight closer."

The fires sank in the central firepit ofValhalla . Outside, the light seemed to diminish as if the Twilight of
the Gods advanced like sunset in December. A wind blew about the great hall's eaves, picking up volume

until it rose into a howl.

"That's right," said Wotan. "If I send her back, it brings....it just so much closer. I'll need my best
warriors with me then. In that case, are you with me, or are you going to go off again and sulk?"

"Get her out of here," Thor pleaded, "and I'll do anything you say."

"Y our daughters too." Well, she and Bill had always wanted more than one child. Hillary caught Wotan's
eye and held it.Their last chance, old man. For once in your life, make the right choice. In the name

of
"Well, girls?" Thor raised his hands in holy horror as Wotan actually asked the Valkyries their opinion.
"Get themal// out of here!" he wailed.

"T'll make sure someone grooms the horses," Wotan promised his daughters. Then he banged his spear
thrice upon the floor ofValhalla .

Smoke swirled up, then clouds, then more smoke.

And before Hillary or the Valkyries could sing "hoi-otoho" (which Hillary couldn't, not even on her
good-voice days), she found herself lying beside a buckled railroad track somewhere
betweenWilmington andPhiladelphia .

She had the mother of all headaches, especially with those ambulances shrieking like the winds of
Ragnarok in her ears. But her heart sang, even if she couldn't. She had survived. She had made it back
home. She'd be able to hugChelsea again. She would even pet Socks, no matter if he made her sneeze or
not.

Secret Service and aides clustered about her, barely letting the doctors through.

"There are others in the train," Hillary murmured. "Young, innocent girls." And a tear that Peggy Noonan
would have envied slid down her face. Someone raced down the track and into a car, then emerged to
shout in a voice that that wretched Thor would have envied, that the Scandinavian tourist group was just
fine, and so was everyone else.



She thought, before she allowed herself to yield to the painkiller, that that made even better news than "I,
William Jefferson Clinton, do solemnly swear..."

Hillary never did get to hearDas Rheingold . She had talked under influence of the painkillers, and her
near-death experience and some truly godawful photographs filled the tabloids and prompted a whole
rash of "I saw an angel" stories. It even had the Christian Coalition inviting her to testify at prayer
breakfasts. The White House had to hire more staff just to handle the cards and letters; and bulletin
board service providers suffered temporary crashes as people started flame wars about whatreally
happened.

Here is what is known for certain. The picture of the First Lady, bravely leaning on an aide's shoulder
and asking about the health of the Norwegian exchange students as a doctor tended to her chased all
other pictures from page one of the leading papers. Even theWashington Times carried a human interest
story dealing with how often she visited the students, how she invited them to the White House to meet
her daughter, and how she made herself responsible for their education.

Here is what else is known for pretty certain. The soccer and field hockey coaches at Sidwell Friends
andWellesleyCollege are ecstatic, and the First Lady's approval ratings have never been higher.

the end

This story is for Trent Telenko, who has only himself to blame for giving me the idea of writing it.
This really happened. No. honestly, it did Well, most of it. You could look it up.
GODDESS FOR A DAY
Harry Turtledove
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The driver held the horses to a trot hardly faster than a walk. Even so, the chariot jounced and pitched
and swayed as it rattled down the rutted dirt track from, the countryvillage ofPaiania toAthens .

Every time a wheel jolted over a rock, Phye feared she'd be pitched out on her head. She couldn't grab
for the rail of the car, not with a hoplite's spear in one hand and a heavy round shield on the other arm.
The shield still had the olive-oil smell of fresh paint. Before they'd given it to her, they'd painted Athena's
owl over whatever design it had borne before.

Another rock, another jolt. She staggered again. Peisistratos, who rode in the car with her, steadied her
so she didn't fall. She was almost big enough to make two of thetyrannos , but he was agile and she



wasn't. "It will be all right, dear," he said, grinning at her like a clever monkey. "Just look divine."

She struck the pose in which he'd coached her: back straight so she looked even taller than she was (the
Corinthian helmet she wore, with the red-dyed horsehair plume nodding above it, added to the effect),
right arm out straight with the spear grounded on the floorboards of the chariot (like an old man's stick, it
helped her keep her balance, but not enough), shield held in tight against her breast (that took some of
the weight. off her poor arm—but, again, not enough). She stared straight ahead, chin held high.

"It's all souncomfortable ," she said.

Peisistratos and the driver both laughed. They'd really fought in hoplite's panoply, not just worn it on
what was essentially a parade. They knew what it was like.

But they didn't know everything there was to know. The bell corselet they'd put on Phye gleamed; they'd
polished the bronze till you could use it for a mirror. That corselet would have been small for a man her
size. Mashed against hard, unyielding metal, her breasts ached worse than they did just before her
courses started. The shield she carried might have been made of lead, not wood and bronze. One of her
greaves had rubbed a raw spot on the side of her leg. And of course she stared straight ahead; the
cheekpieces and noseguard on the helmet gave her no other choice. The helm was heavy, too. Her neck
ached.

She itched everywhere.

A couple of people—a man with a graying beard and a younger woman who might have been his
daughter or his wife—stood by the side of the track, staring at the oncoming chariot. Phye envied them
their cool, simple mantles and cloaks. A river of sweat was pouring down her face.

Peisistratos waved to the couple. He tapped Phye on the back. They couldn't see that. She couldn't feel
it, either, but she heard his nails rasp on the corselet. "The gods love Peisistratos!" she cried in a loud
voice. "The gods ordain that he should rule once more inAthens !"

"There! You see?" the man said, pointing at Phye. "It is Athena, just as those fellows who went by the
other day said it would be."

"Why, maybe itis ." The woman tossed her head to show she thought he was right. "Isn't that
something?" She raised her voice as the chariot clattered by: "Hurrah for Peisistratos! Good old
Peisistratos!"

"It's going to work," the driver said without looking over his shoulder.

"Of course it will." Peisistratos was all but capering with glee. "We have ourselves such a fine and lovely
goddess here." He patted Phye on a bared thigh, between the top of her greave and the bottom of the
linen tunic she wore under the corselet.

She almost smashed him in the face with her shield. Exposing her legs to the eyes of men felt shockingly
immodest. Having that flesh out there to be pawed showed her why women commonly covered it.

She didn't think she'd given any sign of what was passing through her mind, but Peisistratos somehow
sensed it. He was no fool: very much the reverse. "I crave pardon," he said, and sounded as if he meant
it. "I paid your father a pound of silver for you to be Athena, not a whore. I shall remember."



The village lads made apologies, too, and then tried to feel her up again whenever they got the chance.
After that once, Peisistratos kept his hands to himself. Whenever the chariot passed anyone on the
road—which happened more and more often now, for they were getting close to Athens—Phye shouted,
out the gods' love for the returningtyrannos .

Some of those people fell in behind the chariot and started heading intoAthens themselves. They yelled
Peisistratos' name. "Pallas Athena, defender of cities!" one of them called out, a tagline from the Homeric
hymn to the goddess. Several others took up the call.

Phye had not thought she could get any warmer than she already was under helm and corselet and
greaves. Now she discovered she was wrong. These people really believed she was Athena. And why
not? Had she been walking along the track instead of up in the chariot, she would have believed it was
truly the goddess, too. To everyone in Paiania, the Olympians and other deities were as real and close as
their next-door neighbors. Her brother, for instance, swore he'd seen a satyr in the woods not far from
home, and why would he lie?

But not to Peisistratos and his driver. They joked back and forth about how they were tricking the—
unsophisticatedwas the word Peisistratos used, but Phye had never heard it before, and so it meant
nothing to her—folk of the countryside and of the city as well. As far as they were concerned, the gods
were levers with which to move people in their direction.

That attitude frightened Phye. More and more, she wished her father had not accepted Peisistratos'
leather sack full of shiny drachmai, even if that pound of silver would feed the whole family for a year,
maybe two, no matter how badly the grapes and olives came in. Peisistratos and his friend might imagine
the gods were impotent, but Phye knew better.

When they noticed what she was doing, what wouldskey do—to her?

She didn't have much time to think about that, for which she was grateful. The walls ofAthens drew near.
More and more people fell in behind the chariot. She was shouting out the gods' will—or rather, what
Peisistratos said was the gods' will—so often, she grew hoarse.

The guards at the gate bowed low as the chariot rolled into the city. Was that respect for the goddess or
respect for the returningtyrannos ? Phye couldn't tell. She wondered if the guards were sure themselves.

Now the road went up to the akropolis through hundreds upon hundreds of houses and shops. Phye
didn't often come in toAthens : when you used a third of the day or more walking forth and back
between your village and the city, how often could you afford to do that? The sheer profusion of buildings
awed her. So did the city stink, a rich, thick mixture of dung and sweat and-animals and stale olive oil.

"Athena! Pallas Athena!" the city people shouted. They were as ready to believe Phye was the goddess
as the fanners outside the walls had been. "Pallas Athena for Peisistratos!" someone yelled, and in a
moment the whole crowd took up the cry. It echoed and reechoed between the whitewashed
housefronts that pressed the rutted road tight on either side, until Phyes head ached.

"They love you," the driver said over his shoulder to Peisistratos.
"That sound—a thousand people screaming your name—that's the sweetest thing in the world," the

tyrannos answered. "Sweeter than Chian wine, sweeter than a pretty boy'sprokton , sweeter than
anything." Of the gods, he'd spoken lightly, slightly. Now his words came from the heart.



Men with clubs, men with spears, a few men with full hoplite's panoply like that which Phye wore, fell in
before the chariot and led it up toward the heart of the city. "Just like you planned it," the driver said in
admiration. Peisistratos preened like a tame jackdaw on a perch.

Phye stared up toward the great buildings of wood and limestone, even a few of hard marble, difficult to
work, that crowned the akropolis. They were hardly a stone's throw from the flatland atop the citadel
when a man cried out in a great voice: "Rejoice, Peisistratos! Lykourgos has fled, Megaldes offers you
his daughter in marriage.Athens is yours once more. Rejoice!"

The driver whooped. Unobtrusively, Peisistratos tapped Phye on the corselet. "Athensshows Peisistratos
honor!" she called to the crowd. "Him Athena also delights to honor. The goddess brings him home to his
own akropolis!"

At the man's news and at her words, the cheering doubled and then doubled again. From under the rim
of her helmet, she looked nervously up toward the heavens. Surely such a racket .would draw the notice
of the gods. She hoped they'd note she'd spoken of Athena in the third person and hadn't claimed to be
the goddess herself.

Past the gray stone bulk of the Hekatompedon, the temple with a front a hundred feet long, rattled the
chariot. At Peisistratos' quiet order, the driver swung left, toward the olive tree sacred to Athena. "T'll tell
the people from the rock under that tree," thetyrannos said. "Seems fitting enough, eh?"

"Right you are." The driver reined in just behind that boulder. The horses stood breathing hard.

Peisistratos hopped down from the chariot. Hewas nimble, even if no longer young. To Phye, he said,
"Present me one last time, mydear , and then you're done. We'll put you up in the shrine for the
night"—he used his chin to point to the plain little wooden temple, dedicated to both Athena and
Poseidon, standing behind the olive tree—"get you proper woman's clothes, and send you back to
Paiania in the morning." He chuckled. "It'll be by oxcart, I fear, not by chariot."

"That's all right," Phye said, and got down herself. She was tempted to tall deliberately, to show the
crowd she was no goddess. But she had taken on the outer attributes of Athena, and could not bring
herself to let the goddess fall into disrepute from anything she did. As gracefully as she could, she stepped
onto the rock.

"See gray-eyed Athena!" someone exclaimed. Phye's eyes were brown. The Corinthian helm so
shadowed them, though, that people saw what they wanted to see. Thinking that, she suddenly
understood how Peisistratos had been so sure his scheme would work. She also discovered why he
spoke of an adoring crowd as sweeter than wine. Excitement flowed through her as the crowd quieted to
hear what she would say. She forgot the squeeze and pinch of armor, the weight of the shield, everything
but the sea of expectant faces in front of her.

"Athena delights in honoring Peisistratos!" she cried in a voice so hugeit hardly seemed her own.
"LetAthens delight in honoring Peisistratos. People ofAthens , I give you—Peisistratos!"

She still had not said she was Athena, but she'd come closer, for closer, than she'd intended. She got
down from the boulder. Thetyrannos hopped up onto it. Most of the roar that rose from throats

uncounted was for him, but some, she thought, belonged to her.

He must have thought so, too.. He leaned down and murmured, "Thank you, O best of women. That



was wonderfully done." Then he straightened and began to speak to the crowd. The late-afternoon sun
gleamed from his white mantle—and from the crown of his head, which was going bald.

Phye withdrew into the temple and set down her spear and shield with a sigh of relief. She was out of
sight of the people, who hung on Peisistratos' every word. She did not blame them. If he accomplished
half, or even a fourth part, of what he promised, he would makeAthens a better substitute tor Zeus than.
Phye just had for Athena.

He must have memorized his speech long before he returned to the akropolis. It came out as confidently
as if he were a rhapsode chanting Homer's verses. He made the people laugh and cheer and cry out in
anger—when he wished, as he wished. Most of all, he made them love him.

Just as the sun was setting, Peisistratos said, "Now go forth, O men ofAthens , and celebrate what we
nave done here today. Let there be wine, let there be music, let there be good cheer! And tomorrow,
come the dawn, we shall go on about the business of making our city great."

A last cheer rang out, maybe louder than all those that had come before. The Athenians streamed away
from the akropolis. Here and there, torches crackled into life; when night fell,iz fell sudden and hard.
Someone strummed a lyre. Someone else thumped a drum. Snatches of song filled the air.

Phye waited in the temple forsomeone to bring her a woman's long mantle. She wanted to go forth, not.
to revel but back to her quiet home in Paiania, and could hardly do that in the panoply of the goddess.
Peisistratos had promised one of his men would take care of her needs. She waited and waited, but the
man, whoever he was, did not come. Maybe he'd already found wine and music and good cheer, and
forgotten all about her.

The akropolis grew quiet, still—deserted. Down below, in the agora, in the wineshops, people did
indeed celebrate the return of Peisistratos: notyrannos had ever given a command easier to obey. The
noise of the festivity came up to Phye as the smoke of a sacrifice rose to the gods. Like the gods, she got
the immaterial essence, but not the meat itself.

She muttered under her breath. Tomorrow, surely, they'd remember her here. If she spoke to
Peisistratos, she could bring trouble down on the head of whichever henchman had failed her. She
sighed. She didn't care about that. All she wanted was to go home.

Her head came up. Someone up here on the akropolis was playing a double flute—and coming closer to
the temple where she sheltered. Maybe she hadn't been forgotten after all. Maybe Peisistratos' man had
just paused for a quick taste of revelry before he took care of her. She wondered whether she should
thank him for coming at all or bawl him out for being late.

He played the flutes very well. Listening to the sweet notes flood forth, Phye marveled that she didn't
hear a whole band of men—and loose women, too—following, singing to his tune and stomping out the
thythms of thekordax or some other lascivious dance.

As far as her ears could tell, the fluteplayer was alone. Cautiously, she stepped forward and peered out
through the entryway to the temple, past the sacred olive and the boulder on which she and then
Peisistratos had spoken. She remained deep in shadow. Whoever was out there would not be able to
spy her, while she—

She gasped, gaped, rubbed at her eyes, and at last believed. Daintily picking his way toward her, his
hooves kicking up tiny spurts of dust that glowed white in the moonlight before settling, was a satyr.



No wonder he plays the flutes so well, Phye thought dizzily. He looked very much as her brother had
described the satyr he saw, as the vase-painters showed the creatures on their pots: horse's hind legs and
tail; snub-nosed, pointed-eared, not quite human features; phallos so large and rampantly erect, she
wanted to giggle. But neither her brother's words nor the vase-painters' images had come close to
showing her his grace, his strange beauty. Seen in the flesh, he wasn't simply something made up of parts
of people and animals. He was himself, and perfect of his kind.

He lowered the double flute from his mouth. His eyes glowed in the moonlight, as a wolf's might have.
"Gray-eyed Athena?" he called, his voice a slow music. Phye took a step back. Could he see her in here
after all? He could. He did. He laughed. "I know you are in your house, gray-eyed Athena Do you not
remember Marsyas? You gave me the gift of your flutes." He brought them to his lips once more and
blew sweetness into the night air.

"Go away," Phye whispered.

No man could nave heard that tiny trickle of sound. Marsyas did, and laughed again. "You gave me a
gift," he repeated. "Now I shall give you one in return." Altogether without shame, he stroked himself. He
had been large. He got larger, and larger still.

Phye groped Tor the spear and shield she had set aside. The shield she found at once, but the
spear—where was the spear? She had leaned it against the wall, and—

She had no time to search now. Past the boulder Marsyas came, past the sacred olive tree, up to the
threshold of the shrine. There he paused for a moment, to set down the flutes. Phye dared hope the
power of the goddess would hold him away. Athena was a maiden, after all, as Phye was herself. Surely
Athena's home on earth would be proof against—

Marsyas stepped over the threshold. "Goddess, goddess," he crooned, as easily befooled as any
Athenian, "loose yourself from that cold hard bronze and lie with me. What I have is hard, too, but never
cold." He touched himself again and, incredibly, swelled still more.

"Go away," Phye said, louder this time. "I do not want you." Would Athena let a woman, a virgin, be
rapedon the floor of her temple? Why not ? a cold voice inside Phye asked. What Better punishment for
a woman who dared assume the person of the goddess ?

And the satyr Marsyas said, "But [ want you, gray-eyed Athena," and strode toward her.

Almost, Phye cried out that she was not the goddess. She would have cried out, had she thought it
would do any good. But, to a satyr, female flesh would be female flesh. Even in the deep darkness inside
the temple, his eyes glowed now. He reached out to clasp her in his arms.

She shouted and interposed the shield between them. If he wanted her maidenhead, he would have to
take it from her. She would not tamely give it to him. All right: for Peisistratos' sake, she had pretended to
be Athena. Now she would do it for herself. She'd have to do it for herself. Plainly, the goddess was not
about to do it for her.

Marsyas shoved aside the shield. Phye's shoulder groanead; the satyr was stronger than a man. Marsyas
laughed. "What have you got under that armor?" he said. "I know. Ohyes , I Know." Like an outthrust
spear, his phallos tapped at the front of her corselet.



"I do not want you!" Phye cried again, and brought up her leg, as hard as she could.

In her grandfather's time, greaves had covered only a hoplite's calves. These days, smiths made them so
bronze protected the knee as well. She was a big woman—Peisistratos would never have chosen her
had she been small—she was frightened, and, if not so strong as a satyr, she was far from weak.

Her armored kneecap caught Marsyas square in the crotch.
Just for an instant, his eyes flamed bright as a grass fire seen by night Then, all at once, the fire was
quenched. He screamed and wailed and doubled over, clutching at his wounded parts. His phallos

deflated like a pricked pig's bladder.

"Go!" Phye said. "Never think to profane Athena's temple again." When the satyr, still in anguish, turned
to obey, she kicked him, right at the root of his horse's tail. He wailed again, and fled out into the night.

That was well done.

Phye's head swiveled round. Had the thought been her own, or had it quietly come from outside her?
How could it have? She was all alone, here in Athena's temple. But if you were alone in the house of the
goddess, were you truly alone?

Peisistratos would think so.

"Thank you," Phye whispered. Shewif no response, real or imagined She hadn't expected one.

A little while later, a man bearing a torch in one hand and carrying a bundle under his other arm came up
onto the akropolis. He lurched as he walked, as a man with a good deal of wine in him might do. Almost
like a windblown leaf, he made his erratic way toward the temple where Phye waited.

"Lady?" he callea—he could not be bothered remembering Phye's name. "I've got your proper clothes
here." He jerked the bundle up and down to show what he meant. "I'm sorry I'm late but—+#ic't"To him,
that seemed to say everything that needed saying. "Here, what's this?" Just outside the temple, he bent
and picked up the double flutes Marsyas had forgotten in his flight. "Are these yours, lady?"

"They are Athena's," Phye. answered "Close enough."

Need I say that this isnot your ordinary fairy tale?
ARMOR-ELLA
Holly, Lisle
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Once upon a time—



Which is to say there are still living descendants, so we can't name names.
There was a beautiful younggirl—

Six feet tall, twelve stone, with shoulders like a blacksmith's from swinging a two-handed sword for
hours on end—but beautiful. Really beautiful. Call her El.

Who fell in love with a handsome prince.

An avaricious, land-grabbing, double-crossing, sneaky young prince; but he looked like a male model,
and he had a lot of land—most of it recently acquired by treacherous means—and a whole lot of money.
You may call him Charming if you like. No one else did.

And the bit about the glass slipper was pure fiction.

The prince decided the house he'd found was perfect. He'd been riding for hours, looking for just such a
property, and he was delighted his journey was over. The house he'd discovered was half hidden in
theEnchantedForest , facing onto a flower-filled, sun-speckled glade; its cut-stone walls were covered
with ivy and its well sat out in front at the end of a charmingly landscaped little path.

Solid construction, he thought. The miniature ramparts atop the stone walls came complete with
miniature crenellations—too small for bowmen to hide behind, but they added a nice touch. Arrow slits
decorated the second floor—they were glassed over, though, so no one could actually shoot out of them.
The machicolations above the main doorway looked real, however—as though someone inside might
consider pouring boiling oil onto the proselytizers and door-to-door salesmen who came calling. He
approved. The place was definitely a concept house. He would bet the builders had pitched it to the
family by saying, "Think castle. Your own little castle."

A battering ram would go through it in an instant, of course; it wasn't areal castle. But it would be a
grand location for intimate little parties, it would serve as a strategic garrison forsome of his troops in the
event of activity in the area... and it would extend his territory about fifteen leagues directly south into
what was currently Queen Hilde's kingdom.

Location, location, and location—the real selling points when acquiring property.

He turned to his aide. "We'll use the usual story. Go up, see who lives there, and let's find out how
difficult they're going to be to get rid of."

"Somebody get the door!" El's stepmother had incredible lungs.
El, busy sharpening her sword, didn't even look up from her whetstone.

However—"I'm doing something," Carol shouted, and a beat behind her, Martha yelled, "El's
downstairs! El, get the door!"

The doorbell clanged again.

El rolled her eyes and put down her blade and went to see who was there.



She found a lean, whippet-faced man with mournful eyes waiting on the front step, cap in hand. "Your
prince requires your assistance, madam. Our hounds chased a stag while we were hunting, and became
lost in the woods. We have been searching for them for days, without luck. Have you seen or heard
them?"

She looked down at the man—his eyes didn't meet hers when he spoke, and she disliked the way he
twisted his cap; also, she didn't think he looked dirty or tired enough to have been hunting lost hounds for
days. He was lying about the hounds—she'd bet on it. She glanced across the yard to where the prince
waited on his fine white steed. The horse looked like he'd been freshly bleached and starched; for that
matter, so did the prince.

Worse—although she didn't follow politics closely, she'd had a queen, not a prince, the last time she
heard. She doubted that had changed without anyone mentioningi¢ —she also doubted that the flunky's
identification of the prince asher prince had been in innocent error.

Hunting their doss, she thought. Of course they are. But she smiled at the man on her doorstep, walked
past him out into the yard, and curtsied to the prince.

She clasped her hands and tried to look shy. The prince was gorgeous, and gorgeous men didn't make it
into El's stretch of woods often. Not even gorgeous slime. She figured she was probably doing a pretty
good imitation of a bashful, flushing maiden. "I did near hounds, your majesty," she tola him, "only last
night. But I mistook them for the Hell Hounds that so often hunt these woods after dark."

She glanced away long enough tolet him consider the import of her words, then glanced up to see how
he was taking her news. She noted that he had paled. His gaze flicked nervously to the sun, which had
passed its halfway point earlier and was steadily creeping down the sky. "Hell Hounds?"

El ducked her head to hide her smile. "Certainly you know of them, my lord. This is the forest of the
Folk. Even during the day it is a tricky place, but at night, I would never ride through it. Besides the
Hounds, there are also bogles who hunt in the darkness, and the fey folk that try to lead riders astray.
Those who wander into the forest at night are rarely heard from again."

The prince looked down at her, then over her shoulder toward his toady, then back to El. "Well," he
said thoughtfully. "How interesting. Do you have a spare room where we could spend the night?"

"Alas, sir," she lied, "it would compromise our honor when my brothers returned home from hunting, if
they were to find strange men in the house with their women. Worse, when they come back we will have
no room to stable your horses—and left outside, I fear the bogles would eat them before morning."

His face fell at the mention of brothers, and further at the mention of bogles. "Bogles, eh? Could you
describe these bogles tor me."

Ella thought fast. "Of course, your lordship. Well, none who see them live, of course. Still, they followed
me through the forest once, so I can tell you how to recognize their sign. When first they notice you, you'll
feel them watching. You'll see nothing, no matter how you look around for them, but you'll know they are
there. Next will come the sound of rustling leaves, though you will feel no wind. You'll see tree branches
sway, and know they have begun to stalk you. As they get closer, you'll hear whispering, though you
won't be able to make out words—bogles are mad, and talk to themselves. And when they prepare for
the final lunge, all the animals near you in the forest will fall silent." El shivered. "No one can tell what
happens after that."



The prince's nostrils pinched in and his lips thinned to a hard line. "I see." He studied her, and she saw
curiosity and some darker emotion warring on his face. "How, then, doyou live here, fair maid?"

El made her face woeful, and hung her head. "My father made a pact with the lord of these woods that
his family could live here in safety."

"A pact, hey?" The prince's face brightened. "Maybe I could make a pact with this lord."

El nodded "Perhaps, though I think you would not want to. My father's pact was to exchange our safety
for his Me."

El listened until she could no longer hear the receding thudding of horses' hooves—then she turned away
from the well to go back into the house. The danger—and she had no doubt but that it had been a
danger—was gone.

Something giggled softly nearby, then said, "I liked the way you described bogles. Very frightening. The
prince didn't quite believe you, though, you know." The voice was nigh-pitched and raspy.

El moved back to the well and said, "Who's there? Who said that?"

The chuckle again. "When he left, he said to his flunky, "'We'll check at the first village, and see if anyone
eke knows of bogles in the Enchanted Forest. Iwant that house; I don't want some stupid country girl's
superstitions to stand in my way.' But you should nave seen the way he near flew out of the forest when I
began rattling branches just behind him." The chuckle again. "Set him up good, you did."

She was pretty sure the stranger was hiding in the clump of rosebushes and clematis to the side of the
house. She intentionally turned her back on the spot, picked up a bucket that hung on the rope crank,
and took the end of the rope in hand, as if she intended to draw up water. "Well, of course he was
suspicious," she said. "Everyone knows there's nothing enchanted in the Enchanted Forest. That's just the
name real estate agents came up with to sell scrubby wooded lots out in the middle of nowhere to fools."

She heard breath sucked in.
She added, "Every stupid country girl knows there are no Folk," and smiled.

The hidden visitor shrieked. "What?!" The piping little voice shot up at least an octave. "No Folk?
Nothingenchanted ? Just look at me and tell me there are -no Folk in the Enchanted Forest!"

A little creature materialized out of the gathering doom—his rough, weathered skin could have been the
bark of an old oak tree, his eyes glowed as red as the jaunty cap he wore, and he stood no higher than

her knee. He leaned against a rosebush at the edge of the clearing, arms akimbo, chin jutted out, clearly
furious.

El looked around and right through him and then beyond him; she pretended puzzlement. "I don't see
anything at all."

He darted closer, and as she continued to stare through him and around him, closer still. She suppressed
the smile that twitched at the corners of her mouth.



"Are you blind?!" the creature shouted, and danced up and down in front of her. "Idiotpeasant ! I'm
righthere !"

El clapped the bucket down over his head. "Every stupid country girl knows there are no Folk," she said
softly, "but/'m not stupid."

The creature under the bucket screamed and fought; he scrabbled for El's hands with long, pointed
fingernails, but she held on. He turned into a huge black cat that spit and scratched and bit; when he did,
she threw the bucket away and grabbed him by the scruff of the neck. He became a snake, cool and dry
and papery in her hands, with strong coils that whipped around her arm. She hung on, gritting her
teeth—and he became a fish, slimy and slippery, with barbs at the tips of his spines that stabbed and
scratched. He flopped and she lost her grip, and he almost got free, but she caught him in her apron and
wrapped him in the cloth—and still she held on.

"Let me go!" he yelped. He was once again the tiny manlike creature she'd first seen, though now he was
tangled in her apron.

"No." She got a firm grip on the back of his neck and unwrapped him.

"Dreadful big hulking ox of a girl," he muttered.

"With good reflexes," she agreed, and grinned at him.

He glared at her—those red eyes gave him an impressive glare. "Why aren't you afraid of snakes?"
"I'm not afraid of anything," she told him, and grinned wider, showing her teeth.

He shivered and looked away from her. "You might as well/et me go. I don't have any gold," he said;

He was lying. They all had gold—and if she hung on to him, she could make him give it to her. But she
said, "That's all right, I don't need your gold."

He brightened instantly. "You don'tneed my gold? Really? I don't suppose you'd care to put that in
writing?"

She shrugged, but didn't loosen her grip. "I don't mind."

A sheet of parchment and a huge plumed quill pen appeared in his hand. "Oh, marvelous. What luck."
He scribbled for a moment, then presented her with the results of his labor. "Here—this says, 'l
voluntarily forgo all right to the gold belonging to Widdershins, both now and in perpetuity, both for

myself and all heirs and assigns.' Write your name there—or you can just draw your mark if you can't
write."

She winked at him and said, "I can readand write... Widdershins." She giggled when she said his name.
"But it doesn't have the second part of the agreement here, so I can't sign it."

"Second part?" His gnarled brow furrowed, and he shook his head. "That covers everything."

"No. It doesn't cover what you're going to do for me, in exchange for my giving up my right to the gold
to which I am entitled."



He looked at her, obviously appalled.

"You don't think I left out that bowl of milk every night—with the cream still on, no less—just to get you
to stay around, or that I went through the trouble of catching you and hanging on to you just for the
pleasure of your company. Did you?"

"I'd hoped."

"T'l bet."

"You left that milk out for me? Just for me? I thought you'd left it for your cats."

"We don't have cats. [ put it out for you every night."

"Oh. Well... thank you. It was very nice. I'm awfully fond of milk—and the cream was especially good."
He sighed. "So what do you want, since you don't want my gold?"

"Which you don't have anyway," El teased.

"Er, right."

Ella sat on the grass and held Widdershins firmly on her lapso he couldn't escape. His cool skin, rough
as oak bark, scraped her hands; his pungent leaf-mold scent surrounded her. "When my mother died,
Dad and I managed well enough for a while. I missed my mother, but my father loved me. Half the time
he treated me as a cherished daughter, and the other half as the son he'd always wanted."

"I didn'tthink you had any brothers," Widdershins interrupted.

"Of course not. But you don't think I'd tell some land-grabbing Haptigan prince that, do you?"

"On. I suppose you wouldn't."

"Anyway," El said, dragging her story back on track, "then Dad brought Georgia and her two daughters
home with him, and Dad didn't have time to teach me to ride or fight anymore. He was too busy working
so his new wife could spend the money he earned And ever since Dad died, things haven't been too
good for me. I want happily ever after, you know—and I don't think I'm going to get it living here with
them. We don't get along too well."

"Well—that's too bad," Widdershins said. "But I don't see what I can do to make things any better."

"I need a fairy godmother," El said.

"What?!" the little creature shrieked. "Excuse me, pardon me—you'll notice perhaps that to be your fairy
godmother, I'd have to have a sex change. .. and I don't intend to—not for any reason. I like all my parts
where ...they ...are . So the fairy godmother idea is out. Got it? Out."

El shrugged. "So you can be my fairygodfather ."

"T could, could I?" He snorted and crossed his arms tightly over his chest. "And what duties would a
fairy godfather have, pray tell?"



"You would have to help me catch a prince—and keep him. I'm strictly a marriage kind of girl—I don't
want any of that living-together nonsense, and I'm not at all interested in becoming a mistress."

"A prince? You want aprince ? Like that two-faced scoundrel who wants to steal your land? Youwant .
someone like that?"

"Not even someonelike that. He'd be fine, actually," El said. "On my terms, of course. I wouldn't want
him on his."

"Yes," Widdershins replied after a thoughtful moment. "I can see where you're big on your terms."
"Is it a deal, then?"

Widdershins stared into the distance. "A deal... Would it be over when I finished helping you marry that
prince?"

"I thought perhaps you'd care to stay on in my employ—for a full pitcher of milk with the cream on every
evening, say, and free run of the castle for yourself and your own offspring. In exchange, you could be

my luck. I think a long-term deal would be beneficial to both of us."

"Milk—" He sighed again, and closed his eyes. "One of those big metal pitchers, the kind with two
handles? About yea tall?" He raised an arm over his head.

"Good heavens," El said. "A milk can? I'd need a dozen or so cows to keep one of those filled. For that
much milk, I'd have to insist on a daily update of what you'd heard around the castle—and occasional
extra favors, as agreed upon by both of us."

The wee man looked at her through narrowed eyes. "What exactly did your father do?"

El's smile became positively gleeful. "He was a lawyer."

"Ofcourse he was."

So they signed their bargain, and El and Widdershins set to work to implement El's plan.

Nor were they any too soon, for a week after the prince's first visit, the mailman brought a gilded
invitation in a lovely handmade paper envelope to the door.

Carol opened it at the breakfast table. "Oh, incredible," she murmured when she saw what it contained.
She handed it to Martha, who read it with increasingly wide eyes.Ske , in turn, passed it offzo her mother.

Georgia read the card, smiled brightly, then sighed and handed it to El. ""You ought to at least think about
going," she said. "This would be an excellent opportunity for you to get away from the horses- and the
swords and do something ladylike for once."

El looked over the card.

"By order of the King of Haptigia, who seeks a wife for his son, there shall be a ball on the third Friday
of this month, from seven p.m. until dawn. The presence of your entire family, especially all unmarried



daughters, is requested—please plan to attend. Formal attire."
"He's looking for a wife," Carol whispered. She hugged herself then stood and twirled across the floor.
Martha laughed and said, "Oh, Mama—just think—one of us might have a chance to many a prince."

"That would be wonderful," their mother said. "I think I'm about ready for a house in town. Convenient
shopping, a level of civilization, entertainment. .. a chance to meet a nice widower, perhaps..." She
nodded firmly. "Yes. You girls need to do your best to interest this prince."

"Has it occurred to any of you that we don'thave a prince?" El asked. She crossed her arms over her
chest and watched her two petite stepsisters stop their dancing. "We have a dowager queen with a single
daughter, Fat Lucy."

"PrincessLucy," Georgia said with a sniff.
"PrincessFat Lucy." El compromised.
"Perhaps the borders have moved," Carol said "That happens sometimes."

El raised an eyebrow. "It happens all the time around the Haptigan kings. They've been expanding their
borders for over a hundred years."

Georgia rolled her eyes. "Well, even Haptigan kings—or their sons—have to marry. And they might as
well many into our family."

El looked from one petite, lovely, dark-haired stepsister to the other, and felt the old envy rise. Neither
Carol nor Martha could swing a sword or ride a horse... or read a legal brief, for that matter. And
neither of them would ever need to. Men fell all over themselves protecting and cosseting dainty little
creatures like the two of them—but let a tall, strong Valkyrie of a girl like El come along, and suddenly
every man around was too busy to help. "Don't get your hopes up," she said, and glowered off to her
room.

"Are you sure you aren't going, then, Ella, dear?" Georgia was checking her own makeup and making
sure the stays in her corset were all lying flat—she was primping in the mirror as badly as either of her
daughters.

"No. Sorry. I'm going to oil Dad's armor tonight, I think—and maybe go out and polish Thunderbutt's
hooves."

Martha made gagging noises in the background. Carol rolled her eyes and said, "Ooooh. That sounds
more thrilling than I could stand."

Both Carol and Martha settled their toques on their heads and tucked the corners of their outer skirts
into the clips at their waists. Nobody, El thought grimly, should have an eighteen-inch waist. Both of her
stepsisters looked fabulous enough that if this ball was on the level, either had a more-than-even chance
of snatching the prince away from any other contenders. El was throwing away what little chance she
might have had—and with those two in the arena, that was a mighty little chance indeed.



Of course, El suspected the ball was a ruse. The timing was just too unbelievable for it to be anything
else. And if she was right,on/y she had any real chance of acquiring the handsome Haptigan prince as a
husband.

Her sisters and her mother rolled away in the rented carriage, and El went out to the stables.

"They're gone?" Widdershins sat on the stable gate, grinning.

El nodded.

"Well. Then I suppose we ought to get ready."

El nodded again, and swallowed hard. She found herself suffering from a bad case of nerves.

Widdershins studied her through slitted eyes. "Second thoughts? By my very bones, I'd have them if [
were you."

"I'm worried," El confessed.

"With reason. If you fail tonight, you'll likely die—but even if you succeed and catch your prince, you
lose, to my way of thinking. I can see no reason why you'd want to keep him."

El bit her lip and sighed. "Part of my reasoning is horribly mercenary and self-serving," she confessed.

"With his power behind me, I can do what I want to do. With his money, I can own the things I desire."
She stared at her callused hands, turning them over and over. "I'm tired of hard life and hard work. I
want to try luxury."

The creature chuckled. "Well, that's pragmatic. I'm relieved. I was afraid you were going to spout poetry
and nonsense, and go all dewy-eyed on me. If all you're looking for is a business arrangement, then [
think even with that prince, you'll get your 'happily ever after."'

"That'spart of the reason I want him," El said, and there was a sharp edge in her voice. "The other part,
unfortunately, is that [ have been able to think of nothing and no one else since I first laid eyes on him. My
pulse flutters like the wings of a hummingbird when I imagine his face, and I yearn to feel his lips against

my skin."

"Oh, dear." Widdershins groaned and rolled his eyes, skyward. "And the moment after you feel his lips
against your skin, I'll bet you feel his teeth sinking into your throat."

"The possibility has crossed my mind."
"With good reason. What a pity I cannot protect you from yourself."

El looked up at the darkening sky and straightened her shoulders. She took a steadying breath. "Well,
you can't. But you can help me win. Did you tell your friends about my offer?"

The little man clucked his tongue; "Of course—and they've promised they'll be here when the time
comes. Just remember that if you double-cross them, they can do terrible things to you."

"I meant every word I said." El began putting on the padding she would wear under her father's suit of



armeor.

"Y our majesty might wish to come take a look," the soldier at the drawbridge said quietly. "I think these
are your... guests."

The prince went to the secret window, where he could watch without being seen. Mounted soldiers had
stopped the carriage, and were asking for identification.

An older woman—obviously the mother, though still good-looking—Ileaned out and handed a card to
the soldier. "My daughters and I were invited to the prince's ball," she said.

Two dark-haired, sloe-eyed young women looked out the windows and smiled fetchingly at the soldiers.

The prince frowned. "This isn't all of them. There are supposed to be brothers—and the blonde girl I
talked to, as well. Find out wherethey are."

The soldier walked out, whispered something to the guard at the gate, then stood and waited.

"All of us?" The mother frowned. "Well, no... my stepdaughter Ella stayed home. She... wasn't, ah,
feeling well."

"What of your sons, or stepsons?"

The woman's face became genuinely puzzled. "I have no sons, and no stepsons either. We four women
are—" Her face clouded and she fell silent. The prince realized she didn't like admitting four women lived
in the house alone, unprotected. He didn't blame her. There were a lot of wolves who would willingly
prey on a house full of poor, defenseless, beautiful women.

He grinned, and his grin stretched until he felt his face would split.

He rang a Dell and the soldier, hearing it, returned to the guardhouse.

"Y our majesty?"

"Have these three and. their driver detained in the—oh, the west wing, I suppose. Do make sure Father
doesn't see them. I'll be along sooner or later to explain things to them. First, I have to let the men know
there is still someone at the house, and that [ want her brought back here."

He frowned as he turned away, though. He suddenly realized that the girl he'd spoken to had mentioned
brothers with enormous confidence. She'd met his eyes when she spoke of them and she hadn't flinched
or flushed. Either she was a superb liar, or these people were on to him, the brothers were waiting at
home, and his men were riding into a trap.

He considered the possibilities.

The girl was almost certainly lying—and probably to protect her virtue. Four women alone with no one
to protect them... two strange men. Oh, he could see it. The poor girl had probably been terrified he'd
want to exercisedroit du seigneur , and had been hoping to scare him off. He chuckled at the delicious

yet typical inconsistency of a woman lying to protect her virtue.

He'd planned to remain at the castle while his men claimed the house. But that lovely girl was waiting. ..



at home, no doubt in bed, with her covers tucked up to her chin. Not feeling well, her mother had said.
All alone, with no brothers and no "bogles" to protect her—helpless.
But somethingdidcome after us as we were leaving ... his inner voice worried.

He listened toit only enough to decide to take a few extra men with him, then rationalized that decision
by telling himself the soldiers were only in case the hypothetical brothers turned out to be not entirely
hypothetical.

The idea of claiming his new property in person pleased him.

He headed for the stables, where his men waited.

El looked down at her father's armor in dismay. "It's exactly the same as it was!"

What it was was ill-fitting and heavy. Her father had never actually worn it—he'd inherited it from his
father, who had apparently been stout, short... and fat-headed. The long-sleeved hauberk sagged and
bunched under El's arms; the mail hood gapped beneath her chin, exposing her neck to cutting blows;
and the acorn helm so completely covered her eyes that she had to give up wearingit entirely. While she
could have put both her legs into one of the chausses, she could only draw the mail leg armor up to her
knees. She tried to imagine them completely covering her grandfather's thighs, and snarled, "Good God in
the Heavens, was Grandfather adwarf ?" The chausses weren't going to do her a bit of good, but
Widdershins had insisted she wear them anyway. She'd had to hold them up with bits of baling twine,
because the leather straps intended to do the job didn't reach anywhere near her waist.

And now Widdershins stood in front of her and swore on a long string of Folk gods that he had
transformed her into the perfect picture of a mighty warrior—while she could see perfectly well that he
hadn't. She looked like a tail girl in her short, fat grandfather's armor.

She could no longer hope for her first plan to succeed; it had depended heavily on Folk magic and a bit
of deception. If she were right and the prince was up to no good, El was probably going to end up in an
honest-to-god pitched battle. She wondered now the Folk were with swords.

A winged pixie no bigger than a mouse zipped into the stable and fluttered in front of El's face. It glowed
dully in the deep shadows—a flash of wings, a feint, dark sheen. It smelled of marigolds, with the faintest
hint of summer grass; it hung on the air in front of her face, wings moving without creating even the tiniest
perceptible breeze. Its red eyes glowed as they stared into hers, and its pointed teeth gleamed. If El had
not first seen it in daylight, she would have found the creature frightening.

"They're coming," the pixie told her.

"You're certain?"

[t nodded. "Men in armor riding horses—about fifteen of them, coming down from the north."

"So I was right." El felt a tiny thrill of satisfaction at that, which Tear immediately buried.

Another pixie darted in and shrilled, "They're coming!"



"We already know," El said.
"You knew?"

El nodded, but Widdershins interrupted "Weed was waiting in a different part of the forest, E1. Weed,
what did you see?"

The second pixie said, "Men, perhaps twenty, coming around from the southeast."

"Oh!" El looked from the first pixie to the second, and her eyes went round "Nearly forty men. That's a
lot."

She glanced over at Widdershins, who shrugged "To be expected.”
"Do we have enough Folk waiting to beat them?"
"Beat them? The plan was never to beat them, missy."

"But we're going to have to beat them—fight them into the ground and take them prisoners. My plan
can't hope to work—Ilook at me! I look ridiculous."

"To yourself, and," the hint of a smile twitched across his face and was gone, "to the Folk, perhaps—but
you won't to the people you need to convince. You're going to have to trust me; you're going to have to
trust all of us."

El shook her head, but mounted up. Outside the stables, she began to hear the low moans and eerie
howls of her advance troops. "I hope I can," she muttered. She couldn't help but wonder how seriously
the Folk would take her signature scratched on a promissory note, once things got nasty—or if they
would consider what she promised in exchange for their help good enough.

Something was definitely going on.

The prince, traveling with the soldiers who crept through the night toward the house along the main path,
had just decided the blonde girl's stories of bogles had been, like her story of brothers, designed to
frighten him off. He and his men were already within a longbow shot of the house, and nothing untoward
had happened.

Then the wind died, and the normal nighttime sounds with it. In the stillness and the hush, he heard leaves
rustling, and then something howled. His men stopped and drew weapons. Without the creaking of
saddles and the soft clank of armor, he could near another sound—a low, steady, garbled whispering.

"What was that?" the soldiers muttered among themselves.

"Nothing," the prince said. "Dogs. And the leaves on the trees. Keep moving." He hadn't bothered to
relay the story the girl had told him about the forest—he didn't want his orders questioned.

The men started forward, but his captain dropped back to his side long enough to say, "I believe I heard
men in the undergrowth up ahead. That sounded like whispering to me, not leaves rustling. I fear we may



be riding into an ambush."
The prince frowned. "We're heading to a house where one sick girl is all alone."
"Then why did we bring all these men?"

"Because [ want to convince her that we're holding her mother and sisters hostage, and that shewants to
give me her land. I don't want her to try any—"

He broke off in midsentence, as he noticed that pairs of glowing red orbs surrounded him and his
soldiers, just above their heads. He pointed them out to the captain. "Do you see those?"

"Yes." The captain did not sound enthused, exactly. In fact, his voice squeaked out the word, with the
tiniest quaver at the end.

"Do you know what they... are?"
"NO."
They drew closer, those floating spheres—and the prince had a bad moment when he noticed that they

blinked. Then another, when he realized the lowest of them was easily twelve feet off the ground. He
began to believe he could make out the hulking, hairy shapes attached to those eyes. "Bogles," he
whispered.

His men packed in around him, riding close and slow. He shuddered as something warm and wet licked
along the back of his neck. He jerked around in the saddle, but nothing was there—except that
something breathed hot, stinking breath into his ear and laughed a horrible, whispery laugh.

Then the screams began. Those were his men screaming—the men in the flanking party whose job had
been to surround the back of the house and cut off escape. The soldiers with him flailed out at the
whispering, invisible enemy. The prince drew his own sword, and in tight quarters hit only one of his men,
who screamed.

The soldiers in the front shouted, and turned back to flee whatever lay ahead.

"Advance," the prince shouted. "Advance. Keep at them!"

The fleeing men froze—then they began pointing and shouting at the place from which they'd just come.
The prince's gut knotted, and he turned, only to find himself staring right into a pair of red eyes the size of
grapeftuits, inches from his own. Ana something warm and wet licked along the back of his neck again,
"Yum. Tasty," it whispered in his ear.

The prince, howling, spurred his horse forward, shoving his men and their horses out of the way, and
cantered into the clearing in front of the house, then sawed back on his reinsso hard his horse reared and
he nearly fell off its rump. It was well that he did not, for his men, racing after him in a panicked throng,

would surely have trampled him.

He stared, jaw hanging, heart throbbing in his throat. In the circle, the moonlight illuminated a cast of
shaggy horrors so terrible he thought he would have scratched out his eyes to save himself from ever



seeing them again—except that in the center of those terrors, astride a radiant milk-white horse, a
glowing creature of surpassing beauty waited and watched. Her hair, white as moonbeams, swirled
around her face. Her armor, every inch of it hand-hammered gold, glowed as if it reflected the light of the
noonday sun. Her face was perfect, heartbreakingly beautiful, terribly fierce. He knew her. He'd met her
in daylight in this very clearing, and mistaken her for something other than she was. Now he saw her in
her own element.

The men who'd made up the second half of his pincer cowered in front of her, on their knees with their
foreheads pressed against the grass. Only a real woman could make armed warriors grovel in the dirt like
that. Oh, she was a real woman—tall and proud and dangerous. She unsheathed her two-handed sword
with a smooth movement, and lifted it easily over her head with a single hand, and he fell hopelessly in
love. Even as he slid out of his saddle to kneel in front of her, he found himself wondering if she knew
what to do with a whip, too.

I would give anything to find out, he thought.

It was working! El watched the prince dismount and drop to one Knee in front of her. His expression
held a mixture of worship and fear—so the illusions of the Folk were holding. She wondered what he and
his men saw—and was almost relieved she didn't know firsthand. They all seemed so afraid.

She still saw nothing but a line of pixies floating above her to either side, and another line behind the
prince, forming a most insubstantial wall.

She wanted to make her deal, but she wasn't sure the prince was softened up enough yet. El considered
the special swordsmen's tricks her father had taught her, the ones guaranteed to wring a plea for mercy
from even the fiercest opponent.

She began tossing her sword from hand to hand, catching it easily—the famed Alternating Strokes of
Flying Death. She was its master. Then she swirled the made one-handed in a figure eight that crossed
over her horse's ears—the lethal Doom Loops. Executed perfectly, as always. She saw the prince's eyes
grow round as he watched her, and she prepared herself for the Whistling Two-Handed Circles, when an
irate voice broke her concentration.

"What are youdoing ?" Widdershins snapped. He rode double behind her, with his little claw-tipped
hands gripping her belt.

"The Alternating Strokes of Flying Death." She snapped right back at him. "Then Doom Loops. If you
hadn't interrupted me, I was going to go for the terrifying Whistling Two-Handed Circles."

"Thewhat 7"

"Whistling Two-Handed Circles," she whispered impatiently. "They're a master swordsman's prize
strokes. They're guaranteed to terrify even the best opponent."

"Into thinking he's fighting a lunatic." Widdershins waved one hand in the general direction of the prince,
and the prince and his little band yelped and went forehead to the ground like the other batch. "There,"
the little creature said. "I gave them a new illusion. Now they just think you were makingmystic passes or
somesuch."



El was still seething from his comment about lunatics. "How dare you say that! Myfather taught me
those strokes."

"Your father... the lawyer?"
"Well... yes."
"When you said you were a master swordswoman, I took your word for it. Whom have you fought?"

"My father... well, when I was little. I've been practicing on the woodpile and the stuffed practice
dummy since then."

"Oh, dear." Widdershins sighed deeply. "Lucky you didn't actually have to use that thing tonight. I want
you to follow my advice for a moment here. Just hold your sword high overhead—in either one or both
hands. It doesn't matter. Whichever you prefer will be fine. It looks dramatic and impressive, and those
soldiers see the sword as a glowing magic one. None of your master strokes though, please. Concentrate
on looking fierce and proud, and say your little bit, and we should get through this yet."

El bit her lip and nodded. No more Alternating Strokes of Flying Death... no more Doom Loops... no
more Whistling Two-Handed Circles.

El wasn't happy with what she was hearing. But she knew about the value of advice. Her father had
always said, "Never take advice from people you aren't paying to give it to you, and never ignore the
advice of the people you are paying." She was pay-ing—or planning to pay—quite a bit to Widdershins
if she got what she wanted!

So she held her sword high above her head—one-handed—and tried to look noble, and then she took a
deep breath. "Hear me, O Prince," she said, and was impressed by the way her voice echoed. Probably
proximity to the well, she decided. The prince looked up. "These are my demands, if you and your men
would leave my forest alive."

Much to her amazement and everyone else's, it all worked out.

Ella moved into the castle of her Haptigan prince, and put her stepmother and her stepsisters up in the
east wing. The castle was big enough she rarely saw them, so they didn't drive her crazy. El's husband,
the prince, settled down—more on that in just a moment—and, at her request, added on a dairy farm to
the establishment, though for reasons he could never figure out, he got less milk out of his cows than any
other dairy former in the kingdom. He didn't get away with anything, either—his wife knew exactly what
he intended to do from the instant he first came up with any idea. From time to time, he thought he saw
some of those glowing red eyes around the castle, but he never dared ask. For one thing, El was not the
sort of woman to press on issues she didn't want to talk about.

For another, she did know how to use a whip.
The Whistling Two-Handed Circles were his favorite stroke.
Widdershins and all his friends loved their new home.

So.



Once upon a time, there was a beautiful young girl who fell in love with a handsome prince. And the bit
about the glass slipper was pure fiction.

But the happily ever after part wasn't.

What does Mommy do all day? Oh.Oh ! Oh my goodness,
CAREER DAY
Margaret Ball

«*»

The damn beeper went off just as I was .parrying the two big guys' swords at once. I've seen Vordo do
this in the arena, and it's a neat trick; if you work it right you can catch them with their own blades
crossed at your guard, give a littlezo#z to the pommel and they're both disarmed. Of course it doesn't
work unless you can arrange to be fighting two big stupid swordsmen who get in each other's way. And it
doesn't work at all if Call Trans-Forwarding distracts you for a crucial split-second. I bungled the parry
badly; sliced one man's hand off and had to shove the point of my sword into the other one's throat to
keep him from toppling onto me.

I guess I can't really blame it on the call. Vordo never lets himself be distracted byanything . I'd love to
take lessons from him, but he doesn't teach. Actually I'd love to do just about anything you name with
Vordo. Not only is he the greatest fighter on Dazau, he's also a hunk: golden hair and thews to die for.

Duke Zolkir would not be pleased. He'd specifically said to bring them back alive for questioning. Well,
there were still three left, and the one with the missing hand might make it if T got it bound up in time; and
at least I had time to push the bronze stud on my right wristband that activated the vocal transform and
stopped the beeping.

"May I speak with Riva Konneva, please?" chirped the voice on the other end of the link.

"Speaking," I snarled. The thief whose hand I'd lopped off was bleeding to death in the dust. His three
buddies weren't helping him, but they weren't backing off enough for me to safely help him, either.

"Riva, thisis Jill Garner? With the PTA Volunteer Committee? It's about the field trip to Shady Brook
Stables? We need another driver, and I thought that since you don't work..."

"I do work," I told the wristband. "I'm workingnow , as a matter of fact." One of the three remaining
thieves was trying to circle around to my left.

"Oh. I just thought, since the only number listed for you is your home phone... Do you work at home?"

"Sometimes." That was more or less true. Dazauwas my home; Jill's planet was just a temporary
address. The man behind me on the left was moving in now, confident that I hadn't noticed him.



"I suppose I'll have to call Vera Boatright, then."

Jill sounded depressed. "She's about the only mother eft who's at home, because her church disapproves
of women having careers."

The little sneak was close enough now. I hooked one foot behind his leg and brought him down with a
thump. He tried to curl up from the ground with his dagger out, but that sort of move is hard to do if you
don't keep your abdominals in shape. I stomped on his knee. It crunched and he collapsed back in the
dust, moaning slightly. I really hate the sound of a breaking kneecap.

"Disapproves of women working? Will the church pay my rent if I quit?" I asked. At the moment I
wasn't all that crazy about my job.

The other two thieves backed off and made comments about Unfair Use of Wizardly Devices.

Jill sighed. "It doesn't work that way. She probably won't do the field trip, either, because I think they
also disapprove of girls riding horseback. Say, I've got an idea! Instead of driving the field trip..."

The skinny one in the purple robe dived forward, scattering something like sand in front of him with both
hands. I squeezed my eyes shut just in time and struck out, blind, in the direction where the sharpies felt
thickest. Tiny needles stung all over my arm, but my sword whacked into something yielding that
moaned.

"Spellsharpies," I said. "That's dirty fighting."

"What?" said Jill.

The air felt clear again. I squinted through my lashes and saw part of the purple robe lying on the sand at
my right side. The other half was wriggling and flopping in front of me.

"You cheated first," said the last thief. "Calling up them there wizardly advice spells outa the air."
"I didn't call her, she called me."

"How would you like to take the class to your workplace for Careers Week?"

"I'm gonna tell Duke Zolkir you cheat."

"That's perfectly fine with me. Come back right now and tell him in person."

"Perfectly fine? Oh, wonderful!" Jill chirped. "lknew I could count on you, Riva. Will next Wednesday
be all right?"

"I didn't mean you, I was talking to him. Wait a minute. Wait a minute !" 1 yelled at the last thief as he
started to sidle away.

My wristband clicked. Jill had hung up. I snarled and threw my dagger at the last thief. The idea was to
slow him down, but I was mad and my aim was off. It slid right between two ribs and stuck out of his
back, quivering, while he collapsed and coughed up blood.



Never in a million years could I have made a throw like that if I'd been trying. It had to happen when I
didn'twant to kill the bastard.

I looked around the back alley where we'd been fighting. Wasn't there one left? Let's see, I'd got one in
the throat, sliced one in half, accidentally stabbed this one in the back, and the one with the missing hand
had bled out while I was busy. Oh, yeah. The guy with the smashed kneecap. He shouldn't be dead, and
he wasn't going anywhere.

He shouldn't have been dead, but he was. Two corpse-rats had slunk out of the gutter and slit his throat
while Jill rattled on about field trips. I just saw their gray robes whisking around the corner when I turned.

The dead man's pouch had been neatly cutfrom his belt, probably with the same knife the corpse-rats
had usedro slash his throat.

All five thieves dead. And I hadn't even retrieved the tokens they'd stolen from the duke.
Zolkir wasnot going to be pleased.
Especially when I told him I had to take next Odnstag on.

After cleaning my sword, I decided not to tell Zolkir directly. I'd leave a message with Furo Fykrou
instead. It was almost time to pick Sally up from school, anyway.

Furo Fykrou charged an extra ten zolkys for delivering the message, claiming he'd have to do it by
voice-transform because he wasn't aboutzo traipse up to Duke's Zolvorra on my business. I suspected
that meantit had also cost me ten zolkys to take Jill's call. On top of the monthly fee for keeping the
voice-transform link active across dimensions,and the monthly fee for the Al-Jibric transformations that
took me back and forth from Dazau to the Planet of the Piss-Pot Paper-Pushers. And the fee for
translating my pay into the flimsy green stuff the Paper-Pushers considered money. What with the costs
of commuting plus the fact that I could only take on contracts during school hours, I was slowly going
broke. The fact was that I couldn'tafford to live among the Paper-Pushers and work on Dazau.

As I stepped into the transform zone and felt my molecules going all squoogy the way they do just
before you solidify in the destination locale, I vowed that I'd find a way to make it work. At least for
another few years. Maybe I could get a night job on Paper-Pushers, bouncer in a bar or something...

No, Sally was too young to be left alone at night. Well, I'd think ofsomething . Sallagrauneva's education
was too important to give up on that easily. The kid had brains; I wanted her to qualify for something
better than a bronze-bra job when she grew up.

Maybe I could get together with some of the other single mothers with kids at Sally's school. A lot of
them, like me, had moved into that nice yuppie suburb so their kids could go to a good school. A lot of
them were also struggling to make ends meet on a part-time salary and a high rent. I should talk to them,
maybe arrange to share a house or something to cut down expenses. After all, I wasn't all that different
from them.

It was just that I'd moved from a little fartheraway .

Next Wednesday/Odnstag I stuffed my fighting gear into a tote bag, supped an old shirt and some jeans
over my armor, and walked up to school with Sally. There were seventeen fourth-graders, Vera



Boatright, and some tall dweeb with black-rimmed glasses waiting at the front door.

"Wait a minute," I said while Sally shrieked with glee and ran off to join her best friends in a little knob of
giggling girls. " contracted to take the kids, not the adults." And Furo Fykrou's transfer fees for the lads,
even at half price for children below sword-age, had just about wiped out my credit with him. I'd have to
get a loan from him for the two adults, and at his interest rates I'd never get paid off again.

Sally emerged from the crowd of short people.
"Miss Chervill can't come," she informed me. "She called in sick, too late to get a substitute."

Smart Miss Chervill. If T hadfo face this roomful of brats every morning, without even a sword and
shield, you can bet I'd call in sick as often as I thought I could get away with it.

"So Mr. Withrow offered to be our teacher chaperone for the trip."

The long drink of water in glasses blushed right up to his black eye-gear. "Dennis to you," he said. "I've
seen you at the PTA meetings, Ms. Konneva, and I've been looking forward to meeting you in person."

"Mr. Withrow is the eighth-grade math teacher," Sally said, "and I hear he's an absolute fiend in class."
Dennis turned red again. "Sallagrauneva!" I said.
"A lot of children feel that way about algebra," Dennis said. "I try to persuade them it can be fun."

"Yes. Well." I cleared my throat. "Look, the transport for this trip is kind of tight, and I'm not sure I can
squeeze you two in." I looked at Vera Boatright, hoping she'd take the hint:

Vera did not take hints. She swept her daughter into her arms. "No one takes my little girl on these
Godless excursions without me to watch over her!" She did her best to look like a protecting mother, but
it was hard work; at ten Becky Boatright was already taller and broader than any other kid in the class.
Vera looked like a banty hen trying to protect a half-grown duckling.

"And Brian and Erin and Byron and Arienne all have the flu," Sally added. "That's why there's only
eighteen of us."

Only?

"You really don't want to be the only adult in charge of eighteen fourth-graders," Dennis told me. "Trust
me. ['ve been there."

"I didn't want to do this at all," I muttered, recalculating quickly. Take off four half-fares, add two adult
fares, it should come out even—although doubtless Furo Fykrou would find a way to squeeze a little
extra out of me for the last-minute change. "Okay, listen up, all of you. The place where I work can be
kind of dangerous. You should be all right if you stay right behind me and don't go wandering off or
anything. Oh, and don't talk back to anybody; my, er, colleagues are kind of short-tempered, and I'd
hate to bring any of you back minus a hand or a foot."

Peals of laughter from the children.

"Where's our bus?" Vera Boatright demanded.



"Don't worry," I told her, "it'll be here any minute. If you'll all just gather around me out here in the
parking lot—"

"I'm not supposed to walk in the street without a grown-up holding my hand," piped up one midget.
"Me neither."

"It's not a street, it's a parking—oh, never mind./"// hold your hands." But I also had to manage the
carryall with my sword, shield, and beeper. Dennis came to my aid, grabbing one whining kid with each
hand and towing them to the center of the parking lot, where I'd arranged with Furo Fykrou to pick us

up.
" think I forgot to take my medication this morning," another kid said.

"Well, you can't go back for it now, you'll miss the field trip," I said, just as the squoogy feeling hit my
insides.

When we went solid again, a couple of the lads looked kind of green, but nobody had actually thrown
up.

It was a perfect day on Dazau—balmy, not a cloud in the sky, and no wars within walking distance; I'd
checked. We were standing in a missy field just outside Duke's Zolvarra. The gray battlements of the
outer town wall encased a huddle of red-tiled house tops and stone towers, clustering up the hill to the
duke's own keep at the very top.

"Wow," said Becky Boatright, "it looks just like Disneyland!"

"Now, darling, you know the church doesn't approve of Disneyland," Vera Boatright said automatically.
She shot me a suspicious glance. "What happened to the bus?"

"[ think you had a dizzy fit, Ms. Boatright," Dennis said.
"Mrs.," she snapped. "I'ma decent married woman." She gave me a dirty look.

"Why don't you all follow Mr. Withrow and me to the town gates?" I suggested "Mrs. Boatright, would
you please guard the end of the line and make sure there are no stragglers? I'd hate to lose anyone before
we even begin the tour." I also liked the idea of having eighteen fourth-graders between me and Vera
Boatright.

""You owe me one for distracting that woman," Dennis muttered out of the corner of his mouth as we
marched up the slight slope to the town wall. "What exactlywas our transport, anyway?"

"You wouldn't believe me if I told you." I smiled sweetly and he backed off a step. Men on
Paper-Pushers often do that when I smile; I can't understand it.

"Let me take you out for a beer after the field trip and you can try explaining," Dennis suggested. "We
can compare Vera Boatright stories. Did you know she wants to censor the math textbooks for
Satanism? I'm supposed to teach geometry without five-sided figures, because the pentagram is used in
Satanic invocations."



"Well, it is a powerful figure to be teaching eighth-graders," I allowed, trying to look as though I
understood mathemagics.

"Tknow 1 forgot my medication," wailed the kid who'd been complaining when we took oft "I'm getting
hyper. I can feel it coming on."

"Shut up, Jason," said half a dozen other children at once.

"But I get distracted without my medication. I can't stop watching everything all the time. What are those
little purple weeds? How come all their flowers are different shapes, like snowflakes? Flowers aren't
supposed to do that. And another thing—"

I turned and smiled at Jason. He backed off too. "This isn't Nature Study,it's Career Day." I said as
sweetly as I could. Actually I'd never noticed the different shapes of the brakenweed flowers. There
really was something strange about the kid. "Come along for a nice demonstration of my work."

Just how true that was I didn't realize until I got my new orders from the Duke's house wizard.

"I told you," I protested, "I'm not taking any jobs this Odnstag." Had Furo Fykrou failed to deliver that
message? No, the house wizard was nodding. "Understood. This isn't a new job, though. It's a
follow-through on that assignment you screwed up last Thorstag."

Thorstag? Nearly a week ago. What had I been doing around that time, apart from letting Jill Garner talk
me into herding the fourth grade around Dazau for Careers Day? Oh, yeah. Those scumbags who snuck
into Duke's Zolkarra and snitched his magic tokens. Okay, I had royally screwed up the retrieval job,
presenting the duke with five corpses and no tokens, but he'd already blistered my ears and refused to
pay me for the day's work. How much worse could things get?

A lot worse.

"Baron Rodograunnizo says those were five of his loyal guard," the house wizard informed me, "and you
lured them into the alley for the express purpose of killing and robbing them. And there being no
witnesses to the contrary,and one of them had his belt-pouch slit off,and you didn't bring back the magic
tokens that would enable us to argue they were common thieves—"

"Right. So the Duke is not happy. I knew that. What's this follow-on business?"

It seemed the Duke had agreed that Baron Rodograunhizo was entitled to send his champion against me
in single combat to settle the truth of their quarrel.

Today.

Well, it wasn't quite the peaceful tour of Duke's Zolkarra that I had planned, but what the heck. These
kids saw worse every day on TV. In color.

"Guess what, kiddies," I said as brightly as I could, "the Duke has arranged for you to see a
demonstration of actual sword-fighting as part of the Career Day tour." If Rodograunnizo's champion
was as incompetent as his hired thieves, I figured this bout should, kill half an hour, max. Maybe with luck
I could drag it out to two hours and then take them to the Blue Eagle Inn for lunch.

"Come on," I said, "this way to the combat arena!"



"Can we stop at a drugstore?" Jason asked. "I really need my medication."
"I need to go to the bathroom."
"When's lunch?"

I ignored all of them. I had enough trouble getting eighteen fourth-graders into one of the roped-on
spectator areas and making sure they understood that they were not to move outside the ropes for any
reason. I didn't have time for potty trips. Vera and Dennis could handle the whines; wasn't that what
they'd come alone for?

Then I found out who Rodograunnizo's champion was.

"Vordokaunneviko?" I gasped. "You're kidding. He wouldn't work for Rodizo the Revolting.
Particularly not in a trumped-up cause like this one."

"Vordo," said Rodograunnizo's house wizard smugly. He was a new one, a flashy dresser like Vordo.

He smoothed down purple sleeves that dangled over his fingertips and stroked the gold embroidery on
the cuffs. "Want to reconsider? Concede?"

If he hadn't smirked, and if Vera hadn't come up with one of her nifty quotes about the woman being
subject to the man in all things, I might have had the good sense to do just that. There was no way |
could take Vordo in a fair fight. I'd seen the man in action.

Besides, that wasn't how I wanted to take him.

But Sallagrauneva was watching. How could I back down in front of her? And Vera Boatright? And
what would I use for zolkys if the Duke decided to fire me for refusing challenge?

I figured Vordo and I could work something out once the fight started, when we were out of earshot. He
couldn't really want to champion a phony like Rodograunnizo. Not Vordokaunneviko the Great, the
undefeated champion of all Dazau. It must be some mistake, or else Rodograunnizo had tricked him into
taking on the job. I'd explain the setup, we'd put on a nice show of swordplay for the audience, and then
I'd let him defeat me in some showy maneuver. The Duke wouldn't be happy about that either, but he
couldn't really expect me to win against Vordo.

That theory lasted about fifteen seconds into the match.

When Vordo marched into the arena, there was a wave of applause from all around. Even though most
of the spectators were Duke Zolkir's people and theoretically on my side. Well, I couldn't blame them.
Hells, I'd have applauded him myself if I hadn't been the next course on the chopping block. Eighteen
hands tall, golden from his crested helmet to his gilded shin-guards, his stern face and icy blue eyes
striking terror into the hearts of malefactors everywhere—who wouldn't have cheered? I made a sorry
show in comparison, shucking my jeans and shirt and fishing around in the carryall for my equipment.

Vordo and I circled each other sidewise a couple of times while the crowd roared and stamped their
feet. One good thing about the constant cheering, they couldn't possibly hear what we were saying to one
another.



Vordo started out with a couple of casual warm-up insults, the kind of thing you throw out to distract
your opponent while you re figuring out which is his weak side and how you're going to open.

"Cut it out, Vordo," I said. "You don't understand. Cousin Rodo's lying. My Aunt Graunneva always
said that branch of the family had no honor. He hired a bunch of incompetent thieves to steal some of
Duke Zolkir's magic tokens, and he's mad because I kind of accidentally sliced them up a little more than
I meant to when I went after the tokens. You don't want to take this too seriously. Now look, we both
know I can't take you out, but I've got this bunch of kids watching, see? I don't want to get all dirty and
bruised just before lunch, and neither do you. Let's put on a nice show, two or three bouts of flashing
swords, and then I'll let you 'defeat' me and everybody will be happy."

"Nobodylets Vordokaunneviko the Greatest defeat them, stinking camel-dung face," Vordo snarled. He
lunged at me and I sidestepped.

"Uh, right. Poor choice of words. But you get my meaning? No need to make a big deal about this. I
don't really want to fight you anyway, Vordo. I'd much rather—"

"Nobodywants to fight Vordokaunneviko the Greatest." He bared his beautiful white teeth at me and
flexed his arms. For a moment I thought about all the things we could be doing instead of this play-fight.
Then his sword came whistling down at an angle that would have removed my left leg if T hadn't moved
fast and fancy. It certainly removed my hopes of keeping this fight neat and simple.

For the next few minutes I was fully occupied in staying alive. Speed and accuracy, my strongest points,
weren't doing me any good this time. Vordo's defenses felt like hitting a wick wall. He was one sneaky
swordsman. Looked big and slow and easy, but every time I thought I saw a perfect opening and went
for it, I felt like I'd hit that wall. He could have taken me five times in the first clash, but he always held

back. Almost as if he were playing with me. Could he be reconsidering my offer? I hoped so.

Behind him, on Rodo's side of the arena, I saw that new wizard dancing from one place to another to get
a good view of the fight, purple sleeves flying.

"I thought she was such a great fighter," Jason whined, "she isn't even touching him!"

"She is too!" Sally defended me.

Unfortunately, Jason was right.

He said something I didn't catch. I hopped backward on one leg and barely saved my hamstring from
one of Vordo's slashing blows; evidently he'd decided to get down to business. From the corner of my
eye I saw Sally punch Jason.

"Is not!"

"[s too!"

"Children, stop that this minute!" Vera Boatright shrieked.

She was too late. Half the fourth grade was in the fight. Somebody got knocked against the ropes at the
boundary of the arena and suddenly there were little screaming kids all over the place.



"See? See?"" Jason yelled at Sally. "Watch when she tries to hit at him. He flickers all over for a second."”

I wasn't, at that moment, trying to hit anybody. I was trying not to step on children. Vordo Knocked
over two kids to get at me and I swung at him again. Jason squealed and pointed. "See? It's just like the
magic shield you gain on the third level of Defenders of Doom!"

I almost thought I could see the flicker. Hmm. That gave me an idea. But first we had to get the fourth
grade out of danger. I backed away from the kids as fast as I could, until Vordo and I were in the far
corner of the arena, with the kids milling around between us and Rodo's spectators. Specifically, they
were ruining that new wizard's view of the fight.

This time, when I lunged, the- tip of my sword found Vordo's shoulder. He backed off, but instead of
parrying, he turned around and screamed, "Do something!"

"Get those damned kids out of the way!" shouted the wizard. "I can't see you!"

"Ha! Thought so," I gasped (I was gasping for air anyway). ""You two come as a package deal, do you?
What's he do, give you magic shields? Vordokaunneviko the Cheat!"

Vordo screamed at the wizard again. I took a small nick out of the inch of exposed skin at his knee,
Vordo threw his sword at me and ran, trampling a few more children, and shouting obscenities at the
wizard.

"Idiot!" the wizard yelled back.

"Get back there and fight," Baron Rodo yelled at Vordo, and then, at the house wizard, "Dosomething!"

The wizard waved both arms and shouted something in Jomtrie. A small monster with seven legs and
purple skin and green warts appeared in the arena. It was about as big as a puppy and could have been
cute if it hadn't been spitting acid.

Before I could clear the kids out of my way and get at it, Becky Boatright had picked up Vordo's fallen
sword. Staggering under the weight, she raised it in a two-handed grip and let the black drop onto the
monster. I got there just in time to pick her up and throw her out of range. Some of the blood spattered
me, but not enough to do any major damage.

"Why'd you stop me?" Becky howled. "I want to fight evil just like you!"

Vera Boatright screamed and fainted. "Pick her up, Dennis!" I shouted, bracing myself for the next
wizardly attack. "Get out of the arena, kids!" The places where the monster's blood had spattered me

burned like fire-ant stings.

The kids scattered, but Dennis left Vera where she was. "No time!" he shouted back. He tried to jump
over the last standing rope barrier, caught one foot at the top and went sprawling in the sand.

"C(A+B)=CA+CB!" screamed the wizard.
"Oh, no," I groaned, "he's using Al-Jibber."

More little purple monsters started growing out of the sand.



"It's the Distributive Law," Dennis muttered as he scrambled to his feet. ""So it Distributes his magic.
Symmetry oughtto turn it around. A = B =>B = A!" he called out.

The monsters shrank down into squirming purple patches of sand.

"d/dx cos(x) = -sin(x)," the wizard called. Green specks of light danced through the air, buzzing and
circling us.

"Now he's using K'al-Kul," I groaned.

"Yeah, but it's only derivative. esin(x)dx = -cos(x)!" Dennis called, and the green things coalesced into a
curving shape that slowly dissolved.

"d/dx tan(x)=sec2(x)!"

A ring of purplish flames surrounded us.

"Not to worry," Dennis said calmly, "I can integrate anything he can throw at us. esec2(x)dx = tan(x)!"
The flames died down.

"ecsc(x) cot(x) dx = -csc(x)!" Dennis added, and the wizard's robe caught on fire. "Gosh," Dennis said,
"and some people say higher math isn't relevant."

That ended the fight. While the wizard was rolling on sand to put his fire out, Rodograunnizo fired him
and Vordo both, not that Vordo had stuck around to hear the formal severance of contract.

"Looks to me like you lost big," Dennis said. "Don't you owe Riva something? False challenge..."

"I need a new house wizard," Rodo said, looking at Dennis meaningfully.

"Cheating by use of magic in a physical contest..."

"[ can pay well."

"You pay Riva," Dennis said. "I don't want your job; I like the one I've got."

"Who're you working for? Zolkir? I can double whatever he's giving you."

"llike teaching," Dennis said. "Now about Riva's compensation..."

Furo Fykrou told me that the sum they eventually settled on would convert into enough Paper-Pusher's
money to keep Sally and me solvent for a couple pf years. He tried to hire Dennis, too. When Dennis
turned him down, he mentioned to me that he could use an apprentice who knew something of these
strange Paper-Pushers variants of Jomtrie and Al-Jibber and K'al-kul, andiz wouldn't hurt if she were
handy with a sword. Regretfully, I confessed to him that I didn't know anything about the formulasDennis
had been throwing around.

"I could teach you," Dennis volunteered.

"You would? Oh, that's..." I looked down at the little stack of green bills that Furo Fykrou had turned



my challenge compensation zolkies into. Enough to keep Sally and me For two years. .. but not if |
squandered it on wizardry teaching fees. "I can't afford it," I said sadly.

Dennis grinned. "Haven't you heard of free public education? I like teaching, Riva, You'd be a nice
change of pace from those giggling little eighth-graders."

"You'd teach me fornothing ?"

He took my hand for a moment. "I wouldn't exactly calliz nothing," he said. He was blushing again. "Its a
privilege to spend time with a lovely woman like you, Riva."

Really, the glasses weren't so bad, once you got used to them. On a man who'd hurled himself and his
Al-Jibber between me and wizardry monsters, they looked pretty good As for Vordo... well, I'd learned

thatlesson. Mighty thews are nice to look at, but they're not so impressive when your last sight of them is
the back view of the champion running away.

Jill Garner called me the day after the field trip. Fortunately I was still on Paper-Pushers, studyingMake
Friends with Mr. Euclid , so 1 didn't have to pay Furo Fykrou for Call Trans-Forwarding.

"What's this I hear about you taking the lads to Fiesta Texas instead of to work?" she demanded.

"I didn't take them to a theme park," I said. "I took them to my workplace."

"Well, one parent said it sounded like a science fiction convention to him. Except those are mostly on
weekends. And it couldn't have been the Renaissance Faire, because that isn't until October. Riva, you
were supposed to show them what the real world of work is like, not take them to a theme park and play
games about purple monsters and wizards!"

"Believe me," I said, "they weren't games."

"Well, I want you to know that Vera Boatright is very upset about the whole thing."

"That's too bad," I said. "Sorry, but I have to go now. I'm working." Dennis was coming over at four
o'clock to go over the first chapter of the geometry book with me, and I wanted to go through the
problem sets before he got here.

A couple of years of Jomtrie and Al-Jibber and K'al-Kul, and I might even be able to take Furo Fykrou
up on his offer of an apprenticeship. That is, if I go back to Dazau at all. Paper-Pushers Planet has its

attractions.

Like I said, mighty thews aren't everything.

There are all sorts of armor. .. and if you don't believe me. there is a lovely museum in Worcester,
Massachusetts, that has a few of these on display.

ARMOR/AMORE



David Vierling

«*»

Sighing, Edaina twined her slender arms around Cromag's sinewy neck. The sun-bronzed warrior caught
her in his massive, scarred arms and lifted the lush Princess easily, carrying her over the variously
dismembered bodies of the twenty-seven temple guardsmen. Cromag's browneyes smoldered as he
noticed how the torn silk of the sacrificial robe showed more of her voluptuous figure than it concealed.

Kicking open the door at the end of the hallway, Cromag strode across the courtyard of the
mountain-top temple to his horse, then tossed the raven-haired maiden unceremoniously across the
saddlebow. Into his saddlebags he dropped the bag of gems he had looted from a secret niche behind
the altar. Grinning, he prepared to swing his massive frame astride the horse and ride off into the dawn.

"Hold it!" barked Edaina, sliding down from the horse. "If you think you can just have your little fling,
then conveniently dump me, you can forget it."

"Huh?" replied Cromag the Barbarian, dumbfounded.
"Girls talk—I know how it is with you macho barbarian types," said Edaina. "You ride off with the
grateful, eager girl at the end of the adventure, but she always conveniently vanishes before the next one,

left behind, no doubt, to explain to her family about the horned-helmeted baby she's carrying.

"Girls today wantrelationships ," continued the Princess. "Commitment. Something lasting. We want to
be wooed. You know, flowers, romance, that sort of thing. Dinner and drinks would be a good start."

Born in the midst of a mighty battle (well, really a cattle raid by a neighboring tribe), the first sounds
Cromag ever heard were those of warfare: the ring of sword on shield boss, the crunch of axes splitting
horned helmets, the bleating of captured sheep. He'd never heard much about relationships. "Ale and a
joint of beef?" Cromag ventured hopefully.

Edaina snorted, wrinkling her pert nose. "Hardly. Someplace nice, with real atmosphere, like that new
Kleshite place on the Street of the Tinkers."

"All right," agreed the Barbarian, grateful that a decision bad been made. lifting Edaina, he once more
threw her across the saddle.

"No, no, NO!" she shouted as she. slipped again to the ground. "Style, that's your problem. You've got
tons of charisma, but nostyle . At least Gag-Anun had style, in an evil sort of way.He wouldn't have
thrown me across his saddlebow."

"He was sacrificing you to the demon snake-god Dadoo-Ronron!"

"I didn't say he was perfect, or even that I'd go out with him, just that he hadszyle ." Edaina shot back
defensively.

"His style is kind of flat since I threw him off the parapet," said Cromag smugly.

"Yeah," agreed the Princess, a little too wistfully for Cromag's liking.



Cromag reversed the subject again. "Maybe you're right. Perhaps Ishould settle down."
"Go on, I'm intrigued."

"T'll make you my mate. You shall bear and raise strong sons for me in the wilds of the dusty, frozen
North-East, and when they're old enough, the boys can join me on adventures..."

"Hold your iron-thewed horses—after I do all the work of carrying and bearing the children,/’m the one
who'll need to go adventuring—unwind, lose weight—you know, fight postpartum depression." Cromag,
who certainly didnot know, nodded sagely.

He mulled it over for a moment. "This is getting too complicated for me," he said, leaping into the saddle.
Edaina ducked under the stallion, jerked loose the saddle girth, and tipped Cromag sideways off the
horse.

Before the Barbarian could recover, Edaina darted in cat-quick and snatched one of the half-dozen
knives at his belt. "If you think you're getting out of thisthat easily, you're out of your sun-bronzed mind,"
she said, brandishing the poniard.

Rising, Cromag drew his sword. Edaina laughed. "You're bluffing, toots. Everybody knows your
'Barbarian Code' won't let you fight a woman."

Cromag scrunched up his almost nonexistent forehead, so that his single eyebrow briefly met his
square-cut, black bangs. Then he brightened. "Wrong. The Barbarian Code says it's all right to fight a
woman if I disarm her without hurting her. Then she always swoons into my arms, making my corded
muscles stand out in stark relief." He stepped forward, swinging.

The longer reach and greater weight of Cromag's sword soon drove the Princess back through the door
they had exited a moment earlier. A mighty blow from Cromag's sword knocked' the dagger from her
numbed fingers. Raising the back of one hand to her forehead, eyes rolling upward, Edaina began to
pitch forward toward the already-flexing arms of the eager victor. As soon as Cromag's sword clattered
to the ground, she straightened and punched him with both small fists simultaneously, one to his bull-like
Adam's apple, the other to the nerve cluster just above his xiphoid process. Cromag hit the floor like a
ton of sun-bronzed bricks.

As she tossed Cromag's sword out a window overlooking a 400-foot precipice, Edaina commented,
"All members of the royal family of Hyccupia-Zambonee are trained in the ancient art of Trackshu-Jitsu."
Cromag heaved himself to his feet and lurcned toward her. "The first lesson of Trackshu-Jitsu is: 'Scared
as Shit' runs faster than 'Madder than Hell," she finished, sprinting nimbly down the corridor, vaulting
over slain guards. Over her shoulder she called, "That sword's pretty big—are you compensating for
something?"

With an inarticulate roar he followed her fleeing form, thoughts of riding off without her forgotten.
Rounding a corner, Cromag saw the Princess duck into the temple's library. The Barbarian stopped just
inside the door, staring at the shelves packed with dusty books and ancient scrolls of arcane and evil
knowledge.

He never saw what hit him: the largest, heaviest volume in the temple's collection, the pop-up, action
Kama Sutra . The embossed leather cover left position LXIX imprinted on his cheek. Dropping the
tome on Cromag'sfoot , Edaina said, "I know that's the closest you've ever been to a book, so I hope



you learned something. At least it made an impression."

Before he could grab her, she was gone again, racing down a hallway and into the temple's kitchen. This
time, Cromag came through the doorway more cautiously; hence the cast-iron frying pan caught him only
a glancing blow before he tore it from Edaina's grasp and hurled it across the room- Cromag raised his
fist.

Again Edaina laughed. "You won't hit me—your Barbarian Code won't permit it!"

It was Cromag's turn to laugh. "Hie Barbarian Code's very clear: I can cold-cock a woman 'for her own
good,' usually to keep her out of danger. For you I'll make an exception." Then he unloaded a haymaker
that would nave smashed her like a bug on a chariot's windscreen, if it had connected.

Ducking Cromag's ham-fisted swing, Edaina grabbed a cup of pepper from a table and hurled it in his
face. As he clawed at his eyes, she kicked his feet from under him, dropping him flat onto his back.

Edaina knelt between his legs, yanking another knife from his belt. Eyes still tightly shut, Cromag felt a
tickling sensation he identified as a knife pointthere . Sighing heavily, he said, "You win. I will marry you.
This I swear by Chrome, my patron god who never listens to humans' prayers anyway." The dagger was
tossed aside and Cromag rose to his knees. "Now you will reward me with your virtue." He pulled aside
the tattered remains of her sacrificial robe, then snatched back his hands as if he'd been burned. "What
sort of armor is this?" he cried, staring aghast.

"My, but youare provincial. It's called a 'chastity belt," and it prevents..."

"I CAN SEE WHAT IT PREVENTS! But I can also see that I'll tear it off with my teeth if that's what it
takes to..."

Edaina smiled, patting the Barbarian's head. "That's sweet, darling, but the belt's magical, and the only
key is at my family's castle. I'll send a carrier pigeon asking my mom to bring the key when she comes to
live with us."

"Y our mother? live with us?" gasped Cromag. "But my reward... ?"

"It'll take a week for mom to get here. Think of it as foreplay."

"Foreplay?"

"A man with your looks and reputation doesn't know about foreplay?"

Cromag shrugged as she helped him to his feet. "Women usually just swoon into my heavily-muscled
arms. | thoughtrhat was foreplay. Lots of swooning."

A thought struck him. "How do you know so much? You're supposed to be a virgin."

Gazing at his broad shoulders, deep chest, lean waist, sinewy arms, long legs, wide hands, powerful
fingers, and adamantine fingernails, she breathed, "I am. But girls talk, and even virgins have ears... and
imaginations."

Cromag nodded, pleased with the implications. "You are worth the wait. Never before have I met a
woman who was my equal in battle."



"You still haven't met a woman who's yourequal ," Edaina corrected her fiancé.

Students of Chinese history will know I mean it when I say that something very like this really happened
too. The rest of you: Enjoy it first and then. .. look it up!

THE STONE OF WAR AND THE NIGHTINGALE'S EGG
Elizabeth Ann Scarborough

"y

If you ask me, a empire ought to act regal and not pretend to be his own jester. Jokes aren't proper or
fitting for royalty—especially not when they're played on somebody smarter than the monarch.

And that Sun Zoo fellow, he was plenty smart. Never seen any smarter. It was because of him and his
teachings that I was there to begin with—his last patron was a better pupil than my poor lady and with
the help of Sun Zoo's teachings managed to conquer my people entirely, though we had Seen barons of
the burren for some time.

Even I'd have to say we were always better at raw courage and combat than we were at cunning and
treachery. Sun Zoo was the one who coined the phrase about all being fair in war—meaning he had no
honor, which was practical of him, since honor is of very little use to the vanquished.

It's an out-and-out disability in a slave, which is why it's more a property of officers, who are
ransom-able, than enlisted personnel, who are more likely to endure captivity of a more permanent
nature, if they're not killed outright. Footsoldiers tend to be pragmatic, yours humbly, dishonorably, but
viably included.

In some ways, harem life made a fine retirement for me. [ was getting on in years for the rough stuff,
toward the time when perhaps I ought to think about settling down and having what family it remained to
me to have. Much past twenty-five and you start to lose your edge for battle.

I was lucky enough to be sold to the emperor himself, who was skeptical about the practice of keeping
eunuchs to look after his ladies. And while it was true enough that the ladies had their jealousies and
intrigues, I was used to being in an all-female outfit and catfights were nothing new to me. These women
got to share one man among them, after all, whereas my comrades and I got none whatsoever until we
were demobbed. The women among my people live and fight together in separate units from the men,
you see, since we're bound to refrain from becoming mothers until we've ceased being warriors. Enemies
have speculated that this practice is what made our warriors of both sexes so ferocious.

The emperor's newest concubine arrived the same day I did. We were both brought before the Tai-Tai,
the number one wife. The concubine was a fourteen-year-old from the Caucasus, with delicate coloring,
masses of hair, and a body of the pneumatic type common in the emperor's harem, by which I took it that
Himself preferred it. I fit the type, as well, and had always required special adjustments in my armor to
keep my bosom out of my bowstring.



"So," said Tai-Tai, "a barbarian child, a barbarian hag—no doubt you will be good company for each
other. You, woman, have you a name?" she asked me.

"Madame, I do, madame." I pulled myself upright and at attention in more ways than one. You didn't
want to be inattentive around this one. She had about her the look of a lazy leopardess with all the world
as her prey. She was also the mother of the emperor's eldest daughter. So far he had no sons, but he
hadn't been emperor very long.

"Well, then, what is it?" she asked.
"If it please you, madame, Boadecia."

"A stupid name, and ugly," she said, evidently never having heard of the queen for whom so many of my
generation were named that we had to assign numbers and nicknames to keep ourselves straight. There
was Big Boadecia and Blond Boadecia and Bloody Boadecia, who was our captain before her death. I
myself was actually surnamed for those impediments to archery which had landed me my current
position.

Tai-Tai seemed to be expecting an answer so [ added, "As you say, madame." I tried to think of my
captivity as just another change of command, you see, and her as just another officer.

"I do say, but it suits you. Boadecia, you will be maid to—excuse me, urchin, what is your name?" This
was a deliberate insult, you see, that I, the slave, was asked to introduce myself before my superior.
Fortunately for me the new girl wasn't the hoity-toity sort.

"Karoly, Tai-Tai," the Caucasian urchin said and, evidently mistaking her new overlady for the maternal
type, ottered her one of the dimpled smiles that would soon endear her to the emperor.

"Another stupid name, unfit for a concubine of His Majesty. You shall be called lien—Lotus." She let it
sink in and then said with a laugh that included every other woman there except Karoly/Lotus. "A lotus,
after all, comes from the mud just as this person comes from nowhere of any consequence."

It wasn't much of a joke but the other women apparently knew better than to refrain from laughing, while
the girl grinned foolishly.

Karoly/Lotus and I got on well enough considering that in my opinion she had been weaned too early
and was eager to please to an extent that made her look more foolish than she was and frivolous enough
that she was almost as foolish as she seemed. In her opinion, I was deficient in the arts of wardrobe
maintenance and hair dressing.

"Bodie, His Majesty adores long hair. Why do you persist in wrapping mine around my head like some
outlandish turban instead of making it look longer and fuller?"

"Mistress, loose hair is a weapon in the enemy's hand," I told her, repeating the aphorism I had learned
at my mother's knee. "Women of my people cut ours when we begin our courses and it is never longer
than our helmets throughout our careers."

"We are not among your people," she reminded us, "and far from being an enemy, His Majesty is
exceedingly friendly to me and Iwis/h him to put his hands in my hair."



In the bath she would say, "Bodie, do not scrub so hard. I am so raw when you're done that when you
splash on my perfume it stings my skin."

"Mistress, a good scrubbing eliminates fleas and lice and smells which would reveal you to your foes. It
is bracing, or at least, my horse and I always found it so."

"Bodie, I have never had fleas or lice in my life and His Majesty says my essence is like unto the heady
fragrance of a Persian garden. Besides, I trust my skin is more delicate than that of your horse—and
certainly more so than your own."

I trusted she would in time overcome her objections, however, and benefit from the wisdom of my
ministrations. Certainly she had objected loudly enough to the makeup and wardrobe I had selected for
her.

"Bodie, you stupid woman! This looks like war paint! And all this black leather and net look as if [ have
a date with a condemned man, not an emperor."

"But, mistress, leather is durable and easy to maintain and the net keeps it from being overly warm." [
didn't even attempt to answer her slander about the

makeup. I had copied that pattern from the one I beheld on the face of the Queen herself before her fall.

"But I am chosen because of my youth and freshness and this makes me look like a, like a, well, not like
the other ladies. Observe."

"Indeed, you do not look like those hussies," I whis-pered—but very carefully, as the walls had ears and
I did not wish my own to join them, separated from my body. "They all look the same in their wafty silks
and brocades and bright colors. I wonder that the emperor can tell who's in his bed so alike are they! But
very well, I'll find you a change..."

"No time, no time!" she had said, and shooed me out as His Majesty came in.

Later, she reported that His Majesty found her countenance exciting and required that I invent some
similarly unusual aspect for her every time he visited—which was more and more often. She acquired at
this time a great deal of jewelry, and there, at least, she could not fault me. My armor always got the
highest commendation from my officers and was an example to my subordinates. I polished the emerald
collar he sent her, and the golden torque. I even shined up the bars on the cage of the mechanical
gem-studded nightingale that came complete with life-size ruby egg.

As you may surmise from his generosity, the emperor was so pleased with my mistress that he spent a
great deal of his time with her and I heard, in passing, that the Tai-Tai was alarmed lest this newcomer
who got herself up in such "masculine" array might have a son by His Majesty and gain favor above all of
the other ladies.

Thus, the coming of Sun Zoo played right into her hands.

He swept into court one day, looking austere and dangerous, his black eyes dancing at the opulence
surrounding him while his false smile showed many teeth and his voice held the heat of a sacrifice in
wicker knickers on Midsummer Eve, which I wished he was, the bastard. "Your Majesty, Ladies and
Gentlemen of the Court, I have come to present to your eminencesmy sublime new and improved, tried
and tested and one hundred percent guaranteed methods of conducting warfare. To prove to you how



extraordinary my formula is, Your Majesty, I will, as a free demonstration with no obligation to yourself,
turn any member of your court into a model soldier within a week."

The emperor laughed. Unfortunately for him and for my poor lady, Sun Zoo's fame had not proceeded
him. "A week! Impossible. Why, it took me years to train for the field myself, not that I've ever had to
useit."

"Nonetheless, a week."

Naturally, I knew when he said this, if not by his very aspect, that sorcery definitely had to be involved in
such a promise. I burned to learn what his secret might be, since he was the downfall of my people and
the cause for me being consigned to this stagnant backwater of femininity where preferred conversation
was what one should eat to ensure that one would give birth to a male child rather than what one could
wield to ensure the death of someone else's.

I was soon to get my chance, for once the emperor had had Sun Zoo settled in the Court Astrologer's
wing, he could contain himself no longer and laughed aloud. "Imagine that fellow! Make a soldier of
anyone in a week, he says! What does he think my guards are? Women?"

Before I had time to resent that, the Tai-Tai was leaning into his ear and whispering, giggling. He laughed
uproariously at that. "Even so, my love! A perfect test! Put that fellow properly in his place!"

Some taunted me that it was the costume I devised for her that made His Majesty think of my poor
Lady Lotus as Sun Zoo's impossible "test case" for his theories. I knew better, of course, that it was
Tai-Tai, more afraid of Lotus than of all the other ladies and determined to put an end to her.

That evening when the court was gathered for dinner, the guest at the empire's right hand, Tai-Tai on the
left, myself attending Lady Lotus as the other maids attended their own ladies, the empire made his
announcement with many a wink and barely controlled chuckle. "Master Sun, I've been considering your
offer and I have decided that you may have a chance to demonstrate your skills."

"You will not be sorry, Your Majesty. Only show me who you wish me to train!"

"You're sitting next to her," the King replied. "The Lady Lotus will be your trainee. In one week you
must turn her into such a fine soldier that she can best ten of my ablest guardsmen."

Sun Zoo cast a lascivious eye on Lotus. "Her? Come, come, Majesty, she looks to me as if she could
take them on right now."

I should have poisoned his wine then and there.

Since I did not, the next morning the whole court turned out to watch Sun Zoo turn little Lotus into a
soldier. I could have told him it was a lost cause.

He very much looked the part of the martial instructor—black leather armor, mack leather gauntlets and
a helm with menacing nosepiece with a red stone set in it about the size and color of the egg in the nest of
the jeweled nightingale His Majesty had given Lotus the week before. He exuded menace and authority
but it was lost on Lotus.

She couldn't even lift the sword. Her breasts got in the way of the box, as I could have told him, and she
blushed and dissolved in giggles when he tried to teach her hand-to-hand combat, and cried when he



dumped her on her shapely behind.

She was such a disgrace to womankind that even His Majesty began to Feel disgusted with her, though
it was on Sun Zoo that he vented his disgust. "Ban! Your claims are worthless. You can't make even a
young girl follow your orders!"

"That 1s because she is undisciplined, Majesty. Such lack of discipline, as you know, can only be
remedied by absolute authority."

"You have it."
"Did you hear that, Lady?"
She giggled.

In despair he tore off his gauntlets, and threw up his hands. "Very well, go to your quarters and consider
your duty to your master, if not me. I will expect better of you on the morrow or there will be dire
consequences."

Poor little Lotus couldn't stop blushing or giggling. The Tai-Tai and the others looked smug. I couldn't
understand why, if Sun Zoo had the magic to do as he said, he would embarrass himself and her by not
using it right away. Therefore, I resolved to find out because I could see this encounter was going very
badly for Lady Lotus. She, who had heretofore faced nothing more unpleasant in her life than being given
to a potentate for carnal tasks she was only too willing to perform, had little idea just how nasty some
people could be. I blamed the Tai-Tai entirely and used her own weapons against her that night.

When my poor little lady was fast asleep in her chamber, exhausted by making such a poor showing
throughout the day, I put to use all of the things I had learned from her and the other ladies that were
pleasing to men of a certain type. I lined my eyes with Lotus's kohl cake and nibbed red berry juice into
my lips and cheeks. I fluffed out my hair, by now grown to rather luxurious length, as she liked hers done
and braided flowers into it. Then I borrowed one of the sheer silky robes she liked to wear around the
harem. It cast a rosy glow over my flesh but did little else to conceal it. Over all of this I drew one of the
black capes the women use to protect their finery and their identities when abroad on the palace grounds.
Thus attired, I made my way to the astrologer's tower, the location of which I had earlier ascertained
while in conversation with one of the guards.

The sorcerer was in. "Ah, what is this, a little gift from the emperor to apologize for sending me such an
inept pupil?" he asked when I presented myself, having left the cloak outside the door.

"Something like that," I said with the smile I reserve for wounded enemies. "I have come, great one, on
behalf of my mistress."

"That stupid girl! She's embarrassing me in front of the entire court. My methods have worked beautifully
on entire armies but I have never before had an army that blushed and giggled or wept and refused to
meet my gaze."

I let my fingers walk up his sword arm. "My lady is young and pampered and with strong female urges
that only respond to a man of your power in one way, and that is not an appropriate way for herzo
respond , to you while her husband is looking on, if you take my meaning? But I'll meet your gaze,
master. What exactly do you want me to look at?"



He laughed. "Bold piece, aren't you? Just a moment."

I pretended not to look while he found his magic implement—it seemed to be connected with the helmet
he wore for training. "Meet my gaze then, wench," he ordered.

I carefully avoided looking at the red gem in the middle of the nosepiece, and gave him a sidelong glance
first, and gasped. "Oh. Oh, my. Well, sir, I can certainly see my lady's problem. The sheer raw masculine
power you exude when you put that on is just too much for a woman to withstand. However, if you can
offer a girl a drink, I'll see if I can bear it long enough to convey your message."

He was more than willing to provide that drink and the next and the next. I'm a good drinker. He was
not, particularly. "So, master," I cooed in the manner I had heard Lotus use with His Majesty, "I think I'm
ready to gaze into your eyes now."

I wouldn't need to look up since his gaze was firmly locked on the bodice of my gown.
"Yes, my dear. | have much to teach you."

"I have learned much already," I said, and I had, though not from him. Prior to coming into Lotus's
service [ would never have thought to use such a subterfuge and could not have imagined it would work.

"Look into my eyes," he commanded, and as we locked gazes, he suggested that I assume a position
most often assumed by small boys in the captivity of Creeks and Romans.

Magic implement or no magic implement, I had absolutely no wish to do so. "That's amazing," I said.
"And naturally I can't wait to satisfy your every command." Then, while he licked his lips, I snatched the
helm from his head and ducked playfully away from him, evading him long enough to put it on my own
head.

"Give that back, you vixen!" he demanded, but not angrily. I'm sure it looked rather fetching with the
gauzy gown that was half-felling off me anyway.

"Certainly, my lord. But first you must lookme in the eye and say 'please."’

Still laughing, he looked me in the eye and I said, "You will recline on that couch and close your eyes
and when you open them again, all your most exotic and depraved desires will have been fulfilled."

He went straight to the couch and lay down with a silly smile on his face and his eyes closed. I hit him
over the head with the helmet.

I had to trust my own instinct, but I guessed that you had to use the gem to command he or she who
looked into it to do or become something they wished to do or become anyway. Most men Sun Zoo
faced would truly wish to become great warriors, so it worked well enough to give him both confidence
and reputation. I had no wish to become a slave boy in addition to being a slave girl, so the gem had, no
influence on me. I wasn't sure how it would work on Lotus if she dared look at it, so I'd have to try it out.

With the helm under my cloak, I hastened back to her chamber and woke her up. Placing the helmet on
my head, I said, "Do me the favor of looking into my eyes, my lady."

"Bodie, you look ridiculous. Have you no fashion sense whatsoever? That hat is absolutely the wrong
accessory for that ensemble."



"But the jewel is nice, isn't it?" I asked. "Take a close look." She did and I said, "Now, go kiss the
Tai-Tai's behind."

"What?" she asked.
"Aha! I thought so. You don't reallywant to kiss the Tai-Tai's behind, do you?"
"Bodie, are you quite well?"

"Never better, my lady, never better. But tell me, seriously, have you ever had any desire to be a soldier
atall?"

"None. I seek only to win the emperor's favor and bear him many sons."

"Commendable. Now then," and I looked her straight in the eye. "Go back to sleep."

Then I went to work on the helmet and the nightingale, slipping back up to the Chief Astrologer's
chamber just before cockcrow to slip into the room of the still-sleeping Sun Zoo, where I deposited both
the helm and the dress I'd worn on my earlier visit.

The next morning the court assembled once more to observe the defeat of Sun Zoo and the humiliation
of Lady Lotus. [ was well dressed for the occasion in a tasteful collection of red handkerchief-sized veils,
sheer trousers, and a little bolero concealing the jewel dangling from my bodice. If caught with it, I could

be cut to pieces for stealing what would be assumed to be the nightingale's egg from my lady's trinket.

The activities of this day were no more satisfactory than before. "Lady Lotus, look into my eyes," Sun
Zoo commanded.

"Tee hee."

"At once."

"Tee hee heh heh hee."

"T have absolute authority over you. You will look into my eyes."

She peeked up at him.

"March."

"I beg your pardon?"

"March."

"Tee hee. You must be joking!"

"I will tell you three more times and then you will face the consequences of a disobedient troop."

"It isn't nice to yell at people."



"March!"

"You're frightening me."

"March!"

"Y our Majesty, this horrid man is being very mean to your little pomegranate."
"See here, Sun..."

"Your Majesty, by your own tongue you gave me authority over this woman. We mustn't set a bad
example for others. Now. Lady Lotus, one last time, MARCH !"

At this she broke into tears, threw herself on the ground, and began screaming that she wouldn't, she
wouldn't, she wouldn't and nobody could make her, so there!

"Your Majesty, this is not my failure to teach but this woman's failure to obey my instructions, despite
your order that she do so. Thrice have I given Tier direct command and thrice has she failed to execute it,
therefore I shall execute her, that she be an example to all others who would defy your wishes."

Lady Lotus wailed while the Tai-Tai and the other ladies looked gratified. His Majesty looked horrified
and very sad, to give him credit, but [ knew emperors and he would do what Sun Zoo instructed to
preserve his own royal dominion.

The emperor was appealing directly to Lotus. "little Pomegranate, will you not do what this man
commands or must I allow him to kill you."

"lcan't , sire, I justcan't . Please don't let him kill me, please please. You said..."
The time had come for me to attack.

Slithering out to comfort Lotus in the best harem style—my, [had absorbed a lot being around these
ladies!—I turned to face the emperor and spoke. Normally, this would have been enough to cost me my
life because slaves don't chat up the monarch any time they feel like it in the regular order of things.
However, at the present time the emperor was so distraught he would be glad to hear a suggestion of
how to save face and Lotus at the same time even if it came from her mechanical nightingale.

""Your Majesty, this man is a fraud and because he has not been able to prove his boast, he seeks to
take the life of my lady. She is not disobedient to Your Majesty. Indeed, she worships you. It is simply
that this man has no idea how to lead women."

"And you do, I suppose?" Sun Zoo asked with an arched eyebrow and a wink that implied he'd been
leading me pretty well the night before.

"Not in a week—which is ridiculous for someone who has not hardened their thews and sinews, who
has been kept sequestered throughout her life, who has no protective clothing, much less armor, and
weapons too large for her stature. All of that can be improved in time, and yes, I could lead not only
Lady Lotus, but all of the ladies in the harem, given six months, freedom to requisition that which is
necessary, and the same authority His Majesty has given this would-be murderer of His adored
concubine."



"I promised a week!" Sun Zoo said.
"You promised to train one lady, which you have failed to do. I offer to train the entire harem."

The Lady Lotus looked even more horrified at the idea of spending six months training as a soldier than
she had at being executed. Tai-Tai's nose went so far into the air that, had it eyes instead of nostrils, it
would have been quite as useful as any hawk for aerial surveillance.

"Six weeks," the emperor said. "I shall give you six weeks. Thatis all."

"Of free rein to train these ladies as I see fit with the help of the armorer and stables and—" I shot a look
at the disdainful nobles who were finding my performance almost as diverting as the senseless execution
of a young girl, "—absolute privacy."

"She asks for everything, Your Majesty, and I asked for nothing but a pupil."

"Yes, and you failed." His Majesty beckoned me forward. "I do want it understood that ifyou fail, my
dear, I will not be expected to executem) entire harem."

A most reasonable request. I began to appreciate His Majesty as a most reasonable man, for an
emperor. [ approached him and said in a voice too low for any to near but himself, "The test, Your
Majesty, though the ladies know it not, shall be a pitched battle between them and an equal number of
your own palace guard. I do promise, unlike the learned gentleman, that in the event that any of the ladies
fail and are slain, I shall be slain as well."

"I command it," the emperor said.
"Majesty!" exclaimed Number Two Wife, who was pregnant.

Tai-Tai was beside herself with anger. "How can you dunk of giving this barbarian slave hegemony over
me, my lord?"

But the emperor gave her a balky look and simply repeated, "I command it."

First I approached my Lady Lotus, who was still in a groveling position. She shrank back from me as if
I'd gone crazy but I said, "My lady, here is your chance not only to live, but to gain His Majesty's favor
above all others and to be the first to bear him a son. Only do as I instruct and all will be well."

I did not order anyone around at that moment, but allowed all to see that there would be no more
diversions that day; while I proceeded to the armorer's hall and the stable to make arrangements to equip
my reluctant unit.

On returning to the harem, I found that everything had returned to normal and the ladies were practicing
peeling grapes and being fanned with peacock feathers and working on their abdominal exercises for the
dancing they would do to assist Number Two Wife when she gave birth in another five months.

My lady was resting, but I just had time to replace the ruby egg in the nightingale's nest before she
awoke. "Oh, it's you, Bodie. I don't know what all that nonsense was about out there on the field, but

you made that awful man spare my life. For that I owe you anything, anything at all, which I can give."

"My lady, your cooperation will be the most valuable gift you can give us both in the weeks to come, but



I shall need the loan of one of your material possessions as well."
"It is yours."
"The egg of the mechanical nightingale—will you give it to me for now?"

"For now and always, and the nightingale as well. The emeralds and diamonds and gold work are worth
far more than that ruby."

"Thank you, mistress, but the ruby will do nicely."

I spent that afternoon going visiting among the ladies of the harem. They were inclined to snub me, of
course, until they saw my new bauble.

Tai-Tai was the toughest nutzo crack, but I knew what she wanted. I also positioned the ruby so that the
moment she looked at me, she saw it. "Tai-Tai, you will gain even greater influence over His Majesty if
you are also commander of his elite guard. This is well within your abilities as a forceful and determined
lady. By doing everything I say, you will achieve this power and will increase your chances of having a
male child. However, that may not even be necessary. Once His Majesty sees how a woman may rule
and defend her rule, heis quite likely to allow his daughter by you right of succession."

Now, this was utter and complete horse shit, as we both very well knew, but that was where the jewel
really worked—because she wanted to believe that such goals were attainable, she wanted to believe
what I said was true. When I added, as I did to them all, ""Also, our maneuvers will give you the
opportunity and the right to knock the smirk off the face of the lady..." She filled in the lady's name most
hated by her.

To some I said that being tough and strong was a way to the empire's slightly perverted heart, to others
that this was their chance to redress slights, to others that they might actually have a chance to defend
themselves next time instead of watching helplessly while their homes were despoiled, their families killed,
and themselves sold into bondage.

By the end of the day, with the jewel's assistance, I had the promise of each lady that she would do her
utmost to learn what I had to teach her in the next six weeks.

The following day, to keep interest up, we went to the armorer's. There, each lady took her turn at
archery and her endowment was altered with special garments to maximum functionality. The armor itself
was then tailored to the lady, and set with little jewels to make it more attractive to each. Each lady was
to be issued helm, breastplate, shield and leather gauntlets and sandals with shin guards, a similar costume
to the one favored by the empire's guard.

I knew I would meet with resistance if [ required the ladies to cut their hair, so we formed teams to braid
it and had the helms made to fit over the braided mass, which formed extra cushioning. Swords and
daggers were made short and lightweight, though strong, and both longbows and crossbows were
tailored so that they were somewhat more than the ladies could manage presently.

This quickly changed as the ladies began sinew strengthening, endurance training, and unarmed
hand-to-hand combat. Here their exercises varied from those of the men and of the women I had trained
with, for while these women were not particularly strong or fit, they were quite agile, quick and slippery
and from the harem dances knew well how to move one group of muscles in total isolation from others.
Their hips and legs were also quite strong and well adapted for bumping a taller, stronger opponent well



below his center of balance, knocking him off his feet, and stomping a mudhole in his most sensitive and
unarmore areas while he struggled to regain his feet.

We practiced these new tactics by first allowing each lady to spar with her most despised enemy, which
quickly showed them the wisdom of restrained hairstyles and simplicity of line in costume.

It also got much of trie personal rivalry out of their systems, which was good, since the next step was to
tie the former-sparring partners together back-to-back and have them circle while defending themselves
against two other similarly bound opponents, then single opponents free to move. Thus did each lady
learn to work with each of the other ladies. The emperor's little daughters meanwhile had a wonderful
time emulating their mothers.

We practiced riding, which some of the ladies already knew how to do in some measure, though others
were accustomed only to being carried in palanquins.

Then we coupled weapons with hand-to-hand fighting, followed by weapons and hand-to-hand with
riding, followed by riding with archery and spear throwing. The stone worked well in that they were
highly motivated and kept trying until each was doing her utmost at all times—a much better percentage
than you get in most outfits.

But was it enough? They were still gently bred ladies and six weeks could not harden them enough for
them to face seasoned soldiers with any degree of success in the ordinary way of things. Their swords
and daggers were suited to them and they used them well, their arrows hit the mark as well as the arrows
of most troops, but their spear throwing was hopeless. Also, in the evening they ate too welt despite
some cooperation from the palace kitchens, and slept too long on their silken sofas. The one concession I
was able to acquire from His Majesty was that he visited none of them during this period.

"Absolute privacy, you promised, my lord," I reminded him at Lotus's threshold.

"But the poor girls will be lonely!" he protested.

"They'll be dead otherwise, sire. Besides, think of the privation they are enduring for your sake—is it not
a noble thing for you to undergo a slight deprivation for theirs—and will it not make your reunion all the

sweeter?"

"Well, I suppose I can find a few affairs of state to become involved in. Or perhaps I'll go visit my vassal
Lord Chuski of the Steppes. I understand he has triplet daughters who are just turning fifteen."

"Of course," | said, "if they should return with you, they would need to be included in the battle with your
guards—and quite without the benefit of the training your other wives are getting."

He sighed deeply. "Yes, I suppose that would be the only just thing to do and lam known as a just
ruler."

As the end of the six weeks neared, and the ladies sat around the common table they liked to eat at now
to tend each other's wounds of the day and supply each other with unguents and oils guaranteed not to
leave scars, I dreaded the battle to come on the morrow.

"Lotus," Tai-Tai said "The next time an opponent swings her spear toward you, slide from the saddle to
the side as you did earlier today, and avoid the blow."



"I will, Tai-Tai. I am sorry for your split lip and loosened tooth; There is a remedy our healer once taught
me for loose teeth..."

"I must say, I feel better," Number Three Wife said. "It's been rather fun having something to do instead
of just lying about all day. I shall miss our times together."

"Somehow, I feel, that we need a campfire," Number Four Wife said.

"Not in the middle of the fourth-century carpet," Tai-Tai said. "The brazier will have to do. A bit of
music would be nice, however."

"T'll bring my flute, shall I?" asked Number Four Wife. "Back in a jift."

"Oh, I wonder if she knows that old Mongolian song about the Valley of the Red River..".." mused
Number Two Wife.

"I have the strangest urge to write home to my mother," mused Number Fourteen Wife, "but I see her
every second Thursday and she can't read anyway."

For now that the ladies were at war during the daytime, evenings in the harem had become much more
peaceful. Tai-Tai, far from being the bored and cynical, grasping autocrat she had appeared, was actually
an aristocratic lady with great skill in commanding. Fighting with her co-wives had taught her their worth
and somehow, knowing it, she was no longer afraid that it lessened her own. Even Lotus had begun to
look up to her.

And Lotus herself, while possessing very little aggressive spirit, was quick and playful and mad in the
way of many small and merry people whom the evils of war and the world never seem to penetrate very
deeply. She was very fond of suddenly sinking to her knees and onto her back in battle and dealing
damage to the underside of her foe. Those who thought she was showing her belly and making herself
defenseless thus reckoned without her ability to twist herself round and bob up for a new attack.

Number Two Wife was probably the most ferocious of all, defending her belly.

I was almost sorry for the things I had to say the night before the test. "Ladies," I told them, the jewel
strung on a fine gold chain and dangling between my eyebrows, accentuating my gaze as I looked into
each of their faces in turn, "I have something disturbing to tell you. I know that you all have felt these past
few days have been simply to please your lord and gain various benefits for yourselves. But the fact is,
trie emperor only agreed to allow this experiment because your new skills will soon be needed. There has
been revolt brewing among the Palace Guard, inspired by that brigand Sun Zoo, who has told them that
they can overthrow His Majesty and throw the kingdom into chaos and yourselves into bondage and
fates worse than death and I'm sure you all know what that's like and wouldn't care for it to happen now
that you're on the verge of—you know," I said meaningfully to each one so that she would believe we
alone shared the secret of what she would become to the emperor when this little charade was over.
"The point is, if the emperor and kingdom and your own positions are to be preserved, your honor and
the lives and honor of your daughters saved from these upstart ruffians, you will have to fight in earnest.
Intelligence has informed His Majesty that there will be an attack on the harem on the morrow. This is not
a drill. I repeat, this is not a drill. This is an actual alert of an impending battle, the only one you'll receive.
Fight well, comrades, or all will be lost."

Tai-Tai said, "In that case, Bodie, I think we should post a guard."



"Excellent idea, Number One Lady. I'll stand first watch while you ladies get some sleep. I'll wake you,
my Lady Lotus, for second watch..."

"T'll stand third myself," Tai-Tai said grimly.
That suited me very well.

I knew, of course, that the battle wouldn't take place until morning, so I felt safe in donning my cloak,
and bundling myself out to the wall where the night watch was on duty.

No one recognized me. Not only was I well cloaked in a cloak, I was also well cloaked in darkness.
"Nice night," I said to the bloke on duty. It was only raining a little.

"In't 1t?" he replied, pulling his cloak close about him. "What're you doin' out so late then, darling?"
"Couldn't sleep," I said. "I'm too worried about the outcome of the battle tomorrow."

"Battle?"

"Youknow , when the Palace Guard take on the emperor's harem."

He laughed. "Oh, that. I wouldn't goso far as to call that abattle . Not a proper battle. I mean, they're a

bunch of the emperor's pampered houris for all their struttin' about in armor. Be more like a massacre, |
should say."

"Yes," I said. "I know. That's what has me so worried. You see, I cherish a secret passion for the
Captain of the Guard..."

When the conversation was over and I returned to the harem to wake Lotus, I felt rather ashamed of
myself but then, I had to remember, my people had been tricked by cunning when courage alone wasn't
enough. Honor is for those who have the wherewithalzo survive defeat.

The ladies and I staged a preemptive strike the next morning.

"There's not a moment to lose!" I told them after a quick foray into the castle to make sure my ploy had
worked. "Our foes have surrounded the emperor's bedchamber," I told them.

"Oh, my poor Papa Panda Bear!" Lotus cried. "We must save him!"

"Ladies," Tai-Tai said, "I think it best we use that strategy Bodie described to us wherein some of us
come from the right, and some from the left, while some drop down on our foe from the rafters..."

The guards at first appeared absolutely bewildered, but when they realized the ladies in armor, fighting in
earnest, dealing real cuts and blows, were then-appointed foes, they rallied somewhat.

His Majesty poked his head out of his chamber long enough to say, "Oh, it's begun, has it?" and ducked
back in to get his own crowned helm, which provided him some protection during the fray.

Sun Zoo showed up too, and stood on the sidelines with folded arms and a smirk on his face, until he
saw that the guards were not automatically winning.



In fact, they were on the point of being annihilated. Three had made the mistake of cornering Number
Two Wife and she was parrying for all she was worth. Meanwhile, Lotus dropped down from the rafters
onto the shoulders of one of the attackers, ripped off his helmet and began bashing him on the head with
her shield. Tai-Tai and Number Two Concubine closed in on the other two, fighting off their own
attackers.

Blood was quite satisfyingly everywhere and none of it seemed to belong to my ladies.

Lotus's victim collapsed under her and she pounced upon another one, using the maneuver wherein she
slid under his legs and. ..

"Majesty!" wailed the Captain of the Guard. "Can I kill her? She's about to unman—stop that, you
minx," he swore something less repeatable and tried to kick her away but she was like a leech. "Me!"

"No, no!" the monarch cried. "Call it off; call it off. I can stand this no longer! All you men, go away,
stop looking at my harem. Surrender!"

"Hearing and obeying, Majesty. We'll turn ourselves in to the brig immediately," the Captain of the
Guard said, laying his sword gingerly across Lotus's abdomen, which was still quivering at floor level,
though her dagger was no longer raised to endanger his future children.

The emperor meanwhile was jumping up and down, clapping his hands and crying, "All my lovely ladies,
attend me. Seeing you in all your sweating, sinewy glory after all this time without you has made me feel
very excited. Enough of this bloody combat. I have a more congenial use for youall "

It was lonely in the harem the rest of the day and that night.

[ felt distinctly left out. Wandering the chambers alone, with no sound of the flute, the lute, or the strains
of "The Aura of Lady Lee" sung round the brazier, no one tending anyone else's bruises or saddlesores, it
was very lonely.

"A Pyhrric Victory,eh , Madame Spy?" said the voice of Sun Zoo. He wasn't sneering now, however, or
even leering.

"Not at all," I said. "My ladies are all alive, including the one I saved from your heavy-handed tactics, the
emperor is happy—or so I imagine him to be—and the guards were none of them seriously wounded
and will live to guard again."

"And none of them will lose their retirement pay or be demoted after all, eh? In spite of the rumor going
around last night to the effect that any guard who actually maimed or killed one of the emperor's ladies
would not have much of a career left to him. I can't think where such a tale would have started."

I shrugged. "Ifit isn't exactly honorable to undermine the enemy's morale in any way you can, it's at least
sensible. In another six months, or a year, perhaps, at the same level of training, the lames would have
needed no edge. They were excellent. But your week's worth of training is good only if you're talking
about hotheaded pot boys who want to be soldiers and already have me muscles and are not with child,
are fit, and have no womanly scruples."

n



"You should also see that the rumor was the simple truth. The emperor would have thanked no one, you
least of all, for killing his ladies. Everyone is better off. Even the guards have been put on their mettle—"

"Well... yes. I don't think they expected quite such fierce resistance. But if the guards could have fought
to wound..."

I shuddered. "But it is at least a draw, wouldn't you say?"

"At least. I saw some excellent fighting technique there and some of it from that hopeless Tittle twit I
attempted to teach. How did you?"

"Professional secret," I told him. [ wasn't about to tell him I was already an experienced soldier when [
began watching him teach Lotus and learned a tremendous amount from his pontificating.

When I returned to the harem, the ladies were already beginning to file back in, spent, smelly, and quite
happy. In the bath they told me that the emperor was so taken with their performance—and his own,
afterward—that he decided to form a special, very personal, bodyguard from their ranks, a guard to
which it would be a very high honor to belong. The training, therefore, was to continue, on condition that
His Majesty got to watch this time.

Sun Zoo was allowed to slink off, and graciously, I even captured his helm long enough to prise my
lady's nightingale egg from it and replace it with the magic ruby.

The odd thing was, it turned out that all of the tales I told various people while I wore the red stone were
reasonably true. The emperordid like his women a bit on the Amazonian side, and so the ladies gained
favor and power from it. Also, many of them had male babies, though I can claim no credit for that, nor
can the stone, or can it? In addition, a guard who killed or maimed one of the ladies would certainly have
lost His Majesty's favor, for as he proved, he was very fond indeed of his ladies. So fond, in fact, that he
never again chose another wife. Which many said showed he was a wise and prudent man, if not a brave
one.

One more thing proved true as well. When, for my services, I was offered my choice of all of the
gentlemen of the court to be my husband, I chose the Captain of the Guard, for whose bulging sinews
and reluctant gallantry I found I held all the admiration I had earlier confided to his subordinate. It is my
intense pleasure to report that Lady Lotus's knife did him no damage whatsoever.

Sometimes a woman just doesn't feel like herself,
THE GROWLING
Jody Lynn Nye

«*»

"You have used up the last of the birch moss, Honi," Dahli complained, a frown on her heart-shaped
face. She tipped up the earthenware container to prove the truth of its emptiness, then dropped it to the



dirt floor. Her strong hands, more used to clenching a sword than a broom, clamped down on her hips.

"Why not? My need is the same as anyone else's." Honi pouted, flexing a bicep until her apron sleeve
split, showing her bronzed arm. In a moment, the shield-sisters might come to blows over an increasingly
petty argument. Their chief flung herself between them.

"Enough!" cried Shooga, her voice filling the small supply hut. "Peace between you. Since there is not
enough birch moss, I order that you two shall go out and seek more, and furthermore, you shall not raise
your voices again. Now, apologize," she said, patting her palms against the air as if pushing the two
women together. "You are warriors and sisters in combat!"

Dahli looked at Honi, who eyed her with suspicion.
"T apologize," Honi said at last.

"So do I," Dahli said, tossing back her mane of brown hair. "But you did use up the moss." Honi's face
turned a deeper shade of tan.

"] needed it!"

"And what am I supposed to do? Watch where I sit for a week?" Dahli breasted up to Honi, her fists
clenched. Honi went on guard with her basket, as if she was about to belabor her shield-sister over the
head with fit.

"Girls! Girls!" Shooga shouted, pushing them apart in truth this time. The warrior women dodged to glare
at one another over her head, making faces. Shooga was fed up with the lot of them. Herback hurt, too.

The time of the Growling had come again. Thank the Goddesses such times were rare in the history of
the village of Hee Kwal, or there would be no unity, merely widely spaced houses full of woe. The fault
lay with Mother Nature herself. Women of bearing age had children, with only a few turns of the moon
between birth and conceiving anew. With men gone so long, though, the last of the children had been
born months ago, leaving wombs idle. It was as if all the women returned to the time of their earliest
nubile season, before they had bargained between themselves for husbands. As was the way of the
Mother Goddesses during the time of creation, each of the women's cycles had gradually returned,
joining the pattern until they were identical in timing and duration. When the girls who had reached
womanhood but never been with a man were numbered alongside the grown warriors, that made the Red
Time very strong. Woe betide the unwary stranger who wandered into the village during the Growling.
True, it only lasted a day or two in every moon, but it sorely tried Shooga's patience.

The men of Hee Kwal had gone to the capital of Sen Serif; to serve their year's time as honor guard to
the king and queen. Next time Shooga would see that it was the women who went to represent Hee
Kwal. The men had been away so long Shooga's youngest baby was already fourteen moons old, and
she was feeling the lack of male comfort. So were all the others, though they didn't precisely want them
now . Her mate, Brohne, usually made himself scarce during this time of the moon anyway when hewas
at home, preferring to be out of range. Yet the women's patience was wearing thin at the men's absence.
Their anger was never so obvious as at this time of the month. The Growling released fierce, wild,
magical energies, and lent strength to female warriors' arms.

The seeress Wysacha hobbled up to them and raised her theumy eyes to Shooga. "The Hen of Night
laid the Day Egg hours ago. This argumentative one," she pointed a chipped nail at Honi, "has her
appointment when the Egg reaches its highest. If she is not at my hut by the time it hatches into the red



Rooster of Evening I will take the next patient.”

"I will be there I" Honi said, glaring at the old woman. "You shall take away my pain, Wysacha. I receive
no relief and no respect either in this village. If my husband was here..."

"If your husband was here you'd be with child, and there'd be no Growling," Wysacha said, with a grin
that showed her toothlessness. "Thank the Goddesses I'm past all that, but I thank you for the extra
magic I can draw upon."

"I think the men stay away deliberately," Dahli said, shoving her dark hair behind her and working it into
a rough braid. "Why resume the responsibility of home and child when they can be away, free to hunt and

fight?"

"My husband will pay when he gets back, that I promise you," Honi said, hoisting her basket on her hip
and tossing her golden hair. "I'll be with you very soon, Wysacha."

"Good, good," the old wizardess said, turning in a swirl of dark red robes to totter back toward her hut.
"Bring some food. The Day Egg needs nourishment to grow. Huh! Goddesses pity the first man to set
foot in this village: the whole place is set against you."

"The Night God spat the Gob of light hours ago," Pex, chief of the Buh Bah, admonished his spy. "How
lies the land?"

The man grinned, his white teeth gleaming in the blackness of his beard. "You'll like this, chief. The whole
place is empty of men, except for boys not old enough to grow peach fuzz. The women are alone, and
for a long time, | wager. The village has deteriorated. Gardens are untended, and above all lies the fume
of an unfamiliar smell."

"No men? Do you say so?" demanded Abbs, chief of the Ma Cho and Pex's second-in-command.

"I swear, brother," the spy said, slapping his hand on the other's well-muscled buttock in testament of a
good oath.

"Hur hur hur," laughed Pex, diabolically. "It shouldn't take much to conquer them, and men—Par Tee!"

The scared rite of Par Tee involved the consumption of much fermented spirits, followed by the ingestion
of well-greased meats, and then fertility rites, the more vigorous the better. As Pex looked around at his
cohort, he saw that every man's face wore a grin wide enough to swallow the ears of the man on each
side.

The tribes of Buh Bah and Ma Cho had once been at war. The battling had lasted for many seasons until
peace had grudgingly been proposed. It seemed that the two sides would rather sneer at one another
over the bargaining table until one wise soul pointed out that if they united forces they could go and pick
on smaller tribes. A treaty was suggested, and both sides agreed at once.

The most defenseless of Buh Bah's neighbors were the Sen Setif. Sen Setif males were objects of
derision in both the Buh Bah and Ma Cho lands because the Sen Setif valued male and female alike, both
in the arts of war and of peace. The Buh Bahs and the Ma Chos knew well that a woman's place was in
aman's bed. Any woman's place. How convenient it was that they wouldn't have to fight the Sen Setif for
their females.



Honi was grateful for her close-fitting leather armor as she brushed past the waist-high, stinging nettles to
get close to the birch trees. She spotted a lush clump of moss and began to pull it off the white bark.
Such dull work.

She heard the clink of metal near her. It must be Dahli threshing through the reeds on the bank of the
stream, looking for wide lily leaves to pack the moss in. Honi wished she would hurry up. She wanted to
get back to the village and have Wysacha work her magic on Honi's aching lower back. Though her skin
felt as if it itched on the inside, she discovered that the irritation that had dogged her all day disappeared
as soon as she set foot outside the village wall. Wysacha was right: the place was packed full of magic.
Perhaps in the rite of the Third Day they could wind the whole package into a spell and send it to bring
their men homesafely —so she and Dahli and the others could beat them with sticks for having been
gone so long.

She sighed and rested her back against the nearest tree bole. Mytee was a good man. He'd hardly know
their son, who had grown up enough to walk and wield a play spear already. She'd even taught the little
one to say "Surrender or die!"

Honi knelt to yank one more chunk of the absorbent moss off the handiest birch. Almost enough now for
ten women, she told herself, looking down at her well-filled basket. The metallic clank came nearer. It
must be Dahli. She looked up, expecting her shield-sister. Instead, she had one moment's glimpse at a
tall, well-muscled, handsome, but greasy, unshaven, and dirty man before hands grabbed her from behind
and clamped over her eyes and mouth.

"Ow! Gods damn her, she bit me!" Gluetz howled. The eight men trying to hold onto the blond woman
paid him no mind. Their captive was refusing to cooperate. She struggled and Kicked, even managing to
work a fist loose now and again to punch a man in the face. Pex signalled to the warriors to drop their
burden and sit on her so he could tie the woman's hands and feet. Most of them sported scratches and
bruises before he was finished.

"A fine one," Abbs said, running his eyes up and down her body. "Spirited. I like that. She'll be a worthy
object for the rite of Par Tee."

The female glared at them over the gag made of a wad of birch moss and her own belt. Pex grinned
down at her. Suddenly, her body relaxed, and her eyes closed.

"The force of my personality," Pex said, certain that it was true. "Pick her up. Let's see if the rest of them
are so easily subdued."

The men shouldered their burden, but not before Pex saw the woman's eyes open again. In them he saw
hate, and the promise of retribution. That look would change to love once he gave her his personal
attention.

"Soon, my pretty, soon," he said, patting her on the thigh. The woman kicked at him with both legs,
almost throwing herself off Abbs's and Gluetz's shoulders.

Across the meadow, Dahli straightened up from the mass of lilies, her hands full of dripping leaves. A
sharply painful impulse had hit her right in the guts. She thought it was belly cramp, returning earlier than



Wysacha had promised, but no. It was a warning, the kind she felt when there was to be a battle.

"Honi?" she said out loud. Her friend didn't answer. Dahli threw away the water lilies and reached up
over her shoulder for her sword.

The noise of feet threshing the reeds made her drop to one knee, on guard and out of sight.

A group of men passed her by. At first she was gladdened by the sight, thinking it was their husbands
returning from their travels. The next puff of wind swiftly disabused her of the idea. These men stank like
months-dead offal. Their tunics and trews bore so much soil and grease at first Dahli didn't see the rips.
And besides, the garments didn't match. No Sen Setif man would let himself go so badly.

Between them, two of the men carried a struggling bundle. Honi! Dahli thought at first of leaping up and
charging in to save her friend, but realized she was well outnumbered. Better to sneak back to the village
and get help.

"They've got Honi?" Shooga asked, but she was already buckling her sword harness over her black
body armor. She added her favorite war hammer to a loop on her belt. "How dare they?"

"Whowere they?" Wysacha asked, wringing her thin hands together.

"Buh Bahs," Dahli said, pacing up and back over the chief's carpets. "And Ma Chos, too, unless I
mistake the smell. There's at least forty of them, all filthy."

"By the Goddesses, they will pay," Shooga said, slapping one hand into the other. "Muster all the
women. Put the children in the central barn with the beasts, and put a heavy guard on all the doors.
Attack our village, will they?" The chief felt herself getting hot, as if the air around her had caught fire.

"Careful," Wysacha said, holding out her palms to sense the ether. "The magic is packed around us like
bomb-powder. A forceful thought could set the whole place off."

Shooga stopped three paces before charging out the door and made herself calm down. The heat died
away to a warning of warmth. She turned to nod at the wisewoman.

"T'll save that for the right moment, old one. In the meantime, I must see to our defense. Get to a safe
place, and watch out for us."

"I'm already weaving spells," Wysacha said, tottering out the door as last as she could.

Pex had his hand on the hilt of his sword as he swaggered into the village square, followed by his men
and their captive. Nice place, this. Houses in good repair: all of them even hadroofs . Plenty of trees to
lounge beneath, lots of wood for fires. Good grass for herds. They were going to like it here. He
surveyed the village as if its surrender was a mere formality.

Abbs carried a sheep he had killed. It would make a fine barbecue for the Par Tee. He threw it on the
ground in front of the group and stood next to Pex. In the doorways and courtyards, women went
nonchalantly about their tasks: drawing water, weaving cloth, milking cattle, pulling weeds.



"They can hardly contain their enthusiasm," Gluetz said, looking around him.
"Perhaps they haven't noticed us," Abbs whispered.

"How could they not?" Pex asked, thumping his chest mightily. "Do we not have the appearance of
warriors? Do we not reek of manly musk? They ought to be grateful to us for coming. Look around you.
These might not have had a man in months. Some will feel the lack."

"And how good could a Sen Setif man be anyhow," Delts snickered, "with his foolish ideas about
equality? A woman gets just as much pleasure from a rough tumble as she does from slow wooing."

"Hah!" Gluetz said, slapping his leg. "And a man can get in three or four women in so much time. Why
waste a nice, warm day like this one getting all hot over a single roll in the straw?"

"Hur hur hur," Pex laughed "So true. Ladies!" He raised his hands on high, turning so every woman
could look upon his masculine splendor. The women turned disinterested eyes toward the group in the
center of the grassy square. "Greetings! [ am Pex of the Buh Bah! You will be glad to see us. My men
and I here claim title to this land and everything that grows or walks on it. We are your conquerors!
Surrender to us easily, and you may even enjoy our attentions. We are bold and experienced lovers, and
I promise none shall go without. What do you say?" He stood with his hands outstretched and a broad
smile on his face, waiting for the gratitude of the village maidens.

" Aaaaaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhh!" The voices from a third of a hundred female throats were raised in a shrill
war cry that caused the hair on the nape of his neck to stand straight out. From behind looms, from under
milking stools, from flower baskets, from the folds of dresses came swords, spears, and maces. The
loose robes fell away, revealing armor and ringmail.

For just a moment, the Buh Bah were paralyzed. Then Pex swept his sword out of its scabbard just in
time to meet a blow aimed at his head.

"Oh ho! So you want it rough?" Pex chortled, beating back the attack with ease. "Wonderful! My men
prefer it that way."

Dabhli led the first wave of ten Hee Kwals. At her side was Timayta, Honi's younger sister, eager to
redress the wrong done to her family's honor. Eight of them charged straight into the midst of the men,
forming a shield for the two who swung bludgeons at the knees of the men guarding Honi. While the
erstwhile guards were jumping up and down clutching their legs, Dahli's squad surrounded Honi, cut her
bonds, and guided her out again. As soon as her hands were free, toe blond warrior drew her own
sword and waded in against the invaders.

"Cooperation," Shooga had said over and over again, when teaching tactics. "Cooperation—and hit
them where they live." Honi took that advice.

Meanwhile, the other two waves of ten closed in on the mob of Ma Chos from both sides. Dahli, the last
to withdraw, took a swipe at Pex himself. He disengaged her blade expertly, and countered with a hard
blow that vibrated her arm to the shoulder. Gritting her teeth, she swung again. He laughed, parrying her
sword and Timayta's with a single cunning move.



Dahli let out a frustrated scream between her teeth and rained blows on him from every angle, only to
meet a counterstroke each time. Her own sword turned in her grip, and she had to hold it with both
hands. She couldn't hold out long against such a forceful attack. An arm encased in black leather slid past
her and caught the next blow on the shaft of a war hammer. Shooga shouted at her.

"Together, now!"

Dahli nodded shortly. Around them, men and women battled fiercely. Dahli saw with despair that the
women were not up to their best fighting trim. It had been so long since they'd had a genuine conflict that
they'd let themselves go soft. She vowed to the Mother Goddesses that if they survived this battle
she'd.train her muscles every day, instead of twice or thrice a week. As she began to tire, she recalled
Wysacha nagging her to follow the Way of Ayrao Bix, the first and most tireless of Hee Kwal's female
warriors. How she wished she had heeded that advice.

"Are you all right?" Timayta asked Honi, as the two of them hammered on the sword and shield of a
blackbearded male.

"My hands are numb, my back aches, and the smell is making me sick to my stomach," Honi said,
punctuating each phrase with a sound strike on their enemy's sword or leather shield. "Other than that, I
am fine."

"Don't get yourselves all tired out," the man said, leering at them over the edge of his shield. "You should
be looking forward to the Par Tee."

"Par Tee? With you?" Timayta cried. "How barbaric!"
"Yeah." The man grinned. "Ain't it great?"

Honi was infuriated by the big man's arrogance. She struck again and again at him, but knew her blows
were not connecting with flesh. He turned them all back; not easily, but steadily. She was good, but
where skills were evenly balanced, weight and height would always win. Honi was suddenly afraid that
her village would fall to these disgusting invaders. They would. .. touch them. She panted with fury, and
was made even more angry when the man watched her breathe with open admiration. Honi saw red.

She didn't know at first whether there was something in her eyes, or if the whole world was disappearing
in a crimson mist. Around her, fellow warriors were falling, and the men, with fewer opponents to face,
were ganging up on single women. Warriors were vanquished one after another, knocked out or tied up
by the invaders. She tried to fight her way toward them, but it was getting harder and harder to see. The
sun was a red lens in the sky.

Pex turned away the puny blows of the females. His men wielded trie greater strength, and their cause
was just. It was only a matter of time before they had worked all the fight out of the women. When they
were exhausted, they'd be that much easier to convince to serve the Buh Bah. And the Ma Cho. This
equal sharing stuff was too advanced for him. Normally he would just tell his men to take the ones they
wanted, and leave the rest for the other tribe. Numbers weren't his strong suit, but even he could see
there weren't enough women to go around.



"Don't kill any of them!" he shouted. The big woman in black and the sexy woman in ring armor pressed
their attack on him as if they really knew what they were doing. For a moment he felt sorry for their
fathers. If these girls had been sons, he could have made warriors out of them.

Suddenly Abbs and Delts were beside him, a redheaded woman slung between them, unconscious.

"How goes the day, brothers?" Pex asked, parrying a double blow with both hands on his sword hilt.
The woman in black showed all her teeth, and slammed a hammer blow at his arm. He shrugged it off
with the edge of his hide shield.

"Over soon," Abbs said, cheerfully. "This is number ten plus two to go down. Only some more to go!"
Abbs wasn't too good with numbers either, but he was a good judge of a battle.

"Fine," Pex said. "I'll just finish off these two." His brother chief pushed by behind him, leaving Pex with
his opponents. The women were tiring at last. He was pleased to see that the fire in their eyes was
undiminished The Par Tee would be a good one.

And yet, Pex thought, it was strange. The day had been fair, but now there was a low cloud gathering
around the battle like rising mist. It wasn't dust; no one was coughing. Besides, the dirt here wasn't red.

With a skilled twist of his sword, he disarmed the big woman of her hammer. She reached over her head
for the sword on her back. Pex chopped at her arm, and connected with the tricep muscle. It didn't cut
through the leather, but he could tell it hurt by the tears that sprang to the woman's eyes.

"Give up now," he suggested, almost kindly. "Save us all some time."

"Never," the woman gritted She shrugged her sword free, and engaged him again. The cloud around
them grew more palpable, cutting off the sight of the other warriors around them. She slashed at his chest
with the point of her blade. Pex turned it away, but just barely.

The chief of the Buh Bah began to think something was very wrong. The women should have been
getting weaker, but instead; they seemed to be drawing strength from somewhere. And he, puissant
fighter, felt himself growing tired. How could such a thing be? The woman in black was saying something.

"Howdare you invade our village!" she 